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the wagon wheels.

Jake slept nearly all morning as they lumbered
ever so slowly northward. War's devastation scarred the
land on either side of the road. The countryside seemed
deserted, but that afternoon, while the family rested
beneath a big oak tree near the road, another wagon
approached from the north.

This wagon was loaded with possesions in much the
same manner as their own. The old couple riding on the
wagon stared curiously, possibly wondering why this
woman and her children were apparently headed north
toward the fighting instead of south to the safety of
Vicksburg or Mobile. Jake and his mother nodded to the
old man and woman and Jake called out a friendly,
“Howdy," but the couple stared in cold silence as their
wagon passed by.

Later, as Jake rode along staring ahead at this
strange road, he suddenly realized how desperately he
wanted to see his father again, to hear the quiet firmness
of his voice, or hear him whistling one of his aimless tunes
while he worked.

Jake didn't want Ma to see his eves filling with

tears, so he feigned a yawn and crawled into the back of
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the wagon.
* * x

That evening about dusk, they came upon a burned
out house near the road. Although the roof was almost
entirely gone, three of its stone walls still stood. The fourth
wall, on the north end, was crumbled away.

“That looks like good place to camp tonight." said
Margaret. "We can pull right inside where the wagon
won't be seen from the road, and there's a good place to
build a fire."

Jake swung the team around, steered the wagon
through the gaping hole and into the enclosure. He
unhitched the oxen and tethered them and the cow near a
stand of grass behind the house. Margaret organized- her
family like a general.

“Jake, you make a fire in the fireplace, while
Mandy and I fix a place for us to sleep." directed Ma.
Mandy, lets clear a place for the straw mattress next to
the wagon for you and me and the baby. We can drape
that big canvas over the side of the wagon, down to the
floor to make a kind of lean-to above the mattress.”

"Jake, after you make the fire, cut some saplings

and we'll build a little quilt tent over the pallet in the
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wagon for you and James."

Soon, warmth from the fireplace radiated into the
house and supper was ready. Chunks of their precious ham
simmered in a kettle of black-eyed peas. The tantalizing
aroma blended with the golden scent of cornbread baking
in the heavy iron skillet and the fragrance of coffee boiling
in Ma's familiar old coffeepot, luring the hungry children
to the fireside. Sitting there near the fire eating his meal,
Jake closed eyes and imagined himself back home in their
own little cabin.

"Ma," Jake mused, "What if Pa iIs already back
home lookin' for us?" thoughts of his father and uncle
frantically searching for them suddenly loomed before his
eyes.

His mother was silent for a while, and then she
answered slowly. “I've thought about that too, Jake. We
have no way of knowin' where they might be until we
find some Union troops.”

"How do we know that he ever found the Union
Army? Maybe they were already chased back up north by
the Rebs." Jake's fears mounted as he put them into
words.

“Well, Son, I'm not ready to turn back yet. We're



151

still in Alabama, as far as | can figure. Let's wait and see
what tomorrow brings." Margaret stood and began to clear
away the supper leftovers. Jake knew his mother's mind
was set and there was no use questioning any more.

With supper finished, the food and utensils were
packed in the wagon. "Let's not waste our drinking water
washing dishes," Margaret said to Mandy, "pack them in a
cloth until morning. We'll look around to find a creek or
spring to get fresh water. Let's use just a little water to
wash faces and hands.”

After scrubbing James and himself, Jake stretched
out beside his little brother in the wagon, his body aching.
As he lay there staring out of the crude tent into the
cloudy darkness, his last waking thoughts were of his
father. Would they be able to find him? Where would they

begin? It seemed an impossible task.

The rain fell gently at first, silently soaking the
makeshift tent. Jake and his little brother were rudely
awakened when the water-logged quilt fell in their faces.

James shrieked and walled.Jake carried him to the
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comparative dryness beneath the wagon where the two of
the huddled with Mandy and Wil trying to keep warm.

The rain fell in torrents. The partial roof overhead
provided little protection. Wind ruffled the canvas, blowing
the rain inside the shelter and soaking its occupants.
Margaret and her children sat shivering on the rainsoaked
mattress until the rain gradually stopped shortly before
davylight. Gradually the color of the sky changed from
pewter to gold. And then, small patches of blue grew larger
and larger, letting shafts of sunlight filter down.

Jake crawled out from under the wagon and
examined what was left of their fire. "The coals are dead,
I'm goin' to have to find some dry tinder somewhere to
start a new fire," called Jake to his mother.

Armed with Pa's axe from the toolbox, he
explored the gloomy woods directly behind the house and
found a small shed that had served as a chicken house.
Inside its musty walls Jake found nesting boxes still lined
with straw. With some amount of effort, the scrawny boy
managed to pry the nesting boxes from the wall and chop
them apart with the axe. He stuffed his pockets with the
straw, and with the dry strips of wood mounded so high

he could barely peer over them, Jake carried his treasure
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proudly back to camp.

Ma rushed to help him as he approached the house
“Oh, Jake,!" she exclaimed, "you are a wonder! [ didn't
think you'd be able to find anything dry after all that
rain."”

Jake could hardly contain his pride as he knelt
beside his mother to help her start a new fire. While she
struck the flint and steel to make sparks near the straw,
Jake blew life into the flames as the sparks caught the
straw afire. When the the straw began to blaze, he piled
the dry wood from the nesting boxes onto the flames and
the fire was soon hot enough that even wet logs caught
fire and crackled merrily.

Jake grinned up at his mother as they stood arm
in arm watching Mandy and the little ones warming
themselves by the fire.

Jake and Mandy went to work spreading the quilts
and mattresses in the sunshine to dry. The canvas tied
over the furniture and other items on the wagon had kept
them reasonably dry so Ma's old trunk produced a change
of dry clothing for everyone, and even a pair of Pa's boots
for Ma to wear while her own shoes dried. Jake and

Mandy usually went barefoot all summer, getting new
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shoes when school began in the fall. There would probably
be no new shoes if the war didn't end soon. There was an
old pair of Jake's outgrown shoes that James could wear,
but Ma decided to save them until he really needed them
this winter. He wouldn't need shoes riding in the wagon.

Ma was warming last night's beans when she
heard the sound of a horse's hooves splashing along the
muddy road from the south. Approaching carriage wheels
churned through the mud closer and closer until they
suddenly stopped. Jake peered over a window ledge to
discover a black carriage stopped in the road directly in
front of the house. Black leather cutains covered the sides
of the carriage, and many bundles were strapped onto the
rear. Jake could hear voices coming from inside the buggy.
A man stepped down from the driver's seat and began
walking toward the house. He was wearing a long black
cape and a large black hat, its wide brim pulled down over
his eyes.

Jake was sure that the occupants of the carriage
could not have seen the wagon from the road. As a
precaution, Jake took the musket frorn under the canvas
and motioned for the rest of the family to hide behind the

wagon. He positioned himself just inside the doorway and
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waited.

The man approached the house, stepping carefully
through the high grass. As soon as he stepped through the
the doorway he noticed the wagon and began walking
toward it, apparently to investigate it's presence there.
Jake summoned his most manly tone and commanded,
“Stop, Mister! Stay away from that wagon." Jake's knees
felt like jelly. His hands trembled. “Turn around and tell
me what yvou're doin' here," he ordered.

Before the man could turn around to face Jake, Ma
stepped from behind the wagon. "Put the gun down, Jake,"
she said, rushing toward the man with outstretched hands.
“It's brother Bob."

Ma shook both of the pastor's hands at once and
beamed with joy. "Thank the Lord it's you." She said. "I'm
so happy you got away from there.”

Limp with relief, Jake stood the gun against the
stone wall and greeted his friend with a hearty handshake.
Mandy ran out, carrying baby Will and leading James by
the hand. Bob Watkins stretched his long slender arms
around the three children and swung them around in
circles.

Jake and his mother bombarded their friend with
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questions.

"Did you have any more trouble with Gridley?"
asked Margaret.

"No, he rode past the house yesterday, but he just
stared at us with that mean look and went on his wavy."
Bob Watkins answered.

"Has Pa come back lookin' fer us?" Jake wanted to
know.

The pastor shook his head, "Not that I could tell. I
rode out to your place the next day after you left, and Mr.
Hensley was there boarding up the place. He would have
told me if your Pa or Ben had been been there.”

“Where are Sarah and the baby?" Mandy chimed
in. Rev. Watkins motioned toward the wagon, "They're out
in the buggy and Mrs. Johnson and Abigail are with us."
He offered, anticipating the next question.

Turning to Margaret, the young man continued to
answer questions before they were asked. "The Whitfields
should be along any minute. They're traveling with a
buggy and a wagon which prevents them from traveling
as fast as I can. Mrs. Whitfield let us put some of our
things on her wagon, so they have quite a load. It's a good

thing they have those fine draft horses of Mr. Johnson's
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to pull the wagon."

“Did you drive all night in that terrible rain?" asked
Margaret. "No, the Lord provided, and we were fortunate
enough to find an abandoned barn about three hours back
down the road." Not many barns are still standing
anymore, but this one appeared to have been used as a
military command post. All the hay and grain had been
used, and there were hundreds of boot tracks all around
the place. Grandpa Whitfield said that the hoofmarks all
around the barnlot were made by military horses." The
young pastor was obviously grateful to be reunited with
these members of his flock.

Just then the sound of the baby's crying reminded
the pastor that his passengers were still unaware of the
discovery he had made. Together with Margaret and her
entire family, Bob Watkins rushed toward the buggy
shouting his news.

A stranger observing this joyous reunion would
never have guessed that these friends had parted company
only two days earlier. There were tears and hugs and
more tears, then laughter and more hugs and tears.
Everyone talked at once while the two babies were passed

from woman to woman, and the young man played
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riotously with the children.

In just a little while the Whitfield's buggy pulled up
benind the Watkins rig and the reunion began anew.

A table was improvised from an old door, and
spread with a fresh white cloth. Each family contributed a
portion of its store of rations, and everyone gathered
around while their pastor thanked God for His loving care
and bountiful gifts. For one brief hour, this little gathering
of refugees resembled a Sunday school picnic more than a
band of homeless wanderers.

For the rest of that day, the three families rested
while the Richard's possessions dried in the sun, and the
newcomers made camp for the night. The next morning a
small caravan of an wagons and buggies splashed and
rattled northward along the muddy road.

At lunch time, they stopped beside a little creek to
eat and let the animals graze. Bob Watkins pulled a map
from his black leather valise and began to study it .

"I think this is the creek that is flowing past us.,"
he said pointing to a certain wavy line on the map. "If we
camp tonight at the spot where the road crosses this creek
again," he pointed to another location on the map, "we

should be within a few miles of the Union lines by noon
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tomorrow."

Jake became impatient just thinking about the
possibility of being that much closer to finding his father.
Maybe Pa would be in the very first unit of soldiers they

met. His heart began to pound. His eves filled with tears.

At midday the clouds moved in again and it began
to rain. They sloshed onward, determined to reach the
chosen campsite by nightfall. The drenching rain tapered
to a steady drizzle, and by mid afternoon, the outline of a
large covered bridge poked through the mist ahead of
them. "I believe this is the place," called the pastor,
motioning for the others to pull off the rcad. "We can
drive under the bridge and make use of its shelter. We'll
have plenty of time to set up camp before dark."

Suddenly, materializing out of the mist, six
mounted soldiers appeared ahead of them, emerging
through the entrance to the bridge and blocking the road
in front of the group of refugees. For the next few
moments there was silence. No one moved. Then, an

officer edged his mount forward and rode alongside the
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three vehicles, eyeing the occupants of each one. As he
passed, Jake recognized Captain Spafford, the officer who
came looking for Pa and Ben and the others. Jake detected
an expression of recognition on the captain's face.

The other riders followed the officer and soon
encircled the small caravan.

“"Well, well, well, boys, we've gone and caught us a
bunch of sneakin' Tories tryin' to slip away to their
Yankee friends up nawth," drawled the Captain. He trotted
his horse smartly up to the pastor's wagon at the lead of
the group and spoke again. "Aren't you the preacher from
back at Devereaux Junction?" he asked Pastor Watkins The
pastor nodded.

"I must respectfuly inform you, Rev'rend, that we
are under orders to confiscate all goods and equipment
which might prove useful to he enemy. I'll have to request
that you and your party step down from your vehicles so
that we may carry out our orders."

Reverend Watkins stared directly into the captain's
eyes and said, “We have small children and an elderly
couple with us. I cannot obey such an order."

“Then I have no choice but to take your entire

party prisoner and conficate all goods besides." replied
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Captain Spafford sternly.

The pastor looked at his wife and child, then back
at the other families. "Please leave us enough food for the
children and old folks and one buggy so that we can
continue our journey."

The captain rode the length of the caravan again
peering into each wvehicle. He returned to the pastor's buggy
and drew his horse alonside so that he could speak in
softer tones. “"Very well Rev'rend, you may keep whatever
food you have , but I cannot allow you to keep any
conveyances or animals."

He tipped his hat and abruptly ordered his men to
unload the wagons.

Each family obeyed the captain, huddling together
in the chilling drizzle, watching in stunned silence while
their belongings were thrown off into the ditches on either
side of the road.

Nothing was removed gently. Margaret's barrel of
china was sent crashing to the ground, the furniture
hurled into the ditches, and their other possessions strewn
through the mud. The soldiers kept Betsy tied behind the
wagon as they drove it and the other vehicles away.

“Please! I beg you, leave the cow for the little ones!"
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shouted Pastor Watkins. His pleas seemed to be drowned by
the clamor and confusion as the soldiers rode past the
frightened refugees. Then a young private, his face
contorted with anger, steered his mount from its rear
guard position and rode forward drawing his sabre. Raising
the sword he swooped down on the rope tethering Betsy to
the wagon, slashing it with one swift stroke. He stopped
momentarily and stared at the pitiful assembly huddled
together beside. In that moment Jake saw that his
expression had changed from anger to one of pity and
compassion. The soldier couldn't have been any older than
Ben. Mavybe this young man was thinking of his own
family. Maybe he had little brothers and sisters at home.

Jake wondered how Captain Spafford would react to
the young man's action, but the officer was far at the
head of the procession and did not see the act.

The patrol rattled away down the road toward the
same direction the folks from Johnson's Crossing had just
traveled, and disappeared into the thickening darkness fog.
The wet, frightened group stood watching, immobliized by
their disbelief until Sarah Watkin's baby started crying.
Soon Will and even James were crying.

Jake sloshed out onto the roadway to grab hold of




163

the rope Betsy was dragging aimlessly around in the mud.
He led her under the bridge to tie her there while Pastor
Watkins urged the rest of the pitiful clan down the creek
embankment to relative dryness beneath the wooden
trusses of the bridge.

"What has this world come to?" mourned Grandma
Whitfield. "I never heard tell of people being left by the
side of the road out in the middle of nowhere----" her
voice trailed off as she struggled to find a footing on the
rocky creek bank.

“If'n I'd been a younger man, Brother Watkins, I'da
helped you take on that smart aleck captain and told him
ta high tail it and leave us be."

"Now, Pa, you're talkin' like a fool." fussed
Grandma. "How would you and the parson have stood up
to six soldiers with guns and sabres. I declare! We're just
gonna have ta sit out here in the cold and die. There ain't
nobody gonna help us."

“Now, now, Ma." soothed Ellen Whiltfield. "Talkin'
that way isn't goin' to help our situation any. You came
through the mountains all the way from Carolina when all
this was just wilderness. At least you don't have to worry

about Indians this time."
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Jake helped Henrietta Whitfield guide her
grandmother along the shallow creek bed toward the
shelter of the bridge.

“We'll find some help, Grandma," Henrietta
reassured her grandmother. "Just be careful now, and
don't fall"

“You know, Pastor, I think those Rebs were
retreating." Henrietta said, settling her grandparents on
large log left lodged against some large rocks by the last
high water. "They wouldn't have been headed south if
they were scouting for Union forces."

"Those were my thoughts exactly, Henrietta "
agreed Reverend Watkins. “They looked pretty tired and
tattered to be fresh troops."

Abigall Johnson joined the conversation. "If they
were retreating, then that might mean that we are
getting closer to Union lines."

Because the creek bed was wide at this spot, the
long bridge span created a roomy shelter beneath it.

“There's plenty of driftwood under here that is still
dry. I'll git us a fire started." volunteered Jake pulling
Ma's flint and steel from his pocket.

Bob Watkins grasped Jake on the shoulder and gave




165

him a gentle shake of encouragement. "Thank you Jake.
We need to get these folks dried out." Both babies were
crying. James was clinging to his mother's skirts, shivering
and wimpering pitifully.

“Sarah, you and Margaret just sit tight here while
the girls and I go back to the road to see if we can salvage
anything. Jake will have a warm fire going shortly." Bob
sald gently. He urge his wife to sit down on a sandy
mound. Ellen Whitfield sat beside them and cuddled poor
little James against her ample bosom.

"Henrietta, Abigail, will you come with me?" he
asked. "Perhaps we can find some dry bedding and sorme
food in that mess up there. Mandy, do you think vou can
get Betsy to give us some warm milk to drink?"

“Yes Sir!" chirped Mandy. "I can if you can help
me find a cup or somethin'." Mandy took Bob Watkin's
hand and trudged alongside him as the four of them set off
back up the embankment. Jake had noticed her frightened
silence during the entire ordeal up on the road. Now this
chance to be helpful had revived some of her spunk.

Not long after Jake finished coaxing a pile of dead
grass sticks and driftwood into a crackling fire, Mandy

Came scurring down the creekbank laden with articles from
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their scattered posessions.

"I found our milk pail and some tin cups. Here are
a couple of shawls for the babies, and this tin is the one
Ma had the cornbread in. The lid was still on tight, so the
cornbread's nice and dry. Miz Whitfield, there was a
couple slabs of bacon with your stuff. We can wash the
dirt off in the creek and have fried bacon as soon as I go
get the skillet and a knife. " Mandy chattered as if she had
Just returned from a trip to Johnson's store. "Oh, [ guess |
better milk the cow first." She dropped the cups and bacon
next to the campfire and skipped away with the bucket.

Jake calmly picked up the bacon and mugs and
took them to the stream for washing. Shortly, Mandy
returned with the milk and dipped out portions of its
warmth to everyone around the fire.

They sat quietly sipping the milk. The only sounds
were the trickle of the stream, an occasional blue jay's
piercing call, and the faint voices of the pastor and the two
young women above them on the roadway talking among
themselves while they searched through the wreckage of
their possessions.

Mandy finished her milk and darted off up the

bank. "I'm gonna fetch the things to git supper goin," she
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called back over her shoulder.

Before long Mandy returned, slipping and sliding
down again followed by the rest of the search party. She
struggled to Jake's side with Ma's largest market basket
brimming with cooking utensils and tins of food.

The pastor and Henrietta struggled with two
cumbersome mattresses while Abigail could hardly see over
the mound of clothing she carried in a large reed wash
basket.

“These mattresses aren't too terribly wet," Bob
announced, maybe we can hang them from the bridge
supports and the heat from the fire will dry them well
enough for us to sleep on them.”

After the wet clothing had been draped over a few
large rocks to dry and their meager meal prepared,
everyone settled themselves around the fire, almost too
weary to eat. The babies slept peacefully in their mother's
arms. James sat on a stone near the fire munching away
at a stick of bacon. Jake and Mandy pulled a log into the
glowing circle and sat side by side listening to the adults
make new plans.

“While we were up there digging through that

mess, Abigail and Henrietta came up with an ldea that I
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think we should talk about." announced Bob Watkins.

Henrietta broke in before he could continue, "Abigail
and I can start out in the morning and walk north along
the road until we find Union lines---"

"Two young women setting out like that? Its too
dangerous!" Ellen Whitfield interrupted her daughter.

“That's right," agreed Nancy Johnson. "Pastor,
shouldn't you go with them?"

"We discussed that," answered Bob Watkins, "but
there is the problem of leaving all of you here without
someone to look after you."

“We think that the Brother Watkins is needed here
In case anyone comes along who might cause trouble.*
Abigail added. “We could keep pretty well out of sight by
hiding when we need to. Once we get to a town, we 'll be
able to see which side is in control. Union occupation can't
be too far north from here from what little we've heard
about the war."

Henrietta continued with their plan, "When we find
a Union army unit, we can tell them that we are looking
for Jack's brother, Lieutenant Riley. If we can find him,
then he'll help us find Jack and our other menfolk. Surely

the Union soldiers will help us."
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“We'll tell thermn all about what happened back
home and how we lost our wagons and animals." nodded
Abigail.

"l could go along." offered Jake, standing as tall as
he could. "I'd make sure you got through."

"There's no doubt you could, Jake, but I need vou
here." said Pastor Watkins. "We need to put up some kind
of lean-to to keep these folks warm in case it takes a while
for help to come."

After some further discussion, the plans were
finished Everyone settled into the most comfortable spots
afforded by their meager resources and tried to sleep. No
one slept very much. Jake lay curled up with James on a
bed of pine boughs and listened to Grandpa Whitfield snore.
Henrietta and Abigail sat by the coals long after everyone
else retired to talk in hushed tones.

Jake wished he could go along. Being out on the
road looking for Pa was better than sitting here waiting for
who-knew-how-long not knowing when or if anyone would
come to help them.

Several times in the night one of the babies would
wake and cry until its mother tended to its needs. One of

those times, Jake was lulled into an exhausted sleep by the
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sound of his mother's voice humming to the baby.
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salvage before anybody comes by and helps themselves.
Here, you eat some mush and then run help Brother Bob "

Jake could hear the sound of the pastor's axe
coming from down stream. He gulped the hot gruel as fast
as he could without burning his mouth and bounded off in
the direction of the chopping sounds.

Bob Watkins had already cut a large pile of
saplings. He smiled when he saw Jake coming. "Well hello
there, sleepy-head. I'm glad you're up. You can help me
carry these poles back to camp, and then you can get busy
catching some fish for our dinner. I can't hunt any game
because the Confederates took all of our guns."

Jake picked up a bundle of saplings and nodded. "I
can catch us a fine mess of fish if I can use one of these
poles. 1 remember seein' some store twine in Miz Johnson's
things. If she'll let me have a length of it, I can make a
hook out of some of those bramble thorns over there.”

Once back at camp, Jake wasted no time fashioning
his line and pole the way he and Daniel had done dozens of
times. He cast his line into the creek time after time, but
by the time the sun was nearly straight overhead, he had
only a small mound of fish lying on the large rock beside

him.
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Ma called to him, "Better clean what you have and
let's get them cooked. Folks are gettin' hungry."

Obediently Jake cleaned the fish and carried them
to his mother. She smiled and said nothing, but set to
work cooking them.

Once the meager meal was carefully portioned out,
everyone ate hungrily. Their small stock of food would
have to last as long as possible. No one knew where or
when they would be able to get supplies.

“That's the last of the coffee" announced Nancy
Johnson. "I was lucky to be able to hide what I did from
Devereau's men when they took over the store."

"Mighty good fish, Jake," Grandpa Whitfield said.
"We won't starve with you around.”

Jake was greatful for Grandpa's words, but he
knew that everyone probably still felt as hungry as he did.
"I'll have to build a rabbit trap so that we can have rabbit
stew for supper,” Jake said.

As soon as he had helped the pastor carry the rest
of the poles to camp, Jake began lashing sticks together
with twine to fashion a small cage for the trap. Building
the trap brought memories of Daniel and the many times

the two of thermn had spent summer days trapping and
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fishing along the creek behind Jake's house. That seemed so
long ago now..like it happened in a different world. “I guess
the world is a different place with this war goin' on," Jake
mumbled to himself as he made his way into the
underbrush to find a suitable place to trap rabbits.

Jake situated the rabbit trap among some sassafras
seedlings where he saw rabbit droppings. He hoped the
chunks of precious apple he was using for bait would do
the trick and catch a nice fat rabbit.

Jake thought about the hours that and Daniel had
spent so many carefree hours just this way. They could
nearly always catch a rabbit or ‘possum to carry proudly
home for the family pot. Memories flooded Jake's mind. He
stretched out on a fallen tree where the sun poked through
the autumn leaves, and let his memories carry him back
to those happier times before the war...to times when his
biggest worry was being late to supper or forgetting to fill
the woodbox. The soft rustling of the leaves overhead and
the sun's gentle warmth soothed him.

Jake's reverie was invaded by a rattling sound. He
sat up and listened. He wasn't sure what he had heard.
Voices of the folks back at camp drifted toward him

through the trees. The voices sounded excited. A crow
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cawed harshly somewhere above him. Then Jake heard a
different sound...a sound that stirred uneasy memories. It
was the sound of heavy wagons and cavalry riders with
their jingling harnesses. The rattling sound came again.
Wagon wheels and horse hooves clattered across the
wooden floor of the bridge.

Jake bounded back to the creek, his bare feet
deftly seeking out the sandy places as he scurried
upstream toward camp. He found the campsite deserted.
Voices drifted down from the roadway above. He cautiously
climbed up to peer over the crest of the embankment.

There, sitting right on the spot where their wagons
had been stopped by Confederates just the day before, were
soldiers dressed in blue uniforms. Union soldiers! Two
large wagons bearing military banners and the Stars and
Stripes were drawn up near the heap of furniture. Pastor
Watkins stood talking with several soldiers, some still
sitting astride their horses.

And there were Abigail and Henrietta climbing
down from the lead wagon into their mother's arms. Ma
and Abigail stood excitedly nearby with Sarah and the rest
of their party. Everyone was laughing and talking at the

same time.
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Jake was dumbfounded. He stood gaping open
-mouthed until Mandy spotted him. She scrambled down
to meet hirn, dragging James in tow.

"“Jake! Jake! Come quick! Just see who Abigail and
Henrietta found.” puffed Mandy."

“Come see! Come see!" Parroted James.

"Who is it?" Jake wanted to know. "Have they
come to help us?"

“It's Mr. Jack. He's a soldier now." Mandy reported.
She and James tugged at Jake's hands, pulling their still
gaping brother toward the crowd.

There, sure enough, stood Jack Riley their teacher.
He wore his uniform with a new dimension of authority,
but the jaunty angle of his smart officer's hat over that
red hair was unmistakably familiar.

“Jake! Mandy! James!" shouted Lieutenant Jack
Riley. He stepped away from the cluster of soldiers with
arms outstretched. The three children ran to greet him.
He scooped James up onto one arm reaching out his other
hand, first to Mandy, then to Jake.

Mandy bounced up and down clapping her hands
with excitement. Jake, still speechless, grinned and shook

hands grown-up fashion with his teacher and friend.
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"We've come to take all of you and yvour belongings
back to camp with us. We're billeted in a little town along
the railroad about twenty miles up the road." Jack Riley
told them.

He led the children to the wagons and handed
James up to the driver of the first wagon.

"Jack Riley! You are a sight for sore eyes!" Ma
greeted the young officer. "How on earth did the girls ever
find you?"

“"Well, Mrs. Richards, we were out on patrol this
morning, we came across Abigall and Henrietta walking
along the road. I don't know who was more surprised, the
girls or me. Anyway, here we are.

“The Lord be praised!" Sarah Watkins exclaimed.
"He has surely heard our pravers."

"That's fer sure! I don't think Ma and me nor those
little sprouts could'a made it very long out here in the
open." Grandpa added, shaking his head.

“What we have to offer isn't much better, Mr.
Whitfield, but at least you will have a share of our rations
and the protection of the United States army." Lieutenant
Riley assured him.

Jake could hardly wait his turn to speak, "Do you
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know where our Pa is, Mr. Riley?"

"Yes, Jake, he and Ben are back at camp, and
you'll be able to see them as soon as we roll into camp."

Jake's heart skipped and tears of joy stung his
eyes. Rather than cry right there in front of Mandy and
everybody else, Jake tossed his floppy straw hat into the
alr and let out a wild whoop that echoed across the valley
and sent an entire flock of startled blackbirds fluttering
skyward.

“Praise the Lord!" Ma cried. She hugged her baby to
her bosom and wiped her eyes. Mandy danced gleefully
around in circles.

“Silas Johnson and Joshua Whitfield are there too.
They've all joined the First Alabama Cavalry. It's a
regiment of souther Unionists. My men and I are part of a
regiment from Illinois." Jack Riley looked back with pride
at the soldiers. "We'd better get your things and get on our
way before a Reb patrol comes along.

Strong arms quickly loaded the items that could be
salvaged from the ditch and helped carry the things up
from the campsite. In less than thirty minutes, the
wagons, loaded with the refugees and their belongings,

were turned around and rolling northward toward Union
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territory.

Jake was allowed to sit up front with the driver
and Lieutenant Riley rode alongside the wagon.

“Mr. Riley, I-] mean Lieutenant Riley," Jake
stammered, "Why aren't Pa and Ben on this patrol with
you?" A wave of apprehension came over Jake as he
watched the expression on Jack Riley's face.

"Well, Jake, your uncle Ben was out on patrol with
his unit when I left camp, so were NMr. Johnson and IVr.
Whitfield. Your Pa isn't feeling too well. He's taking it easy
at the infirmary back in camp.” Riley's tone seemed
almost too casual. What was wrong with Pa?

To an uneasy Jake, the ride to the army

campseemed an eternity.

The town was really only a crossroads like the one
at home. There was a store, a church, a school, and a few
houses with barns and sheds surrounding them. The school
served as a command post with clusters of white canvas
tents of various sized arranged in the field beyond. The

church had been converted to a hospital, and it was there
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that Jack Riley escorted Margaret Richards and her
children immediately upon arrival.

Mandy, carrying the baby on her hip, walked on
one side of Jake, and James clung to Jake's hand on the
other as the children followed their mother and Jack Riley
through the doorway. Inside the little limestone church,
the air smelled of sickness. Jake and Mandy held tightly to
each other and followed their mother timidly between the
rows of cots that had replaced the pews. Bandaged, hollow
eyved men stared at the children. Others groaned and
writhed, seerningly unaware that anyone was near.

Up toward the front of the church, several men
were sitting in chairs arranged in small groups. Some were
conversing quietly. Others were playing cards, while a few
were just sitting there staring into space. One man sat
alone, his back to the approaching wvisitors.

“John," the lieutenant said softly. "John, someone
wants to see you."

The man sitting alone turned slowly to face them.
It was Pa!

Jake's heart rose and fell in one instant. Pa's face
was so thin Jake barely recognized it. His eyes peered in

disbelief at the woman and children standing there. His
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gaunt face suddenly lit with joy. Struggling, Pa managed to
stand, bracing himself against the chair. Tears filled his
eyes.

“We're here, John" said Ma softly, her voice thick
with emotion. She rushed to her husband, embracing him
gently as she eased his fragile body back into the chair.
Jake, and Mandy stayed rooted where they stocd, staring
at this shadow of their father. Only James seemed
unaware of the transformation.

“Pa, Pa, we found you, we found you!" James
shouted exhuberantly. "Now, can we go home”?

James rushed to his father, climbed ontc his lap,
and hugged him fervently around the neck.

Jake hesitated no longer. He joined the happy
reunion, followed by Mandy and Will. At this moment, the
fact that their lives had changed so drastically in the past
few months didn't seem to matter. The only thing that
mattered to the Richards family now was that they were
together again.

Doctor Phillips stood to one side with Jack Rilev,
watching John Richards and his family. Compassion for
them in their ordeal brought tears to his weary eyes. Not

all his patients were fortunate enough to know what had
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become of the families they left behind. He knew that
many of these men were unionists from Confederate states
or from border states, and their land had become
battleground.

The doctor spoke softly to Riley, "I am going to
request that

Richards be granted sick leave. | shouldn't have anvy
difficulty persuading the commanding officer to grant the
leave, because we have so many men down with disease
that we can't care for the wounded.”

"That sounds like a good idea," agreed Lieutenant
Riley. “But we may be moving the families over to Corinth
in a few days. Will he be strong enough to travel with his
family that far? They certainly can't go back home."

“I believe so," answered Dr. Phillips. "He has been
improving steadily the past week."

Jack Riley smiled. "This is probably the best
medicine he could have. If we get them settled here in
camp, Margaret's nursing and good cooking should be just
what he needs to recover."”

"No doubt you are right," nodded the doctor. "If vou
can get the family settled, I will make the arrangements

for Mr. Richards to join them tomorrow." Dr. Phillips
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shook Lieutenant Riley's hand and turned away to finish

his rounds along the rows of ailing and injured men.

The tents the army provided for families were in a
pasture on the north edge of town. A hay barn nearby
served as a supply station where families could get
blankets and rations.

"Oh, Jack, do you really think John will be given
leave?" Ma fairly bubbled with happiness. She herded her
children along behind Jack Riley as he led them to the
camp.

"Doc Phillips thinks John will be better off with his
family around him and the captain usually goes along with
what Doc recommends." Riley told her.

“Well, I know I can take better care of my husband
than he was gettin' at that hospital." Ma fumed. "I would
have gone to the captain myself if the doctor hadn't."

Jake could see Sarah Watkins waving to them from
the front of one of the larger tents as they entered the
camp. "Margaret, Margaret, we're over here." she called.

"Oh, Sarah, Brother Bob, we got to see John!" Ma
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told her, "He's been very sick, but they're going to give
him a leave. He'll be staying with us." She ran toward
Sarah as she blurted out her news.

"Margaret, that's just wonderful!" exclaimed Sarah

"Oh, yes, Sarah, and | think we owe it all to Jack
here, he talked to the doctor and to the Captain for us."

Turning to Jack Riley, Ma took both his hands and
said, "We can't ever thank you enough for helping us I
deon't think our little ones and the old folks would have
lasted very long out there under that bridge"

"Well, Mrs. Richards, It was my military duty to
bring you to camp, but [ would have helped you anyway
because you all were so good to me back there at the
school.” He grinned at her, his green eyes twinkling. “Now
you folks try to get comfortable. There are rations and
firewood waiting at the barn for you when you're ready
for them." He tipped his hat and strode back toward the
center of town.

The tent they offered to share with the Watkins
family was crowded, but there were a few cots and plenty
of blankets. Their possesions were piled in the center of
the tent.

Ma quickly put Mandy and Jake to work stacking
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straw mattresses and blankets to rmake a bed for the
children while she and Sarah sorted through the clothing
and utensils. "When you're finished with the pallets, 1
want you to carry some wood for the cooking fire. " Ma
directed them. "We're going to share a cooking fire with
the Johnson's and Whitfields. They're in that tent next to
us."

Jake and Mandy piled the slightly musty
mattresses on the ground and covered them with one of
Ma's quilts. They would cover with the scratchy wool
blankets that the army had given them. The firewood was
next. Jake and his sister set out for the hay barn where
they had been told they could find wood. There, piled in a
ragged heap behind the barn, was a mountain of chopped
wood.

While they filled their arms with small logs, Jake
watched Mandy out of the corner of his eye. She looked
tired and skinny.

The spunk seemed to be gone. He hadn't been pavying
much attention, but now that he thought of it, Mandy
hadn't been bossy with him since they left home. Jake
was probably as homesick as he was.

As If reading his thoughts, Mandy said, "Jake,
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wouldn't it be grand if we could just pack up tomorrow
when Pa gets out of the hospital and go back home "

"It would be a good thing for sure," Jake answered.
“If it wasn't fer that mean old Gridley, we probably could.”

"l hope the Hensley's are bein' good to Gus,"
Mandy said. "Poor little James crys for him every
mornin' when he wakes up and Gus isn't sleepin' there
with us.”

The two children walked back toward their tent.
"Mandy, we gotta do like Ma says...don't look back." Jake
spoke gently to his sister. She seemed to be wanting him to
tell her that everything was going to be all right, and he
know what was going to happen.

Jake thought about their house back home and the
houses they had seen burned along the road. "Mandy, it
could be we don't have a home to go back to." Jake said
fighting back a lump in his throat. "Right now this tent is
our home and our family's together That's somethin' to
be thankful for."

Ma was waiting anxiously to start the fire. Along
with some bacon and flour, the army had given her a box
of safety matches. Jake could hardly believe his eyes when

Ma set tinder and logs aflame in just a few seconds. It
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would have taken nearly half an hour using their flint and
steel.

The fried bacon and biscuits were delicious. “I know
some apples baked in these good coals would taste right
good tonight," Ma said as she served up the last of the
biscuits, "but [ wanted to save the last of them for
tomorrow when Pa gets home".

“When Pa gets home". Ma's words stuck in Jake's
ears long after he and Mandy were settled with James on
their pallet. He lifted the edge of the tent near his head
and peered out into the crisp October night. The Drinking
Gourd was hanging there in the northern sky..in a new
position now, but still there marking the way north. Jake
wondered where home would be now. Maybe they would
have to keep following that great cluster of stars until they
were far to the north, away from the fighting. What
would they do when Pa had to go back to the war? Jake

drifted off to sleep staring out at the night sky.

Long before reveille sounded among the army tents

signaling the first military formation of the day, Ma was
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up stirring the coals of the fire to make breakfast. As soon
as everyone had gulped down their mush, Ma breathlessly
bustled around making ready for Pa's homecoming. "Thank
you, Brother Bob, for fixing my rocking chair. Pa can sit
here in front of the tent and soak up the sunshine.

The sun was barely above the treetops when Ma
left with Pastor Watkins and Sarah to bring Pa home.

"Now, Jake, you and Mandy mind James and the
babies." Ma called back to them as she hurried away.
"We'll be back as quick as we can get your Pa out of the
hospital.”

Jake and Mandy stood watching their mother and
her friends disappear around the last tent at the far end
of the pasture.

After what seemed like hours of plaving being
James' "horse", Jake finally spied his parents walking
slowly toward their tent. Ma and the pastor were walking
on either side of Pa so he could lean on them. Sarah
walked slowly beside thern carrying a small bundle. Jake,
followed by Mandy and James, ran to meet them.

"Howdy, Pa" James blurted, "We been waitin' fer
yvou." The little boy flung himself at his father’'s legs

nearly knocking him down.
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"Ho, Son", chuckled Pa. Ya gotta go easy on me 'til |
get my legs back" Pa knelt down to give his small son a
warm hug.

Jake and Mandy stood grinning, seemingly at a
loss for words. This man looked so different from the man
they knew as Pa. He seemed old and more feeble than
Grandpa Whitfield. "Hello, Pa." Jake stepped forward
offering his father a very grown-up handshake. "We got a
place fixed up for you to rest back at the tent.”

“That sounds mighty good, Son." Pa said allowing
Jake to help him to a standing position as he took his
hand.

Beyond Jake, Mandy stood timidly watching. "Hello
there, Sissy," Pa said, calling her the pet name he hadn't
used since she was no older than James. Come here and
give your Pa a hug."

Mandy flung her arm around Pa's waist and burst
into tears.

“Well now, Mandy, vyour Pa needs to sit down, so
lets help him to his chair and we'll get some lunch ready."
Ma said, trying lighten the mement a Dbit.

When Pa was settled into his chair with Bob

Watkins seated on a trunk beside him, Ma and Sarah
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quickly set to work preparing their meal. Mandy and
James were sent scurrying for wood and water, but Jake
was allowed to sit with the menfolk.

"Well John," the pastor inquired, "how have you
managed all these months. It doesn't appear that army life
has agreed with you."

Pa chuckled weakly and answered, "That surely is
the truth.

We had to hide out in a cave under the the rock
bridge down in Winston County for weeks until we got
word that the Union Army would take us. About half of us
came down with the fever while were still in hiding." Pa
began coughing so hard he couldn't talk for a while. Jake
ran to get the water jug to give his father a drink, but Pa
waved the cup away.

“"Water won't stop this cough, Jake," Pa said once
the spell had subsided, "The doc says | have lung fever
from spendin' so much time in those damp caves. [ guess,
countin' the time in our cave at home, | spent almost
three months livin in a cave. We all shared our rations,
but the meals were pretty slim. I was mighty near dead
on my feet by the time we were mustered in over at

Huntsville the first of this month.”
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"Then you haven't seen any military action yet?"
the pastor asked.

“Not a shot. Right after we were mustered, they
put us on this march headed for Mississippi. They say
Grant is holdin' there and they need replacements."

“Lieutenant Riley says they will probably move all
of us over to Corinth soon." offered Jake. Being included in
this adult conversation made Jake feel proud...even a little
cocky. "I wish I was old enough to join up. I'd teach those
Rebs a lesson." Jake said with a swagger that even he
Knew was out of character.

Neither Pa nor the pastor made notice of notice
Jake's bravado. Pa went on, "We rode in rain all the way.
I passed out right on my horse and can't even remember
the last half of the ride. I just woke up one day in the
hospital. They said I was out of my head with fever for
three days."

“You must have been pretty sick" said Bob Watkins,
“I'm surprised the army took you. You'll get your strength
back now that Margaret will be taking care of you. There's
nothing like being with loved ones to help a person's
recovery."

‘I'm mighty glad you're all here, but Margaret
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kKeeps puttin' rme off when | ask her why yvou folks left
home. She just says she'll tell me about it later, that the
important thing is she found me." Pa was more than a
little curious as he leaned toward the pastor saying, "Please
tell me, Brother Bob, what happened back home to send
you all on the road."

Bob Watkins gave Pa a brief account of the changes
that had taken place at Johnson's Crossroads since the
Confederates took over there. He told him about
Devereaux's refusal to buy or sell goods with Unionists, and
about the terrible night that Gridley and his men set fire
to Pa's fields and threatened to burn his family in their
house.

“The Lord have mercy on us all!" exclaimed Pa
when the pastor finished the whole story. "What is this
world comin' to when men even think of burnin' women
and children?"

Pa ate reluctantly at lunch, saying that he still
didn't have his appetite back after being sick. He sat in the
sunshine and rocked all afternoon, staring into space. At
supper he had to be coaxed to eat again. Not even James'
playful antics could distract him from his brooding for very

long.
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Gradually, over the next few days, with Ma's hot
broth and fresh baked biscuits and the warmth of the
autumn sun, Pa finally began to gain strength. By the
time Ben returned from patrol with Mr. Johnson and Mr.
Whitfield, Pa was able to take short walks with Ma every
day.

The three men came straight to Pa's tent the day
their patrol rode in.

“John! It's sure 'nough good to see you alive and
kickin'." beamed Ben, slapping his brother on the back.

“We were mighty worried about you, John." Silas
Johnson gave Pa a hearty handshake. "You just didn't
shake that fever like the rest of us did."

Joshua Whitfield stood holding his hat, sheepishly
nodding and grinning. "It's shore good to see that vore up
'n' around, John." he said grasping Pa's hand firmly.

Silas and Joshua tipped their hats to Ma and
hurried off to find their own families.

Ben greeted Ma and Jake with one sweeping hug,
and was immediately tackled about the ankles by James
and Mandy. Ben lifted James and flung him squealing high
over his head. Mandy bounced up and down clapping and

giggling merrily.
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"Margaret, 1 still can't believe you're here!"
exclaimed Ben. "John sent you a letter tellin' you that we
had got accepted in the First Alabama Cavalry. You
must've got it, the way you found us so quick, but what
made you leave home? "

"Ben, we didn't get any letter. Mr. Devereaux
probably has it." Margaret went on to tell Ben about how
Devereaux and Gridley had control of the store and the
post office, and even the school.

“And do you know what that bully Gridley did to
Margaret and the children, Ben?" Pa's eyes sparked with
new life as he related to his brother the story of how the
night riders had burned their land and threatened their
family. "Margaret says that Gridley himself threatened her
and the children right in our own barn lot, and then came
back with his mob and tore up the place lookin' for us."”

“I'm sure it was Gridley who was leading the gang
that burned our corn field and threatened to burn us up
in our own house,” Ma added, shivering with the memory
of that terrible night. “I believe they meant every word of
their threat. I just couldn't stay there."

"We were all threatened in one way or another, so

we felt we should head north and take our chances trying
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to find all of you the best way we knew how." Bob
Watkins added.

When Ben heard all that had happened back at
the crossroads, he pounded his fist into his palm and
stamped his foot in anger. "That Gridley plans to fight his
own little war down there. If I ever run into him when
we're on patrol, I'll fix him good and proper."

“Don't let your anger turn to hate," warned Bob
Watkins. "It is hatred that has turned our whole nation
against itself."

Ben nodded, "I know, Pastor, but men like that
shouldn't be runnin’ loose."

Just then, Jack Riley came riding into the camp
and began making his way toward them, stopping at each
tent to speak briefly with its occupants. Jake and his
family and the others watched curiously as the Lieutenant
approached them, dismounted and tethered his horse to
their tent stake.

“Hello folks, looks like we have a home town
reunion here," Jack greeted them with a warm grin. "I'm
glad to see you gentlemen are back from patrol in one
piece." He said, nodding toward Ben, Mr. Johnson and Mr.

Whitfield. “I've come to tell you about our new orders. All




