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“Ahhhh!” The scalding metal sunk into David’s hand, branding him.  

 “That aughta learn ya to stay where you belongs!” The burly white man chuckled as he 

swaggered away from the boy. 

 David glanced at his arm, cringed, and wrapped it in a torn piece of cloth from his worn, 

cotton shirt. As he slowly stumbled back towards the cotton fields, he recalled an instance from 

his childhood that had branded him with something else, the desire for freedom. 

 He had just been hauling in water from the well to the kitchen for Mistress Helga when 

he had suddenly heard a familiar call sounding from the house. “Oh, Davey!” It had been Master 

Ezra’s eight-year-old daughter, Susan. “I’ve got somethin’ for you!” 

 “I don’t wan’ it,” he had told her. 

 She protested, “But it’s real nice!”  

 Reluctantly, he complied.  

She had instructed him to bend over and close his eyes. After he did this, she reached up, 

grasped his neck, and quickly planted a kiss on the ten-year-old boy’s cheek.  

His eyes had flicked open, and he chased her angerly all over the plantation. As soon as 

he had caught up with her, he threw her to the ground and started rubbing dirt all over her face.  

 By this time, Susan was screaming as hard as she possibly could, but to no avail. 



 Suddenly, David had felt a hand grab him by the ear and sharply yank him off of the 

young girl.  

 “You’re in a heap o’ trouble, boy,” Master Ezra growled. Ezra then proceeded to beat 

David relentlessly with a horsewhip.  

A little while later, David had found his father and told him what had happened. As he 

wiped tears and dirt off his face, his poppa gave him a serious talk. 

“You got to be civil with the masta and his family.” 

 “But, why?” David had asked, confused. “They is mean to us, and… and… well, it be her 

fault!” 

 “Because we belongs to them,” his father explained. “They’s in charge of us. But one 

day, we be free!” 

 “When, Poppa? When can we leave here?” 

 “When we get to Philadelphia. There, we be free!” 

 “Can we go there now?” 

 “No, boy. Not for a long while.” 

 David had pondered the idea of freedom for a long time. It had been a few days after the 

incident with Susan when he had made up his mind. No matter what it took, he would make it to 

Philadelphia where he could be like everyone else and belong to himself. 

 David sighed. Five years later and this was his third failed attempt at escape thus far. He 

didn’t know how long it would take until he was finally successful. Even though his father was 

no longer alive to encourage him in his ventures, he was determined to make it out of South 

Carolina at the very least.  



 Suddenly, David heard screaming. He glanced around and spotted a young girl, about 

twelve-years-old being beaten by two of Master Ezra’s overseers. Enraged, he dashed over to the 

men, yanked the whip out of one of the men’s hands, and yanked the girl out of their grip. “You 

betta stay away from chillens, ‘specially girls with that there whip.” 

 After glancing at each other for a second, the men pounced on David, giving him a black 

eye, a bloody nose, and wounded pride. “You better keep your nose outta places where it don’t 

belong!” The second man growled. “Yeah, you don’t want your other arm to look like that!” The 

first man jeered at his branded forearm. Cackling, the two men walked away. 

 Dragging himself to his feet, David looked around for the girl whom he had saved. 

Surprisingly, she was nowhere to be found. Exhausted and in pain, the young man lugged 

himself into his house where his mother gasped at his wounds.  

 After sitting him down in a chair and cleaning his injuries, his mother inquired of the 

reason for his condition. He explained everything that had happened and then said, “I gotta try 

again.” 

 Appalled, she exclaimed, “What! After everything they done to ya, you gonna run away 

again?” 

 “I gotta get outta here. I can’t live like a man’s mule no more,” he explained. “I gotta 

plan betta this time. If I git myself caught again, they gonna shoot me down for shua.” 

 Reluctantly, his mother left him alone with his thoughts of escape. She understood his 

yearning for freedom, yet she worried that through his attempts, he would be killed.  

 David thought about ways to escape for a long while before he finally came up with an 

idea. It seemed to him that the only way to keep Master Ezra’s dogs off his scent would be to 

travel through the river as much as he could. The only problem was that the river ran behind 



Master Ezra’s house, and the dogs slept near the river bed. If the dogs were to wake up and catch 

him sneaking through the river, they would wake everyone on the plantation. However, were the 

dogs to remain inside that night, he would have no trouble escaping through the river. David 

smiled, for he knew the perfect person to convince Master Ezra to keep the dogs in the house that 

night.  

 “Miss Susan!” David called. 

 Confused, Susan turned around then smiled brightly. “Why, hello, David!”  

 “I been wantin’ to warn ya ‘bout somethin’.” 

 “Oh! That is so sweet of you!” Susan batted her eyelashes sweetly at him, then she asked, 

“What is it?” 

 “There’s been some bears prowlin’ around these parts,” he said. 

 She gasped, “Really? What should we do?” 

 David chuckled, “Well, wouldn’t want your dogs to git beat up, so I jist thought maybe 

you should keep your pets in your house, jist in case them bears get hungry.” 

 “You’re right, Davey! I’ll tell my father that he must keep the dogs inside the house for 

the next three nights. Do you think that’ll be long enough for the bears to move on?” 

 “That’d be plenty o’ time!” 

 Susan giggled. “Thank you so much, David. You’re so kind to worry about my pets!” She 

slowly leaned close to him as though to kiss him.  

 As soon as he realized what was happening, he jumped back and stammered, “W—well, I 

should git back to them fields.”  

 While he walked away, she giggled and waved. When she realized that he wasn’t going 

to wave back, she frowned, turned, and skipped back to the house.  



 That night, David gathered a few of his personal belongings and slipped out into the 

moonlight. Just as Susan had said, the dogs were nowhere in sight. He crept up to the river, 

slipped off his shoes, and stepped into the running water. Since there was no time to waste, he 

quickly made his way upstream and into the nearby woods.  

He continued up the river for a few hours, then stepped out of the river. After rubbing his 

feet for a few minutes to bring the feeling back into his toes, he glanced at the sky and guessed 

that he had about two more hours before daylight hit. He rubbed his eyes, splashed some water 

onto his face, stepped back into the rippling river, and continued upstream.  

A short while later, he stopped. He realized that he had entered a clearing where very few 

trees grew. With that much open space, it would be nearly impossible to hide if Master Ezra 

came looking for him. Disappointed, David decided to backtrack to where there were enough 

trees to give him shelter. He understood that every step back towards the plantation was one step 

less that Master Ezra and his dogs had to take in order to find him.  

After a hasty search, David discovered a fallen log which could provide cover for him. 

He dug a shallow hollow in the ground behind the log that he could lay in. If the dogs picked up 

his scent and followed him upstream, they wouldn’t be able to see him from the river. Exhausted, 

David crawled into his hollow. Just as his head hit the damp earth, the youth was sound asleep. 

Suddenly, David’s eyelids flew open. He had heard something. David peeked out from 

under the log and spotted something almost as terrible as Master Ezra’s hounds: bounty hunters! 

If they caught sight of him, they would immediately capture him, discover who he was, and 

return him to the plantation.  

Frightened yet determined, David held still. His best chance at escape would be for them 

to not notice him underneath the log.  



The gruff voices of the bounty hunters gradually became louder, “Do ya think that boy 

made it this fur up the river?” one asked. 

“Likely,” the other returned. “These runaways is smarta than ya think. You’d betta check 

that clump o’ trees over there.” 

“Which one?”  

“The one with the rottin’ log.” 

 David’s breath caught in his throat. Within seconds he would be on his way back to the 

plantation! Determination filled him and, before he could think again, he was off, running down 

a steep hill. He could hear the sounds of tramping boots following close behind him. As he 

sprinted underneath the overhang of a cliff, he realized that there was no way of outrunning the 

bounty hunters. Suddenly, he caught sight of a rope hanging down from the overhang of the cliff. 

Desperate, he grabbed the rope and pulled himself up as fast as he could. After pulling the rope 

up behind him, he laid as flat on the overhang just before the bounty hunters past under him.  

 The hunters scoured the woods around them, then, realizing they had been thwarted, 

made their way back to their campsite. 

 David let out a massive sigh of relief. He laid on the cliff for a few more seconds, then 

pulled himself up and glanced around. He heard the cracking of another branch and ducked 

behind a tree. A small figure crept out of the foliage and slowly made its way toward him. He 

glanced at it and gasped. It was the same girl he had saved from being beaten at the plantation!  

 “Hullo,” the figure whispered.  

 David asked, “What’s your name?” 

 “Sophy. What’s yours?” the twelve-year-old asked.  

 “David. Don’t you rememba’ me?” 



 “Why should I?” 

 David chuckled, “Well, I done saved ya!” 

 Sophy shook her head defiantly, “No, I saved you!” She pointed her small finger to 

David.  

 “How could a leetle thing like you save me?” 

 “That there rope,” Sophy pointed to the rope David had used to escape the hunters, “is 

mine. I seed ya runnin from them hunters, and I hung that rope there to help you ‘scape.” 

 David was caught off guard. “W—well, I didn’t need it. I coulda found some otha way to 

‘scape.” 

 Sophy laughed knowingly. “You couldn’t have ‘scaped in a million years!” 

 David shrugged. “I be leavin’ now. I got to get to Philadelphia.” 

 “Ya never make it by yourself!” Sophy called after him. 

 David turned around defiantly. “Watch me!” He turned on his heel and jogged down the 

hill. After walking for a minute, he sensed someone following him. Frustrated, he called, “I 

know you is there!” Silence. He continued walking. Even though he had the faintest feeling in 

the pit of his stomach that she was telling the truth and that he couldn’t make it alone, he kept 

walking, determined to show Sophy that he didn’t need anyone.  

 Whilst searching for a new hiding spot to spend the rest of the day, he heard the cracking 

of a stick. “I told ya, I gonna make it north on my own!” David called. As he expected, there was 

no reply. Sick of Sophy following him around, he decided to find her and force her to leave. He 

crept in the direction of the sound he had heard a second earlier. David heard a rustling of leaves 

behind a tree directly in front of him. Chuckling, he strutted forward, eager to be rid of her 

presence.  



When he reached the tree that he had supposed was hiding Sophy, he found not a girl, but 

a bear cub. Charmed by its antics, he watched it for a moment, then realized a sickening fact. If 

there was a cub, not far away would be the…he gasped! There in front of him stood a female 

black bear! Panicked, he ran as fast as he could in the opposite direction. The bear was closing in 

on him fast. Just as he rounded a corner, a hand grabbed his shirt and yanked him into a cave 

hidden by several twisting vines. Before he was able to scream, Sophy’s hand smacked onto his 

mouth and smothered his yelp of surprise.  

After the bear had passed, David pushed her hand away and stared at her. Refraining 

from shouting in disbelief, he stomped away, leaving her smugly grinning in the cave.  

“David!” Sophy called. “Wait for me!” 

Grudgingly, David slowed his pace.  

Sophy dashed up to him. “What was that you done said ‘bout not needin’ my help,” she 

asked nonchalantly. 

He groaned, nonverbally acknowledging that she had saved him…again. Everything in 

him screamed out not to admit that he needed her, all except that sick feeling in the pit of his 

stomach. Reluctantly, he muttered something under his breath. 

“What’s that?” Sophy asked.  

 “Thanks for savin’ me from the bear,” David grumbled. 

 “You is welcome. So, where to next?” Sophy questioned. 

 “Wait, you is comin’ with me?”  

 “Course I am. If I left, you’d be dead afore the day’s over.” Sophy grinned.  

 A few days later, David and Sophy were hiking up the river when she declared, “I need a 

rest. I can’t go on no more.” 



 Embarrassed at not making sure she was holding up all right, he found a tree where she 

could relax in the shade. He went and sat on a rock a few yards away. As he sat, he reflected on 

all that had gone on after Sophy had saved him from being devoured by a bear. He realized how 

helpful she had been.  

The night after being chased by the female bear, they had both been starving, so they set 

out to find berries to eat. He had found the reddest, most luscious-looking berries he had ever 

seen. Ecstatic, he dashed back to share his find with Sophy. Upon sight of the scarlet fruit, she 

had immediately refused, claiming that the berries he had found were poisonous. When David 

had refused to believe her, Sophy set out to prove it. She placed a pile of the lovely berries on the 

ground, then led David to a place downwind of it. A few minutes later, a squirrel bounded out of 

a tree in search of supper. Hungerly, the squirrel had raced over to the pile of berries. However, 

as soon as the miniscule animal had recognized the fruit, it dashed away. Red-faced, David had 

stomped away in search of food fit to eat. 

Fully rested, David walked upstream to look for signs of bears that may have been on the 

prowl. Unfortunately, they had other issues to worry about. 

“Sophy! Sophy! We got a problem!” David sprinted to the tree where Sophy had been 

resting. 

“What now? Is it another bear?” she asked mockingly.  

“No, it’s much worse’n that! We done come across a bunch o’ rapids!” 

“Well, all we gotta do is stay outta the wata’,” She explained. 

“It ain’t that simple! If’n we don’t walk in da river, Masta Ezra’s dogs’ll catch our 

scent!” he protested. “We gotta fight through it!” 



“You don’t know what you is gettin’ us into! We be killed if’n we try ta walk up the 

rapids!” 

“You sayin’ you’re not strong enough?” 

“No, I’m sayin’ I’m not strong enough to save you from them rapids!” 

“Well, I’s goin’ whetha’ you is comin’ or not!” David exclaimed. 

A few minutes later, they were both trekking up the river through the rapids. Sophy was 

far ahead of David, leaping from one stone to the next like a gazelle. “You comin’, slowpoke?” 

she yelled.  

“If’n you’d slow down, I’d be comin’ a whole lot fasta.” 

Sophy chuckled, then continued up the river. Spotting a large rock a few feet ahead of 

her, she gathered her strength and leaped.  

“Sophy!” David yelled.  

Sophy had slipped off the rock! She flailed and kicked, but to no avail!  

Desperate to save her, he leapt into the river and grabbed her by the arm. Struggling, he 

managed to drag her back to shore and out of harm’s way.  

They sat there for a few minutes, silent and shivering.  

Slowly, Sophy lifted her head and said, “Thanks for savin’ me, David.” 

Sheepishly, he looked at her and said, “I’s sorry I forced you ta walk up the rapids. I 

shoulda looked out for you betta.” 

She smiled, “That be okay. I couldn’t let ya go alone. You mighta needed my help. Guess 

I was wrong, though.” 

David grinned, “Well, now we’s even.” 

The next day, they continued their travel up the river, but this time, they walked on land.  



After another week of walking, they reached Philadelphia.  

“We made it!” David whooped and leaped and danced, only to realize that Sophy hadn’t 

joined him in his joyous celebration. “Whatsa matta?” he asked.  

“I’s gonna miss you, David.” 

“What? Aren’t you comin’ into the city with me?” 

“I don’t belong in no city. I gotta stay in the woods where I don’t gotta worry about 

nobody.” 

“Will, I see you agin?” David asked. 

She grinned, “You’ll be seein’ me. I gotta make sure you stay outta trouble!” 

He chuckled, “Well, so long.” 

“So long,” she replied. 

David took a deep breath, turned, and gazed at the city. He was finally free! 

 

  

  

  


