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	For the Love of Minnie

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter One

	1900

	Galveston, Texas

	 

	The water was cresting higher and higher. The wind threw pieces of wood, clothing, pans, rocks, whatever there was through the air. Minnie struggled to get her bearings.

	  She’d come to Galveston to cook for the Rhea family. Little Mary Rhea was to be married here. Minnie was the best cook and baker in Giles County, Tennessee.

	  So, they had invited her to come along to Galveston, Texas. She’d ridden the train down with some of the family and had brought some of her cake pans and the special flour she enjoyed using. She chided herself for thinking of the cake pans that were gone now – swept away by the rising salt water. Her brother, Arthur, had come along as well as James Rhea.

	  Her children had remained behind with her mother and grandmother. They had cautioned her to be careful. Her grandmother was particularly worried.

	  “Dreamt about you going down there,” her grandmother said. “No good going to come of it. If the wind picks up, you go to high ground.” Her grandmother was vague after that. She said very little, grumbling and fussing over Minnie as the days before the trip passed. But Easter packed many of the tinctures and other dried goods she felt Minnie needed. She also insisted that Minnie be allowed to bring Brownie, her faithful mixed draft horse. She and her grandmother had trained Brownie together.

	  Minnie told the Rheas she would not cook for them without Brownie. They allowed the horse to be boarded on the train to Galveston. When she arrived at the Avenue P home that Louise Rhea shared with her husband, William, and young son, she was shown the kitchen.

	  It had all she needed to begin cooking the dishes for the wedding. But she was cautioned not to begin until after the women had finished Little Mary’s dress. Mary’s mother, also named Mary, had decided that it was bad luck to begin cooking too far in advance of the wedding. But there would be many people attending. So, Minnie, who was put in charge of other cooks and bakers, began making those dishes that would keep for the two days that would pass before the wedding. Some of the other workers grumbled because Minnie, a Negro, would be telling everyone what to do.

	  At night, on September 7th, James knocked softly on her door so that no one heard him. She had been given rooms in a separate building on the property. The regular cook went home for the day, but Minnie remained behind to help with preparations.

	  “Are you all settled in?” he asked as he slipped his arms around her.

	  “No, no, I’m not,” Minnie said, nervously. “James, I think we should leave the island tonight and take everyone with us. There was a man on the beach today warning everyone to get out. I don’t have a good feeling about these warnings.”

	  “I know,” he said. “I’ve been considering the same thing, but Mother won’t hear of it. She wants to remain. She thinks this is just a minor blow. One of the neighbors convinced her of it.”

	  “I need to go,” Minnie said. “I can’t let Brownie stay here. What about Arthur?” James sighed and wiped a hand down his face.

	  “To be on the safe side, Arthur and William are trying to convince everybody to get to that large hotel at the back of the island. Before long, the water will be too high. I think your idea of getting off the island is a good one. William and Arthur are not having much luck at this point. Louise, her son and her husband, William, are going to the hotel. But mother, Annie and Little Mary think they need to stay here to continue preparing for the wedding.”

	  “I’m not going to wait,” Minnie said. “I’m taking Brownie and getting across the bay bridge while I can. If this is just a minor storm, you all can come get me at that Mrs. Bell’s place.” James put his arms around her.

	  “Don’t go just yet,” he whispered, pulling her to him.

	  Before the sun rose, Minnie and James had arranged for Arthur to get Mrs. Rhea, Louise, Annie and her family and Little Mary over to the hotel. James rode with Minnie over the bridge. He’d taken one of William’s horses and tethered two others to his saddle to make certain they were safe from the storm. However, Mrs. Rhea and Little Mary remained at the Avenue P house.

	  The Bell family were acquaintances with William’s family, so Minnie’s quick friendship with a colored woman she’d met on the train was a blessing. James planned to stable William’s horses with the Bell family, and he could make certain Minnie was safely on the other side of the bay. Water was high, and many people were struggling to get to high ground.

	  As they reached the other side of the bay, wind whipped up and threw wood and other debris at those in wagons and on horses that were screaming and struggling to make it to higher ground.

	  “What about Arthur?” Minnie shouted as James rode beside her on the other horse. The wind seemed to pick up, thrusting the travelers toward the mainland as they crossed the bridge. As usual, Brownie was as calm as he could be. A man who had lost his wagon tried to pull Minnie off her horse so that he could steal Brownie. Brownie nipped at the man as though he would bite. Minnie used a fist to slug the man in his jaw. He grabbed his face and glared at Minnie. But, he did not seem inclined to give up.

	   James pulled his horse back and rode between the man and Minnie. The night air was heavy with humidity, and the rain had begun lashing the travelers. It seemed that people were losing their minds in all the chaos of the storm. Finally, they reached the other side of the bridge, but the thing seemed to be shaking with the force of the waves and wind.

	  “I’ll send Arthur to you as soon as we get everyone safely inside the hotel,” James shouted over the wind. “Meanwhile, you find Mrs. Bell and stay with her.” He reminded her of directions to the Bell property. A piece of debris flew through the air, just missing James. He looked about him and noticed that no one cared that Minnie was a Negro and he was white; they cared about nothing but survival. He pulled Minnie to him and kissed her savagely.

	  “Stay on the mainland; I’ll be back,” he shouted. He untied the horses that he had tied to his saddle and handed the reins to Minnie. He pointed toward high ground. Minnie was stunned, her mouth open like a landed fish. Another piece of debris flew past them. That seemed to wake her from her shock. She took the reins of the two horses and kicked Brownie into a gallop.

	 

	  On September 9th, news had made its way to New Orleans where Joe was staying for a while with his fiancé’s family; one of Joe’s friends had brought news to him knowing he would want to hear of his family’s circumstances. Normally, he received a telegram from his sister, Annie, or her husband, but it seemed there was no way for them to reach him. Or, he thought, the worst outcome was possible. Annie and her family, his sister, Louise, his mother, Mary Elizabeth, and his other sister, Little Mary, may have perished. He needed to get to Galveston to find his brother, James, and anyone else who could help him look for his family. Minnie and her brother, Arthur, were in Galveston helping the Rheas. Joe wondered whether the Bufords were able to get to high ground along with his mother and sisters.

	  His brother, James, had gone to make certain that all was ready for their sister’s big day. Almost the entire family had gone down to Galveston for Little Mary’s wedding. James was good at so many things, but especially at making sure people got where they needed to go. James was the brother closest to Joe. He couldn’t imagine that his brother had not survived that storm. Surely, he had made certain everyone was safe.  

	  Sadie had remained behind in Pulaski, Tennessee, feeling that her son was too young to make the trip. Sadie, who’d also found news about the storm the day after it hit, gasped as she read the news. She had put little James down after feeding him and had come down to see whether there was anything she could do to help in the kitchen, but Mrs. Harwell had everything clean and put away. Sadie sat down hard on the settee.

	  Her in-laws were in Galveston for the wedding of James’s sister, Mary Sumpter Rhea, who they called Little Mary. Mary and their mother, Mary Elizabeth, and other family had gone to Galveston for the wedding. They were staying at her sister-in-law – Annie’s home in Galveston. Louise had gone down for the wedding ahead of everyone too.

	  Sadie handed the newspaper to Frank when he held out his hand for it and read and reread the newspaper.  His hands trembled as he read. He turned to the fireplace and inhaled deeply; he began to perspire in his dark grey shirt and dark pantaloons.

	 

	Galveston 1900

	 

	  Brownie was as reliable as they come. The Bell lady had let Minnie stable Brownie where he would be safe. She could go back to the island and help to get everyone to safety. She knew how to swim; her strength was well known at home. Maybe she could help. She paced the barn.

	  It was September 7th; the rain and wind had begun in earnest; locals were mixed on whether this was to be a bad storm or not. When the water began rising, Minnie made up her mind. She thought about her brother Arthur, her children back home with her mother and grandmother – Maggie, 10, Douglass, 9, Flournoy, 6, and Nellie, 3. She needed to be sure that she could get back home, but she wanted to be certain that Arthur and James would be safe too. She had to think for herself. The little shack where they had put her was a wood cabin. Its red paint had seen better days.  

	  “Minnie, don’t go back,” Mrs. Bell said. The kind Mrs. Bell had come out to the barn to see whether Minnie needed anything. She waited a moment for the demand to register. Minnie was stubborn and had a mind of her own. It was not always guaranteed that she would do as ordered.

	  “They have to come home,” Minnie said. “I have to find my brother and James.”

	  Minnie stiffened, her calico dress, a dark blue, was covered with mud. “I’m going back to the Island,” she muttered. Mrs. Bell shook her head in distress, but helped Minnie get ready for the harrowing crossing.

	 


Chapter Two

	1900

	Galveston, Texas

	 

	Minnie did not think much of weddings. She had never had one. One of her dreams was to have a wedding. But it didn’t appear it would happen for her. After what had happened to her at 12 years old, she wasn’t likely to get a proposal. Maggie came after that. Then because of James, Douglass and Flournoy. Minnie insisted that they be careful, but it didn’t happen that way. No one could know. She waited for another boat that was approaching with a group of passengers. It was returning to the island to get more people who wanted to leave. The waves were high even on the bay. But every now and then, things would quiet. The wind would die down, and people would come surging to the mainland.

	  When she saw her chance, Minnie slid onto one of the boats returning to the Island. There were too many people and not enough boats. The water was taking some people away. But she couldn’t worry about that. She had to get to James and to Arthur.

	 Annie had married William Dabney, a furniture seller on the Island, and they’d lived there for some time. Galveston was one of the largest and most prosperous cities in Texas. But an enormous storm might change that. It was sad, she thought. Minnie did not get along well with James’ mother, Mary Elizabeth, but she did not want anything bad to happen to her. As the boat touched the shore for its return trip, she pushed past the people struggling to get aboard.

	“Hey, what are you doing? You’re going the wrong way,” a man shouted. She ignored him and jumped to a small canoe that seemed to be floating on top of the debris. She grabbed a piece of wood and began paddling through the water toward where she knew the family lived. The water tossed her about, pushing her back to the bay. But she kept at it. Pushing the little boat forward. Something hit her in the head, and she slumped over in the boat, stars floating in her eyes. But when lightning lit the skies, she regained herself and kept propelling herself toward the area where she thought the family would be.

	When she arrived at the neighborhood, she was horrified at what she saw. The houses were surrounded by water from the Gulf. At the Avenue P house, Arthur was climbing up the side of the house with his hand outstretched.

	She couldn’t hear what he was saying as the wind was so loud. However, she knew that he was encouraging Mrs. Rhea to jump to him. James was there too. Minnie then saw Little Mary, who was hanging on to a piece of lumber as the water pitched her around. Minnie pushed the little boat toward Little Mary, but before she could reach the girl, the current ripped Little Mary away. Cows bellowed as they struggled to find purchase on debris. Minnie turned to find Arthur, but she saw only James.

	“Mother, jump!” James shouted. Minnie rowed the little canoe toward James as he reached for his mother. His mother stared at James as though she did not recognize him. She jumped, catching a piece of lumber as it floated by. But the lumber took her with it. James shouted and began swimming toward his mother. But, his mother disappeared – swept away by the tide.

	He searched and searched, going under water and coming up, but he was knocked insensate by the debris. Minnie pulled her canoe toward him and grabbed his clothes. A large wave propelled them toward the back of the Island. She screamed as she saw Arthur swimming toward the place where Little Mary had gone under.

	“Arthur, no, come with me,” she tried to shout over the howling wind. But he disappeared too.

	It was a wonder Minnie was able to get James to the area near the hotel. The water surged powerfully, pushing them in that direction. When she found herself stuck on some broken lumber, she got out of the little canoe and dragged James up the pile of debris with her.

	“James, come to,” she shouted. “We’ve got to get to the hotel.” He seemed to come around, when she slapped him. He threw up water and coughed mightily. She didn’t know where she was getting the strength, but she dragged him over a pile of wood and winced as she stepped on a nail. But she kept going, one arm under him and the other braced on the makeshift paddle she’d used to get them there.

	  The lobby of the Tremont House was full of people screaming for help and scrambling to get to the higher floors. Minnie held James up and shook him a little to get him to recognize where they were.

	  “We made it,” she said, breathing deeply. “We need to see if we can find your family, James.” But it was pandemonium in the hotel. No one could find anyone else. People were being urged to the attic. Others were being pushed into the low-lying water. Screams and cries punctuated the air. She joined the scramble of sobbing, screaming bodies trying desperately to get out of the rising water. At this point, she was wading and swimming through the high water. They reached the stairs; some people were too weak to make it to the higher floors. Others pushed on the bodies of their neighbors to get to the uppermost floors.

	  The wind howled, and the waves lapped at the building, threatening to take it down in the deepening flood. Minnie and James struggled to get to the upper floors of the stairwell, but the water rose so swiftly; they were forced to simply hang on to the stair railings. They climbed as high as they could, helping others along the way. When they reached a dry floor, they collapsed.

	 

	  The next day, as the wind died down, people tried to get out of the hotel to find family and livestock. But the water was still too high. Bodies floated by in the harsh daylight. Women and men alike sobbed as they realized they were alive, but so many others did not survive. Others were desperate for news of their kin. They asked pointless questions. “Have you seen Billy? Have you seen Rebecca? Have you seen Victoria?”

	  Minnie slept on the steps as people walked around her. She could hear people, but she could not move. Her fatigue was bone deep. Survivors were not expected.

	  Little news was getting to the mainland from the island. People were muttering that the wind had blown more than 100 miles an hour. Telegraph lines were down along the coast and well into the Houston area. Still, James was determined to search for his mother and sister. He had moved down to the lower floor to try to locate his family. But water was still high.

	  Minnie came to when someone shook her awake and offered her a cup of something hot. She realized where she was then – at the hotel. James held out the cup to her and urged her to drink. Some of the white patrons were looking askance at her and James, but they did not say anything. People were so wrapped up in their grief, so stunned, that they could not find their bearings to put others in their place.

	  “Minnie,” James said, breathing deeply. The smell of moldy wet floors and muddy clothing was all around them. Soon the smell of death would overcome them too.

	  “I need to see if I can find my mother and sister as well as my sister, Louise, Annie and her family,” he said.

	  “Go, James, look for them; I need to look for Arthur too. Let me know where you are.” Just then, she met a woman on the steps who seemed to be inviting her to join a group of colored ladies.

	  The only problems she had were back in Middle Tennessee where the Kluxers were running rampant and white men thought they had a right to any woman they could lay their hands on. Minnie inhaled and looked out the window at the watery scene.



	
Chapter Three

	1896

	Apple Hill, Tennessee

	 

	 

	James stood up and stretched as he surveyed the last bales of hay needed for keeping the animals well fed through the winter. It was late August, and the sun shone down hot in the midday sun. His father had died when he was 5 years old.  His father, James David Rhea, served as a captain in the third Tennessee Infantry Regiment through the war. He thought of the history his mother, Elizabeth, shared with him during the years after his father’s death. His father was a merchant before the war but had become a farmer after it.

	  James’s older brother, Clifford, had taken over much of the responsibility of running the farm when his father died. He shook his head at the irony of it. Now, Clifford was in Kansas City with his own family. Clifford’s wife had just had a baby. James’ father had fought with Gen. Hood throughout Tennessee. His father was commanding. However, it was the Buford and Chanson family that had helped them all as the years went by. They had done so well at hogs and crops that the farm was turning a profit. Both families worked part of the farm. Austin Buford and Val John Chanson were indispensable hands.

	  James didn’t think he could expect much more than farming as a future. Just then, he saw Minnie walking toward the barn with two pails of water. Her father had no doubt ordered her up to the farm to help with the remaining chores before sundown.

	 “Let me help you with these, Minnie,” he said looking at her as she blushed. Her blushing was the kind that melted his insides. She was about his height, 6 feet, tall for a woman, with long black hair, long eye lashes, skin the hue of walnuts and strong sinewy arms. Her height and strength were enough to put off most of the boys his age. Lifting heavy bales of hay and doing other chores had made her strong. She dressed in a long shift, suitable for working, and tied back her hair, which was unusual for women in her family.

	 Most of them were church-going folk who were serious about their faith. Many of her kin had been part of the enslaved Buford family. Her mother, Hester Beasley, was part Cherokee, the daughter of Easter and Arter, who had escaped the Indian Removal of 1838.  The Chansons had come free, in search for work. They stopped when Val John Chanson decided to make his home in Selig County. Both families came from hard-working stock—laboring from sunup to sundown. The times were tough, 30 years after the Civil War ended; the South was still recovering and needed all the willing hands it could get.

	 Chanson and Buford put their backs into it and seemed to find others to help them. Minnie shared the same cradle with his brother, Joseph. They were rocked to sleep by Sarah and Hester when the Rhea family needed help after the premature death of David.  They grew up together, working side by side sometimes when the crops were threatened or the animals needed tending.  Theirs was a friendship forged by hard times and mutual struggle. It didn’t take much for children to realize when parents were afraid.

	 “I can do it,” she said. “You know your mama don’t like you helping me with my chores.”

	 “Doesn’t,” he said, smiling down at her.

	 “Oh right, your mama do not like you helping me,” she corrected herself, glancing at him irritated.  While it was no longer illegal to teach colored people to read, it was not popularly done in farming communities.  However, Minnie was an exception. Her mother, Hester, had taught her to read, but sometimes the words seemed to get away from her. Minnie thought James was courting trouble by showing her such consideration.

	 He knew that they could have real trouble if someone found out about their doings. Sometimes she enjoyed having long conversations with James about the things she learned. Though her reading skills were not as good as she liked, she enjoyed when they had a spare moment alone and could share a book together.

	 Her daughter, little Maggie, was 6 years old. Her mother, Hester, took care of Maggie while Minnie worked in the fields and did jobs for various families. Minnie’s sons, Douglass and Flournoy, were not old enough to help with the farm work. But soon they would be good children and help their grandfather in the fields. She was expected to work as hard as her brothers, Judge, Mitchell, Arthur and Amos. Her older brothers had work in the mines, but Amos and Arthur helped on the farm. James’s little sister, Louise, had grown so accustomed to their little talks that no one thought much of their sharing a few minutes to talk about a play by Shakespeare or a story in the Bible.

	“I know,” James said, “But she’s not here now, and I want to look at you for a while.” He was seven years her senior, but she seemed mature for her age.

	He thought for a moment. She had filled out after the birth of the two boys. When the chores were done and everyone was socializing at the house, it wasn’t unusual for the young people to go off on a hayride or out to the pond to go fishing.

	 They played together — wrestling, competing, racing, even fighting. Minnie was more of rough kind of girl. She had brothers who were all older than her and grown now, but they had made her the tomboy she was. She acted like a boy.

	She didn’t act feminine like the other girls — trying not to get their dresses dirty. Instead, she competed with the boys, and no one could ever best her. So, they gave up trying. As she began to come into her womanly self, her athletic stamina put off suitors.

	 “I’d just as well you keep your eyes to yourself, James,” she said.

	 “I don’t mean any harm, Minnie,” he said, pausing as he sat the pails down. “I just didn’t think, uh. I mean, I didn’t know.” James didn’t understand why he’d begun to find her different; it wasn’t like they hadn’t touched one another. As he looked at her, something hot began to boil in the pit of his groin. He had the urge to touch her.

	  “You mean you didn’t think I was a lady,” she said grinning at him. She licked her lips and put one hand on her hip. “I could beat you in a race to the fields any day,” she taunted, knowing that her long legs were fit for it. However, James didn’t seem to be interested in running or playing baseball or any of the other games that seemed to amuse them as adolescents.

	   “How are Douglass and Flournoy?” he asked. “I thought you might want to. . . I mean. I thought maybe if you have time we could.”

	  “I finished the last book on Plato you let me borrow,” she said. “Not much of it makes sense. We can talk about it later this evening up at the pond; right now, I got to go up the house and help your Mama with some washing.”

	  He looked flummoxed, thinking that it was he who was supposed to set the time and the place for them to talk about the book.  However, grateful that she had decided to meet him later, he resigned himself to waiting and watched her as she moved up the lane. The gentle swing of her skirt moved him. She seemed to add an extra sway to her hips as she walked away.

	  Minnie smiled to herself. She glanced down at her hands and smoothed the front or her dress as though it had been ruffled. She wore a plain dark blue cotton blouse with a skirt to match. Over that, she wore a dark apron. There it was again, that funny feeling in the pit of her stomach every time she saw James.

	  He was attractive — tall and fair skinned; his hair was a mixture of red and chestnut blond. When the sun hit it just right, she could see the flecks of red in it. The muscles of his arms and chest rippled under his shirt as he reached to take the buckets away from her. Lately, he seemed to find ways to speak to her when no one else was looking.

	  Though everyone in the hills knew they had grown up together, it didn’t feel that way in the last few months. He knew about Douglass and Flournoy. Maybe he wanted to do something different – maybe find a way for them to have a future. It made her feel hopeful, but frightened. They had been together some time ago, but this was different.

	  She shook her head and stared off into the distance at the house. She had a number of chores to do for his mother and her family. She sucked in a breath and trudged forward, determined to get whatever needed doing done so she could meet James back at the pond.

	  “It took you long enough,” he said, standing up as she rounded the tree and stood in front of him. Minnie had mastered the art long ago of walking through the woods soundlessly. Her mother’s mother, Easter, had taught her grandchildren some of the ways of survival in the woods. Their Cherokee ancestry had little to do with it, her mother said. They had come from a long line of African warriors who knew special ways to make nature a ready source of succor.

	  James reached out a hand and ran a finger over her smooth, silky skin. While he knew they touched one another before, this time it seemed different. He expected her to slap his hand away, but she didn’t. Emboldened, he stepped closer and bent his lips to hers, kissing them gently. She smelled like clean water and fresh mint. He felt himself stirring powerfully as he put one hand on her shoulder and another on her face and gently pulled her to him. Minnie felt sparks fly through her as he flicked his lips over her bottom lip and then the top lip.

	  She trembled as he held her hands in his and began gently rubbing her arms. The sensation was glorious. What was he doing to her? she wondered. That one time with Tacker resulted in her baby, Maggie. It was not pleasant. She had hidden in her parents’ home for months. Her brother Judge had tried to kill Tacker, but the family had interceded.

	  Minnie had met James here before; as a result, she had had two more children. What was happening? She tried to clear the fog from her mind to think. Just as she was about to say, let’s go, he moved his hips to the side of hers and resumed kissing her. She began half-heartedly to push him away. However, he knew that given her strength that if she wanted him to stop, he would have been rolled over on his back and left by the pond. There would be no way to stop her if she decided she didn’t want him to continue. She would run, and he’d never catch her. She knew all the good places to hide.

	  He stopped suddenly, and she sighed, her heart pounding as she looked searchingly into his blue eyes. He ran his hands down the length of her arms. It felt as though no fabric existed between the skin of her arms and his fingers. His touch was electric. She was about to give the effort of resistance one more try when he gingerly held both her hands in his and rubbed each one gently.

	  There were soft spots in them, but the hands were wide and strong. She had large, working hands. Her fingers were long and strong, her nails firm and pinkish brown. The sensation made her go lightheaded as she thought how she would consider her hands very differently from now on.

	 

	“Minnie?” he whispered to her. Her head was turned to the side and one ear lobe presented itself. Tears spilled from her eyes as she opened them to find him caressing her face. He knew at that moment that no one would ever take her place. She was his for life. Her beautiful dark skin was smooth and warm, the color of walnuts. There would be no other in his heart or mind. No one would ever move him as she did. A rush of emotions overwhelmed him.

	“Minnie,” he said, wiping the tears from her face. She looked at him, her dark almond shaped eyes peering up.

	His heart swelled with tenderness. The moon hovered above, full and glowing light orange.  They lay there silently looking at each other, stroking one another and holding one another, thinking of what they had done.  The enormity of it was overwhelming. They held their silence. There was no place in their time for the love they held in common — a love that had grown from mutual respect, familial bonds and now, the need to be one. 

	“Minnie,” he said questioningly.

	“Hmmm,” she answered.

	“I love you,” he said. He waited and heard no reply. He was sure she loved him but wasn’t sure she would say it too.

	 

	   James knew that his time with Minnie was limited. He had told her his family’s plans to send him to college. The Rheas wanted to distract him. They saw him off at the train station.  As the train pulled away from the station and headed east, he stared out of the window at the rolling hills and thought longingly of Minnie. His mother, brother and his sister-in-law stood at the train station waving goodbye. He thought back on the times he had met Minnie in their secret place and the pledge they had made to one another. “No one will take your place,” he said.

	“And no one yours,” she looked up at him with big brown eyes that he felt like falling into. “There’s an old custom in our family,” he said, wrapping his arms around her waist. “If a man and a woman promise to be married to one another, they stay married for a year and a day. If after that time, they decide they do not want to be together, they go their separate ways. However, if they renew their pledge when they next see one another, they are bound to one another for life.”

	She looked at him with wide eyes, considering the seriousness of his words. “But everyone expects you to marry white,” she said, looking down. “You know you can’t promise. . . .”

	“Shhh. . .” he whispered. “This is our pledge to one another. It’s a bond that can’t be broken once we pledge. No matter what happens, no one can make us stop loving one another. No one can say whether we can be together or not.”

	“But you know that we can’t,” she objected.

	“I know what everyone says we can’t do. But there are ways for people to love each other no matter what people say or what they expect. We happen to live in a time where black and white can’t be together because of society and the law, but one day that will change. But until it does, we will just have to live in plain sight and act like we’re doing nothing wrong. If you decide you want to be my wife, it’s an agreement that only you and I know of and that only you and I can break.”

	“Who will be our witnesses?” she asked. He smiled.

	   “The forest creatures and ourselves. We’ll be our own witnesses. We’ll promise that no matter what we will belong to no other.” She considered his words and grinned innocently up at him.

	  “How do we do it?” He pressed her hand to his. He began to recite sacred words and asked her to repeat them.

	“I agree to be yours in the name of the Great Spirit. I will respect you and love you as the blood that courses through our veins.” He pressed his hand tighter to hers, and she repeated his words line by line. She paused and took a breath.  They looked into each other’s eyes, feeling something greater than themselves, some benevolent spirit hovering near. A light seemed to shine around them.

	“The love that lives in my heart will sustain us as I have chosen you to be the one.  To desire you and to be desired by you without sin or shame. I promise to love you and you alone in sickness and in health, in poverty or in plenty, in this time and in the afterlife, where we will meet and love again. I shall not try to change you in any way. I will respect your beliefs and your people as I do myself.”

	“Those are big words, James,” she said, sighing. She took a deep breath and laid her head on his chest. He kissed her, caressed her shoulders and ran hands down her arms. She returned his kiss and sighed.

	“Oh James,” she said. “What will happen to us?

	“As long as I have breath in my body,” he said, “I’ll be here to love and care for you as best I can.  I have to go away for a little while, but I’ll be back. Try to write to me Minnie. I know it’s hard for you to write, but your mother taught you a little. Try to write to me. Mail your letters in Nashville. Save them up and mail them at one time whenever you get there. If you need something, go to my brother for help. Stay in the country. Try not to go into the village too often.”

	That is the way they lived while he was away for a long year. It was too expensive and too long a trip for him to come home often, but when he did, James and Minnie met in their private place. They visited in an abandoned cottage not far from the pond

	A fireplace and small stove were in it as well as two rooms. It was more than they could hope for. When they could, they worked on it together, repairing rotten wood and cleaning the property, planting flowers. They added furniture to it as the years went by, first a comfortable bed, then rocking chairs for the fireplace, a small dining table and the like.

	Minnie went there while James was away, using the place as an escape from the demands of working in the fields and keeping house. She wrote her letters to him there. When her short letters arrived, he tore into them, reading every word, sometimes reading them more than once. His peers thought him odd as he cared little for visiting the places that satisfied men’s lust. Parties and social occasions were of little interest to him either. He preferred to focus on his studies and graduated at the top of his class. He was finished in less time than ordinary, and when it was time to return home for good, James could barely contain his excitement. Minnie had written to him of a surprise. What could it be?

	 


Chapter Four

	1898

	Apple Hill, Tennessee

	 

	No one greeted James at the train station this time, not his sister, brother and his brother’s wife, nor Minnie’s brother or their friends from the country. Everyone was oddly tense as he stepped off the train.

	There were whispers about the Klan that had begun riding through the territory. Minnie had written about them. He was worried about her safety and that of her family. How would he protect her if the Klan came riding through their part of the country? Usually, they were not bothered as the Rhea land was many miles from town, in a hilly and hard to ford area. He picked up his valise and hired a horse and buggy for the trip home. Sam, the African man who drove people around the county, was a talkative lot, but today he seemed a bit tense.

	“Sam,” he said, looking out to the side. “What’s been happening around here lately? People seem a little disturbed.”

	“Yes sir,” he said. “The Klan’s been riding round lately. They hung a man over near Columbus. People been sayin’ that it’s not the way it should be. But most everyone is ’fraid to speak up. They been ridin’, burnin’ crosses on people’s property and such.”

	“Does anyone know who started this, Sam?” James asked looking around to see whether he could see how Sam was reacting to the question. He knew not to expect an honest answer. He heard the group had terrorized the area so badly that no one had the nerve to say a word.

	“No sir,” Sam said, looking down at the reins in his hands as he gently tapped on the horses back. “No one goin’ to speculate about something like that. I think some folk hopin’ the law will step in at some point. But no one seem to be caring about the law. Seem like they think it’s a new law or something. It like that Gibson County lynching in ’74.” Sam shook his head. “Sixteen Black men hung. Shame. Shame.”

	“No, Sam,” he said, sighing. James had just graduated from school and understood the economy of Tennessee. “The law is very definite about that. It’s not right for vigilantes to try to take the law into their own hands.”

	“Yes sir,” Sam said. “But it’s not likely anyone gonna do something about it.”

	“Somebody will,” James said quietly. “I will, Sam.”

	When they arrived at his home, James paid Sam, tipping him liberally, and strode up to the home he shared with his brother, Joe. All was quiet as he opened the front door. His brother came around the corner and opened his mouth.

	“I thought you were coming tomorrow,” he said.

	“I arrived sooner than I thought,” James said. “Where is everybody?”

	“Frank is down by the barn, and Will is over visiting the Bufords.” The two brothers embraced one another and shook hands.

	“Well, congratulations, big brother. I hear you’re now able
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