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			To my husband, Barry Lawson Williams

		

	
		
			Other things may change us,

			but we start and end with family.

			—ANTHONY BRANDT
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			PART I

			Tom

			Alabama, 1822

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			HIS MASTER’S VOICE, testy, from the direction of the main house. He had to obey, eventually, but pretended not to hear, giving himself time, sliding his hand along the stomach line from dewlap to udder, feeling for an unfamiliar bulge or irritated patch. Good. Nothing for worry. He was sure what awaited him was another meaningless chore, or errand easily assigned to one of the others. A task not worthy of a hilis haya. A healer. He was just turned twelve, mostly a man.

			“Tom!”

			Hadjo chewed a lazy cud, her eyes calm, but he knew better than to believe she couldn’t just as well deliver a fast kick, whether hurt or merely displeased, and kept his body from her firing line. She still showed no sign of shakes, thank the Great Spirit. She was full of personality among her dimmer colleagues, a bit of a show-off. He’d named her himself, Hadjo, the Creek word for jokester. No one else would understand his choice of favorite. They’d choose the cow that calved often and gave the most milk, or one with big haunches for a tasty stew, or the strongest, or they’d refuse to pick at all, unable to see differences, as if one cow substituted for ­another. She might not fetch highest price if put to sale, but Tom preferred clever.

			A week ago, when Hadjo refused her suckling, and turned from the grass at feed time, he worried she’d caught milk sickness. But now he thought it nothing more than a passing malady, without ­potential to hurt the tribe. He personally hand-fed Hadjo grain mixed with oil from the dried, ripe seeds of the flax plant, in the way of Old Turtle, and already saw improvement in both appetite and movement. Once sure she posed no danger, he would return her to graze with the others as she passed her time on this earth until her end, providing her milk for the tribe and her meat for the tribe, or until she was sold for currency held by Chief Yargee for the benefit of all. Once Tom ran her, he’d know whether Hadjo was ­infected with the slows. If her legs didn’t buckle, he would declare her well. If she weakened and fell to the ground, he would separate her from the others until she succumbed, and bury the remains deep so none could feast on her poison. He owed that much to the People. If beef of milk-sick cows was eaten, or milk drunk, the system of the People would be contaminated. He’d seen it before, in the time of his old master, before Chief Yargee. First came the person’s loss of energy for days or weeks, followed by the terrible shaking, followed by the final gasp of breath. And the cow long dead. Old Turtle taught him the connection.

			“Tom!”

			He patted Hadjo on the rump, not daring to ignore the call again.

			“Back directly,” he promised in Mvskoke, and then again in English. He practiced every chance, the words in both languages true on his tongue.

			Hadjo continued about her business, unconcerned.

			Tom sped cross-pasture and nudged Old Turtle where he nodded under a moss-draped live oak close to the sluggish stream.

			“Chief Yargee calls,” Tom said. “I’m gone from the herd.”

			“Humph.” Old Turtle tightened his lips and squinted hard at Tom. The intense sun and passing years had turned his skin leathery, burnished to the color of dried figs, his expression unyielding. “Don’t show too smart, boy. Mind your tongue around master.”

			“He calls for his hilis haya,” bragged Tom. “Second healer,” he immediately corrected, not wanting to offend. “Next to you, best in the tribe.”

			The advance of blindness and age slowed his mentor, but rheumy-eyed Old Turtle was still better in the healing of cattle than the most able-bodied man in Alabama, black or Indian. And Tom was the young hilis haya of the five hundred cattle in the herd, having watched Old Turtle minister to livestock on first Master McIntosh’s plantation, and now, among the Upper Creeks on Chief Yargee’s plantation.

			“You and me, we’re as much slave on this place as the last, though the master be more tolerable here,” said Old Turtle.

			“But we’re Creek too,” insisted Tom. He touched the red strings in his turban for luck.

			“We are what we are. Owned by tribe’s not the same as tribe,” said Old Turtle. “Straight off now and see to what the chief wants. And don’t overstep.”

			Tom followed the banks of the Alabama River, tromping through the tall grass in the direction of the chief’s house. He rounded the corner of the side yard’s vegetable garden.

			Two unfamiliar horses lazed in front of his master’s logged cabin, a three-hand roan with a fancy horned leather saddle and a smaller paint with broad pinto spotting, draped with a coarse wool riding blanket. He knew now why he’d been called. Visitors.

			Four figures stood in an awkward knot outside the house, waiting, a different flavor of annoyance written across each distinctive face, Indian, black, and white. He caught the eye of the other Tom on the plantation, a tall pecan-colored slave two years his senior, already sprouting the beginnings of a mustache on his upper lip, caught up in the net of the same name. The other Tom answered the call more quickly, most probably from the stable, where he shod the tribe’s ponies. They’d found themselves in this situation before, the two Toms, and after the briefest flicker of recognition, Tom concentrated on his master, figuring how much trouble he might be in for taking too long.

			Chief Yargee threw up his hands when he saw Tom. He seemed more nettled that he had to deal with a white man than that he’d had to wait. His master didn’t take to strangers, especially English-speaking strangers. Yargee was full-blood, devoted more to old ways than new, and if the chief could have lived his life through without ever seeing a white face or being vulnerable to the confusing ways of the Wachenas, he would have died a man content.

			“What took so long?” asked Yargee in Mvskoke.

			“Cattle trouble,” said Tom. He thought of Old Turtle’s warning and said nothing more, holding his breath as he waited for Chief Yargee’s reaction.

			Distracted, Chief Yargee skimmed past Tom’s delay and waved away the other Tom with an impatient gesture. “They talk crazy,” he said.

			The two strangers looked uncomfortable. The short white man was smaller than the chief, dressed in a mishmash of clothing, some Indian, some store-bought cloth and American fashion, like Tom had seen before on the old plantation. The dark-skinned man wore a feathered turban, a blanket wrapped around his body Indian-style, and breeches with fur around the bottom.

			“I am yatika.” The black stranger spoke in thick-tongued ­Mvskoke, so heavily accented he was difficult to understand.

			“What’s he say, Tom?” Yargee asked.

			The situation came clear. Chief Yargee had little tolerance for unfamiliarity with his language. Tom had thrown himself into mastering Mvskoke as well as Creek customs and dress when Yargee bought him into the nation as his property. This white man had the foresight to bring his own interpreter, but Yargee didn’t approve of the abuse of the language in the black man’s mouth.

			“I am yatika for Chief Yargee,” Tom said in English.

			He ignored the black man’s look of surprise and the mirrored expression of the little white man. Tom was used to doubt, to challenge, to underestimation, because he was twelve and looked younger still.

			“Chief Yargee asks the reason for your visit.”

			This time the white man spoke, in English. He too had an accent, but Tom made internal adjustments for his odd lilt and speech, and found him understandable.

			“I’m passing through, writing about Indians in Alabama. For my own amusement. Yes?”

			Tom wasn’t sure how much Mvskoke the black man really understood, so he mostly performed a straight translation of the white man’s words for Yargee without commentary or shading, but he left out the part about amusement. Chief Yargee wouldn’t respond well, and he wanted to keep the exchange going, fascinated that a white man brought his slave dressed Cherokee-style with him as he traveled through Alabama.

			“We feed them,” Yargee said in Mvskoke to Tom, “then they go.”

			“The chief invites you to sup,” Tom translated, “before going on your way.” The white man seemed grateful at the offer, so Tom added, “You and your estelvste.”

			The black man straightened up at this last, his face suddenly flinty.

			“I am not his,” he said in English, pulling his blanket tighter around his shoulders. “I am a free man, belonging only to myself. I have papers for proof. I travel without permission.”

			This man was as dark as Tom, maybe even a shade darker, his hair kinky beneath his turban, his face broad without the slightest hint of Indian blood. Every black man, woman, boy, or girl Tom had ever known was owned by white or Indian. Masters differed in temperament and treatment, in wealth and in influence, but so far as he knew, any with one drop of Negro blood were slaves. He’d seen official papers before, sheaves of parchment his former master kept in a locked rolltop desk no one was allowed to touch, except to keep dusted. Master McIntosh used to pull these papers out each month and worry over them, scratching black ink across the pages with a goose-quill feather pen. He’d add new sheets to the stack whenever he made a sale or a purchase on the plantation. Tom wondered if the black man’s proof papers looked like those.

			Tom wasn’t supposed to know how to read or write, but Master McIntosh sent his son to the white man’s school, and in the beginning, the boy showed Tom the individual squiggles of letters he said were the mortar and pestle of the white men’s books in his father’s library. Tom practiced them when alone. That was before the son outgrew their small-boy friendship and went on to embrace the life his father laid out for him, where Tom’s function was to serve, not accompany. But Tom could write his own name and pick out some words. Once he came to Yargee, the chief didn’t care one way or the other if Tom could read, so long as he performed his chores. Yargee had no knowledge of the written word, and cared about only the valuable cattle-tending skills gained for the tribe when he bought in Old Turtle and young Tom together.

			Tom looked to Yargee, but his master had scant interest in an exchange in a language he didn’t understand and which promised to impact him little. Still, Tom translated the black man’s words, the freedom declaration.

			Yargee didn’t comment, but didn’t laugh either, or protest the absurdity of the claim. A free black man. Sometimes you had to see a thing to know the possibility of it. He’d ask Old Turtle later.

			“Mightn’t I ask Chief Yargee about his life as Upper Creek in Alabama?” asked the white man.

			Tom translated.

			The chief grabbed up his bois d’arc bow and a full quiver of arrows. “Have cook lay supper and food for them to carry away,” he said in Mvskoke.

			“Chief Yargee meets with Council now, but asks me to see you eat and drink to your fill.”

			He’d get these men to himself before sending them off. If only he could learn how one came by freedom, with papers as proof. Or glimpse a world beyond an Alabama plantation.

			The white man seemed particularly disappointed, but that didn’t burden Chief Yargee. He pulled Tom to the side.

			“From now, won’t be two Toms,” Yargee whispered in Mvskoke. “Your name is Cow Tom, and his is Horse Tom, and you come soon as I call.”

			“Yes, Chief Yargee.”

			Yargee headed toward the woods without a backward glance, leaving Cow Tom to handle the visitors.

			Later, alone, with the two men fed and on their way, Tom found the twinkle of the star that never moved in the northern sky to accept his nightly prayer. He conjured up his most precious memory. His mother, her callused hands so warm at the nape of his neck, humming some nameless, soothing tune as she tilted his head and spooned her concocted herbal brew between his lips as he lay sick of a childhood disease on a straw pallet. A pause to her crooning, and something cool on his forehead, and the timbre of her voice, rich enough to tame pain or hurt that he still played back the melody of it whenever he fell into sadness. “Come, boy,” she said then. “My Tom. Be well. You’re meant for special things. Be well now.”

			He missed her.

			His star called to him. First, he wished his mother safe. He wished she would come back. He wished for guidance on how to be special. And now he had something new to add to his list. He wished he was paper-free.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			COW TOM STARED at the sway of Amy’s hips as she walked toward him. She carried a slab of warm Indian bread on a wooden paddle, and extended the flat loaf to her brother, who tore off a sizable chunk and squatted in the dirt to eat. Only after did she come to him, her eyes not bold but without surrender. Eyes dark and deep, sable brown, like he remembered his mother’s.

			“Water,” said her brother, barely looking up. She produced a cowhide container, which he tipped to his lips and almost emptied. Tending the herd was hot, thirsty work, but for one so young, Cow Tom thought, the boy had promise. He displayed a real feel for cattle and showed almost as much potential as he himself had once demonstrated at Old Turtle’s side. But as a man of twenty-three, Cow Tom had other things on his mind than cattle.

			She brought the container to Cow Tom. Her walk was solid, as if she were a part of the earth. He had water left in the flask at his hip, but accepted her offering, if only to be closer to the warmth and scent of her, and took his time in the drinking. He’d watched her ripen, just a few years behind his own maturation, from the time of girls’ stickball in the compound to her joining the circle of women at their baskets. He had known for some time she would be his, long before she put up her braids and assumed her duties. She was the girl closest to his age in the slave population on Chief Yargee’s ranch, but his attraction was deeper than that. His approval as she developed mastery at bread making and tending the vegetable gardens and the time-consuming task of dressing deer hides had lately developed into an accompanying ache each time he saw her, a fever to explore the planes of her face and the curves of her ample body. Sometimes the effect she had on him overwhelmed, and he had to guard against falling too deeply under her spell.

			Months before, when Cow Tom asked Old Turtle what he thought of Amy, he poked out his lips and made his pronouncement.

			“She’ll do,” his mentor had said. Old Turtle’s specialty may have been the peculiarities and diseases of cattle, but he had a firm opinion about every other topic under the sky.

			But Amy would more than just do, an easy pairing. If Cow Tom was hilis haya for the herd, Amy had the makings of hilis haya for the People. She was young yet, but learned the art of healing with herbs from her time with the Seminoles, before Yargee. Already some members of the tribe sought her out for the strength of her potions. And she’d taught him all the Hitchiti phrases she knew, the words fresh and crucial to Cow Tom’s ear.

			In the last years, Old Turtle’s health, already poor, had failed further, and Cow Tom took the lead in managing the herd. He thought of his mentor each time he saw Hadjo out to pasture, old, slow, and spent, as Old Turtle was now. He pushed away the thought of either selling or slaughter as he would any other milk cow past her prime. She’d served the tribe well, and he’d protect her now in her last days. Times were, for the most part, good at the plantation in Alabama, with sufficient food for anyone willing to hunt or forage or plant. If the tribe ever had true need of Hadjo’s meat, Cow Tom would deliver her up without complaint.

			Amy stood in the dust of the oak tree, slowly spinning the beaded bangle on her arm, neither settled into staying nor attempting to leave. Cow Tom pointed to a far-off spot in the south field and ordered the girl’s brother to look after a calf too close to the woods. The boy bounded off at a fast clip. The calf was in no danger, but Cow Tom wanted to show Amy that he was in charge of the herd. That he was in charge of her brother.

			“I have to go back,” said Amy, but she made no move to return to the square.

			“Meet me in the woods tonight after supper,” Cow Tom said.

			She surprised him by saying nothing. She was usually as eager as he to find a place where the two of them could be alone, and they had a well-used meeting spot by the split oak where they could be together beyond the curious eyes of the tribe or the Negroes in the Commons. Her two-room Commons cabin housed three, including her brother and Sarah, the woman who did the cooking for Chief Yargee, and the log cabin where Cow Tom lived was little more than a pass-through point for single males on the way to manhood or beyond coupling, including Horse Tom and Poke-Eye. Amy’s brother would soon be too old to stay with the women and needed to take his place in one of the men’s cabins. Many nights Cow Tom slept under the expanse of the moon and sky, sending prayers upward to the stars, more content outdoors among the cattle than imprisoned in a dank room with snoring young males and liquor-soaked old men.

			“What say you?” he asked.

			She drew her mouth tight. “Spotted Deer is younger and already jumped the broom with Ezekiel.”

			She bent to retrieve the flask from Cow Tom’s feet. He caught her hand in his, and moved his thumb upward slowly, past the bangles at the wrist, stroking her bare arm until he felt the resistance melt.

			“Someday,” he said, barely giving thought to her complaint. A stronger notion had begun to crowd his mind of late. His life was bound too tight, and he dreamed more and more of some world where he could roam wherever the winds blew, exploring new territory, meeting new challenges. It confused and frustrated him, this cruel aspiration, impossible as the slave of another man.

			“There’s a baby,” she said, pulling away from him, but she didn’t break her gaze, searching his face.

			Just at the copse line of trees at Amy’s back, an emboldened hawk dipped and sliced the air close to the ground before it continued its rapid upward flight and disappeared from view. Cow Tom brought his attention back to Amy.

			He felt the long, flat line of his life crowd in, settling heavy around his shoulders. Cows. Wife. Children. Crops. Cows. Something deep inside him chafed.

			“One day soon they’ll move the Creeks from this place,” Cow Tom said. “The government wants the land.”

			“Did you not hear? There’s to be a child.”

			“I saw the assigned territory as scout with Chief Yargee a few years back,” Cow Tom said. “North and west beside a river, not so rich as this. Some Lower Creeks are already gone there.”

			“What of their slaves?” Amy asked. She placed one hand on her stomach and held it protectively, but there was nothing Cow Tom could see that was any different from yesterday. Not a bulge, not a bump, not the familiar waddle of women he’d seen all his life, black or Indian or white.

			“Some taken along, some sold and left behind.”

			“Chief Yargee’s never sold any of us,” Amy said.

			“But if he does, we’d be white owned. Scattered.”

			Amy stripped a low-hanging willow’s branch of some of its leaves, balled them together, spit on them, and threw them over her shoulder.

			He’d become used to her not-quite ways—not quite black, not quite Creek, not quite Seminole, not quite white. Sometimes Cow Tom recognized a starting point, could trace from which of her ownership lives a warding-off superstition stemmed, but other times he suspected she made it up as she went along.

			“There’s nothing we can do about it,” she said.

			“There’s always something to do,” snapped Cow Tom. Amy winced, but he didn’t try to smooth it over, fighting to hang on to his belief that his words were true. Her humbugs sometimes made him uneasy.

			Cow Tom could still recall the fierceness of the free black man who visited years before, carrying freedom papers with him like a shield. From that day, Cow Tom had scrounged and saved, but he didn’t have enough yet to buy himself, let alone a wife and baby. For every quarter or dollar Cow Tom earned on the side, Chief Yargee deducted his share and held the rest against Cow Tom’s future purchase. Cow Tom sold over fifteen scrub cattle he’d raised as a small herd on his own, for three to four dollars apiece. He knew given more time, he would negotiate a far better price for the two fine calves recently presented to him by Chief McIntosh as a reward for saving the lives of the mother cows last year. Chief Yargee held over one hundred dollars to put toward freedom papers. A start, but not enough. His price was $400.

			“What of us, today?” Amy asked.

			“I’m going to be free,” said Cow Tom.

			“Maybe,” said Amy. “But your son comes on his own time, no matter.”

			Amy was so sure of her place with him, he was tempted to believe he could be content. Cow Tom wavered. Attachment was risky. People always left in the end, whether their fault or no. But a son, a physical mingling of himself and Amy, a well-built boy he could teach to hunt and track. Another sudden image replaced the last, and rolled through him, hot and sharp. A port-wine-stained woman, spirited away as Cow Tom watched.

			Torment still came upon him often, regardless of years passed, and if not careful, pitched him into foul darkness for days, strong flashes of memory he couldn’t purge. Himself as a young boy, staring across a field of cotton, full bucket of water in his hands. Two men, two horses at a gallop away from the back of the main plantation house, his mother thrown across the saddleless blanket in front of the larger man and held down tight. Tom didn’t move right away, frozen, registering a random smattering of detail. The men didn’t seem Creek, neither one, but wore cloth turbans, and one sported a silver gorget across his chest. His terrified mother, screaming, the birthmark stain at her temple red and flaring, a short, dark woman in worn homespun and a head scarf, with rope at her wrists and the paper-thin cracked leather of one shoe exposed beneath her skirt. The other foot bare and kicking until the man shouted something in a language Cow Tom didn’t know, and silenced her somehow. Finally, Tom’s legs propelled him across the wide expanse in their direction, and he took up the screams his mother no longer uttered, but the gap between them steadily widened until the two men rounded a bend in the road and disappeared from view. By the time Tom found the Graysons, his mother was long gone, and his master’s pursuit of the abductors only resulted in failure.

			Later, Old Turtle brought him supper, but he couldn’t eat. Unable to hold back choking sobs, he described the Indians he’d seen. The old man speculated from clothes and speech that Seminoles stole Cow Tom’s mother, and most likely took her somewhere in the wilds of Florida to hide among themselves. One day Cow Tom had a mother, and the next he had none.

			Tom battled the image gone, and blinked away the searing residue, bringing himself back to Yargee’s plantation.

			“There’s got to be more than cows,” Cow Tom said to Amy.

			“Family,” she said. “Now we make a family.”

			“I want . . .” He stumbled to find the words. “I want to be part of the world, not just here.”

			Amy was unfazed. She looked so young, her hair wrapped tight in a cotton scarf, a sureness in her dark eyes that seemed to catch sight of parts of him he didn’t recognize himself. The tiny mole on the right side of her face pulled him toward her lips as if he had no say.

			“I know who you are,” said Amy.

			But did she really? Did she understand how much he wanted something he couldn’t name or describe, something more than passing an empty life doing someone else’s bidding, tending a herd not his own, trapped on a patch of land, no matter how large, the landscape too soon familiar and the circumstance too hedged? How he yearned to make good on his mother’s prophecy before she was ripped from him, that he become, somehow, a man special enough for her pride? Did Amy understand how the soles of his feet itched and his heart ached when outside visitors came to talk to Chief Yargee for one reason or another, and he couldn’t mount a pony and follow when the time came for them to leave, off to someplace fresh, and unknown, somewhere with new things to learn?

			“I won’t always be slave,” he said.

			Amy nodded. “We fit, you and me.”

			It was true. After his mother was taken, he had never been drawn to another person, or opened himself to any other, except Old Turtle.

			“Family,” he repeated.

			“And soon our son joins us.”

			Cow Tom was struck by the beginnings of a longing that muted the image of the port-stained woman. A boy. His boy. He wanted a son. He wanted to be part of his growing up, to protect him. And Amy was right. The two of them fit well. His unease shifted. He met Amy’s gaze.

			“The time is come for us to marry,” he said. The words tumbled out, and he wasn’t sorry. She bewitched him.

			Amy smiled, not wide, but definitely a smile, and Cow Tom found his voice again. “You’ve no parents for permission, and your brother is too young to seek agreement there, and my people are gone. We’ll get Chief Yargee’s consent to jump the broom.”

			“But not before the full moon,” said Amy.

			Cow Tom was used to her injunctions. She’d been right when the stikini screeched all night in the tree close to Lucinda’s cabin, and Amy predicted death close by. Sure enough, they’d found Lucinda’s baby stopped of breathing in the morning.

			“Bad luck for us to marry before passing of the first moon,” she said. “After, my brother takes your bed in the men’s cabin, and you move into ours with me.”

			He didn’t mind that she’d already worked this through. He was content she was so capable. Although marriage came sooner than expected, the transition didn’t have to be difficult. Amy would make a fine wife.

			Marriage. A son. Freedom. He wanted all of it.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			ON A BRIGHT summer Tuesday, Cow Tom found them together on the banks of the river, Old Turtle seated, shoulders hunched, his back against the cypress tree and stout stick on the ground next to his feet, and Amy holding a gourd to his lips, the fullness of her jutting belly straining at the fabric of her tunic. Three women, two Negroes and one Creek, washed clothes farther downstream, their voices rising occasionally above the slapping of wet cloth on the rocks.

			Exhausted from a long day in the pasture tending a sickened heifer, Cow Tom wanted nothing more than to collect Old Turtle and lead the blind man back to his cabin for the night before taking supper. But the sight of Amy and Old Turtle, the two people he most prized, caused him to pause, and he hesitated, considering them both. Amy had become even more grounded in the carrying of the child, more attuned, as if she heard a song in her mind to which only she knew the notes. She talked so softly to Old Turtle that Cow Tom couldn’t make out her words. Usually Old Turtle rambled on, and Amy patiently listened, but today Old Turtle was calm and compliant, without his usual grousing, allowing her to guide the gourd without struggle. But he only sipped, laboring under each swallow.

			Every morning, Cow Tom led Old Turtle out of his cabin, and settled him in the out-of-doors with his corncob pipe and guiding stick. He propped him up at the stout base of the same cypress tree by the river, in the shade, spreading a blanket over his legs, and left Old Turtle to fend for himself while he worked, leaving a supply of river water and a bean pie or slab of cold sofki. Toward evening, Cow Tom returned him to his shack. Either he or Amy looked in on Old Turtle as best they could throughout the day.

			Amy looked up first, and Cow Tom quickened his step to join them.

			“Ready?” he asked Old Turtle.

			Completely blind, his hands in constant tremble, Old Turtle turned toward Cow Tom. “Time for me and you to talk,” he said.

			Amy stood. “I’d best be getting to fixing supper,” she said, and she slipped away, leaving him alone with Old Turtle. Cow Tom squatted in the dirt and waited.

			“She gone?” Old Turtle asked.

			“Yes.”

			“She’s the right one for you. Amy.”

			“So she swayed you to her side,” said Cow Tom.

			“You jumped the broom, married now, a man full-grown. And soon enough, a father.”

			Cow Tom nodded, though Old Turtle couldn’t see it, sure there was death talk to follow. Old Turtle lived less and less in this world, and more within his preparations to depart.

			“My time is coming. Everybody needs somebody on this earth, ’specially you. Choose wise, but careful to give back in kind. You’re not the motherless child no more.”

			Cow Tom held himself tight. After his mother was snatched from the Old Place, Old Turtle never talked about her, or said her name, or referred to her even in passing, and Cow Tom didn’t push, as if by asking, his mother might slip from his grasp entirely.

			“You’re the closest I got to family, and now you’ve age enough to bind my claim of fours,” Old Turtle said. “I been watching, all these years, from the Old Place to this. You got your ways to make things come out one way over another. When my time comes, you the one to do the digging. Don’t let them leave me alone until I go in the ground, four days later. The night before, hold service and talk good about me. Bury my walking stick and my drinking gourd and a cup of coffee and an apple with me, and you and Amy give me the farewell handshake. Make sure the grave is covered complete, and keep the rain from over my head till I’m gone west. Build a house over the grave so when my spirit wanders for a bit and makes the last visits, it knows where to come back to. And gunshots, four, one in each direction.”

			“I can do most,” said Cow Tom, “but Chief Yargee won’t shoot guns for us.”

			Old Turtle lit his pipe, a slow process. He had to feel for the dent of the bowl, tap in the pinch of tobacco. He didn’t want Cow Tom’s help, except to marry the flame.

			“We might get Saturdays and Mondays for ourself, and could do worse owned by other than Upper Creek and Massa Yargee, but slave is still slave. Don’t forget it.” A bit of tobacco spilled from the bowl of the pipe and fell down the front of his shirt. “That said, you got powers to do what I ask,” Old Turtle insisted. “Those shots give my spirit time to go the way of the sun, to join family and friends gone before.”

			“Why would Chief Yargee listen to me?”

			“Don’t talk foolish. I don’t have time enough,” said Old Turtle. “You know you got something big in you, boy.”

			“What I know of cattle I learned from you,” Cow Tom admitted.

			“I showed you this and that, and you took to it, but it’s not cattle I’m talking about,” Old Turtle said. “Maybe that’s most what Massa Yargee notices right now, but it’s matching up words to people and meanings and happenings that serves you best.”

			Old Turtle felt around, his trembly hand patting at the blanket. Cow Tom thought he’d lost his pipe in the folds until he realized the blind man was searching for him, for the touch of him. Cow Tom leaned close, and awkwardly put his hand on the quilt covering the old man’s knees.

			“Your mama, she was smart that way too,” Old Turtle said.

			Cow Tom quickly drew his hand back. He covered his confusion by hoisting Old Turtle and helping him to his feet.

			“Time to get you inside,” Cow Tom said. He led Old Turtle to his cabin, matching his gait to the old man’s, and got him settled.

			“Remember what I ask,” said Old Turtle as he left.

			Next morning, Cow Tom came to collect Old Turtle for the day. The small cabin, always dim, seemed a different shade of black inside, cold and foreboding. A dim glow of embers remained in the fireplace, mostly ash now, but there was a stillness hung over the room. Cow Tom stepped slowly into the darkness, and knew before he came to the narrow cot that the figure under the threadbare cover had crossed to the other side. He didn’t have the right to touch or handle the dead, not until he drank the red root and purged, but he sat on the old three-legged stool next to the cot for a moment to collect his heart, permitting himself to stare once more at the old man’s face. He couldn’t stay, a day of chores and the herd needing his attention, but he couldn’t leave just yet. He waited until the last ember in the fireplace turned black, and the fire ceased to be.

			Old Turtle was dead. His mentor had left him.

			And Cow Tom’s last link to his mother was gone.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			COW TOM THRASHED about the better part of the night trying to figure how to persuade Chief Yargee to fire guns at a slave’s funeral.

			“You’ll find a way,” Amy said into the darkness beside him, but his mind still churned after she fell into a soft snore.

			The next day in the pasture, he practiced first one speech and then another on his cows, the knot of his stomach pulling ever tighter than a fist, but no argument seemed quite right, quite convincing enough, and time ran short.

			He came straight from his work in the pasture to Yargee’s log house, and presented himself at the back door. Sarah, the cook, let him in, a skinny Negro woman twice Cow Tom’s age who ate better than anyone black or Indian, but never put on the weight of someone whose stock and trade is food. He stood in the kitchen for quite some time until Yargee was through with his evening meal, reminded the while by the rumbling of his stomach that he should have stopped for his own supper first.

			Finally, Yargee met him on the back porch. The chief towered over Cow Tom, unusually tall for a Creek. He seemed in a foul mood, annoyed at being called out, and Cow Tom considered coming back in the morning, when he might be more receptive. The chief was changeable, ill-tempered and rigid one day, and full of humor the next. But Cow Tom plunged ahead.

			“Old Turtle’s dead,” Cow Tom said.

			Chief Yargee softened a bit. “I am sorry to hear,” he said. “We’ll put him to ground tomorrow, before sundown.”

			“He asked after the Creek way. Buried in four days.”

			Chief Yargee considered. “That’ll be all right.”

			“I’ll dig the hole,” said Cow Tom. “People be coming by the cabin to see him the night before. He’ll be ready.”

			“All right.” Yargee turned to go, their business finished.

			Cow Tom thought of Old Turtle, how sure he’d been his charge could represent him.

			“He wanted shots fired,” Cow Tom said, before he lost Yargee back into the house. A throbbing started up at his temple, gaining speed. He wondered if Chief Yargee could see it. He had to fight to keep his voice even. “A service with shots fired. I thought to clear that by you.”

			Yargee squinted at Cow Tom, his face clouded. “Shots are for warriors. Upper Creek warriors.”

			Cow Tom tasted a sickening sourness at the base of his tongue. “Old Turtle served the tribe,” he said. “Served the tribe better than most.” The words pushed out hard and fast, far louder than he expected.

			The tightness in Chief Yargee’s face deepened, and he folded his arms across his chest.

			Cow Tom knew then that he was done, that he’d been denied, but he couldn’t seem to stop. “Old Turtle saved the whole herd from milk sickness after we first came here. He thought himself Creek. Like the rest of us.”

			Yargee’s voice turned cold. “He’ll have a fitting service. Go along now.”

			The throbbing turned to a hammer and pounded out everything else. “We are Creek. We are. Old Turtle earned those burying shots.”

			“You forget yourself, boy. Back down or pay the price.”

			Cow Tom looked down at his hands, balled into tight fists. What Chief Yargee meant was that Old Turtle would have a fitting service for a slave, despite his the high-handed talk about how they were members of the tribe too. Yargee loved a good celebration, whether for life or death or any reason in between, and Cow Tom should have appealed to that instinct in seeking permission for gunshots. Instead, he’d squandered his one opportunity without figuring out how to read the man properly. It was a mistake. His mistake. A coward’s mistake. Slowly, he unclenched his fists and contorted his face to a docile mask. He backed out of the house and made his way back to the Quarter.

			Coward, he told himself. He was a coward. He couldn’t show anger. He was slave. But still. He didn’t have it in him to be special.

			Cow Tom failed. He’d failed Old Turtle.
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			After the burial, they gathered outside Old Turtle’s cabin, all the slaves, but Cow Tom’s mood turned dark. Once Amy performed the purification, he went back to his cabin and fell onto the thin mattress as if drunk, although he hadn’t a drop to drink. Something had been severed, a ragged incision that left him without defense. He was alone, pinned in place on the sweated cot. Old Turtle was gone, his faith in his young charge misplaced. The bitter sickness eating at Cow Tom’s insides reminded him of those days just after his mother was taken, and the world around him turned more and more gray, until little had meaning. He finally fell asleep, or something close to it, but jerked awake in terror, searching out something familiar. The night was pitch-black, no light coming through the small window, and Amy sat beside the bed. She had put a poultice on his forehead, and he grabbed at the wrapping cloth and flung it across the room. She was talking to him, but he didn’t hear what she said, he didn’t care what she said. He turned his back to her and curled up into himself, his hands over his ears until the talking stopped.
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			“Tom.”

			Amy again. Must be morning this time. No difference, so long as he didn’t slip back into sleep, and his mother’s port-stained face, mouth open in scream, awaiting him in every dream. His limbs seemed too leaden to lift, his eyes hurt too much to open, and his ears were too tired to listen.

			“You have to get up. I told him I’m treating you for the fever, but Chief Yargee can’t be put off much longer. You have to go back to work.”

			Dark. It was all too dark for Cow Tom to see.

			“Tom.”

			Her voice was far away.

			“If not for you, or for me, for your son,” Amy said.

			His wife’s voice was measured, impossible for him to block.

			“Get up for your son, so he knows from the start how a man does.”

			If she had shown panic, or desperation, or anger, if she had pleaded, Cow Tom wasn’t sure she could have broken through his fog. But as she repeated herself, over and over, he considered the curious possibility of following the clear, bright line of her voice from the depths of the hole in which he found himself, just for awhile, just to see where it led, and then he opened his eyes, bringing her into focus. She was calm, in a chair by the bedside, sweating lightly, one hand on the high bump of her overripe belly, a strange intensity in those sable-brown eyes that held him steady.

			With the connection made, she spoke new words.

			“I will give you sons,” Amy said in Mvskoke.

			“We are your family,” she said in Hitchiti.

			“I will give you sons. We are your family,” she repeated in English. “Go on. Get up now.”

			Cow Tom struggled to his feet, fighting the pull to crawl back under the covers. The sun had barely broken the seal of the night. He was still in his grieving clothes, shirt and leggings, his moccasins on the floor, close to the bed. Amy must have removed them. Cow Tom put them on slowly, and set off to the pasture to relieve his wife’s brother in the tending of the herd. He was bone tired, and he was hungry, but comforted that Amy would bring his breakfast out to the field to him soon enough, surely before the sun rose too far in the sky.
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			Within one week of Old Turtle’s passing, Cow Tom became a father. The tiny, dark baby emerged with a full head of hair, wailing. A girl.

			They named her Malinda.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			THE GROUND WAS still sodden from the sudden afternoon squall, but the sun was doing its best to dry the pasture, the fields, and the gardens. It was a less busy time of year, neither breeding nor calving season, and after leaving Amy’s brother and another hand to tend the herd, Cow Tom came from the meadow a little early, splashing through puddles. He had business with Chief Yargee in the main house, but delayed in order to pass through the Quarter on his way. The jagged crisscross of paths between the small logged cabins was second nature, and he practiced his arguments in his head to present to the chief before he came to his own house.

			His daughters played together on the damp ground, Malinda and Maggie, the older three and her sister one. Maggie mimicked Malinda’s every move, patting gooey mud into a flat shape, as if making bread for supper. Sons would have pleased him more, but he was well satisfied with his daughters, and there was time enough for the boys who would surely come. Not far away, Amy toiled in the garden, hoe in hand. Cow Tom congratulated himself. He was aware of his good fortune, a wife who still excited him each time he caught sight of her. His detour to the Quarter, he knew, stemmed from the knot of guilt tugging at him, though he intended to hold steady to his course. Cow Tom was a man at war with himself, fighting the need to do right by his family and the deep hunger to be free, to explore.

			She looked up, her face betraying both the carryover of their unfinished business from last night as well as concern.

			“You’re early. So you’ll talk to him today then?” she said.

			“It is Chief Yargee’s choice,” Cow Tom said, as if no time at all had passed since this line of reasoning failed in their argument of the night before.

			Amy stared at him, her eyes tunneling into his until he was forced to turn his head, fixing his gaze on a neat row of green-topped onions in their patch of garden.

			“I do what’s best for us,” he said. “All of us.”

			“You want to go,” she accused. “You steered Chief Yargee into sending you.”

			He started to protest, but stopped himself. He couldn’t deny the merit in her words. She knew him too well.

			“Three hundred and fifty dollars, Amy,” he said instead. “Freedom comes much faster this way.”

			“And if they Remove us while you’re gone? What then? What of us, me and the girls? If you don’t come back, what then?”

			“The military man said the war nears its end. Just a few months to round up the last of the Seminoles in Florida. All Creek warriors and translators will be back to Alabama long before our Removal, February at the latest, in time to make the trip with you to Indian Territory, in time for first planting there with Chief Yargee.”

			“How can you know how long war lasts? Seminoles are stubborn. And cagey. We would do well to keep out of all their doings, Seminoles, government, and Creek.”

			“We are Creek,” Cow Tom insisted, and though she held her tongue, he could see that Amy’s lack of argument did not imply an equal conviction on her part. “Our good is bound up with theirs.”

			Amy set her jaw. “You’ll do what you want,” she said.

			“There’s no changing course now. The bargain with the army is struck. I leave with the others next week.”

			She picked up her hoe and began to stab at the clusters of weeds sprouting near the squash.

			He almost told her then, and shared his desperate plan, but feared jinxing if he said the words aloud. He’d have to smooth things over later with Amy. For now, he needed Chief Yargee.
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			He found the chief near the crook of the stream, his favorite place. He sat on a large, smooth rock on the bank, staring out into the water, his unlit pipe in hand.

			“Chief Yargee,” Cow Tom said.

			His chief looked as if he had aged ten years in the last twelve months, and he turned to Cow Tom only briefly before resuming his calm stare. Cow Tom wasn’t sure what Yargee saw when he gazed at the blue of the water.

			“I am loath to leave,” said Yargee, in Mvskoke.

			“It’s been a good place,” Cow Tom answered simply.

			“My father, Big Warrior, was principal chief of Upper Creeks here after the Creek War. My brother was killed by whites here. I brought down my first deer in those woods, and married both my wives here. And now they force us to go, like the land belongs to them alone.”

			“You’ll take everyone with you? Negro and Indian?” Cow Tom tried not to sound too anxious. “We can all help rebuild in Indian Territory.”

			Chief Yargee seemed surprised by the question. “Yes. All will travel together, Creeks, Negroes, and as much stock as they allow. Removal won’t be easy.”

			“But the land has been set aside?”

			“Yes. Some of us are already moved. Lower Creeks mostly. I intend to wait until my warriors return from Florida to start the journey.”

			Before Removal from Alabama, the United States military demanded Alabama Creeks send seven hundred warriors to Florida, and the tribes didn’t dare refuse. Chief Yargee had already picked six of his warriors, and two translators, including Cow Tom.

			Cow Tom judged the time right. “The military man promises $350 for each translator.” The possibility of that much money backed by the United States government for a few months of work almost made him lightheaded.

			“Yes,” said Yargee.

			“Some of that rental money goes to the tribe, like always.” Cow Tom rubbed his hands on his pants. “More than fair,” he added quickly. “Amy and the girls stay behind to help the tribe while I do the job in Florida, like I’ve done for you so many years, translating English and Mvskoke to and fro. And some Hitchiti. I’ll scout and track and round up Seminoles to Remove to Indian Territory like they say. The military will be satisfied.” His palms were still damp, but he let his hands dangle loose at his sides. “I’ll be back in time to help us Remove. And I’m hoping you’ll put my bit of the rental money toward my freedom papers.”

			Yargee lit his pipe, and Cow Tom waited while the chief assured himself the tobacco was caught and he drew in the smoke.

			“I will put it with the rest,” he finally said. “For your return to the tribe.”

			“Half?” Cow Tom said.

			Chief Yargee nodded.

			Cow Tom made his face a mask to hide the sudden rush of exhilaration. Soon he’d leave Alabama for the first time in his life, and earn enough in just a few months to bring him closer to freedom. And now he would make good on his lifelong hope. Even if akin to tracking a single grain of sand, he renewed his pledge to find his long-gone mother in Florida.

			All that was left was to make it up with Amy before leaving.

		

	
		
			Florida

			–1837–

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			COW TOM IGNORED the steady trickle of sweat sliding down his cheeks, his nose, his chin, before dropping to the ground, just more wetness mixing into the Florida swampland. He stood a few feet from the general, eyes slightly downcast, careful not to feed into the man’s agitation. Even when the second mosquito slipped down his shirt collar to feed, Cow Tom didn’t swat the blamed pest or move a muscle, letting the general vent his gall undistracted. They were separated from the other military men in the scouting unit, and Cow Tom waited patiently to find out why the general had called him to his side.

			Cow Tom was the general’s favorite interpreter, cut by saw grass, made raw by insect bites, enduring drenching rain, noxious vapors, and scorching sun. He’d waded rivers, marched burning sands, crossed impassable swamps, been subjected to malaria, dysentery, alligators, and venomous snakes. He’d served as interpreter and government mouthpiece for countless treaties, even though he knew them full of half-truths and outright lies on both sides.

			“Damned Seminoles!” the general exclaimed. “Millions of our money lost here, and for what? To gain this barren, sandy, swampy, and good-for-nothing peninsula? Sometimes I think it better to leave the Indians here in Florida, where God placed them.”

			The white man looked more haggard with every passed day, and as his forced accomplice, Tom could predict the man’s frame of mind before the general himself knew he’d brewed up a temper. This latest had gone on for days, more than the usual swings of mood or fatigue from spilled blood or breathing fetid air while traipsing through the muck of Florida swamps. Hunting down Seminoles in their camps, carrying out orders from a headquarters so removed they didn’t understand the realities of the field, and striking Capitulation treaties with rebellious and uncooperative Seminole chiefs took their toll.

			Cow Tom said nothing. After ten months of service, he knew it was better to wait the general out when he got like this. He took his mind instead to the rolling hills of Alabama, absent here in Florida, and tried to fix an image of Amy tending the home fire, and Malinda and Maggie, fed and thriving. He wondered who looked after the herd in his absence, if there was still a herd to tend. They’d thought the war and his stint of service would be over months ago, a short-term rental before relocation to Indian Territory with his family by February, in time to resettle and plant for the new season. And here it was June, yet dragging on. Where were they now, Chief Yargee and Amy? Creek families were held as hostages for the good behavior of Creek warriors sent to Florida, but where? In a holding camp? At a military fort? Now all he wanted was to get back to Amy and his girls before the general got him killed.

			“I tell you this,” the general said. “By my hand, by the hand of the United States government, they will Remove. Every last Seminole in Florida.” He thrust a stiff finger in the air to punctuate his point. “I’m tired of Seminole resistance, tired of stubborn chiefs and conniving counselors and bloodthirsty warriors and tricky black translators and antagonistic slaves, ready to die before honoring Capitulation.”

			Cow Tom could have pointed out that Seminoles were only defending their family land, but the general was too wrapped up in his righteousness. The United States government was determined to move the Seminoles west, and the Seminoles were equally resolved to hold to the Florida ground of their ancestors.

			“I want you to go to Fort Brooke,” the general said. He relit the stump of his cigar and drew in a long breath before exhaling. The smoke coiled in lazy loops around his dark curls, and the sharp tobacco smell made Cow Tom long for a smoke of his own. “And report back any unusual activity.”

			Last year, when Chief Yargee rented Cow Tom out for his translator skills, sending him east alongside seven hundred conscripted Creek warriors to fight for the Federals, Cow Tom was assigned to the general. He’d arrived at Fort King green, a novice, amazed by every sight and sound and smell. The fort housed military and military hangers-on, men of both horse and foot. He saw men of prayer side by side with the profane, scholars and dolts, swaggering men of rank, youngsters new to gun and blade, fat men and lean, temperate and drunk, the bootless and idle watching the busy. Cow Tom followed behind the general from one such fort to another, and came to understand what a determined military man he was, ruthless, competent, and capable of deceit.

			And now Cow Tom was the interpreter General Jesup trusted most, right hand to the man in charge of the entire Florida campaign of the Second Seminole War. The general turned to Cow Tom for not only words but ideas as well. Few white men could handle Hitchiti, Mvskoke, and Miccosukee, and few Indians English. The U.S. government needed the Seminoles to abandon their native soil, because they wanted Florida lands for themselves. That much was obvious to any thinking man. But some white men of great influence wanted more. They schemed to send the Seminoles west, with their slaves left behind as easy fodder to collect and feed to Southern plantations. But the last years of do-or-die fighting proved the Seminoles wouldn’t easily comply.

			“Yes, sir,” Cow Tom said.

			Fort Brooke. Cow Tom hated the idea of the sprawling camp, like many he’d come to know, holding pens for the dispossessed, way stations for people stripped of every familiarity and shuttled from one hard life to the next, hundreds or thousands of miles away, ripe to death, disease, starvation, separation, and melancholy. Yet this assignment was a perfect opportunity.

			“Two is better than one,” Cow Tom said. “Harry Island is a top linguister. Almost good as me.”

			The general waved his hand in easy dismissal. “Yes. Yes. Fine,” he said. “Just report back to me immediately if there’s trouble. The situation isn’t . . .” He trailed off.

			“Stable?” Cow Tom offered.

			He’d handed the general an easy out. What he wanted to say to the general was that the situation was foul. He bore no great love for the Seminoles, two had carried off his mother after all, but this business of repeatedly moving them and all other tribes off ancestral land and taking away their way of life was worse than wrong. As bad as Indians had it, the slaves of Indians were in for even worse if stripped of their current masters and forced to the Deep South to cotton fields or plantations there. But he held his tongue, as he’d learned to do well.

			“Yes,” the general said. “Not stable.” He looked as pleased with the word as Cow Tom knew he would. The general used it often to convey broke-spirit compliance with the government’s will, and Cow Tom recognized the value of feeding the word back to him now. Translation wasn’t the only tool of a good interpreter. “The Seminoles have known they are to Remove for three years, and still they threaten hostility.”

			Cow Tom considered keeping quiet, but what purpose to have maneuvered into his position if he didn’t risk to protect those who couldn’t protect themselves?

			“They didn’t expect slave catchers let loose in the camp,” he said. “They believed the treaty.”

			The general flared, and turned to face Cow Tom head-on. “The job is to Remove all Seminoles from Florida. Suddenly your sympathies are with the Seminoles?”

			“Peaceable removal of the Seminoles has to include their Negroes,” Cow Tom said simply, keeping the edge from his tongue. “Otherwise they’ll keep resisting, and fighting never stops.”

			For generations, the Seminoles had held their in-name-only slaves, intermixing, intermarrying, fighting off the government, or hiding side by side deep in the swamps of Florida. Leaving their slaves behind would mean, too often, leaving family behind. Outnumbered and outgunned, the Seminoles surrendered to army-run emigration camps only after the general’s personal assurance they could take their slaves with them when they left.

			The general squinted his eyes as if he had a headache, his high forehead prominent. He ran his hand through his thick mane of hair. “The government decreed them Removed, and they will Remove, whether I bring them in one at a time or burn their camps down where they sleep. Your soft heart is of no consequence. Creeks set no store by the Seminole, nor Seminole to Creek.”

			“My wife was owned by Seminole before Creek,” said Cow Tom. “That’s how I come by the language.”

			The general stared at him, taken aback, whether from the fact that he had a woman in Alabama, or that Amy had been slave of Seminole before Creek, or that Cow Tom had never offered personal information before, he wasn’t sure. The general didn’t ask anything else, letting the matter drop, and Cow Tom made no further offering either, as the general took the disclosure and quickly threw it aside, disinterested.

			“As soon as a few more bring their horses and cattle for the quartermaster to purchase, we sail,” said the general. “Seminoles who come in peaceably to the camps will Remove first. With slaves.” He stared baldly at Cow Tom, daring his response, authority plainly painted on his face.

			He was lying about something. Cow Tom was sure of it. He’d made a study of matching men’s gestures with their words, practicing for years on Chief Yargee before this bigger test of Florida. The general’s breathing slowed and he gave the appearance of calm whenever he lied in negotiations, and his demeanor mirrored that now. There were already reports that some Seminole slaves expecting to emigrate west at Fort Brooke were first segregated in separate areas, and then “reclaimed” by anonymous white men allowed into camp. Several disappeared, either escaped or spirited away to the South. The general surely understood this was a direct violation of his personal promise. He might be a rigid man, but for all his faults, he wasn’t merciless. He didn’t enjoy the spectacle of suffering, even as he caused it to occur. Cow Tom calculated this wasn’t the time to try to push the general further into a corner he had to defend.

			“The sooner the ships come to take the Seminoles and their Negroes together, the better,” Cow Tom offered. He waited for the general to share a timetable with him, to let slip some information that would give him hope for the future of the detainees.

			“All I need from you is to go to the camp and tell me if there’s trouble,” the general said. “Let me know if Chief Micanopy means to keep his word to Remove.”

			The general turned his back to Cow Tom and rejoined the other military men, and Cow Tom took his chance for a quick smoke.

			He was trapped in Florida, that was given. But so long as he was here, until he could get back to Amy and his daughters, he would continue his own mission, one not swaddled in stalking and bloodshed and double-crossing. He had free rein to search this detention camp, as he had so many others, and seek his mother.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			FOR THE BETTER part of a day and night Cow Tom, Harry Island, and one of the general’s dragoons navigated the military road from Fort King into the detention camp at Fort Brooke by Tampa Bay. They arrived without incident, midmorning on ration day, the damp heat oppressive, riding in for the last few miles in the wake of a convoy of forty supply wagons and fifty pack mules. The racket overwhelmed, and they paced the horses slow, afraid the marshy ground would trip their steeds. The moment their three-man party rode through the gate, a soldier called them.

			“You there,” he said. “We need attending.”

			Cow Tom, Harry, and the dragoon dismounted and helped unload supplies, while convoy soldiers began to break barrels and sacks down into quantities for individual distribution. Others jockeyed their animals into position to water and feed.

			“Put muscle behind it!” the soldier shouted to the sweating men. “We got a turnabout to make.”

			Too hot to move this fast, Cow Tom thought. The supply wagons had only just arrived, yet they intended to drop the load and clear out again. A long line snaked around one of the outbuildings, Seminole women waiting in the scorching sun, more than one wrapped in the cotton feed bags used to hold corn for the army’s horses. Cow Tom studied them all: long, straight black hair, complexions fawn and russet and olive and mushroom and copper, but even the darkest among them weren’t the deep coffee color of his mother. He refused to let his disappointment get the better of him. There was more of the camp to search.

			“Leastways they boast rations,” he said.

			Two young Seminole braves began to pass out the weekly corn and flour to the line, under the watchful eye of a dragoon, along with mismatched lengths of coarse cotton cloth.

			“Where are the guards?” Cow Tom asked. At the turret, there was only one dispirited soldier with a musket.

			“Measles outbreak,” Harry said. He had to almost yell to be heard. “Soldiers here sick or dead. First they thought smallpox, but the doctor declares measles. The convoy’s dumping supplies and hightailing. They won’t stay overnight.”

			Cow Tom was never exactly sure where Harry secured his information, but had come to both trust and depend on it. He enjoyed the company of another African Creek forced to serve as guide and translator. Harry Island’s owner lived not too far north of Chief Yargee in Alabama, but Cow Tom hadn’t known Harry before they met in Florida one sticky afternoon, each at the heels and ears of their assigned military men.

			“Sickly season in Florida is a crazy time to wage war,” Cow Tom said in Mvskoke to Harry, so the dragoon couldn’t understand the criticism. “For both sides.”

			Once finished with unloading, the three led their horses to the stables. A young soldier, alone, groomed one of the horses, without enthusiasm, a healthy brown roan with a darkish mane. The soldier’s uniform seemed several sizes too big, and the tuft of sandy brown hair under his cap was dry and brittle. From farther away, the soldier had a farm-boy look, fresh faced, but when they came closer, they saw the ravages of dried pustules and spots not yet faded dotting both cheeks. The dragoon was first to say what Cow Tom was thinking.

			“You got the pox?” he asked, taking a step back.

			“Not the pox,” the young soldier said. “Doctor when he come said measles. I spent my time in the sickbed, and measles come and gone.” He fingered his face, touching the still-swollen skin as if exploring a foreign territory. “More than three-quarters of the soldiers here in the infirmary, burning up with fever. I’m better off than the others.”

			“They let you out?”

			“Once you can walk out, that’s what you do,” the boy said. “If fever breaks, you’re through with it. Doctor says you’re done carrying.”

			“They let you handle the horses?”

			“Nobody else here to do it,” he said. “But don’t matter to me whether you leave your horses or not.”

			After a bit of negotiation and pulling of rank by mentioning the general’s name, they left the tired animals with the young soldier to dress and put up.

			“Best stay away from the infirmary,” the soldier warned as they left the stables.

			The dragoon disappeared by himself into the bowels of the fort, off, Cow Tom assumed, to find drink and English-speaking companions more to his liking. Cow Tom and Harry kept together and explored by foot. Deportee camp or no, there were bad feelings between the Creeks and Seminoles, and hostilities didn’t evaporate overnight because of a shift in the balance of power. Conditions were as they had come to expect, the women in the most desperate state, clothes scant and tattered, mood subdued and depressed. Groups of Seminole men were scattered around the grounds, adjacent to the dots of makeshift housing on the sandy soil.

			“Must be seven or eight hundred Seminoles here,” Harry guessed, in Mvskoke.

			“But for rations, the chiefs would never come in willingly,” Cow Tom said.

			“Especially with Osceola at their heels,” said Harry. “He can’t be happy they’ve given up the fight.”

			Cow Tom switched to English, though none seemed particularly interested in two black men talking. “Murderers, the lot of them. Micanopy and Jumper killed almost as many whites as Osceola. I never believed to see all turn themselves in at once.”

			They wound their way around the encampment, mingling with the Seminoles, pausing to listen wherever men clustered, straining for news, but for the most part, they met stony silence or outright suspicion. Cow Tom compared Fort King to this encampment in Tampa Bay. Setting aside the likeness of steamy heat and sand and vicious fleas, the difference came down to people. Only the occasional woman appeared at the margins of Fort King, usually of the roughest, military-follower sort, but here at Fort Brooke, large numbers of women settled into domestic life alongside their men, their children playing games among themselves as children did anywhere.

			A sallow-skinned brave lay prone on a coarse horse blanket, alone under a sycamore tree, chewing slowly on a tobacco leaf. He coughed several times, hoarse and unsettling.

			“You all right?” asked Cow Tom.

			“The white man brings us to this place to give us smallpox,” the brave said.

			“No,” Harry said in Miccosukee, “measles. The white man brings measles.”

			The brave glared, unimpressed with the distinction. They left him and walked the camp, and came upon a small group of women pounding coontie root with a flat rock. The women never slowed their rhythm. They hadn’t touched their ration of corn or flour, set off to the side under an oak tree, wrapped in gunny. Instead, for bread making, they used the plentiful root found everywhere in this part of Florida, foraged outside the encampment.

			“You see what I see? Or more like it, don’t see?” said Harry. “Not a single Negro, free nor slave.”

			“Balls!” Cow Tom swore. The government already separated the Negroes from the Seminoles. His mother wasn’t at this camp. Understanding the general’s strategy didn’t calm his anger. A free black man or woman facing re-enslavement was the most potent ally the Seminoles could have in their bloody fight to keep their Florida home.

			“So much for easy information,” said Harry.

			“We best find Micanopy,” Cow Tom said.

			Cow Tom and Harry widened their loop around the camp once more. At the periphery, under the shade of an old oak, a cluster of men sat in a circle, passing a smoking pipe. Cow Tom recognized almost all of them, the same group he and the general met for the Capitulation six months prior. They looked the worse for wear, thinner, scruffier, defeat written in the language of their bodies. Micanopy sat at the head, flanked by his henchman Jumper. The old chief held himself slightly apart, sitting cross-legged on the ground. Micanopy gave instruction to a young brave in the circle, who leaped up, coming back moments later with a piece of bread still warm from the women’s fire. Micanopy was twice Cow Tom’s age, maybe more, and in contrast to the others, so overweight he barely moved at all, except to give a slight turn of head to see who approached, but he didn’t acknowledge their presence. Micanopy accepted the bread without thanks, devouring half of the large piece of flat dough with the first bite, crumbs a-tumble down his massive front. The brave silently resumed his seat.

			Cow Tom and Harry drew nearer, too close to ignore, directly in the chief’s line of sight.

			“Governor,” Cow Tom said.

			Micanopy fixed him in a steely stare. But then his expression changed, as if suddenly aware of something to be lost or gained.

			“Jesup’s man,” Micanopy acknowledged.

			“Yes. Cow Tom. Come at General Jesup’s request.”

			“Report back,” said Micanopy in Miccosukee, his voice a mix of fatigue, pride, and loss, “I brought my people in.” Cow Tom easily adjusted to the Seminole dialect of Hitchiti. “My advisers worry Washington won’t do right by us, but I have the promise of the big white chief.” He looked to Jumper and the other lesser chiefs. “They follow my word.”

			Cow Tom knew differently. Micanopy was, indeed, Pond Governor of the Seminole Nation in Florida, head chief, but by heredity, and his opinions and advice often went unheeded in Council. Cow Tom observed the dynamics firsthand when he met with the general and Micanopy at Capitulation, hammering out the terms under which his people would be willing to emigrate. Micanopy leaned heavily on everyone else—his counselors, his lawyer and sense bearer, his Negro translator Abraham—always choosing the path of least resistance. Although surrounded by younger and more reckless Seminoles still possessing the passions of youth, Micanopy’s eagerness for conflict of any kind played out long ago. He preferred talk of peace or whatever the white man wanted to hear so long as he didn’t actually have to do or risk anything.

			“No trouble here at camp?” Cow Tom asked.

			“Trouble? No. But now is a bad time for us to Remove,” said Micanopy. “Better in the fall. Tell General Jesup.”

			The same suggestion he always expressed. No matter when they talked, Micanopy said the right time to leave would be next month, or next year, or five years hence. But somehow Micanopy managed to get young braves eager for revenge to lay down their weapons and surrender. Or more likely, one of his counselors had.

			“Where is Abraham?” Cow Tom asked. “Where are the Negroes?”

			“Taken. To Fort Volusia, down the river,” Micanopy said. “To ship on separate boats.”

			Impossible, this chase. What if his mother wasn’t in Florida after all? Twenty years gone since he’d seen her. Yet already Cow Tom’s mind spun to figure how to get sent to Fort Volusia, to look for her there.

			“Are your people ready to Remove?” Cow Tom asked Micanopy.

			Micanopy concentrated on his bread, stuffing the last piece in his mouth, as if he hadn’t heard Cow Tom speak. He’d lost interest in the exchange.

			His lawyer answered instead. “We need more corn,” Jumper said. He was perhaps forty, small and scrappy compared to Micanopy’s girth. In negotiations, a whisper by Jumper in Micanopy’s ear at the right moment often caused the chief to change course. “We left crops in the field to come here. And weapons. We need weapons to hunt.”

			“Terms of Capitulation are for the government to provide all food until Removal,” Cow Tom said. “And one year beyond.”

			“Terms of Capitulation also say our bona fide property, our Negroes, emigrate with us,” said Jumper. He spoke in English, emphasizing the word property, as used in the treaty, his distaste and defiance both clear. “And where are they now?”

			Cow Tom took his time. He considered telling Jumper they would reunite in Indian Territory, but he himself wasn’t convinced, not since the general failed to inform him the Negroes were already sent away from Fort Brooke. Empty words would do nothing to reassure Jumper. He abandoned the official platitudes so often repeated in translations at the general’s request.

			“The Seminoles are friends to the black man,” he said. “I admire Abraham and his place in the nation. It is best for all if Seminole and Negro stay together.”

			Jumper considered this, without comment.

			“What about Osceola?” Harry asked. “Will he Remove now you’ve turned yourselves in?”

			Micanopy cocked his head, suddenly uncomfortable, and Jumper and one of the other petty chiefs exchanged a quick look.

			“Osceola is his own man,” Jumper said. “Bound by none but himself.”

			“Will he revenge against those who surrender?” Cow Tom didn’t expect honesty, but sought a statement from which he might try to wring truth, something to report back to the general.

			“Osceola is fearless, with many followers in the Seminole Nation,” Jumper said.

			The men in the circle turned inward then and passed the pipe in silence, without offer to Cow Tom or Harry, and the translators took the gesture as dismissal.

			Once out of earshot of Micanopy and his advisers, they speculated as to what the exchange meant.

			“I don’t know,” said Harry, “but just the mention of Osceola set them squirming. I wager you this. Some sort of shecoonery is afoot.”
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