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About the Book



William Buchanan lived an extraordinary life. Born a slave on a plantation in Jamaica, he escaped the gallows more than once. His part in the slave uprisings of the 1830s led to his transportation across the world as one of the convicts sent to New South Wales.
 
This is a novel not only about a boy who fought against all odds in search of freedom, but also about a world not so long ago, when the violence of colonisation was in full force. It is a story of Jamaica, and Australia, but at its heart, it is a story about how one lives a life, whether slave or free man.

Steeped in history but full of lessons that resonate for us today, the thrilling tale of Will Buchanan’s survival and fate is told in a singular voice, from a startling new talent in Australian fiction.
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Prologue
 
Colony of NSW, 1851



I wake with a start. Been dreaming. Dreaming bout a light that shine bright, strong, hot, even though all round is a cool, shadowy darkness. A light that call to me. Softly, softly, if only I can reach it. Touch it. Pull it out of the darkness and keep it safe. I reach out for that light as if still in the dream, but it start to fade and I wake to a body that feel heavy. Heavy as lead, and me clothes, me skin is wet, and I cannot even seem to lift me head. If only the wetness going turn into light and I can dream again. I feel round with me hands to discover rough cotton sheets and they too is wet, filled up with sweat.

What is that smell?

Must be the sickness. The sickness that been weighing me down, causing me to sleep, to moan, to dream the same dream. A dream bout the hot, strong light of me childhood. I sense it gathering, gathering all round me, and it feel so good.

Where is it? Where is the place I been dreaming of?

A place in a memory from a long-forgotten past that, up till now, must be stayed hidden. A memory that live on still. Faded, the colour drained right out of it. I need that light, the dreaming light, to see the power of colour memory deserve.

The door creak open. Footsteps on the wooden floor. Voices just out of reach.

‘He’s awake,’ a woman’s voice say.

An answer, a man’s voice. ‘It seems so. We must be quick, get him to drink the broth you have made.’

A hand. I look down, is the same colour as the sheets. A hand that reach out and wipe me forehead with a wide, cool cloth.

It smell of … what does it smell of? The smell is known to me and yet I can’t remember.

‘Lavender,’ the voice say, as though hearing me thoughts.

I feel hands lifting me up, away from damp sheets, propping me up on a chair, gently changing me clothes. The wet ones, for the dry ones. Close me eyes, listen as the voices and hands change the sheets before picking me up, putting me back in the bed. Everything is dry now. No more wet. No more light. No more dream.

I smell the broth. See the bowl. Hands feeding me broth with a spoon. A silver spoon like the one Massa have back on the plantation. Like the one I bury so very long ago. I must find it. Dig it up. Make sure it safe. I try to rise, get out of bed, to find that silver spoon, but the voices and hands in the room won’t let me.

‘Eat,’ the woman say.

‘Yes, eat,’ the man say. ‘It will do you good.’

Spoon after spoon, the hand come to me lips, and spoon after spoon, I gulp it down. It taste good, going help the sickness to go away.

When the spooning business done, I lay back, try to see the faces of the hands that been helping me, but it take too much effort. The creamy whiteness seem to blend one into the other, and I can’t remember who them is. The only thing I can do is accept the kindness. The kindness of hands and faces as them get me to lay back down under the clean, dry sheets.

But then, I cough and suddenly, me body betray me. I start to heave. Lean over the side, retch, vomit back up the good broth. All I can do is clutch at the bed sheets as me stomach empty itself into the wooden bucket resting on the floor.

‘Perhaps the broth is too rich,’ the man say.

‘Yes, perhaps too rich,’ the woman say. ‘But, if I make it any plainer, there will be little nourishment left.’

‘No matter, we must try and keep on trying,’ the man say.

The woman wipe me mouth and face, make me take tiny sips of water, before the man’s hands lower me back down, pull the sheets up round me.

‘Sleep now, William,’ the woman say.

‘Yes sleep,’ the man say. ‘We will not lose you.’

The door creak closed. Footsteps on the wooden floor. The room return to silence.

Alone again.

Is how it must be, for just a little while longer.

I must lay in this dry bed and lower meself down into sleep. Sink into a stillness so wide, so deep, memories going creep softly back to the colour of the living, the colour of life. And when them memories jump cross the line, I going see them, grasp them, hold onto them tight. Follow the journey them make from memory to dreaming, from darkness into light.












Part One

Parish of Saint James, Jamaica, 1800




























Omens



The world is stirring when me born. Turn of the century, Massa call it. Him say is a world full of possibility. Of sights yet unseen. But this world him speak of not meant for the likes of me. Didn’t know this as I lay in the warm waters of the womb, watched over by the Ancestors. Didn’t know that Stella, me mama, still deciding if she going keep me or kill me. She just turn nineteen, late for a first pickney slave woman.

‘Is what we all do. Protect our babies by refusing dem life,’ Stella say, rocking me gently. ‘Drink bitter herbs. Make our wombs heave and cramp and push the unborn out. Bury dem bloody lump of a body under the big old mango tree. Send dem spirits back to the Ancestors. But you me baby,’ she say, while I lay there suckling. ‘You was different. Me felt you strength inside me, grasping at life. And when you slipped from out me womb, and me held you up in the dawn light, and you looked pon me with dem big brown eyes, me knew you going be the one that can survive. Grow tall. Live. And you have that copper skin. Not like me. Dark as the bottom of the old cooking pot.’


At first is a small world I live in, gurgling in the soft, leaf-shadowed morning light. A world of bird song. Of patches of sunlight. Of river water. Of milk and the sweet breath of Stella when she bend down to kiss me. And everywhere round me is a world full up with bright colours and the sun is warm, gentle on me skin.

Most nights, Stella hug me close, rub me back, sing till I fall into a trouble-less sleep. Not this night. This night, a cane come tapping down the path. And when the tapping stop outside the hut, is only a waiting stillness. The silence broken by the lonely hooting of a patoo, high up in one of the tree them.

Tap, tap, tap. In come an old woman dressed in white with a face that have not a wrinkle. Skin so black is blue, and eyes so deep them suck in all the light from the flickering candle flame.

‘New moon and the pickney still living. Praise be, lockjaw don’t catch’im,’ the old woman say. ‘No need to trouble meself with burial rites,’ and she sigh like thunder rolling.

Then them big eyes look me up and down, from the top of me head to the bottom of me feet. Eyes that can look right through you. Seeing back to who you was before and who you was before that.

‘Old man in a baby body. Eager to learn. But him going need plenty strength to walk the path him born on.’

‘What you mean?’ Stella ask, full of worry as she pick me up, hold me close.

‘Him going travel far.’

‘Lawd have mercy,’ Stella whisper. ‘Him going get sold,’ and her voice catch, have a little tremble.

The old woman look me up and down again, take a sharp breath, turn away.

‘Me don’t know,’ she say. ‘But the spirit dem, they never lie. Only a little bit.’ And the old woman give a long, low rolling chuckle before she take herself away, back up the path.


I must pass some kind of test, because after that, the old woman with crooked fingers and toes come every night for a visit. Make all kind of bush tea for Stella to drink, so when I suckle, the goodness of the tea pass down into me. Making sure I don’t fall prey to slave baby sickness. And when the moon turn full, she tell Stella to bathe me, out under the moonlight.

Calla is her name. That old cane-tapping woman. Always dress in a spotless white dress, a head-tie tight round her head. She don’t say much, just mutter, talking to the spirit them. But when she choose to speak, is like a roar of wisdom pouring out her mouth. Everybody stand up straight and listen.

Calla helped to bring me into this stirring world. Reached inside Stella womb to feel the top of me head. Held Stella hand tight. Wiped her brow when she was moaning and pushing, and on one last heave, it was Calla bony hands I fell into. Hands that lifted me up, wiped me face. Asked the Ancestors to give me the strength to survive the life laid out before me.

And as I start to grow and crawl bout, when Calla visit and Stella not looking, Calla wink at me, touch her head. Then touch me head in the same place. Do it many times. And a little glimmer start to glow inside. When Calla wink and do the head-touching business, the glimmer light up and I come to know is time to learn. Time to look. Time to listen good.

One day, after the sun just wake and the morning heat start to warm the earth, a backra come stand outside our hut. A not so tall, youngish-looking man with brown wavy hair, pale skin. Him eyes the colour of young caneleaves. Stella act different with him. She get all stiff. Her body tense up and she look like she try hide part of herself away, to keep it safe. Don’t seem to have a name, this man, because she only call him Massa. And him own Rock Pleasant, the plantation I born on.


Massa stand in the doorway of the hut not moving, just looking, before him stride cross the dirt floor. Pick me up, not too rough mind you. Hold me away from him. Turn me little body this way and that. Look into me face, me eye them to see if any of him is inside me. Any of him blood roaring round in mine. After a longish time, him smile and I beam back. Like Calla teach me to do. But then him face cloud over. And after, him only able to look at me sideways before him hand me back to Stella.

Finally Massa slap him little riding crop against him brown, canefield muddy boots. ‘A fine fellow,’ is what him say. ‘Strong. Healthy. A little handsome, even,’ before him turn and head out the hut.

Later that evening, Massa show up again and I sense how Stella insides droop and twist and churn. And when him look down at me sideways, suckling at her breast, she turn away a little and veil her eyes. This time him give her presents. A bolt of calico, a calabash of rum.

Then him march back out the hut and up the path again.

Soon after, Stella must pick herself up, return to slaving in the Great House. And every morning when she set out at first light, she carry me in a sling cross her back. She don’t use the path down through the slave village. Winding past wattle and daub huts, sitting close, one beside the other. Thatched roofs on top, small provision grounds out front, scrawny chickens running round, scratching for scraps. Instead, she take the long way round, through the coconut grove, the tall brown trunks, crowned with palms. And while she walking, she use the cool morning walks to start teach me things.

‘Things that help us, me baby boy,’ she whisper. ‘Help us to survive in the wilderness of the life we born into.’

When we reach the grove, Stella bend down low, pick up a dry brown coconut, funny-looking, hairy on the outside. Crack it open on a rock, dig out the white nut inside. Eat a little piece.

‘The oil, it good for cooking. Use the husks to polish the Great House floors. Make all the floors shine, till Mistress Margaret can see her face in them floors.’

Is not a job she like, and her mouth turn way down when she say it.

A little while later we come to the river, cross the bridge, stop in the middle. Listen to the sweet sound of water bubbling below.

‘Must pray for rain. Hope this not a time of drought, a time of hunger,’ she say, shaking her head like she seen too many times like this.

Then we pass a low stone wall that go right round a wide grassy lawn, bright green ferns hugging up the edge. Long-stalked bird of paradise, standing up in pots. Purple flowers, under a shady lignum vitae tree. Reach a wooden gate, pull up the latch. Step inside a big kitchen garden.

‘Yam, chocho, sweet potato and orange. Guinep, custard apple, pawpaw, soursop and mango. Everything that grow here belong to Massa, to Mistress Margaret,’ she tell me, tightening up the sling because me wriggling too much. ‘Is them provision ground. Don’t steal or you get into a whole heap of trouble.’

When we reach the back steps, Stella stop. Look up at the big, big stone house, have two floors, plenty rooms, long wide verandah. Many tall windows, front and back. And I come to sense she always stop to gather strength, wrap it tight round her shoulders.

‘Great House,’ she say with a little bit of pride. ‘Never ever go in here alone unless somebody tell you to,’ and she give me legs a little slap to make me remember, before she turn the handle on the thick wooden door, march right in.


Mama don’t need to be told if she can go into the Great House. She not one of the field slave them. She is what you call house slave. And I come to understand she might be a little bit special.

Every day is the same thing, till the next time Massa come to the hut, hold me up for inspection. Him too pleased with himself and me too young to know. Stella have this old-time god inside her. An Ancestor god. A wrathful god. And she not done with him yet. She smile. A thin snake smile like she getting ready to strike.

‘What name to give the little fellow?’ Massa ask.

Stella say nothing at first.

‘Johnnie? Peter? Sammy? James?’

Stella still say nothing.

‘Come, speak up, girl,’ Massa say, touching him riding crop against her neck.

Stella look at Massa, look at me, and veil her eye them.

‘Little Will,’ she say quietly.

‘Little Will? William?’

Stella nod. Smile her snake smile again.

Soon it feel like dark storm clouds gathering round the hut. The quiet world I been living in, suddenly wheel and turn, till the soft edges of me little life spin rough, twist jagged.

After that day, Massa turn mean, always picking on Stella, ordering her bout. Telling her what to do every minute. Shout at her, call her ‘uppity’. Tell her she turn too ‘wilful’ and him going beat it out of her. Even so, him still come to the hut many times, in the dead of night. Sometimes show up drunk. Push the door open, walk straight in. Stare at her with him pale caneleaf-colour eye them. Beat her, then throw her on the dirt floor, have him way with her.

And when she hear him stumbling down the path, she hide me behind the water barrel. Give me that look. ‘Not a sound!’


‘I’ll sell the bastard! As soon as he’s old enough. I’ll sell him to the highest bidder. Do you hear me, Stella?’ Him hold her by her arm them and shake her. Shout down into her face. ‘I’ll send him far, far away.’

‘Have pity, Massa. Have pity. Poor child. Him do nothing wrong.’

‘Who else? Who else paid you a visit?’

Stella never answer.

‘Speak! Tell me who the father is,’ him say before him rough her up some more.

More silence from Stella, till she smile her snake smile. ‘Him would be a more handsome pickney, if him was yours.’

With that him beat her again, throw her on the floor.

Night after night is the same thing. Then one night, Calla show up. Calla the old Obeah woman. Have them crooked fingers and toes. Her cane come tap, tap, tapping down the path just as Massa bout to lay a hand on Stella.

‘If you keep going, you going kill her,’ she say, very calm and proper. ‘Why you want to kill you favourite slave, eh, Massa Mowat? You worry bout who the father is?’ and she chuckle. ‘Only Ancestors know. Must wait till him grow up. Then you can tell. So stop all this carry-on. Otherwise,’ and Calla go quiet, take a deep breath, let it out when she bang her cane on the dirt floor, ‘no more babies going be born on this plantation!’

With that she leave, tapping her way back up the path.

Everybody afraid of Calla, even Massa. Afraid she going put Obeah on him. Afraid of the power she bring with her from cross the seas. She know how to work magic, late at night when the full moon sit low in the sky. And other times, when the moon gone, leave behind only darkness.

After Calla come, Massa and Stella stop fighting. Him still come to visit, but him no longer beat her.


Is only when I grow and the glimmer Calla give me light up that I start to understand what happen that naming day. Why Massa turn so angry.

Calling me little Will is how Stella took her eye for an eye. How she hurt Massa deep. After all the nights and days him going to her bed, she telling him I is not his son, but him father son.

Yes, Old Massa William, him used to come visit her too. Bring little presents, mostly rum, acted all nice with her, made her feel good, even with him crinkly liver-spotty skin, Stella tell me. Them used to sit, talk. Him, looking to discover what going on in the slave village. Stella, to claim the priceless gift of power over others by telling him. And after him have him way with her, Old Massa William kept promising, one day him going set her free. Give her plenty coins. A slave even, to do her bidding. She know was a lie, that nothing going come of it, not while Mistress Margaret, him wife, still alive.

Not long after me born, Old Massa William died, sitting in the Great House parlour, sipping him best rum. Stella tell me is why she name me little Will, to honour the old man passing. But in me heart, I know is a crippling lie. Calling me little Will was an act of revenge for all of Massa’s beatings. Of sacrifice to the ancient Ancestor god. Of throwing me, her first born, into a wilderness of un-belonging. All the while knowing that I, William, is Massa son. Him first flesh and blood, born whole.

And from that naming day, I come to be like a thorn in the side of them both. A thorn that burrow deep inside and start to fester.











Plantation



Floating. Dreaming. Slowly turning. Watery dreams like me back in the womb again. Them long time finish. Me daytime world fill up with so much coming and going, I fall into a dead sleep, till Stella shake me back to life again. And when I wake, always reaching back to the short time I spend with her as a baby. Remembering how she pour all her mother feelings into me when she bathed and cuddled me. Sang old songs she learn as a pickney from a faraway place them call Africa.

‘A land me never been to, but is running hot in me veins,’ she say.

And when she singing, her face used to light up from unseen memories, bubbling up from the words of them Africa songs. Songs bout places, I come to know, I was meant to be born in. Was a time full up with happiness, even with them dark passing clouds and I cling to them memories, hold them tight inside.

Now Stella even more busy slaving inside the Great House. She still take me with her, but she pay me little mind. Leave me to crawl round and round the entrance hall, the dining room, the drawing room, the hallways, the stairs, the bedrooms, the many rooms she cleaning in. The youngest slave girls taking turns, making sure I don’t cause no trouble. Fall asleep under the divan in the parlour hallway. Sometimes Mistress Margaret come in the room where Stella cleaning, have words with her. Look down pon me with a frown. If is Massa, them slave girls move me quick outside to the verandah.

A few seasons pass and Stella turn more and more grumpy. Her belly swell up big and round. She can barely do much work. Make me worry if she sick. Calla come to visit, notice me fretting, tell me is a good thing. Soon I going have another pickney to play with. And when Stella start sweating and moaning and bending over like she in one big pain, Massa tell old Phoebe, the head house slave, to send word to Doctor Watson, just in case. But Stella, in between the breathing, the moaning and the pushing, let it be known she not going have any of Doctor Watson shiny instruments anywhere near her.

‘None of him min-is-tra-tions,’ I overhear her say to Massa, almost with pride.

Stella instead tell me, ‘Mek haste, go fetch Calla.’ The only one she trust.

After all, is Calla who help bring many baby them into this world. Not just black baby, but backra baby too. Not just on Rock Pleasant, either. She get called out to help for miles round, specially if is a difficult birth.

When Stella start screaming and moaning, Calla rub her back, wipe her face. Reach in between Stella legs to feel the place where the baby going come out.

‘Why you scream so much?’ she ask. ‘Second child easier and this baby not so big. Not big like little Will sitting outside on the step.’

Stella get angry. ‘Why you let him?’


‘A man pickney need to know bout the pain him cause when coming into this world. It help to soften up him soul.’

I don’t want to, but Calla make me sit on that step hour after hour while Stella scream her lungs out, even though the baby not so big. Is a hard thing to hear you mama scream like some wild animal. And the glimmering light up and I come to understand, when I get born, I cause her the same pain. Make me wonder if that is why she don’t seem to like me so much no more.

Finally, when the baby slip out, Calla quick smart cut the cord. Wipe him all over with water boiled up with herbs. Wrap him up in Massa old raggedy shirt, give him to Stella so she can hold him. Tell me to come in to have a good look at me baby brother, a mash-up looking thing. And when everything get clean up, we sit outside so Calla can have a quiet smoke.

‘Why we just sitting here,’ I ask, yawning.

‘Waiting for “the little grandmother” to come out.’

‘What you mean?’ Shaking me head. Sometimes Calla teachings too hard to understand.

‘Is how to keep the baby safe. Must bury the little grandmother. Bury it deep, pour libations. Is how me help make the baby grow plenty big, plenty strong.’

‘Oh,’ I say, too tired, hoping I don’t have to go out digging with Calla.

‘Nobody must see where “the little grandmother” get buried. Only me know. Find it by the fruit-bearing tree me plant on top.’

A few days later, Massa show up and this time, him don’t ask Stella, him just name the baby Sammy. Make him plenty happy when Stella say him the father.

Now is Sammy she take with her on her early morning walk. Carry him in a sling cross her back like she used to carry me. Take him with her into the Great House. And I feel a great sadness well up when she shout at me ‘do as you told’, and shoo me out the door. Send me off to stay with Calla, in her hut, the one that sit at the top of the hill, far away from the crowded slave village. When you look down, you can see how the village huts all clumped together and the people them look small. See the Great House, the grassy lawn, the fruit trees in the kitchen garden at the back. Even see the canefield them, if you look far enough off.

At first, it take me a long time to walk up that hill, dragging me feet along. It seem like I never going get to the top. Feeling with every step is love I leaving far behind. Somehow, I get used to it. Turn not so gloomy. Start to feel better as I pass the little bubbling stream, the one that run close to Calla hut, lime green ferns clinging to the side. Tiny leaves like lace, a fluttering in the sunlight.

Is not I alone must walk up that stony grass path to stay with Calla. She already have a few of us pickney under her wing. Is up to her to keep us busy as soon as we steady on our feet, able to do some basic learning. Teach us bout the life we born into. A life without freedom. The life we going be made to live.

There is Ellen and Jane, them was born at Christmas time, one after the other. Them is Sydney and Winston pickney. Winston is head driver and Sydney is Mistress Margaret slave. Must mean Ellen and Jane belong to Mistress Margaret too. Then there is Thomas. Him born a few seasons before me, when planting season done and everybody waiting for the cane to ripen. Pell is the youngest. Born too soon, in cropping season, right in the middle of the canefield them. Small for him age, funny-looking, always a twisted smile pon him face. Thomas and Pell, them belong to slave women what work in the field them.

Trouble is, them pickney all darker skinned than me, specially Thomas. Make me stand apart with what Massa call me mulatto skin.


One morning, when Calla out the back doing her morning ritual, them pickney gang up on me. Start to prod and poke me with a stick. Call out to me.

‘Here come little yellow-belly. Look like mango. But no good to eat,’ before them spit at me feet.

Is Thomas start the teasing business. Force them girls to do it. Push little Pell to do it too, but I can tell him don’t know what him saying.

Lucky for me, Calla catch them. Look at them so fierce like a hawk looking at prey, them scatter, run away. Don’t stop them when Calla not there though. So most times is me that run away. Hide when Thomas walking up the path.

Calla tell me, ‘Must stand up for you self, little Will.’

But I never can. And it feel like something must be wrong with me. Just like little Pell.

When Calla ready, the first thing she do every morning is take us to her provision ground. Is a little way up the hillside. Teach us little ones how to work the soil. Show us how to pull out the bad plants, the weeds. Not the good plants. Those her special herbs and food. She show us how to catch water from her water barrel, give the plants a little drink.

Then she take us round the Great House yard, teach us how to sweep it. How to run errands. Say ‘Yes, Massa’ and bow our heads. Me favourite is when we must catch the piglets after them escape from the pens. Throw scraps in the feeder, help to fatten them up. Scatter corn for the fowls, gather eggs, but if you break or try to steal one, watch out! Calla slap you so hard, knock you flat to the ground. Must sit very still till the blow stop hurting. But when we get little scrapes, if we cry and whimper, she kiss and hug us. Let us call her Granny Callie while she put on her healing potions.


When we not doing all them things, she take us down to watch the great gang. The field slave them mark out a trench, then dig up the earth with them hoes. Bend down low, laying out old cane stalks, one behind the other. Cover them over, dig in animal manure. All day long you hear Winston shouting out orders, cracking him whip. Is him that blow the conch shell every morning to call the slaves out to work. Winston dark like Thomas and is easy to see the slaves him favour, the ones him don’t. Work them all harder, if them move too slow. And when him shout is time to catch a rest, we must run fetch water to give them a little drink.

Mostly women in the great gang and them have to be plenty strong to do all that field work.

Calla always muttering, ‘Massa stupid if him think him can work a woman like she a bullock, then turn round, expect her to push out pickney. Give him a bonus.’

And when the canefield them ripening and we get strong enough, us little ones spend all day in the hot sun weeding.

‘It go round and round,’ Calla tell us one day when we taking a rest. We under the shade of a big guango tree overlooking the canefield them. She pick up a stick, use it to draw a circle in the dirt like she stirring a pot. ‘One big circle that start from when the cane get planted,’ and she make a mark at the top, ‘then they grow big. Get chopped down.’ Another mark on the circle. ‘Field slave dem take the cane to the mill where they get crushed.’ Another mark. ‘Boil the juice. Boil it all day. Boil it all night.’

‘Den what happen?’ Ellen and Jane ask at the same time.

‘Turn to syrup. Left to dry. Get put into barrels. Is sugar make Massa rich. Sugar, molasses and rum. When the weather is good like now, him make plenty money, get even richer.’

I look at the circle. Notice a bit still not marked.


‘What happen to the barrel dem?’ I ask her.

‘Get taken to Montego Bay where big ships come take dem away. Travel long time on the seas till dey reach the Mother Country.’

‘Mother Country?’ Thomas ask. None of us know what she mean.

‘Is what Massa call the place him family come from. Mind you. Massa not born there. Him born right here. Right here on this island,’ knocking her cane on the dirt. ‘Is why him called a Creole. Just like you,’ looking from one face to the other.

This is one big surprise! Massa born with the same earth running round inside as me. I always think Massa must come from somewhere else. Is what give him the power him have over us. When I ask Calla bout it, she tighten her lips. Say no more. Instead, she get us to help her up off the stump she been sitting on.

‘Is one strange world we live in,’ looking down at the circle in the dirt, ‘all this suffering,’ she say. ‘So people can have a little bit of sweetness in dem tea.’

With that, she use her cane to rub out the circle like she rubbing out some stubborn, dirty mess on the floor of her hut.

Crop season come round, mean the cane ripe, ready for cutting, taking to the mill and the plantation turn plenty plenty busy. All the slaves work together with Massa, Winston and Busha Davis the overseer. We work through the daytime, sometimes into the night-time, till just before dawn break. Even us young ones. Is our job to carry water, bring food. Run behind the bullock cart, picking up the cut cane piece them that fall off as it rumble up the stone path to the cattle mill.

The first time it seem like a game, but when we reach the mill, I know is not. Is a frightening place. Smell bad and is stinking hot. Many a time some poor slave get him hand burn up when him feeding the fire pots. Even him feet can get burn, the floor so hot.

One time, in the middle of the night, I hear screaming. Screaming like I never hear before. When I look, I can’t believe it. Is a slave. Him hand getting mash up in the rollers. Must be fall asleep standing up when him pushing the cane through. Winston run past me, rush over. Get the cutlass and with one blow, chop off the arm. What a lot of blood, it go everywhere.

‘Poor wretch,’ Massa say after the screaming slave get carried away, before him look round. Notice that me just standing there with me mouth open.

‘Come here, boy,’ him shout. ‘Go get rags and water and clean up this mess.’

Winston push me in the back to make haste. ‘Hurry up. Hurry up now,’ him say, while me and the other slave them get down on hands and knees, start cleaning the bloody stone floor.

Then Massa turn on Winston. ‘Why are we waiting? Start up the rollers again. Hurry up. Hurry up now. You know the cut cane will spoil if it’s left idle for too long.’

‘Yes, Massa. Right away, Massa,’ Winston say, bowing and scraping.

Then everybody keep going, working just like nothing happen. When Calla come back from the hot house where the slave them go that get sick and wounded, she start muttering bout bad luck come in threes.

When I ask Calla what going happen she tell me she don’t know. ‘But we must be on the lookout. Make sure bad luck don’t catch any of us.’

I try not to, but me keep thinking bout that poor slave. Keep seeing him arm all broken, mash up in the roller. And when I do, it make me feel weak, like I going to vomit.


The only good thing bout the canefield, we get a chance to catch the rats that roam and scurry bout. Set traps and catch them good. We must chop off the tails. Bring them tails to Busha Davis. Let him pat us on the head when him tell us, ‘You are good little pickneys.’ Stand, wait, hold out our hand them till him give us a coin for every tail we bring him.

I don’t know what the other pickney do, but Stella, she get plenty mad if I don’t give her all me coin them. Plenty times I ask her what she going do with them.

But she tell me, ‘Hush up. Stop ask so many questions.’ Tell me, she saving them for me and Sammy future.

This future business? I don’t know bout that. What I do know is I try catch as many rats as I can. Try to make Stella happy. Wait to see the smile cross her face when she take them big fat rats, cook them up good. Then we have a big feed. Specially since sometimes, no rain coming and the provision ground get all dry, all dusty and there is little food to eat and we bellies growling loud from hunger.

By the time is crop-over, I forget bout Calla mutterings. Then one day, I notice little Pell sitting in the dirt playing, with him twisted smile. Pell still slow in the head and every year him seem to get slower. But Calla treat him no different.

I go over to see what him doing. Notice him playing with a buckle. A bright, shiny, silver buckle. Must be drop off Massa shoe. Suddenly Thomas come running up. Him turn big, strong, and him even more mean to little Pell than him is to me. Him push Pell face into the dirt, try to pull the buckle away. Pell get frighten start to make a whole lot of noise, whimpering and wailing. Stella come running out the Great House, hurry over. Pull me and Thomas aside, try to calm little Pell down. Too late, Busha Davis come rushing over.


‘What the devil is going on?’ him shout.

We all scatter except for Pell sitting in the dirt keep on bawling.

‘Can’t a gentleman get a little rest around here? Stop that unearthly noise. Stop it, I say.’ Him cuff Pell cross the head. Make him bawl even louder.

Then Busha Davis notice what Pell have in him tight little fist. The buckle. Him try to grab it, but Pell hold it fast. Finally Busha Davis lift him stick, hit Pell cross him back. Cross him legs. Hit him hard and Pell scream loud, louder every time him get hit. By this time, everybody start gather round. Start to whisper, shake them head. Finally Massa show up.

‘Hold your fire, Davis,’ him say. ‘We can’t afford to lose another slave. Especially after that runaway got killed. Cost me too much already. Pell may be slow, but we can find a use for him.’

‘He’s stolen my buckle. We can’t let him get away with this. We must set a good example.’

‘Point taken,’ Massa say. ‘At least you got your buckle back. Lost mine at the races. I haven’t seen it since.’ Then Massa pull out him pocketwatch, take a good look. ‘Eleven o’clock, it must be close to second breakfast,’ him say. ‘Come, let us eat. Melon has prepared some fish and those plantain fritters you like.’

Massa turn aside, take a good look at me before him tell Stella, ‘Go fetch Calla,’ and with that, him and Busha Davis enter the Great House. Don’t give Pell another thought.

By this time, poor little Pell curled up on the ground like unripe ackee. Him bruised and bleeding from all the blows. Finally Calla come. Get one of the older slave them to help carry him back up to her hut.

‘Bad luck number two,’ I hear her mutter when she hobble past me.


Everybody go back to work like nothing happen. But for me, is one big shock.

Not just the beating, but what I see us slaves do. Notice how we just stand there, dumb like the animals. Do nothing when little Pell howl for him mother while him get beat. Even Stella. She just stay quiet, hold me close. Clutch me hand. Squeeze it so hard, I think it going drop off.

‘Why nobody do nothing?’ I ask her as we walk away.

She tell me, ‘Hush up, mind you own business.’ Try cover up that she trembling.

After little Pell get beat, is like the world I used to live in suddenly change. Stella don’t send me off to Calla hut no more. Now, in the morning, I have to go round the back of the Great House to weed in Massa provision ground. Run errands, sweep the yard, chase the piglets, just like what Calla teach us. Sometimes at night, must sleep outside Massa door, in case him need me to fetch something. Thomas get sent to work under Winston, learning how to be a field slave. As to little Pell, him turn shy, fret all the time, afraid of him own shadow. Left to sit in a pen under the shade of a big old silk-cotton tree. Smiling at nothing, shaking his head.

The glimmering light up and I come to understand this new world, it sit on top of the trouble-less sleep world, weighing it down. And in this new world, there is two kinds of people. Kind and cruel. But in the long run it don’t matter, because how them is have nothing to do with me. With how I feel. With what I want. What I don’t want. Them don’t care. And when people turn kind, turn cruel, is nothing to do with if I behave good. If I behave bad. It don’t make one scrap of difference.

And worse, nobody is able to stand between me, and the force of the world me born into.


Me all alone.

After that, I learn fast to do what anybody ask of me, nothing more. Nothing that going make me stand out. Hide me feelings and any extra little thing I learn, keep it secret. Cover everything up. So what happening on the inside don’t match with what I show on the outside. But then I start to feel funny, like I have to stop, catch me breath. And the earth I walk on, feel like it slipping and me insides, them feel raw and frightened and I don’t know what to do bout it.

A few days later, it happen again. I start to feel more and more breathless, start to panic. It can happen suddenly, in the daytime, when I see Busha Davis coming up the path. In the night-time, inside the hut. It feel too closed in. Happening anytime, anywhere. Make me feel scared, since it get worse and worse. No way to stop it.

It called breathing sickness.

When the breath catch in me throat and it feel like me breathing through dirt, that the dirt keep pouring down me throat, that no air can get in, that me can only breathe out, can’t breathe in and all the time is nothing. No air. No air. Nothing, but dirt.

It feel like me dying.

When the breathing sickness find me, Stella turn away. It make her too fearful, so she try pretend nothing wrong. Not Calla. She afraid of nothing!

When I get sick, she wrap me up in her shawl, turn into Granny Callie. The kind one who hold me in her arms, gently rock me like me still a baby. Make me drink bitter tea she make from the leaf of the dogwood tree. And when the sickness over and I can breathe again, she teach me how to stay calm. Breathe deep. Tell me she going explain things to me, but is best she do it far away from the Great House.


Which is why, one day, we end up sitting in the middle of a cow pasture.

Come morning, Calla get permission to gather me up, take a little walk into the fields where the cow them go every morning. Is the first time I leave Stella, leave Massa. Even leave the canefield them behind.

We take food with us. Stop by the river, drink the cool, sweet water. Lay down in the shade of a big wide breadfruit tree. Calla need time to catch her breath from all the walking. Fan herself with a kerchief she always keep tucked in the bosom of her spotless white dress. When I get restless, she tell me to be quiet. To watch. Pretty soon me eyes open and I see into another world. A world I never see before. A world of freedom. The world of birds. And she start to point them out to me, tell me all them names. Which ones is good to eat, where to find them eggs.

Then Calla make some tweeting sounds and pretty soon, here come one little one with him white chin and black and grey feathers hopping cross the ground. She throw out a few crumbs and him gobble them up.

‘Is a dove,’ she tell me. ‘Hopping Dick. A baby like you little ones, but him don’t need no one looking out for him no more.’

Is all very interesting, looking at birds. But after a while I start to wonder what we really doing there. Finally I pluck up me courage.

‘Why we come here Calla? Not just to look at birds.’

‘No, not to look at birds. Is because of bad luck number three. Him catch you. Give you the breathing sickness.’

She say no more till we have a little feed, drink some coconut water. Have a little doze. And when the sun start to shift in the sky and the shadows start to get long, Calla take out her pipe, fill it up with tobacco and start to talk.


‘What you must do,’ puffing on her pipe, ‘is stop all the mosquito dem.’

‘What you mean, Calla? What they have to do with the breathing sickness?’

‘What you think,’ knocking her bony knuckles on me head.

‘All me know is they is mighty hard to slap and kill.’

‘Not the ones dat buzz round on the outside,’ Calla say, chuckling. ‘The ones dat buzz round on the inside. The ones dat fill up you head with too many questions. Questions dat don’t have no answers. Is the inside mosquitoes dat cause the angry tears. They buzz, and cause the breathing sickness.’

‘Oh,’ nodding me head, acting like I understand. ‘You ever have the breathing sickness Calla?’

‘Use to. Long time ago now. But, no more.’

‘How you fix youself up?’

‘The only thing you can do is forget bout what happen the day before. Don’t carry the memory round like a sore toe you keep bumping. Forget bout what going happen tomorrow. You not going know till it arrive anyway. Only stay alive, from day to day. Because if you don’t learn to stop all the mosquito dem from buzzing, the breathing sickness going kill you.’

Calla draw some more on her pipe. ‘This slavery business,’ shaking her head, ‘been going on for a long, long, long time. Nothing you or me can do bout it. Fretting not going change it one little bit. Some of us born on the plantation, like you, like Stella. Some like me, we born somewhere else. But don’t seem to make no difference. In the end, you, me, Stella somehow we ended up in slavery.’

I get all excited. ‘Where, Calla? Where you come from?’

‘If you settle down, little Will, I going tell you. From cross de seas. Africa! A big, big country, bigger than dis little island. The place me call me true home,’ and Calla eye them get watery when she look out cross the fields like she seeing this home of hers. And in the glimmering I can sense the wide, wide spaces too.

‘Why, Calla? Why you leave this Africa place?’

‘Get stolen by the Black Mother. What backra call the slave trade. The trade in sugar. In bondage. In pain.’ Is all she say bout that. Start to cough, almost choke. Make me rub her back till she can speak again. ‘Get sold to Old Massa William. Long before you born.’

Calla must be mighty old, me thinking.

‘Now Massa Cargill, him son own me. Just like him own you. Own Stella. Own all the slave dem on Rock Pleasant. And him can do whatever him want to any of us.’

‘Why?’ I ask.

‘Why? Why? See how the mosquito dem buzz and buzz. Is what going kill you.’

‘But why?’ I ask again.

Calla look at me hard. ‘Is just the way things is, little Will.’

‘Then nuttin’ going ever change,’ and it pain me to think is true.

Calla pat me head. ‘You too smart for you own good.’

‘Too many mosquito dem buzzing round.’

She laugh out loud. ‘Too many. Some slaves turn bad. Try to fight it. Get into plenty trouble,’ she say. ‘Some slaves don’t know how to fight it, so we fight it on the inside. Make us get sick.’

‘Oh,’ I say, starting to understand. ‘Like what happen to me?’

‘Yes, little Will. Like what happen to you. And if you let it, it going kill you.’

‘Me don’t want to be sick all the time. Me want to be big and strong.’

‘Yes,’ Calla say.

‘Like … like … like Massa.’


‘Not like me?’ Calla ask, looking at me straight.

‘No! Like Massa.’

‘Well then,’ she say. She hold me close, and her face fill up with disappointment. ‘Time to see things way they is, little Will. The way things always going be. You never going be nothing but a slave.’











The Shadow



A few seasons pass since Calla sat me down, had a little talk in the cow pasture. It must help, because by the time I turn ten me much calmer. Not so many of the mosquito them buzzing round on the inside. I learn how to play dumb. Know how to bow me head, say, ‘Yes Busha, right away Busha.’ Stand very still. Fold into the shadow places so I turn invisible, unseen, while others move round me. Know how to listen in at keyholes. Sneak a look in windows, round half-closed doors. Peep through a hole in the floorboards, from underneath the Great House. Look and listen in on all manner of goings-on. Not seeing that sometimes part of me gone missing and I get lost in a silence that is harder and harder to come out from. But is a silence I cling to. Make me feel safe. Since most times, nobody notice me. Specially when Sammy, me younger brother, hovering round. Because soon enough, Sammy turn favourite. Make Stella always patting and cooing to him. And when old Phoebe get too old to work, Stella turn head house slave. No longer just cleaning woman. Abandoned me. Un-ruddered me from her apron strings.


Now, every morning, I do the same thing. When the sun start to colour up the sky, I set out through the tall guinea grass at the back of the plantation. Calla sometimes boil it up, use it to stop a fever. When I stand in the middle of that grass, it so tall, all I see is a wide, wide greenness. A new day greenness. Fresh, the yellow feathery tips, dipped with dew.

This is the way to get to the river. A river that come from high up in the hills till him creep through the plantation, wiggly wind him way down into the next one. A river to wash in, to play in. Home to a little rock pool. Soft, with lime green ferns I lay down in. Look up through the leaves. See the sky. Feel the sun. Feel it heal the sad places, hiding under me skin. Is a secret place, a place no one go to. Stamp bout, crush its lonely beauty.

On the way back, I pass through the stables. Feed the horses overripe guava that drop from the trees. Feel them nuzzle at me hands, the juice dripping through me fingers. Save the biggest one for the water-barrel mule I sometimes ride to find lost cattle.

After, I slip through the back door of the Great House kitchen. Greet Melon, the big-arm cook with dimples in her cheeks. Always wear a blue dress, yellow head-tie, white apron tight round her waist. She have a sister, Winnie, slaving for a family up in Montego Bay. Don’t have no pickney, except for little orphan Mary. Mary mother die giving birth and she get passed round and round, hut to hut, till Melon say she going raise her. Get permission from Mistress Margaret to bring her into the kitchen. Teach her how to scrub pots, get food ready for cooking. Mary not so pretty, but she always chatty-chatty, keep Melon spirits up, sing like them pea doves. And when Melon not looking, Mary roll her eye them, stick her tongue out behind Melon back.

Sometimes, when Melon have a visitor, Mary come sit on the floor beside me. We huddle in the corner listening in on gossip bout who doing what to who. Who selling what where, in the busy Sunday markets. Melon don’t bother bout clothes and linens, all the fancy thing them women like. She only bother bout her herbs and spices to make food taste better. Specially when hurricane season is pon us and the weather turn fierce and the rain set in and is too wet to make a move anywhere.

Melon only let me linger in the kitchen come morning time. One day is a short time. Next day is a long time and I come to know which, by the look on her face. Short if she tired, stay up half the night cooking for Massa and him guests. Long if Massa off the plantation or head out early to the canefield them.

If is short, she start yelling before I even come through the door.

‘Lazy, good-for-nothing b’woy. Come ’ere to waste time in’a me kitchen? Clean up dis mess,’ she say, handing me a broom. ‘When you done, tek garbage down’a the dunghill. Mek haste.’ She pick up her mixing spoon. Give me a good slap.

I do any jobs Melon want doing quick. The sooner them done, the sooner I get a little reward. A juicy wing of chicken. A piece of plantain she bake in the skin. If I hang round too long though, she shoo me out the door.

‘G’wan bout you business, little Will. Time you do some work round ’ere.’ Then she pinch me arm, shake her head. ‘Still scrawny. Need to fatten you up.’

‘Just like the piglet dem?’

‘Just like the piglet dem,’ she say, before she turn her back on me. Nudge Mary to hurry up with them pots, and I know is time to go.

Now is Busha Davis I work to. But no matter how hard I try, him never satisfied. Find fault in everything I do. Even when I digging out the weeds from the spiral stone steps leading up to the front entrance of the Great House. Lucky for me, looking after cattle is the main thing. So after I visit to the kitchen, I take up the little switch I leave cotched behind the kitchen door. Use it to prod the mama and baby cow them all the way to the far pasture. Listen to the bells round them neck clanking, listen as them bellow to each other. Cow talk I call it, but them only talk bout where is the sweetest grass. The freshest water. The trees with big shade so them can huddle together.

After calving season, is a different kind of bellow. Them cows don’t talk. Them cry all day and all night. Crying for them babies, asking after them. Don’t know Massa get Winston to take them babies to market. Sell them off, just like when him sell off Thomas. Sell off Ellen. Sell off Jane.

Thomas got sold long time ago. Nobody sorry to see him go. Every season him turn meaner and meaner, got into fights. Spent many a night in the bilboes. The mosquito them must be sting and sting him, because one day, him beat up little Pell so bad, him face all mash up and it never look the same. Winston seen it. Catch Thomas delivering the last blow. Lock him up till Massa decide what to do with him. Tell me to fetch a wheelbarrow, put crumpled-up little Pell inside, push him up the hill to Calla. Was a hard thing pushing that wheelbarrow up the stony path, was even harder listening to little Pell moan. When Massa found out what happened, him plenty angry, got Winston to give Thomas a whipping. Winston whipped him bad, before Massa sent Thomas off in chains. Sold to a big plantation on another island cross the seas.

One day I ask Calla why little Pell got beat, when him causing nobody no harm.

‘The weak always pay for the strong,’ she tell me. ‘Take on the suffering that seem to gather round dem. When everybody look at little Pell, it make dem feel better, because dem know dem is luckier than him.’


‘But why Thomas beat him up?’ I still didn’t understand.

‘Thomas strong on the outside, but weak on the inside, have no true strength. When him look at Pell, him see himself. But him want nobody else see it.’

After the beating, little Pell turn even softer in the head. Ended up sleeping with the dogs, till one day, him just drifted off the plantation and nobody seen him since. Everybody shake them head, mutter what a bad thing, but deep down nobody really care. Even me, was a relief, no more funny-looking, smiling little Pell, following me everywhere.

When Massa decided to sell Jane and Ellen, was a big surprise. Nobody think him going sell Sydney and Winston pickney. Didn’t have much to do with them girls anymore. Just used to peek at them through the shutters, when them cleaning in the Great House. When we cross paths, them stick them nose up at me, just like how Sammy teach them to do.

‘Pretty slave girls like them fetch a good price, and Massa need the money,’ Stella muttered to Melon, acting like is nothing.

But what a ruckus Sydney made, weeping and wailing when she found out she going lose her children. Cry even louder when them girls sitting up in the back of the cart, calling out to her as it rumbled away. I never see Sydney run so fast. Followed that cart till she couldn’t run no more. Fell down in a heap like she dead. Take a long time before Sydney face light up with a smile again.

As to the young cattle Massa didn’t sell, them got branded with a red-hot branding iron. CM, it say, and no animal and no slave escape Massa mark. Even me and Sammy. Happened after last crop-over. Stella got very upset when she heard me and Sammy screaming. Make no difference that Winston rub on a little palm oil before him press that hot iron into our skin. Stella took us back to the hut to calm us down, but I ran away. Ran up the hill, go visit Calla instead.
 
‘What a wicked man,’ she said, when she hugged me up. ‘How can Massa put him cruel mark pon him own children?’

Even with Calla potions, the burn, it hurt too much to make a sound. So I and the young cow them, we said nothing bout it at all.

 

Now that planting season come round and finish, everybody waiting for the cane to ripen. Waiting for the long days and nights ahead, when is time to cut the cane. Mean I get to spend longer and longer out in the pasture before somebody come fetch me to do any extra jobs.

At noontime, when the sun sit high in the sky, I rest under the breadfruit tree. The same tree Calla take me to when I was young, trying teach me how to survive in the world I come to be in. It seem so big and tall back then, now it seem smaller, but it still give off the best shade in the pasture. I lay there, resting, drifting in and out of sleep. Watching the sky. Watching, waiting for me friend to show up.

Rainy season.

Big storm come blowing up through the valley. Must be knocked him out the nest. Found him squawking under the tree when him was just a baby. I took him to Calla and she fixed him up good. Dug out a big calabash. Made a bed of dry grass for him to lay down in. Mixed up grubs with little bits of herbs, showed me how to feed him.

One day Calla told me, patting and cooing to him all the while, ‘This young hawk. Him never going learn to fly. Need him mama and papa to teach him.’


Calla didn’t want to see him fly. She wanted take him away, keep him for herself. Make him a pet. Use him feather them in her night-time ritual. So I turned papa and mama. Took him with me out to the pasture. Made him try to fly day after day till one day, him suddenly lifted up on the wind and gone.

When Calla found out, she plenty angry. Plenty sorry to see that bird go.

‘Next time you listen to me if you know what good for you!’ using her bony knuckles to knock me on the head. ‘Now that bird gone. Nobody happy.’

And every time after that when she ran cross me, she reminded me how foolish it was to let that bird slip away.

‘Freedom is a powerful thing,’ she told me. ‘No bird, no man, no beast desire to enter a locked cage.’

Was the first time I didn’t listen to Calla. She full of wisdom. Teach me many things, but in the glimmering I come to understand that sometimes you must follow you own mind. Walk down you own road. Is the only way to know if what you do is wrong, or what you do is right.

Every chance I got, kept watch under the birth tree, praying to the Ancestors for that hawk to return. I almost gave up hope when, one day, I heard a lonesome cry come echoing on the wind. Saw a shadow curving fast cross the field. A flash of red – him tail. Dark brown – him wings. White, the underbelly as him circled round and round. Listened as the cry got closer and closer, till I finally saw him circle, swoop down on some frightened creature. Had him fill before him dropped what’s left at me feet. And when I saw him, heard him, received him little gift, the biggest happiness bubbled up inside. Is then I decided to give him me name and called him William. William the Second, just like the king and queen them in that Mother Country Massa always boasting bout.


Now every day seem like a new day as I wait and watch for him return. I don’t tell Calla, is our little secret. I have a friend. We watch and wait together in the lazy heat of the afternoon. Him to spot him prey, and me to not have to run when Busha Davis call. To come and go as I please. To live a life that belong only to me. To be free like William the Second circling in a blue and mostly cloudless sky, high up above the world of bondage.

I open up to the glimmering and do the same thing. Run me mind through the seeing and hearing of things. Circling, twisting, turning them inside out, till them become like a story I collect. A story I keep, one on top of the other inside the breadfruit tree.

One story is bout old cripple Jonnie. Him have a hut right in the middle of them dogwood trees. Whenever I walk past, him call me over. Tell me the same story over and over again. His story is one of the saddest that sit inside the breadfruit tree.

‘See dis funny leg,’ him say, when him pull up him pants leg to show me the stump. ‘A horse done dat. Rear up pon him back legs and trample me.’

‘Me know, Jonnie. Me know.’ But it don’t stop him telling the story.

‘Leg swell up. Turn yello’ and green. Start to ooze pus. Everybody come have a look. Many oohs and aahs and head shaking. Not even Calla medicine can help me. “Have to chop it off,” Doctor Watson say. Mek me drink plenty rum. Put a piece a wood in’a me mouth. Tell the other slave dem to hold me down. Tell me to bite down hard when him saw through the bone. Lawd of mercy! Even with all dat rum. It hurt me, little Will. It hurt me so bad. Me bite straight through dat little old dutty piece’a wood.’

Feel sorry for old cripple Jonnie, but I hear that story so many times, all I can do is nod.


‘Is a hard ting to lose a leg. Me can still feel the pain of it. Was a good leg too,’ him say, holding up him stump.

‘Was a long time ago,’ I say, trying to cheer him up. But Jonnie just ignore me, keep rubbing him old dried-up stump. Don’t know why I bother, Jonnie never going get cheered up.

Only time I see him happy is when the Maroon man, Robert McKellar, come for a visit. Jonnie help him to catch a runaway slave when him was two-legged. McKellar was grateful, gave him a little of the reward him got. After that, whenever him come down from the hills and passing through, him always looking in on Jonnie. One day I ask Melon bout him.

‘Jonnie used to be head driver, before Winston time. Was Old Massa William favourite. Work the field slave dem too hard. Some say dat horse-trampling business, it was no accident. Now him can’t work, just do nuttin’. What Massa going do? Nobody going buy old cripple Jonnie. Can’t just kill him. Massa use him when him can,’ Melon say, shaking her head. ‘Is one sorry business. You seen him. Most times all him do is sit outside him hut. Smoke him pipe. Night-time, drink bitter cassava. Sing sad songs. Have no friends. Most everybody close to him dead. Soon him going be dead too.’

‘Too bad him one bad singer,’ I say, putting me fingers in me ears. Melon laugh, then shoo me out the kitchen.

Another story is bout Massa mother, Mistress Margaret. Her room is at the back of the Great House, the coolest part that look out over where red and pink rose bush grow. Nobody round there much. Make it easy to hide, peep through the window. Have to be careful, don’t do it too often. Because it going be big, big trouble, if anybody catch me.

Is a funny thing to look at, when she sitting in front of her mirror putting powder on her face, trying hard to cover up the red veins on her nose. Is how I know she going visiting, sitting in her carriage all dressed up. And when she bored, she spend a long time poking and prodding herself with a pair of bone handle tweezers. Sometimes she draw blood and it look like she like it.

‘A gift from my French grandmother,’ holding them up like them is something special.

She tell Melon this French place where her people come from. But Melon tell me, ‘From the time me come work in’a dis kitchen as a pickney, Mistress Margaret, she never hear nuttin’ from any’a dem French people. Is a good ting too. The Mother Country at war wid dem Frenchies.’

Day to day I never have much to do with Mistress Margaret, but Stella have nothing good to say bout her or Sydney her slave. Maybe she jealous. I don’t know why, cause from what I see, Stella wouldn’t like to look after Mistress Margaret the way Sydney do.

When the day so hot you feel the heat before the sun rise himself up, Sydney half close the shutters, help Mistress Margaret into the big copper bathtub. Wash her hair, pour cool water down her bony back, rub her arm them with lemons to try bleach the sun brownness from her skin.

Other days, Sydney sing to her like she a baby. Soothe away her tears as she lay there moaning bout her fate now Old Massa William pass on. Not caring that Sydney, a grown woman, was forced to let Jane and Ellen go when Massa sold them to the plantation next to this one. What a big ruckus it caused when Massa discovered Sydney been sneaking off at night to visit her children, without him permission. Massa told Winston to drag her outside and flog her. Was the first time Winston not run to do Massa bidding.

What was worse, Massa made us all watch when Winston had to force Sydney to lay on the ground, show her back. Listened when she begged for mercy, promised not to do it again. Winston gave him wife ten lashes. Only ten, but still her back did bleed. Some of us hung our heads in shame for Sydney, she never got flogged before. Stella hung her head, but I noticed she had that snake smile on her face.

‘Sydney getting uppity,’ I heard Stella tell Melon one day when she was helping out in the kitchen. ‘Think because she Mistress Margaret favourite she deserve special treatment. Huh. You wait. One day she going see Mistress Margaret turn. Just like Massa turn with me.’

Stella not so wrong, because what Mistress Margaret did?

Watched Sydney get flogged, all quiet-like, and said nothing.

After all me chore them, I sometimes keep watch on Massa, looking to find a new story. Creep inside him empty bedroom, when no one looking. Sit on the floor, open up him clothes cupboard. Push me hand way down inside him boots, just to get a feel of him. Stand in front of a long mirror, see how much I grow, even if I never seem to get much bigger.

Looking for signs. Signs of who I could be, if Stella not reel me out, tell Massa me not him son. Even though Calla tell me, ‘Course you him son.’ Make no difference what Calla think. When Massa see me coming, him always look the other way.

Used to be Old Massa William bedroom. The big one at the front of the Great House. Have a wide window with wooden shutters that look out down towards the canefield them. Can see the mountain through them shutters. The one that look close but is far, far away. Sometimes that mountain is violet like the little flowers Mistress Margaret sew on her pillowcases. Other times is indigo like the dye them make in the plantation next to this one. And in the rainy season, that old mountain turn from green to grey, the mist dipping down to cover it. Is funny, though, no matter when I creep inside – morning time, evening time – Massa always keep the shutter them half closed.


Now the thing is, Massa bedroom like the plantation. Him story all bout routine, routine, routine. Sheets get changed every second Saturday and Stella is the only one him let do it. She take them down to the river, beat them on the rocks. Wash them clean and fresh. Hang them out to dry, press them with a hot iron while them still damp. Is a happy time for me, because Stella let me sit close. Let me watch the steam from the iron rise.

And while Stella make the bed, she always complain bout not being able to use the good sheets, the ones Massa keep under lock and key in the linen cupboard.

‘Lawd, that man stubborn,’ she say, getting me to help her fold in the ends. ‘By the time him let me use the good sheets, them going be old. Why him do such a ting?’

I learn young, is best not to answer. Massa have a big writing desk that sit in the far corner with two small tables push up each side of him bed. Jonnie make them when him was still two-legged. Is up to me to rub with polish I make fresh every season, from citrus oil mixed up with beeswax. Last long time, make the whole room smell sweet.

When Mistress Margaret doing her inspection in the Great House, I have to stand by them tables while she wipe her finger along the edges.

‘Such pretty wood,’ she say, ignoring me, before she move to see if any dust collecting on the windowsill.

Sometimes when Massa come in from the fields. Pull out him books, make them marks. Words and numbers him call them. Me peep at him through a hole in the floorboards. Hear Mistress Margaret nagging him. Is like a game, because them always say the same thing.

‘When was the last time we purchased a new chair?’

‘Isn’t there enough clutter in the house, Mother?’


‘A new mahogany sideboard?’

‘Why is something new better than something old?’

‘It wasn’t like that in your father’s day. He was proud to display his wealth.’

‘Yes, and he left us in terrible debt.’

Mistress Margaret never give up. She complain again. Try to get Massa to change the carpet.

‘Thanks to his good taste, that carpet has lasted as long as it has, but surely it’s in dire need of replacement.’

The carpet is one Old Massa William bring with him from some place Mistress Margaret call India, when them was stationed there. Must be a long time ago because that carpet, it all worn down, stringy round the edge of it.

‘And when are you going to get rid of that painting? It’s a disgrace. There are so many eligible young women you could have painted.’

‘Leave things alone, Mother. Enough! Stop your meddling!’

Then I hear the door slam as Mistress Margaret march out the room.

One day, I ask Stella bout the painting.

‘Massa paint it. When me was young,’ she say, leaning on her broomstick. ‘Massa used to paint all the time, you know. Calmed him right down,’ and her face soften and she have a faraway look. ‘Used to make me carry him paints, him brushes. Rise early. Walk far and wide looking to find a good vantage point. That’s what him called it. Seemed to look all the same to me.’

‘How come him stop?’

‘Mistress Margaret make such a fuss bout it. Make Old Massa William take away Massa paints.’

‘Why him do that?’

‘Why why why. You ask too many questions, little Will,’ Stella say, shaking out her dusting rag.


‘If you don’t tell me, I going ask Calla. She don’t hide tings from me.’

Stella stop what she doing. Look at me hard, but I look right back. At last she say, ‘Everything stop when him find the special paintings.’

‘What paintings?’

Stella sigh. ‘The ones Massa paint of me. Had to lay down in the grass. Lay quiet, not move a muscle, even if ant bite me,’ and Stella have that faraway look again. Sigh when she tell me, ‘Him put flowers in me hair.’

‘Why him want to do that? Him can look pon you whenever him want.’ Stella don’t answer, just sigh some more. ‘Must be before me born?’ Stella just nod, get on with her dusting.

I go up to the painting, take a closer look.

‘You pretty back then. Much prettier than Mistress Margaret.’

Stella stop what she doing. March right over. Cuff me bout the ears. ‘Never you mind bout pretty,’ she say. ‘You be careful round that woman. She two-faced. Play nicey nicey. Then spread plenty plenty lies behind you back.’

In the evening, after everybody have them supper and the plantation quiet down, Massa retire to him room. Must be hiding himself away from Mistress Margaret nagging. The room have a little side door open out to a path that lead to the back pen, past a grove of bamboo trees, before it make it way up to the slave village. A secret door him slip through, believing nobody see him. Of course I know what him up to. Been watching him come and go since me a pickney.

After him return from stopping by Stella, or lately one of the young slave women. Is then I take up me hiding place, just behind the wait-a-bit thorn hedge. The hedge Massa plant to keep out the animals from him gardens. Make ready to collect more seeing and hearing story them. Watch as him make marks in him book, on him paper. Marks that mean much to him, but hold not much meaning for me.

Watch as him call Sammy into the room. Teach him how to make them marks. The word and number them. See how proud it make Stella, when she find out. But it only make her angry when I ask her how come Massa don’t teach me the marks the way him teach Sammy.

If I want answers as to how come things is the way them is, I know who I must ask. Like always, Calla don’t want to talk bout it at first. Then one day as I follow her up to her hut, she tell me a story.

‘Is the shadow,’ and I hear deep sorrow in her voice. ‘It protect Stella. It also give her a mean streak. Make her see the world in only one colour. If something bite her, no matter what, she must bite back.’

‘What the shadow have to do with it?’ Looking back at ours as them follow us up the hill.

‘Not that kind of shadow,’ Calla say. ‘The kind that live and grow inside us. From the moment we born and backra turn us into a slave. Right up till we die as one. And that shadow is like a tear. Have jagged cruel edges. And is not a little tear, is a tear that get bigger and bigger. Fill up with worry, with dread, with fear. And this shadow, it sit in the pit of our belly. Give us no rest. But,’ Calla say, banging her knuckles on me head so I going listen good, ‘is also what push us to survive. And Stella, well she have one big, deep shadow running through her. Clawing at her guts. Make her the biggest survivor of us all. Stella mother drown when she was a little pickney. No brother, no sister to look out for her. Nobody but old Calla here.’

‘What this have to do with Sammy and me?’ I ask, when we get to her hut and Calla give me a cool drink from her water barrel.


‘Every pickney a mother give birth to is special. But the first born is the one she fret over the most. You is the first thing Stella have that belong to her, belong to her alone. And she don’t want nobody else to have claim over you. Not even Massa.’

Nothing Calla say make any sense.

‘Never mind,’ she say. ‘You going understand when you have few more years on you.’

That may be true, but all I come to know is brother or not, Sammy is no friend of mine. One day, when I sneak into Massa room to have a look round, him suddenly show up.

‘What you doing in this room?’ him ask, as if him own the place. ‘Is not cleaning day.’

‘What you doing here?’ I ask back.

‘Massa send me to collect him book dem,’ sticking him nose up. ‘What you waiting for? Take dem!’

Then him make a move to shove me out the door.

‘Me wait for you to go.’ I shove him back.

‘Me leave when me want to.’

‘Stay then! But me going tell Massa you always in him room. Looking at him things. That you up to no good.’

‘Why you want to do that?’

‘You think because Calla favour you mean you special? You is nothing. Just a lazy good-for-nothing boy! Is what Massa always saying.’

Then I hear the word them that cut me even deeper.

‘Me the only son Massa have. Me and only me. And,’ Sammy carry on, get all puffed up, ‘Massa tell me, one day him going send me to the Mother Country. Get proper ed-u-cay-shon. Then when me come back, is me going be the Massa. And you going be the slave.’

I look at Sammy like me seeing him for the first time. Him seven. Three years younger, but him world already different from mine. Him carving out a place for himself in this world. A place him have no plan to let me enter. Is then I see. Sammy no longer brother, no longer friend. Him a rival, and I must move careful, stay clear away from him dark intentions.

Deep in me heart, I know is not him fault. Sammy just follow along the way things shape up to be. Sometimes after Massa have him supper, him call Stella to him room. Watch her with him pale, caneleaf-colour eye them as she slip through the half-open side door. Go in, make herself comfortable, sipping on Old Massa William rum. Tell Massa all the coming and going in the slave village. Help him to see the slave them that do good. The slave them that do bad. Just like what she did for him father. Sometimes she even bring Sammy in there. Have him play at them feet on that frayed-up old India carpet. Make it look like them is one big happy family.

I sit in the dirt, watch from behind the wait-a-bit thorn hedge, looking at a life that was never meant for me.











The Long Road Home



Seasons start. Seasons finish. Plantation life go on as usual. Then one night, old cripple Jonnie up and dead. Is me that find him in the dawn light, sitting outside on the step of him hut. Hunched over, mouth open like him having a little sleep. I run up to the Great House, tell Stella and she send out word to Busha Davis and Massa. Soon the whole plantation know old cripple Jonnie gone over to the Ancestors. Then is plenty wailing and weeping from the other slave them.

When Calla find out, she hobble over to the hut. Shoo away the little crowd standing round, looking pon old cripple Jonnie like them never see him before. Then she get me to help lay out Jonnie body on the bed, cover him over with a cloth she keep back special. Lock up the hut, while we make ready for all the funeral preparations.

Is a powerful thing this funeral rite business, when a slave crossing over from the world of the living to the world of the dead. Calla bring the knowledge with her from Africa. Tell me she was chosen by the Ancestor spirit them, from when she was a pickney.


Before we start, Calla send me to the river to wash all over. Make me bow down before her. Pour libations over me head. Pray for guidance and protection. Cut the tip of her finger, drip the blood in a circle round me.

‘You have no power of you own, Willy. Twelve still too young,’ she explain. ‘Have to use the power of me blood to protect you.’

‘Protect me from what, Calla?’

‘Spirits, waiting, watching, hoping to catch a ride.’

‘Catch a ride?’

‘Enter the body, hook into the soul. Live again on this earthly plane.’

I draw closer to Calla.

‘Any spirits close by?’ I ask, looking round.

‘Don’t you worry bout that, Willy,’ Calla say with a chuckle. ‘Time to get to work.’

And with that, we open up the hut and go in.

Not much in old cripple Jonnie hut. A broken-down box him use as a table. Two stools him must be make for himself. Him best shirt, him pants. Not much for a man that live as long as him did. Calla notice me just looking round and tell me to ‘mek haste!’ Soon every corner get dusted, get washed. But the floor need a good deal of sweeping before Calla happy with it.

While she waiting for me to finish cleaning, she sit outside, have a nice little smoke from her pipe. Gather up the things she going need to prepare Jonnie for the burial ritual.

First she take up a sharp knife, cut the clothes off Jonnie body.

‘Throw dem on the fire,’ she say. ‘Stay and watch. Make sure they burn up good. After, take him shirt and pants down to the river. Wash dem plenty times.’


I burn Jonnie old clothes till them turn to ash. Go down to the river, wash him good shirt and pants plenty times, then wash them again.

By the time I hang the clothes out to dry and return to the hut, Calla ready to start in on the next thing. ‘We clean the hut, clean the clothes. Now we must wash and clean the body,’ she tell me.

Calla pull the cover off Jonnie and him lay there all naked like the day him born. Even though him old, him still have strong wiry arms and him good leg full of muscle. Get a good look at the cripple leg, feel the stump. Is like seeing the strong and the weak of him, side by side.

‘We must first start washing on him back,’ Calla say, nudging me to pay attention.

What a surprise when we turn him over. Jonnie back covered in scars, marked up bad from the lash. Deep scars. Jagged scars crossed and crossed again. I never see it so bad. Then I remember how him always used to have a shirt on, no matter how hot the day. Must be because him felt shame.

I look at Calla to ask what happen, but she scowl at me, knock her bony knuckles on me head. ‘Not now, Willy. Not now. Your job is to watch. To listen. To learn.’

We spend a good long time washing Jonnie body from him head down to him foot. Calla show me how we must work together, one on each side, moving in circles, reaching the same place at the same time, till it seem like we putting life back into the used-up old body of cripple Jonnie. The glimmering light up and I come to understand, we giving him a blessing him didn’t get in life. Then we turn him over, start the blessing on him front.

Calla make me use water from a yabba she have beside the bed. When it get dirty, I go to throw it away, but Calla stop me. Make me throw it in the empty barrel she put outside the door.

And when the clothes get dry, all fresh, all clean, we dress Jonnie in him best clothes.

I think this is the end of the dressing business, but no. Calla snip all the buttons from the shirt. Cut out the pockets from him pants. Throw them all in the barrel. Then she sew up all the hole them, so nothing left open.

When we take a little rest, I ask Calla, ‘Why we must do the burning and washing and sewing business?’

‘Stop him spirit from trying to come back into the body. Turn into duppie.’

‘Oh,’ I say, and shake me head, remembering all the story them I used to hear as a pickney.

Like how a duppie come back to haunt Cudjau, one of the field slave them. Cudjau stole what little bit of money the duppie saved up for him daughter. Went and spent it all on rum. Every night the duppie rattled things in Cudjau hut. Threw things bout, drove him out, made him turn crazy. Calla had to do plenty of her moon magic to make the duppie go in peace.

Is very confusing, this duppie business. Is part of what Calla do, but is the part that make me afraid. The part that make me draw away from wanting to follow in her footsteps, even though I know she would like it.

Helping Calla mean she long time ago put me under her protection. Make it be known, I is the one she favour. Most times is a good thing, like when she ask Busha Davis to release me, so I can help with all the funeral rites, and him can’t say no. Other times, is not so good, mean slaves going keep them distance, don’t want to come too close, in case Calla use Obeah to gain power over them. As far as I know, Calla only use her power for good, but ask somebody else and them might tell you different.

I don’t care what them think. Calla is the only one seem to care bout me. Can turn to her when me feeling sad, feeling low, want answers to questions. Mind you, I never outstay me welcome. Never want to feel the wrath and fury side she can bring down on some poor slave head.

We finish the cleaning business just in time, before the mourners start to arrive. If you didn’t know somebody dead, you know it now. You can hear them bawling and screeching from way off, where them gathering at the edge of the plantation. Start walking up the long drive towards the Great House. Hear the wailing get louder as them coming up through the dogwood trees. And when them get outside Jonnie hut, the weeping and wailing so loud, I must cover up me ears.

This mourning business take plenty strength, not everybody can do it. Is a group of women that come together just for mourning and them learn it from when them was a pickney. Some come from Rock Pleasant, but many come from all round.

Stella and Sydney is two of the mourner women. I don’t see them at first because everybody look the same. Them covered in white from head to foot. White dress. White turban. White ash on them skin, on them arms. All over them face.

Is the first time Stella enter Calla world. The first time I come to understand the power that lay between them. Stella rule over the Great House, but Calla have the bigger power. She rule over the plantation, and the world between the living and the dead.

Backra say preaching Obeah, working magic, is a crime. All them backra like Massa can send Calla to gaol. Put her on trial. Find her guilty. Hang her till she dead. But she too valuable. Is she that control the slave them on the plantation. Not the driver, not Busha. She is the one in charge. If she say jump in the river, swim with the crocodile them, the slave going jump.

When everybody ready, Calla stand tall, stand proud outside the hut. ‘Welcome, mourners, welcome,’ she say. ‘Come let us mourn the dead!’

After a lot of shuffling and pushing, the mourning women go stand round the bed, leave a space at the front where Calla stand. I try to enter, but Calla tell me to sit outside on a stump. Protect the entrance. Listen and watch from there.

When everybody settle down, Calla lay out a white cloth on a little altar she place at the foot of the bed. On it she put down a bottle of rum, a plate of boiled rice and fowl. Have some orange peppers she put on top. Them so hot, if the pepper touch you lip you must run drink plenty water to cool you mouth down.

‘Jonnie like him food hotter than hot,’ she call out, holding up one of the pepper them, swallow it whole, and me notice her face get bright red.

Next she pick up the bottle and shake it. ‘Jonnie like him rum dark and strong,’ before she take a long, long drink, put back the little bit what leave-over.

She lift up a calabash full up with water. Take a sip, spurt it out. Do it a few times, before she pour the water on the ground in front of the altar, calling out in a loud voice to the spirit of Jonnie.

‘Come Jonnie, come. Come for water. Come wash you hands. Come eat. Come drink.’

Then she leave things quiet so Jonnie spirit can enjoy him eating and drinking.

All of a sudden, Calla raise up her arms. Raise them up high. Stand over Jonnie body, looking down pon him for a long time, her voice lifting in mumbled prayers. She using words that only the dead can hear and she helping Jonnie spirit to make the crossing back to the Ancestors.

After a short while, she signal she want the mourners to join in, do some mourning. What a ruckus with the swaying, weeping and wailing as though Jonnie was them only son. And when Calla calling out in prayer, calling out the words of the dead, is the voice I remember from when I was a baby. A voice that roll and rumble, deep and strong like thunder.

Calla turn into mighty Obeah woman. I can see the strength pouring out of her. Her power fill up the whole hut and hover outside round the edges. Calla showing her true face. Uncovered, in the light of the sun, not hidden within the veil of night.

After that, Calla settle herself on a little stool before the altar. Start to beat out a rhythm on a piece of iron hoop with a stick. Clang. Clang. Clang. Clangity clang, the stick go. Clang. Clang. Clang. Clangity clang, the mourners go, clapping in time with her rhythm, before them take turns singing out to Jonnie spirit.

‘Walk in peace, old Jonnie,’ one of them say.

‘You chains been broken,’ another say. ‘Mus’ feel good.’

‘No more will you suffer. Praise the Lord,’ the next one say.

‘You gone to a better place,’ Sydney say. ‘Mind you, any place better than dis.’

‘You lucky devil. You is free. Free at last,’ Stella sing out.

‘Praise be,’ Calla say.

‘Praise be,’ the mourners say.

Round and round them go, singing out, clapping and clanging before Calla finally shout, ‘Praise to the Ancestors! What is done is done!’

And bang, she clang her stick against the hoop one last time.

After so much noise and carry-on the silence come down on us heavy like a sheet. It take us all a little while to get used to it. Finally everybody head outside the hut.

Now I understand why Massa so put out when him hear Jonnie dead. This funeral business is a big thing. Him not going get much work out of any of us. And as the day pass, I come to see how even though old cripple Jonnie not much loved on the plantation, him going get sent cross to the Ancestors with dignity.

While me taking a long cool drink from the water barrel, I see Sammy and Melon coming along the path up through the dogwood trees, carrying a big yabba. Melon going use it to cook food over a fire. As usual, Sammy try ignore me. But since me the one helping Calla, him have to pay attention to me.

We clear the ground by the bamboo grove. Cover it with a cloth Stella pick out special. Then we work together to lay out the extra food visitors bring. Them that travel from far and wide to attend the funeral. Make me feel proud as we help Melon to serve the food. Make sure everybody get fed, nobody take more than them share. Is the first time in a long time me and Sammy work together, without fighting, calling each other names. Seem like old cripple Jonnie spirit draw us together, for a little while anyway.

For that short afternoon, slaves come and go as we like and everywhere you look, all you see is black and brown faces. No backra to disturb us. Is almost like a little freedom. And I never have such a good feed in a long time. Plantain, corn and yams thrown in the fire. Saltfish, Massa send up special. Melon make her ginger beer and mix it up with plenty rum. Is one happy time, till suddenly Massa show up.

Everything go quiet as him stride up the path in him shiny brown boots. Whispers start flying, why him coming, what him doing here? Is unspoken law that a massa must turn scarce when it come to slave funerals. Next thing I know, Massa march right up to Stella. Drag her aside. Shout at her that she have no right to turn Sammy into a servant for slaves. I see the shame rise up in her face and I don’t know how, but I find the courage to go stand by Stella side. Hold her hand tight in mine, to keep us both from trembling. Look up at Massa, the way Calla look sometimes, like a hawk looking at prey.

All the whispering stop. Everything go still, quiet, as Massa stare down at me with them pale, caneleaf-colour eyes. It feel like a long time, standing there, waiting to see what him going do, before him turn on Sammy, order him back to the Great House. March off down the path through them dogwood trees, Sammy, head hung low, following a few steps behind. The dividing line between us drawn clear for all to see. I know now, nothing going change things. No matter, is the first time I stand up for Stella, stand up to Massa, and it feel good.

Pretty soon, everybody return to eating and drinking and I stop looking over me shoulder, waiting for Massa to order Winston to beat me. All this time I been thinking is Massa love I been wanting, but is not. Is the love of Stella, of Mama, that I been longing for. Still reaching back to the time she used to love me up as a pickney. And as the day go on, I notice she start to look at me different, maybe even with pride.

After the sun go down and the moon start to rise somebody jump up, slap them hands together, shout out.

‘Me got him! Me got him!’

‘Got what?’

‘De shadow!’ somebody shout out. ‘Must catch de shadow!’

And with that everybody start jumping up and down. Catching and calling out.

‘Is me dat catch him!’


‘No is me!’

‘Him get away.’

‘No him don’t!’

‘Yes him do! See there.’

‘Me see him.’

‘Catch him! Catch him good.’

I don’t understand what them doing. Look to Calla and she doing it too. This go on for a long time. Finally Calla pull out a small coffin from under the bed. And the last person what say them catch the shadow, Calla wrestle it from them into the little box. Slam it shut. Lock it up tight.

When everybody calm down, Calla knock her cane on the ground, tell us to rest good, because come morning, it going be the funeral procession.

Early the next morning, Calla get some of the field slave them to knock a hole in the wall of Jonnie hut. Then them have to carry old cripple Jonnie corpse out through this hole. When them get him outside, them have to lower him down and lift him up three times, making sure the body touch the earth, before them raise it up again. After, them must cover back up the hole. Lock up the windows, the door, so according to Calla, him duppie not going be able to return.

By then everybody show up and with much drumming and strumming of instruments, the funeral procession start up in force. Leading the way is Jonnie corpse wrapped in a cloth, proudly carried on the shoulders of the strongest and tallest of the field slave them. The body going get buried in the burial ground up on the hill. To get there, the body must be carried up along the path that wind through the slave village.

The first hut the procession come to, Calla call a stop. Call out to the slave who live in the hut.


‘You do anything wrong to old cripple Jonnie?’ Calla ask, pounding her cane on the ground.

‘No!’ the slave shout out and we all breathe a sigh of relief. The procession can move on to the next hut.

Each time is the same thing. Except when we get to the second to last hut. The hut that belong to Winston. Calla call out to him and him say no. But when the corpse bearer them try to move, is like them can’t leave. The corpse get heavy. Start to rock from side to side. And the corpse bearer them start to sweat, to shake, overcome with weakness. Calla must put a stop to it right away. She shout out again.

‘Winston! You done any wrong to old cripple Jonnie?’

This time Winston shout out in such a loud voice that him swear him do no wrongdoing to Jonnie, the corpse suddenly lay quiet. Allow the procession to keep going.

Even though we set out from Jonnie hut in the morning, we don’t reach the burial ground before late afternoon. When we get there, Calla say to dig the grave deeper. She not happy bout what happen outside Winston hut. She don’t want spend her nights taking care of no duppie.

Then we all gather round. Calla standing at the head of the grave holding her arms up high, mumbling prayers of the dead as the corpse get lowered down. At last Jonnie in him final resting place. And I watch as the whiteness of him shroud turn from new to old when we pour the water we use to clean him body all over him. Watch as it start to bleed from the crushed-up peppers. Turn brown from the rum and the last of the food laid out on him altar.

I reach out to help the gravediggers fill in the grave when Calla shout stop. Tell us to turn round, use our hands to shovel the earth back onto old cripple Jonnie. When him body get covered up, then she let us pick up tools, finish filling in the grave. After we done, Calla don’t let us rest till we wash our hands, our feet, the hoes we use, to leave no trace of Jonnie except what in that grave.

While we doing all this hard work, the mourners and visitors keep right on eating and drinking, singing and dancing. I start to get worried no food going be left, because by now me belly rumbling. Lucky for me, Stella hold back a little something so I get to eat me full.

Soon enough everybody start to say goodbye. And all round you hear talk bout ‘what a good funeral, Jonnie must be well pleased’. Finally the last slave drift away, take them torch, disappear into the darkness.

Now is only me and Calla left at the gravesite and I can see she plenty weary, need a little rest. So I build up the fire, put a tree stump beside it for her to sit on. Sit quiet at her feet. Listen together to the sounds of the night. Watch as the stars start to fade into the coming light.

All through the funeral, the burial, I never shed a tear. As we sit resting in the quiet of the early morning, I don’t know why, but the tears start trickle down me face. And a big, big sadness wash over me. I seen animals die, even killed some of them, seen a dead slave too, seen death a few times, but Jonnie is the first death that touch me and it hit me hard. The glimmering light up, and I come to understand, no matter who we is or what we do, one day, death going come looking for all of us, and him coming for me too.

Calla say nothing, don’t stop me weeping. And when the tears stop, she wipe me face with her kerchief.

‘What really happen to the spirit?’ I ask Calla, sitting up, feeling a little better.


‘In nine days time, we going have a wake. Help Jonnie spirit reach the afterlife, return to the Ancestors, leave this earth for good.’

‘You believe that, Calla? You really think the spirit live on and on?’

Calla look at me like she weighing up what to tell me.

‘Is like the breath of life. Just because you can’t see it, don’ mean it not there. Yes the spirit is real. It must come from somewhere. So it must return to wherever it come from. We is not animal. All the ritual dem give us strength. Strength to face the day, the night. To face the agony of the shadow.’

‘You think Jonnie duppie going try return?’

‘Yes, Willy,’ say Calla. ‘Is why me tell you to bury him deep. Jonnie live in unhappiness during the day. Is why him drink bitter cassava every night.’

‘Is that what kill him?’

‘No,’ she sigh. ‘Jonnie die from woman fever. A fever that never end.’

‘Me never see Jonnie with no woman.’

‘Is a long time ago now,’ Calla say, filling her clay pipe. ‘When Jonnie was two-legged, him fall in love with a young field slave, name Flora. She pretty as can be. All the men lust after her. Specially Jonnie. Me wouldn’t be surprised if Old Massa William lust after her himself.’ Calla take a pause. Get me to light a twig from the embers of the fire, pass it to her. Smoke up her pipe. ‘Jonnie think because him head driver, Flora going look to him. Be proud to be him wife. But …’ she say, puffing away, ‘she fall in love with Quashie. A slave same age as her, from another plantation. In dem days Old Massa William, him always jobbing out slaves to bring in a little extra money. That how they meet. And the first we all hear bout this love business is when Flora gone missing. Discover she run away with Quashie.’


‘Dem escape?’ Hoping them did.

‘Get as far as Kingston before the slave hunters catch up with dem. Poor little things,’ Calla say, shaking her head. ‘Too young, too foolish. Think love going save them. Don’t know must stay well hidden for a long, long time before Massa going forget bout dem.’

‘So what happen?’

‘Quashie get shot in the back when him try to run. Only live for a few more days. And the slave hunters, they just drag Flora right back here. Pick up a big reward. Old Massa William, him plenty vexed. Brand her a runaway, on both cheeks. Got Jonnie to flog her. And him do it with a vengeance. After that, Flora turn wild. Offer herself to every man. Any man, not Jonnie. One day we find her floating face down in the river. No one know what happen, but we can guess. Must be Jonnie doing. Old Massa William, well him think so too. Have him flogged, set an example.’

Calla take a long draw on her pipe. I see a sadness rise up in her.

‘Old cripple Jonnie, him never the same. Turn mean. Full of cruel sorrow. Keep to himself. Yes,’ Calla say, sucking on her pipe. ‘Jonnie duppie going come back for sure. Must do plenty hard work to calm him sad and angry spirit. Lead him to find peace.’

Up in a tree a patoo start hooting. Swoop down low, fly off over our heads. Make me edge a little closer to Calla.

‘No need to fear, Willy,’ she say. ‘Patoo is special for you. Me heard patoo calling outside the hut when you a baby. Is why me put you under me protection. When patoo call out, you must stop. Listen hard. Find out message she trying tell you.’

I know Calla all me short life, but is the first time she tell me why she take me under her wing. And it make me feel mighty blessed.

I think Calla done speaking, but then she turn, look me in the eye.


‘You must be careful, Willy. Fate have him beady eye pon you. You going travel down a path unknown to even me. And him going twist and turn you, blow you bout like the leaf dem in a howling wind.’

‘How you know this, Calla?’

‘Me seen it, when me first look pon you as a baby. Now you old enough to hear these things. You going need plenty strength to walk the road you have to travel down. Not strength on the outside, but strength on the inside. So one day, with a bit of luck, you might be the massa. Massa of you fate. But promise me, Willy,’ she say, hugging me close. ‘Promise me you not going end up like old cripple Jonnie. A lost soul, all alone. A soul that live in this world, but have no wish to be in it.’

‘Me promise,’ I say, hearing all her words, not really knowing what them mean. Letting the words drop down inside, to wait, to be heard afresh another day.











A Day of Rest



It don’t take long before I forget bout old cripple Jonnie. Nobody call him to mind or say him name much anymore, so in time, it seem like Jonnie never even been on the plantation. Is like when nature take over a place, send out curling vines, wildflowers, long burrowing roots to cover everything up. You have to look hard, to see what was before. Massa give Jonnie hut to Winston, just use it for storage, keep it locked up good. The little stools Jonnie made, Calla use them to sit outside by the cooking fire. She deserve them too. She is the only one that remember old cripple Jonnie, look out for him, like she remember all the ones gone before, resting in the burial ground. She visit them graves, a mound of dirt, a stone to mark the spot. She tidy, weed, pour libation, speak words only the dead can hear. Even do it for Old Massa William, him get buried up there on top of the hill too.

‘Death, the force that make us equal,’ Calla tell me. ‘In the end, we all lay down in the earth, bones, guts mingling together with the worm dem.’


Sunday morning. A day of rest on the plantation, from Massa business. A day of work for we own. I wake early. Lay still, slowly shake off sleep. Enjoy the predawn quiet, because come daylight, eyes and ears must get used to the sights, the sounds of the living.

What always pull me up from sleep into a new day is the crowing of the old rooster, strutting on the stone wall. Calling loud and long to the sun, even though is still dark outside and the sun not going show him face for a little while yet. No matter how many times I lock that rooster up in the chicken coop, or at night, put him in the basket hanging from the roof to keep away them rats, him escape. Come right back. Start him morning ritual cocka-doodle-doo-ing. Once him start, nothing you can do to shut him up.

Maybe him pick this spot because me save him scrawny neck when I overhear Melon say, ‘Is time to use dat old rooster. Him nice and fat, make good stock.’

That old rooster, him been on this plantation almost as long as me, fourteen years, and I don’t want to see him end up in no pot.

Sometimes I wonder if I should let Melon chop him head off. Boil him up good, because once him start crowing, all the other rooster them start up. Calling from one hut to the next, till them crowing is like a wave of sound moving through the slave village. Make you head throb, specially if you been working all day, all night, helping out round the place during crop season and it seem like the dawn come, before she invited.

If is not the rooster breaking the morning stillness, is the scratch, scratch, scratch of the crabs trying to find a way out from the barrel I keep them in. Only one left. Must go to the wood, cross the edge of the plantation, catch some more.

Well, it turn out Calla was right when she say have to wait till I grow, to see if me going look like Massa or more like Old Massa William. Make Sammy full up with envy because every season that pass, it come clear, I look more like Massa than him do. Reach the same height, have a similar mouth. Broad shoulders. Wide forehead. The way I move and carry meself is a lot like him. Everybody can see it, but nobody say nothing bout it.

And after that day at Jonnie funeral, it take a while, but I notice Massa no longer look at me sideways. When our paths cross, him look me full in the face, some mornings, him even nod. Always looking to see if any of him blood roaring round in mine. Stella, she change her ways a little too. Talk to me bout her concerns. Start to listen when I give advice. Is like the world of un-belonging I been living in start to fade away. I can come out of hiding, no longer see it from behind the wait-a-bit hedge.

The funny thing is, Sammy start look a lot more like Busha Davis, even though Stella swear is only Massa what have him way with her. Caused a whole lot of ruckus one time when Sydney go tell Mistress Margaret, ‘Me seen them, late at night. Seen them talking, sneaking round the place.’ Next day, all of a sudden bags packed, Busha Davis saddled up him horse, headed off the plantation. Came back a few weeks later, when everything cooled off. Stella and Sydney barely had two words for each other after that, and them was already not talking.

Me and Sammy no longer enemies, but we still not friends. I live in one world, him live in another. He have eleven years under him feet, and them feet take him in another direction. Spend most days inside the Great House learning how to serve at table. Looking after Massa clothes. Making sure him shirt clean and pressed, him boot them bright and shiny. Sammy seem to fit this indoor house slave business. Everybody say him good at it. Massa try me out first, but me feet too big. Always drop things. And when I set the table with all the knife and fork and spoon and glass them, I get it all wrong. ‘Clumsy donkey,’ Stella used to call me. Is true. I not meant to be indoor slave. Make me feel cooped up like the animals in them pen. But me not a field slave either. Don’t seem to fit in anywhere.

Still, me the oldest and in charge of our little family. Except Sammy don’t listen to me, never did. When I have dealings with him, he get all puffed up, pretend like him don’t even know me. Pretend that we not brothers. Look down him big nose at me when him dressed up, running round the place like what him doing is important. What a fool. Just because Massa call him servant, don’t mean him is not a slave. And when was the last time him look in a mirror? Him not see him have the same raggedy hair like me.

It seem like some good come out of being Massa son. Don’t have to bow down before Winston. Is still Busha Davis telling me what to do. I have to report to him every morning. Go wait outside him office till him ready to come out. Then him send me off to do whatever need doing. Work in Massa provision ground, weed, dig, plant, sprinkle lime round the fruit-bearing trees. Take away garbage and burn it. Sweep the long carriage drive, collect up the brown coconut leaf them that fall after a big storm. Ride the mule to fetch water from the river in the water barrels, sometimes a little bit of carpentry like what old cripple Jonnie used to do. Fix, paint, mend whatever need doing.

The only job I favour is when him send me off to watch the plantain walk, the provision ground Massa keep special for himself. Everybody surprised when I get the job, is plenty special. Massa must be tell Busha Davis to let me do it. Old one-arm Cato, him used to guard the plantain walk, but one night him ran away, nobody can find him. Maybe him flee up to where Maroon town is, hiding in some ravine. Mind you, Massa don’t put much effort into finding him. Call off the slave hunters. Cato not worth much anymore. Going be dead soon, anyway. Always sick.


The plantain walk is bout a mile away from the Great House, a quiet place of freedom, far away from all the coming and going and gossip that circle round and round the plantation. To get there is a nice cool walk down a path covered in shady, big-leafed trees, come round a bend and you going see it. Have a little wattle hut beside it, a place to sleep and cook beside. Must be hold bout twenty trees and Massa plant it out so the fruit don’t ripen all at the same time. In between the plantain trees, him plant cocoa, use the plantain trees to give them shade. Is up to me to tend, water them plants, make sure nobody steal nothing. Nobody but me, that is. Not all the time, mind you, but when the dry season is plenty dry and nothing much growing in our provision ground and bellies bloated from hunger.

Guarding the plantain walk is the best job for me. Is easy and I know what to do. Is not that I don’t like learning new things, but none of them stick. I learn too quick, then me get fed up. A slave not supposed to get fed up, much less show it. We must just do what we told. Bow down, say, ‘Yes, Massa,’ keep you mouth shut. Underneath, though, them mosquitoes still buzz and buzz. Sometimes have to work hard to stop them stinging. Make me do something I wish I didn’t do. One time, I get so angry, I shouted back at Busha Davis, ended up spending whole night in the stocks. Must be careful. It start to happen often and Stella get mighty angry with me. Mean she have to bow and scrape even more, to save me from the cut of the lash. So I learn how to keep meself to meself, follow me own path. Live in the world, but not of it. Was it Calla that mark me out, when she look pon me as a baby? Or was it fate that settle himself round me like a shroud? Many a time I open up to the glimmering, but I get no answers. No answers at all.

As to Stella? She long time gone from this part of the plantation. Long time gone from living in the slave village. Now Stella live in a small hut close to the Great House. Massa make Winston build it special for her. Nothing fancy, but the floor is a proper mud floor, not just earth. And the bed is a bed, not old cloth and rags to cover straw, piled up on top of pieces of wood.

She finally done her duty. Birthed two more pickney for Massa. A boy him call James. A girl them call Eliza. Stella and Calla happy too. Massa done him duty. Did what other massas did. Paid them silver coins since James and Eliza didn’t die when them was babies.

Little James still young, eight years old, slipped into the world without a murmur. Stella always saying was the easiest birth she ever have. And talk bout smart. Was like him get the best of Stella, the best of Massa. A real dreamer, like the way I used to be. Quiet, don’t say much, just him big eyes looking, tilting him head and listening, listening. Busha Davis send him off every morning to do the weeding round the Great House.

One Sunday, I come cross him using a little twig. Drawing something in the dirt. I look close. Is a funny-looking face.

‘Who that?’

‘Busha Davis! When him shouting at you.’

I look closer and is true. Make us laugh.

‘What else you draw?’

In no time James start to copy the Great House. Straight lines, curves and windows. Is one big surprise. James have no schooling, but him can draw good. Now if I find any little torn-up piece of paper, I give it to him and him use it to draw on. Cut a little piece of bamboo him sharpen with a knife. Dip it in ash from the fire, mix it up with water. Mix it up good.

What a thing if James turn painter, like Massa used to be. But him know, and I know, to keep it a secret. Is only a dream. It never going come to be. Slave job is to work, not paint pretty pictures. I have to try hard to make sure him don’t get into trouble. Specially since the older Massa get, the more him like to punish, to use the whip. All the slave them grumbling bout it. I know is only Stella protecting us, so I need to keep me guard up. Keep me eye on James, try stop him dreaming ways. Sammy, him can get a whipping for all I care.

After Stella gave birth to James and before Eliza born, Stella got mighty sick. Had a big pain in her belly. Got the shakes. Had to wipe away the sticky yellow juice running down between her legs. Was not the first time, but that time was plenty bad.

‘Clapped out,’ Massa call it.

She catch it from him. Needed plenty nursing from Doctor Watson. Got bled. Got purged. Had to take little pills. Upset Stella bad. She never let sickness bother her. She just lift her head up, keep on working. That time, though, she lay down on that bed and didn’t move for many week. Calla sat by her side, fed her broth. Used one of her special fowl to make the stock. Me and James and Sammy used to go visit her when we could, tried not to weep when we saw the state she in.

Every day that went by and Stella didn’t get better, Massa got more fretful. And the fretfulness made him drink, caused him dark moods. Act more mean and cruel with all the slave them. Even Mistress Margaret got upset, not because she cared for Stella, but because Stella run that Great House like is her own. Know where every little thing is. What every little thing need doing. None of the other house slave them as good. So everybody cross, sad, worried, waiting and waiting for Stella to get better. Made us all come to understand, a world without Stella is no good.

Many weeks went by before she woke one morning. Lifted herself out the bed, even though she still so weak. Leant on me as she walked up the back steps of the Great House. Went straight in. Sat on a chair, started giving orders. In a few days, she was right back to slapping and bossing everybody bout. Everything going settle down now that Stella found her way back from dying.

When Stella better, a few more seasons had to pass before she big with child. And after she go through all the moaning and heaving and screaming, she have a baby girl. Stella just love her up. You should see how happy Massa was when him come look pon her that first time. Another little breeder to add to him collection. Him even let Stella have a hand in naming the pickney. Come up with three names and was Stella decide she like Eliza best.

At first Eliza was a skinny, sickly little thing. Must be because of Stella sickness, but as she start to grow, she come to be like a colt. All legs and belly running this way and that. Her skin the colour of sugar when baked in the sun. What a sweet smile, lit up her whole face. Made everybody smile right along with her.

Eliza just turn six and Stella don’t let her out of her sight. She have plenty plans for her girl pickney. Plenty big plans she going lay out for her future.

Must be not too late, because I can still hear the slave women getting ready to go to market. They always grumbling and carrying on bout how heavy them load is. Knowing full well the heavier the load, the greater sales them going make.

Reminded me how Sunday used to be, before my brothers and sister came into the world, pushed me out of Stella life. I was the one that used to help her load up the big basket she carried on her head. Walked with her to the market in the nearby town. It was always a happy time them market days, when Stella, far away from the eyes of Massa, her face would turn soft and she treated me kindly.


Now Stella, she one good higgler. Her produce always good, always fresh, and she not pretend otherwise. Used the coins she got to buy saltfish, rice, flour, a little more rum.

Once in a while, specially close to Christmas when she wanted to sew a new dress, we visited the Jew stall, the one that belonged to Mister Jacob, to buy some cloth. A little crowd would gather when Stella entered him shop. Stood outside to listen, to point and giggle when she and Mister Jacob higgled. I come to see was a game they both enjoyed.

First Stella walked round and round eyeing off this cloth and that. Picked one that cost a lot. Never the one she wanted. Started to higgle till the price went right down. And when she had Mister Jacob cornered, she smiled her snake smile and pounced on the one she wanted. Him had to start the asking price well below the price she done bargain for. Stella always walked out with a smile on her face, except when Mister Jacob son was looking after the shop. Crowd got even bigger to watch. Was like a fight between mongoose and snake. Him was a mean, hard seller. Still is. Stella had to higgle harder and longer, but she usually got her way.

On market days, she used to tell me how is best to put some coins aside, hide them, save them for the future. Lowered her voice when she said, ‘Every coin me save, open the road a little wider to freedom. And when me buy it, me going work even harder, save enough to free you.’

Some slaves, when them Massa dead and the will get read, him set aside money to pay for them freedom. But even back then, I knew Stella fooling herself. Massa never going let her go free. She his prize possession. Is onto death till them two part.

When all the selling was finally done, Stella used to take me to the rum shop owned by Molly, a tall, big-hipped mulatto woman. After her massa free her, she set up the shop special for slave them to come spend them hard-earnt market coins in. Stella would buy us a treat – a piece of bread and saltfish. For herself, a quarter calabash of rum she’d mix up with a little water. And whenever we used to go visit the rum shop, I noticed how Stella always had a special visitor. The Maroon man, Robert McKellar, the friend of old cripple Jonnie. Must be how them meet, when Robert was passing through Rock Pleasant. Robert lived in the Maroon village hidden high up in the hills. And in between the eating and drinking, I learnt a lot when Stella and Robert talked.

‘Dat Sydney women still causing you trouble?’ Robert asked.

Stella nodded, took some rum.

‘She always running to Mistress Margaret, telling her any little thing she see. Specially if it bout me. Make up lies, keep saying it till Mistress Margaret believe her. Then Mistress Margaret go tell Massa, and all hell brek loose. Massa carry on, shouting angry words from morning till night, then him march down the path into me hut, into me bed still shouting. Sydney one big misery in me life. Me tell you, one of dem days, she going bring me down. Bring me down for good. Wish she was dead.’

‘Don’t fret bout Sydney. She just jealous. Full up with envy. All she doing is throwing stones at Massa favourite,’ McKellar said. ‘If anything happen,’ looking at her straight, ‘me know what to do. Come to me. Ask me. And me will do it.’

Stella nodded, and a secret smile passed between them.

‘What news? Is true soldiers catch the Rose Hall runaway slave dem?’

‘All five of dem.’

‘How come you don’t hide dem up in Maroon town?’

Robert looked round to see if anybody listening.

‘Must speak quiet, woman. Everywhere you look is ears.’ Then Robert looked at me, looked at Stella. ‘And some big ears with big eyes staring at us.’

‘Don’t fret bout little Will. Him know what going happen if open him mouth.’

Robert lowered him voice. ‘Stealing from backra is one thing. Runaway, even worse. But burning down backra canefield dem? Is like pushing a stick in a wasp nest and poking it round. Dem runaways know not to make dem way to Maroon town. Treaty with backra mean we have to catch dem, turn dem in. Nobody going hide dem runaways. Bring trouble down pon our heads.’

‘How they catch dem?’

‘How you think?’ filling him pipe and lighting it. ‘Slave lead soldiers right to where the runaway dem was hiding. Get a big reward.’

‘Not right. Not right,’ Stella say. ‘What going happen now?’

‘They dead already. Get whipped so much they can’t stand up.

Rub lime juice and pepper into the wound dem. Slow burn dem. Chop off foot, chop off leg, chop off hand, chop off arm. Chop off dem head. Put the heads on a spike by the gate to the plantation. Make dem stay there, till dem turn rotten, fall off.’

‘Lawd have mercy on dem souls!’

‘One of dem was a woman. Backra treat her no different.’

‘Is a wicked thing, this. A wicked, wicked thing. Backra think him own us, but all him ever going get is the husk.’

And with that, Stella took one long drink of rum.

Later when we got back to the plantation, she gave me a beating to show me what going happen if I ran round telling secrets, even to Calla. I didn’t need the glimmering to learn that lesson.
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Seem like a long time ago I was going to market with Stella, but that Maroon man, Robert McKellar, him still friendly. Come visit sometimes. Bring him permission note to show Massa him out looking for runaways, but I know him also coming to see Stella. At night, when she sneak out to visit him, don’t sleep in her hut, I say nothing. I learn long time ago to keep me mouth shut, not get mixed up in nobody business.

Something feel different this morning. The air in the hut heavy like fowls when they brooding and the light that poking through the wattle is brighter than the day before. Is getting warm too early, the day going be a hot one. Mean is time to rouse meself, do some weeding and watering in the provision ground. It sit on the edge of the plantation close to the plantain walk. Stella used to plant it out, but now she have one beside her hut, so is left to me and James to tend it. We plant it out with okra, greens, yams, corn, have a little ackee tree. We lucky we have two places to grow food, is how Massa show him favour us. I know the other slave them envy us, think Massa treat us special. But is a hard road to walk on, living in a half world you know is yours by birth, yet you have no power to rule in it.

By noon I finish weeding, so I decide to have a wash and head to the river, the part flowing right cross the top of the plantation. Try avoid the part flowing near the Great House. Don’t want Melon chasing me down to help chop wood, take away garbage. Might even do a little bit of fishing. If I catch something, must give the fish to Melon to cook up for Massa. Him always telling us the river belong to him, mean anything in it is the same way. But today, I going keep one of them little fish back. Cook it up in secret, share a piece with James. Must be careful, though. The plantation full of eyes and ears ready to look, to listen, if a slave doing something they not supposed to. Run go tell Winston, Busha Davis or, if big enough, run tell Massa. Troublemakers. Only think bout what reward they going get. Let them take that little reward, but when they need help, see how long it going take before somebody come running.

Before I get there, hear the sweet sound of the river. Now me big enough, strong enough, to wade out into the middle where the water run deep and the current sometimes swift. When I was a pickney, used to walk upstream to find the little rock pool to lay down in. Look up through the trees, feel the sun on me skin. Feel it heal the sadness lying underneath. The last time I come cross it, it seemed so small, made me wonder how I even fit in there. Now me too big for that little rock pool, the dreams I used to have bout freedom. And I no longer wait and listen to hear William the Second calling out to join him in the cow pasture. Childhood over long ago, but I miss that time when everything was new, special. A time before learning me just a nobody. Nothing but chattel.

As I come up over the hill, I see Eliza and Stella on the riverbank doing the washing, close to a grove of tall bamboo trees and where some big boulders piled up. Is a pretty spot them choose, green everywhere, orchids clinging to the tallest trees. Smell of jasmine on a sudden breeze. A bright doctor bird, green and black with a long tail, moving quick, from flower to flower. Even the sunlight on the river pretty today, bubbling cross the water. I stop, look pon them. Eliza a strong little Stella the way she move, the way she hold her head up high, but her body slim like Massa. Them holding the end of a sheet, squeezing it tight, can’t see me watching. Notice how Stella act different, not have a look that say ‘Me too busy, don’t bother me’. So I creep up a little closer, hide behind one of the boulder them.

‘Hurry up, girl,’ I hear Stella say. ‘We not got all morning. Put the clothes on that bush over there.’


‘Yes, Mama,’ I hear Eliza say. ‘Clothes going dry in no time.’

Then is only the sound of the river. The slapping of cloth against rock, till I hear, ‘Mama, me can ask you something?’

‘Yes, child,’ Stella say sweetly because try as she might, she find it hard to be stern with Eliza.

‘What this day call?’

‘Washing day.’

‘And the next day?’

‘Cleaning day. Scrub all the floors. Dust and tidy everyting.’

‘And the day after that?’

‘Sewing day.’

‘And the day after that?’

‘Is when we polish all the silver. Make the knife and fork and spoon and teapot dem all bright and shiny. Mistress Margaret want to see her face in dem.’

‘Why we not call dem the way Mistress Margaret call dem? She say, Monday is cleaning day. Tuesday is sewing day. Wednesday is …’

Stella stop her right there.

‘Listen to me Eliza. Listen to me good. We and dem is not the same. You hear me? Not the same at all. You must know that by now, child.’

‘What you mean, Mama?’

‘Backra live in one world. You, me, live in another one.’

‘World look no different to me,’ Eliza say.

Stella sigh. Some crows call out to each other in the distance. I wait to hear how she going answer.

‘In slave world, every one of the day dem is a day of work. Make no difference if you call it Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday. Make no difference at all,’ she say, before she turn stern. ‘Now hush up, help me wring the sheet dem out.’


Eliza ask a lot of questions, just like I used to, but Stella, she no good at answering them. She need Calla to tell these things.

‘Can’t play no mama to every slave born on this plantation,’ Calla told me when I asked her why she didn’t take Eliza under her wing. ‘Must learn to leave tings as dem is Will. Now is not the right time. She going need me later.’ And that is all she had to say bout that.

I start to sneak away, when I hear Eliza start up again. ‘Mama?’

‘What now?’

‘Why we born this way? Why we not look like backra? Why we not white?’

‘Lawd, Eliza! Not again! Not again! You going drive youself crazy. Drive me crazy too.’

Then I hear Stella voice soften. ‘Come here, baby girl, come sit beside me. When you born you was such a pretty little baby,’ Stella say, and I hear her sigh. ‘Everybody used to come look pon you, just to see you smile. Is true, is true. Now you is a fine-looking girl. Just like the wildflower dem that come up out of the earth after it rain. Pretty like how the petals shine with dew, when the sun first kiss dem. And dem all have different colours and dem all beautiful. So you don’t need worry bout white, bout black, bout brown.’

‘Then why Massa look at me like that?’

‘What you mean? How Massa look at you?’ and I hear something catch in Stella voice.

‘Me don’t know. Him look at me funny. Look at me sideways like him going say something. Or give me a beating. Even if me do nothing wrong.’

Stella have nothing to say. What she going say? Try explain to Eliza, Massa is her father, but him also own her. Tell her Massa look pon her like any backra going look pon her. A slave girl, soon ripe for the picking.


I start to feel shame for spying, decide to go, but is too late. As I stand up and turn away, Stella see me. Call me over to help with the washing.

‘Woman’s work,’ I tell her and try to keep going.

Stella shout out, ‘Who you think you talking to, boy?’ then come charging up the hill like a wild hog. ‘Have some respect for you mother,’ she say, and cuff me bout the ear.

Whatever sweetness she have for Eliza, none of it there for me. I suddenly want to grab her up, shake her. Give her a piece of me mind. Lift me hand to strike her, like I wanted to so many times before. But standing there in the strong light of the afternoon sun, I see Stella in a different way. Hiding in her eyes is a frightened, angry creature. A creature wriggling in the web of slavery, filled with a bottomless despair. A despair she keep hidden, inside her anger, when she veil her eyes, put on her snake smile. And she not so young no more. Not so pretty. She worn down. When I come to see this, is me that soften. Bend down, kiss her forehead. Wipe away a bit of dirt I see on her face.

‘You feel good today, Mama?’ I ask. ‘Any sign of sickness?’

Stella shake her head. ‘No sickness, praise the Lawd. But me getting weary, Will. So weary. Have to stay up half the night help serve Massa visitor from the plantation close by. Water down the liquor. Make sure they don’t get too drunk, start roam the grounds. Cause too much trouble.’

‘Like what happen to Mary?’

Stella nod and I can see the sorrow of it pass cross her face.

‘Poor little ting. She only twelve, too young to learn what it mean to be slave woman. Don’t know she must hide when she see backra coming along the path carrying torches, looking for tender young flesh. Not know she must run fast so they don’t catch her. Drag her to the ground. Have dem way with her, one after the other.’


It happened a season back, late at night, right on the path up to the slave village. We all heard the screaming before Massa go stop the men.

Massa did nothing much else. Gave her a few coins. Told Calla to fix her up.

We all felt shame for Mary, but shame can’t change the pain and hurt she felt. Was wretched to see how she turned back into a pickney, stared at nothing, her mouth hanging slack. No more singing. Wouldn’t look at me when I stopped by the kitchen. Melon kept her busy scrubbing pots and pans, feeding the dogs, till she started to return to the living. Never the same though. If anybody shout at her, she wet herself and start to shake.

I see Stella looking back at Eliza sitting quietly by the rocks. I know what she thinking. Going take all her strength to protect her daughter, and is a battle she know in her heart she may not win.

Is close to sunset, Sunday, the day of rest, soon going be over. I see James as him coming up along the path through the slave village. Watch as him getting closer. Notice he is rounding out, getting taller. Him have copper skin like me, but just like Massa, him eye them the colour of young caneleaves and him hair curly not so raggedy like mine. He is what Massa call handsome and him have a way bout him. A gentle way, a kind way. Make people turn to him. Befriend him. Not like me. When people look pon me, they move a step back. Calla tell me is because I have a stern heart. A heart that hope for the best, but only see the worst.

After we fix up the traps, me and James going crab hunting, set off to the woods cross the edge of the plantation. We don’t have long to wait before the moon start to rise, so we can put out the torches, save them for the long walk back. As we walking I notice James turn quiet, hang him head down, look pon him feet. I learn is best to not say much, wait till him ready to speak, so I just enjoy the freedom of walking at night. Feel the cool breeze on me skin. Wait for the peenie wallies to start coming round, flickering them soft light. Smell the big white blooms of the moonflower vine as they release them sweet scent into the air of the night.

Finally James turn to me and ask, ‘You ever tink bout turning runaway?’

Of course I think bout it, plenty times, but me don’t want to tell James that. Don’t want to see him try it, get caught, get whipped. Get branded runaway, if Massa mad enough.

‘Even if me think bout it, me never going do it,’ hoping him believe me. ‘Would cause too much trouble for all of you.’

I look at James, notice him still dragging him feet. He is still a boy waiting to be a man. Must be some big thing happen for a pickney like him to think bout runaway.

‘Why you think bout that?’ I ask. Watch as him struggle to tell me.

‘Massa catch me.’

‘Catch you? Catch you doing what?’

‘Catch me drawing.’

‘Him give you a good beating?’

‘No,’ James say. ‘Him just take away the paper. Look pon it. Look pon it a long time.’

‘Tell you him going beat you, if him catch you doing it again?’

‘No. Him say nothing. Turn him back and walk away.’

Is one strange business, this. I stop walking. Look him in the eyes like Stella, like Calla, done to me.

‘Promise me, James. No more drawing business.’

‘Why I must stop drawing? Why?’

‘Don’t act stupid!’ grabbing him by the shoulders. ‘Drawing not meant for the likes of you and me.’


James hang him head, tears trickling down him face. ‘But I love it,’ he say, and I can hear the torment in him voice. ‘Make me feel good. Make me forget me born a slave.’

James not as strong as me, as Stella, as Sammy. Him have a tender streak. If we not careful, don’t watch out for him, him going get crushed like the cane stalks up in the mill.

Trying to cheer him up. ‘Race you to that crab wood,’ I say.

And then we both start running, like some rolling calf duppie with him big fiery eyes chasing after us.











Visitors



All the oil lamps burning in the Great House. Massa cousin them coming from the Mother Country to visit Rock Pleasant and is all anybody can talk bout. Is the first time we have visitors from cross the seas. It cause Stella plenty upset because Mistress Margaret turn hawk, checking on every little thing she do. Mean Stella snake rear up and she strike left, right, centre, even the extra slave girls she bring in from the fields to help clean and scrub the Great House from top to bottom. Can’t stop work till all the silver them shining like the sun. And every night Stella stay up late making new curtains, sewing cushion covers, to ‘brighten the place up’.

Inside the kitchen, Melon all a-flutter. She have a few extra helpers scrubbing floors and ovens, cleaning up the fireplace where she hang the boiling pots, and she slapping and bossing all of them round just like Stella. Poor Mary, she make her scrub all the pots and pans over and over again till them look brand new. Mistress Margaret been coming down on her too. Most times she know to stay out of Melon kitchen, but since the news reach us bout them cousins, she in and out like she know how to cook.

‘Stupid woman. Get in’a me way,’ Melon muttering. ‘She not know pot from pan. Yam from sweet potato. If she not leave tings alone, me going sit right down, not move a finga.’

Finally the big day arrive. And what a whole heap of ruckus Massa family cause when them drive through the entrance to the plantation in them fancy carriage, till them drive back the way they came. Nothing but a whole heap of ruckus!

Is Massa first cousin on Old Massa William side. Master Jack and Mistress Caroline, same blood, but they talk, walk, act different, look at the world through different eyes. Skin pale like the colour of milk. They even bring two white servants with them from the Mother Country to help them dress when they wake, help them put on night clothes when them ready for sleep. Is funny. Massa don’t need nobody to dress him. And every time Master and Mistress look pon us, they don’t know which way to turn.

Not that many visitors come to Rock Pleasant, mostly Massa men friends, so when the cousin them arrive, everybody try find some excuse to come up to the Great House. And after the looking, gossip ride up and down the plantation, till the story come round again, get much bigger in the telling. When it come to gossip, I don’t bother listen though. The only person I trust is Calla.

‘Massa run the plantation. Yes, is true. But him only own half of it. The cousin dem? They own the rest of it. Most of the money Massa make, it get sent to the cousin dem who live cross the seas.’

First few days, Master Jack and Mistress Caroline stay close to the Great House, resting after them long journey. Sometimes sit on the front verandah drinking lemonade, eating Melon plantain tarts. Walk in the garden, servants trailing behind. Mistress Caroline have them fill up every room in the Great House with only roses, Stella tell me.

A few more days pass before Massa take Master Jack out to the canefield them to see how things get run. Watch the field slaves dig up the earth, plant the young cane shoots. Flinch every time Winston crack him whip. And even though is not crop season, Massa take him up to the cattle mill. Show him where they crush the cane, boil up the juice, dry, pack the sugar in barrels. Master Jack come back from one of them visits and tell Massa how impressed he is with the whole operation. Make Massa feel proud, put a smile on him face.

Mistress Caroline refuse to go. She want no part of them canefield them. She stay back at the Great House, spend most of the day inside, with the shutters closed, waiting for the heat to drop. Must make Mistress Margaret happy now she have somebody to sit and read with. Stella tell me the woman servant do her bidding, just like a slave. Run up, down, fetch any little thing Mistress Caroline need. In the late afternoon, she and Mistress Margaret move to the back verandah, hoping to catch the little breeze that sometimes flow up from the valley. Sit fanning and talking till the twilight set in, till the mosquitoes come round, till Stella enter the parlour to light all the candle them to make it ready for evening drinks.

One morning, Mistress Caroline tell Massa she want to go riding. Seem like she do a lot of riding on the country estate back in the Mother Country and she missing it. I guess she probably want to get away from listening to Mistress Margaret complain all day. Massa decide him going take the cousin them on a picnic, to a place down by the river where Massa and Mistress Margaret used to go when Old Massa William was alive. That way, them can ‘get a feel for the lay of the island’, him say.

I spend the day cleaning up the bush, cutting it back to make a path down to the river while they all out riding. When Massa, Mistress Margaret and the cousin them come back, I lead the horses away to graze. Help the servants put out all the food and drink on a lilywhite tablecloth under the shade of a big old silk-cotton tree. Sit watching and waiting for lunch to finish hoping I can get a little something from what leave-over.

And it come like the old days, when I was a pickney and would listen in on all the stories, run them round and round in me mind, storing them high up in the old breadfruit tree.

‘The girl who helps Melon in the kitchen? That’s Mary,’ I hear Massa say, answering Mistress Caroline question bout who every body is. ‘She scrubs the pots and pans. Feeds the dogs, but sometimes forgets and Mother has to scold her.’

‘Oh, Cargill,’ Mistress Margaret say, tapping Massa shoulder with her fan. ‘She’s just a little slow in the head, that’s all. She used to sing. She’d sing all the time,’ she say, before holding up the pitcher and asking, ‘More ginger beer?’

Me and the servants look plenty hopeful at that pitcher of ginger beer.

‘It’s so very refreshing, I insist you have another glass,’ Mistress Margaret say, and she go ahead fill them cousin glasses to the brim. ‘We grow it ourselves, you know. Melon grates the ginger, makes it fresh. I’ve instructed her to teach Mary. Melon’s tried and tried, but poor Mary. All she’s good for is pot scrubbing,’ Mistress Margaret say, shrugging her shoulders. The cousin them nod and smile. Take a little sip before quickly helping themselves to more claret. ‘She does have a sweet voice, though. We have her sing for us on special occasions, when we have visitors.’ Leaning in close like she sharing a secret. ‘Special visitors. We’ll make her sing for you tonight.’

What wrong with Mistress Margaret? Must be that ginger beer. Sometimes Melon put a splash of rum in it. Maybe she put a little too much this time.

‘Gave birth to a healthy baby boy, though. We called him Thomas, after my dear departed brother.’ Then Mistress Margaret fan herself with her kerchief, look like she going cry. ‘Diphtheria. Lost him very quickly.’

Baby Tom-Tom is what we call him. Too many of us been named after this long-dead brother. How come Mistress Margaret don’t tell the cousins bout how Mary get used by Massa men friend, and nobody know which one is the father. How it take a long time before she start sing again. And some days, not a sound pass her lips. Problem is, Mary love baby Tom-Tom too much. Is going be plenty trouble when him grow a little bigger and she have to give him up. Start him life of slavery.

‘And there’s my pride and joy, Sydney,’ Mistress Margaret say. ‘She’s been serving me since she was a young girl.’

‘And how long have you had Sydney?’ Master Jack ask.

‘Oh, I’m not sure. She was a gift to me from your late uncle. Dear, dear William.’ Another fluttering of the kerchief, watery eyes. ‘He purchased her in Port Royal from a family, down on their luck after a hurricane. A pretty little thing when she first arrived. I would say at least four decades ago.’

So if Sydney that old, mean Mistress Margaret must be real old! Must be why she use all the cream and potion them, trying to work some magic on her skin. Mind you, Sydney skin softer than brown velvet. Not a wrinkle on her face. Nothing Mistress Margaret can do to make her skin look smooth and silky like Sydney.


‘Does she have children?’ Mistress Caroline ask.

‘Sydney’s daughters? They are all grown up by now,’ Mistress Margaret say. ‘Sold long ago to the plantation across the valley.’

Mistress Caroline put down her plate. Stop eating. Look at Mistress Margaret hard. Look at Massa even harder.

‘And Stella? How long have you had her?’

‘Stella!’ Massa say, jumping in. ‘A Creole, born right here on the plantation. Never sold. Has thirty-four good years on her. Getting a little old for breeding, but she’s my prize female Negro. Very good stock. Produced sturdy offspring. William, over there,’ Massa say pointing him fork at me. ‘He’s about … fifteen.’

I notice a look pass between brother and sister.

Master Jack look from Massa to me and back again. ‘Shall I refer to him as a mulatto?’ him ask.

Massa just nod.

‘And the other mulattos?’ Mistress Caroline jump in.

‘Sammy, he serves at table. And there’s James. A quiet child. He’s the one I was telling you about.’

‘I’ve seen a young girl. Pretty little thing,’ Mistress Caroline say, and her face light up.

‘That’s Eliza, just turned seven I believe. I hope she’ll be a good little breeder too.’

‘What are you saying?’ Mistress Caroline ask and I can see she getting more upset.

‘Thankfully the government pays us a sum, for every healthy child born on the plantation. As they should!’ Massa say.

Everything go a little quiet.

‘And the father?’ Mistress Caroline ask as she brush away a fly that land on her pretty blue and white dress. ‘Is that …’

‘Is that Mister Davis, the overseer?’ Master Jack ask, jumping in over Mistress Caroline.


Massa say nothing. Mistress Margaret face turn bright red like the roses in the garden.

‘It’s different out here in the tropics. Different set of rules,’ she say, fanning herself hard. ‘We are so far away from the influence of good Christian breeding. There is not much a poor woman like myself can do about it.’

‘Mother, please! Enough of your moralising,’ Massa say, putting him plate down. ‘I am sure our cousins are quite aware of the Creole lifestyle. And if they are not, it’s high time they learnt. All that fancy education and good breeding – how do you think it gets paid for?’ pouring himself a large glass of ginger beer. Gulping it down. ‘Sacrifices. Hard work. Living under conditions they would not deign to endure!’

Mistress Caroline pour some water from a jug onto her kerchief. Use it to dab her face, trying to cool down.

‘Quite right!’ she say. ‘It has been an education to see how members of the ruling class conduct themselves out here in the colonies.’

‘Oh, Caroline, be quiet. You’re always sticking your nose in where you shouldn’t,’ Master Jack say, but Mistress Caroline ignore him and just keep going.

‘And why they fight so fiercely in parliament to protect their little island home. Not only to maintain their wealth through the trading rights they have acquired, but also certain freedoms – freedoms that would perhaps not be looked at so charitably in the drawing rooms of London.’

‘I would not be so quick to judge,’ Massa say, anger rising in him voice. ‘Our way of life pours money into the coffers of England. It makes her one of the wealthiest nations and allows you both to live in the style you have grown accustomed to. You have no idea of the labour and expense involved in acquiring new slaves, especially since they outlawed the slave trade. Every year the price of a good working Negro goes up and up, while the price of sugar keeps fluctuating, and profits get slimmer and slimmer,’ Massa say, gulping down more ginger beer. ‘Profits you have the luxury of enjoying. It would be niggardly to sit in judgement and be ungrateful for our efforts,’ and him sound very put out.

‘We are very grateful for all your efforts,’ Master Jack say. ‘And I don’t have a problem with the Creole lifestyle. I see that most cut the cloth both ways. It’s the French style. They have a wife and what would pass for a mistress.’

‘However, this is not the case. Is it, Cargill?’ Mistress Caroline ask, jumping in again. ‘You have no wife and yet you have children. Children who are slaves. How can you live like this?’

‘That’s enough, Caroline. Mind your manners,’ Master Jack say. ‘This is not your business, or mine for that matter.’

‘Oh, I think it is,’ Mistress Caroline say. ‘I think it is very much our business,’ she say, looking at me sitting under the tree trying to catch a little shade, turning away like me minding me own business. ‘And what of the slaves? Do you think it is their wish to be denied their freedom? You may treat them in a debased fashion, but this does not mean it is their true nature.’

‘Let me guess, you have been associating with those damn abolitionists. Beware, dear cousin. They speak of freedom, but the true cause they seek is to undermine our way of life.’

After that is not easy to follow all of what Mistress Caroline and the Massa talk bout, but seem like them is on opposite sides of the cow pasture, no matter what the argument. And whatever words they have, make Massa scowl.

Eventually, they stop speaking and we just sit in the heat of the afternoon, sweating, swatting the fly them, listening to the loud singing of the crickets. The river burbling. A small distraction when a flock of parrots come land on a flame tree nearby, squawking loudly as them eat the buds and flowers. At last it cool down enough to mount the horses and ride back to the plantation.

Is the first time I hear backra ask that question. Is it right to keep children of Massa like a slave? Massa seem to have no worry keeping the two apart, only hold tight to the reins of ownership. Not the reins of fatherhood.

As to him children? What bout us? We learn to look to Massa only to see what little freedoms we can get, and complain bout the ones we don’t. Mistress Caroline must have something different under the skin to question things. Is good, but it also cause pain. After what I hear her say, when I look at Massa, the feelings I bury so long ago push forward, no matter how much I try to stop them. Father. Son. Them words just make me confused, angry, and underneath, inside the shadow, them stir up a deep, deep sorrow. Mistress Caroline kindle a longing for a different kind of life, but is a longing that resemble a calabash with gaping big holes, mean nothing can ever fulfil it. In the long run, make no difference whether or not Massa think bout me as him son. Because all Massa see in me is a slave.

The cousin them stay another month. They come and go, visiting other plantations, sometimes stay overnight. Them not used to this life, sitting down round eleven to second breakfast, Creole-style. Instead Mistress Caroline push to get served a big fancy meal in the evening. She tell Mistress Margaret she want to do it proper, like back in the Mother Country. So now in the evening they sit down to supper with many dishes like chicken soup, pickled pork, roasted pigeon, beef tongue, cassava cakes, fruit and little sweets, pots of tea, coffee and claret. The servants alongside Sammy, waiting by the table to serve up the food, serve up the wine. Change plates and glasses so many times Stella have to bring in a few extra girls to help wash and clean things overnight. Make Melon even more bad-tempered. No sir, I wouldn’t like to be working in her kitchens. Many a time some poor girl come rushing out the back door crying. And each day that go by, Massa and Mistress Caroline act polite, but barely have two words between them. Storm brewing and we can all feel it.

One morning weeding in the garden, I overhear Master Jack and Mistress Caroline quarrelling.

‘This is appalling! We must do something.’

‘What would you have us do? Sell the plantation. Free the slaves. Then what?’

‘But they are our, our, our …’

‘Our what, Caroline? Relations? You cannot even bring yourself to say it.’

‘There are freed slaves in London who have been brought up and educated as gentlemen and ladies.’

‘Is that what you’re proposing? You take Cargill’s Negro children and bring them up in our household? Perhaps if you were not so headstrong and particular you would have been married by now and have children of your own.’

‘That’s unfair, Jack. We are both happy in our independence. Does it not press on your humanity when you see how the slaves are treated?’

‘Cargill is right. Those damn abolitionists you’ve been associating with have turned your head. Don’t forget it’s the profits of slavery that pay for all those little tea parties of yours, where you talk about freedom and even the rights of workers. Where will it all end?’

‘It is the principle of the thing. How can you father children and keep them as slaves? It’s wrong and you know it. My mind is made up. I’m going to discuss this with Cargill, tonight, after the evening meal.’


Just then Busha Davis come out, so I move off. Later that night when I tell Stella what me heard, it make her worry and fret like she never worry and fret before. If Mistress Caroline have her way, she going lose her children. And for all of Mistress Caroline talk bout how much she care bout slave children, she never think to ask the mother of the children what she think. She only talk to Massa, the one that own them.

Time soon come for the cousin them to leave and everything is a hustle and bustle in between the packing and goodbye dinners. I notice Stella get quieter and quieter, sadness clear cross her face.

‘Mistress Caroline not understand the way things is,’ Stella tell me, quietly, because the night have ears and we sitting outside the hut. ‘Not understand how much Massa listen to me.’

‘What you mean?’ I ask her. ‘Is you decide what going happen?’

‘No,’ Stella say quietly. ‘Massa done something right by me this time. Him ask for me blessing.’

‘Who dem going take?’ I ask. Feel me heart lurch when she look pon me and shake her head.

‘Dem taking James, me baby boy James,’ and Stella moan deep, like a wounded animal, from the pain of it. And I stay silent, knowing there is nothing I can say that going take that pain away.

A few days later, Stella, Eliza and me standing beside the verandah steps, watching as Massa and Mistress Margaret say goodbye to Master Jack and Mistress Caroline before them go sit inside the carriage, then the servant them climbing up to sit outside beside the driver. Massa shaking James hand like him a grown man. Then letting us gather round and hug him up, before him climb up to sit in middle of the cousin them, just like him is already part of a new family, no longer part of ours. It seem to happen so fast, the driver cracking him whip and the horses starting up. Suddenly the three of us start running behind, waving, hoping James going look out, but him don’t. The driver push the horses into a gallop and we stand breathless, watching till the carriage turn out of the plantation entrance and disappear.

After James gone, it take a long time to get used to the grief that fill up our shadows. James being taken away leave a big hole nobody can fill, a tear in the family that feel like it never going heal.

Even though him much younger than me, we was very close. I miss him as a brother, but even more as a friend. If I was to speak the truth, I also feel plenty jealous. Keep wondering why James so lucky, why him get all the good things. Him handsome, smart and he can do things I never could and now him get plucked away to a new life. A life we all been longing for, a life of you own choosing. What I envy the most is him don’t have to hide the skills him born with. James can grow into a whole man, not stay half a man as him move forward, into the light of a free day.

Luckily Eliza too young to really understand what happen. Is like James gone to another plantation and him soon coming back.

But poor, stupid Sammy. He didn’t even come out to say goodbye.

All them years believing him was the chosen one. All hell break loose when him discover is James going be sent to the Mother Country. Is James going learn all the word and number them, wear fancy clothes, eat and drink from fancy plates. All Sammy ever do is bow and scrape, hang him head and nod for Massa. Look where it get him.

At first, me happy to see Sammy get pulled down, finally put in him place. But the pain of it so clear cross him face, inside him body, the way it sag and fold, that I feel a great pity well up inside. And I try to make peace between us. Stay up late, sit beside him inside the hut. Listen as him shout into the darkness, beat him fist on the dirt floor. Most nights him rage have no end, till dawn sneak up on us.

As to Stella, she feel that big hole and tear most of all. Feel it in her body, in her heart, in her soul. Know she probably never going see her youngest again. Worry bout what going happen to him, living cross the seas with strangers. And it put a bitter cloud round her shoulder them. Make you not want to get too close.

Mistress Margaret mutter she don’t understand why Stella so upset. ‘Even though I do not approve, I can see the merit in it. It’s not as if he was sold, like Sydney’s girl children.’

And so any little bit of lingering sign of friendship between Stella and Sydney gone for good, replaced with a relentless malice pouring out from Sydney heart. Is only Calla that Stella can turn to for comfort. Old bony-fingered Calla who turn into Granny Callie, stroke Stella head. Rock her when she sit there not saying much, only moaning, crying, longing to hold her son once more.

‘Stella suffering from two sides of her nature,’ Calla tell me. ‘The bitter and the sweet. All that pain and suffering, working and saving she done, in the hope of freeing herself, turn into freeing James. She get what she been praying for, but not the way she want it. She beg Mistress Caroline to take Eliza. Get down on her knees, beg her to take her girl pickney, take dem both. But her pleading fall on deaf ears.’

‘We can only afford to take one child. A child not so overcome with the ways of slavery,’ Mistress Caroline say. ‘And it must be the male, the one who can carry forward the family name.’











The Reverend



Music is the first sign we getting close. Music calling out to us cross the sunlight, drawing us ever upwards along a dirt track towards its crown, the little white stone church high up on the hill. A hill that rise steeply with green on every side. The track is famous, many feet walk pon it, been there a long time. Calla tell me is the Maroon them that first discover this hilltop place. Even before the Baptist them build the church, long time before even the plantations. And if you follow that little dirt track, it going take you safely all the way up to the coast in the north. All the way up to Montego Bay. And when I look back on the morning I spend in that little white church, it going become like a sign to me. A sign that maybe me life can move in another direction, just like little James life did.

Soon after James got taken away, Stella started up with her churchgoing ways. She took Eliza with her and them went as much as them can, whenever Massa gave permission. Sammy refused to go. ‘The Lawd and him son Jesus done nothing for me. Why should me go listen to all that foolishness,’ and true to him word, him never went. I used to go, sometimes. Just to get away from the plantation.

Cropping season almost done when word reach us that the next church service going be a special one. A young pastor been invited to preach and he is one of us. A slave, coming up fast through the Baptist ranks. Rumour is that when him preach, it stir the heart so much, you think you gone to be with the Ancestors. I decide to go, to see if the rumour them is true.

Eliza, Stella and me set out early, just before the dawn, dressed in our Sunday best, following winding leafy trails, pass hibiscus bushes in full bloom, some pink, some yellow, some red. Pass ravines filled with ferns and tumbling streams, enjoying the cool breeze on our skin, before the sun wake up and bring him heat. Is the first time in a long time we walk together. I notice Eliza, how she no longer keep to childish ways. She growing tall, broad-faced, still have a sweet smile, seem strong like Stella, maybe stronger, but have a gentleness that come straight from the kindness in her heart. And as we get further from the plantation, the bitter grief wrapped tight round Stella shoulders start to lift. Her face soften and she start to look round, not hang her head, always looking down, hoping the ground going swallow her up.

And far away from Massa eyes. The shadow let loose him grip, our insides stop trembling, our minds become not so fretful. We become like me hawk friend William the Second, our spirits circling free. Been a long time since him moved out of the valley where I found him, must be mate and have a family.

Walking up the hill that early morning, we can hear that rickety old church organ pumping out all the note them. Calling out, saying come feed and drink from the soothing words of the Lord, to get strength to rise another day, no matter how hard the day before.


As soon as we get there, the deacon put me to work, setting up tables and stools and logs so people can stand and sit and talk. While helping out, I notice how some of the young women stroll past. Come in close, make chatty-chatty with Stella.

‘Morning, Miss Stella.’

‘How you doing, Miss Stella?’

‘You going market next week, Miss Stella?’

‘What a nice dress, Miss Stella.’

‘Is new?’

‘Make it youself?’

But I see how they circle, looking and looking pon me. Stella notice it too. She pull me aside, cuff me bout the ears. ‘Dem women not for you,’ she say. ‘You must stop you dreaming ways. Is time you grow up, Willy. Be a man. Plant you feet solid on the earth. This is the life you born into, no escaping that. You must work, work hard, no time for fooling around with young women.’

The deacon come up just then. Ask me to go inside the church help move the organ, make space for all the people. Lucky for me, because once Stella get going, sometimes it take a long time before she wind down, let you escape. She may be drowning in sorrow, but Stella still strong like stone.

Inside the church is like a beehive. All the women cleaning and dusting and sweeping. Fill up every nook and cranny with big bunches of flowers them pick along the way. Little offerings of mango and soursop, maybe a yam. And after I help move the organ, the deacon ask me to go take a cup of bush tea to the little room at the back. Tell me the pastor need a little pep-up before the sermon.

I knock and enter.

The pastor have him back to the door looking out the window at the clouds moving slowly cross the sky. Maybe him is a dreamer, like I used to be. Like James. Then him turn round and I know. The man in front of me is the biggest dreamer I ever going meet. Him look me up and down like him seeing all of me. Not just the flesh and bones of me, but the soul of me. The dreams of me. Even the dreams I been too frightened to dream.

‘So, you are William, Stella’s boy.’

‘Yes,’ I stammer, surprised him know me name.

‘Come closer so I can get a good look at you.’

I step forward, feel the sunlight surrounding him shoulders, surround mine. Then the pastor look me straight in the eyes. Not like how Massa used to look at me, sideways, but directly, simply like him is saying, you and me, we is family. We is one.

‘The deacon tells me you’re not always eager to come to church.’

‘No, sir. Don’t have no time for church business.’

‘Have you been baptised? Taken Jesus as your saviour?’

I shake me head.

The pastor take a sip of him bush tea, keep looking at me.

‘But you came today. Why?’

‘See if the rumour is true. That when you preach, it make a slave think him gone to be with the Ancestors.’

‘Died and gone to heaven,’ the pastor say, and him laugh. A strong laugh, with no fear sitting in the middle of it. ‘The Lord is our salvation. He leads us out of danger towards the Promised Land. But to get there, we must be baptised, work hard to cleanse our souls.’

‘Plenty work to do round the plantation,’ I say.

‘Tell me, what is this work that you do and why is it so important?’

Puffing meself up. ‘I do whatever work needs doing.’

‘And pray tell, what is the purpose of all this work?’


I think hard, notice how the pastor just smile and nod and wait. Finally I come up with something.

‘To keep the plantation going.’

‘So, the purpose of your life, William, is to keep the plantation in full production. And to make your masters rich.’

‘Is not what I mean,’ starting to feel angry.

‘If that is not your purpose in life, William, what is?’

The pastor quietly drink him bush tea. Pin me down with him eyes. Wait to see what me going say. I want to come up with some kind of answer, prove how smart I is. Then I come to understand, and don’t know what to say. I have no answer, even though is a question I been asking meself all me life. Finally he take me out of me misery.

‘Let me ask the question another way. What role do you wish to play in life? Mine is to preach, to lead. What is yours? You don’t know, do you?’ Then him come down hard on me. ‘From where I’m standing, it’s to play the stammering slave boy who bows and scrapes for any master.’

I open my mouth to say something, to shout out is not so. But then I feel me face get hot with the shame of the truth him is saying. Look down at me feet.

The pastor take a few steps closer, lay a hand on me shoulder. Wait till I look up at him.

‘While we are here on earth, the most important part of our work is to discover what kind of man we want to be. This is the work the Lord asks of us, William. Nothing less. And there is always plenty of work to be done at church. Church is a sanctuary, a place where, through the words of our saviour Jesus Christ, we turn weak souls into strong ones. Where we learn to no longer see with the eyes of slavery, but with human eyes, the eyes of men. Where we move from being children into maturity. Where we plant the seeds of courage that will ripen. Blossom. Flourish and rise up like there is always a new tomorrow. Church prepares us, so we can break the silence of slavery.’

I find meself nodding and smiling, uplifted the way William the Second lifted up on the wind and hovered. Him words make me feel a happy madness. Nobody ever talk to me bout these things before. Is the way, I always imagined, a father talked to a son. The father I have, but him is not up to the task.

I look in the face of the pastor and see how young him is. How him is doing so much with him life, when I do so little with mine. Come to understand how much wasted time I been spending only feeling hard done by and sorry for meself.

Him say gently, ‘There is no great dignity in remaining quiet, William. Only action will relieve the suffering caused by silence.’

Then him go back to looking at the clouds and I head back into the church, shutting the door softly behind me.

When Eliza see me, she ask what happen, but the pastor words struck me too deep to say much. And the rest of the morning I go bout in a daze. I don’t even really hear the sermon, not this first time. Later, I will live off him every word, but this morning, all I do is watch. See the way the people round me change as him plant seeds inside each and every one of us. Watch how the seeds start to grow and blossom with each hallelujah, till the seeds become a jungle of longing, for all things better.

After the sermon the pastor stand outside beside the deacon shaking hands with the congregation. Smiling, laughing, calling each one by name. No one making a move to leave. Everybody hovering but Sister Jacinta, lead singer in the choir, hovering the closest.

‘What a good service, Reverend!’

‘Thank you, Sister.’


‘Will you be stopping by later? Me daughter can prepare you a lovely meal. Have a little saltfish from Christmas time. Fry it up good with onions, lots of pepper. Put aside a little rum me save up special …’

‘Your generosity shows no bounds, Sister Jacinta, but I have a long trip back to Montego Bay and then a midnight service to attend to. My visit will have to wait until next time.’

‘Next time, Reverend Sharpe.’

‘Next time it is, Sister Jacinta.’

Then the man of dreams set out on him mule, up the dirt track behind the church and disappear.

That was the first time I meet Sam Sharpe, first time I hear him preach. Him word them help me to enter a new world. Instead of the watching and waiting, collecting up stories of other people, start to think bout the kind of life I want to live. Where it going take me? What him mean when him say, we must break the silence of slavery? I don’t have answers. Not yet, but I keep the words of Sam Sharpe alive in me searching heart. Keep them burning.











New Skills



Late one afternoon, me down at the river filling the last of the water barrels and fastening them to the mule when Eliza come running up.

‘Massa want you. Come wait outside the front verandah.’ She don’t know what for, but she tell me, ‘Mek haste!’

By the time I make it up to the Great House verandah, a tall, grey-haired gentleman I never seen before is standing beside Massa. They looking and measuring, standing over a piece of paper laid out on a big table, and the gentleman making the word and number them in him notebook.

I go stand at the bottom of the steps, buck up me courage.

‘You want to see me, Massa?’

Massa nod, turn to the gentleman and say, ‘Mister Buchanan, here’s the slave I was telling you about. His name is William. Fit and strong. Tomorrow he’ll ride out to the quarry with us and you can show him how to cut the stone.’

Mister Buchanan look me up and down.

‘Yes, he looks strong enough, but will he take to the craft? Mason Charlie already knows how to repair and restore the stonework. Might be best if I bring him along, he—’

Massa stop the flow of talk.

‘Let’s wait and see how William goes. Mason Charlie is getting old, feeble in the head. He served my father well, but he’s not up to the task ahead.’

And with that him turn back to looking at the paper laid out on the table.

I come to understand me dismissed, so I head round the back to the kitchens. Look through the window check see what Melon up to. If she in a good mood, I might get a little feed. Mary scrubbing pots like always and Melon laughing and joking with Tiny, one of the new kitchen helpers she have working under her. A young girl, she short and big-armed just like Melon and she seem able to suffer Melon moods.

‘Evening, Melon, evening Tiny, evening Mary,’ giving them me best smile as I come through the back door.

‘What you a’do? Begging food like always,’ Melon say. She pinch me cheek.

‘Remember that crab him bring for us,’ Tiny say, giving me a wink.

‘That puny one, have no meat? That one?’ Melon say in a teasing voice.

‘Puny or not, me earn a little feed.’

‘True enough, but see that wood out there?’ Melon say. She point outside.

‘What wood?’ trying not to notice how big the pile is.

‘The one right in front of you nose,’ Mary say with a giggle.

Seem like she finally coming good. Some days, though, she still suffer when them dark, night-time memories hit her. She just sit in the corner sucking her thumb like a baby. When that happen, Melon give up trying to shake her out of it, learn is best to let her be. But tonight, we all lucky, because when Mary in a good mood, everybody spirits get lifted.

‘Go chop wood with Willy,’ Melon tell her after she notice Mary been scrubbing the same pot over and over again. Mary nod, follow me outside. We spend the next few hours her giggling and singing and me chopping up wood.

When the last log get all chopped up, finally Melon give me a feed. And tonight is a tasty one. I get a big slice of sweet coconut cake, take it back to the hut, sit on the step and eat it. Think bout what happen.

Is the first time Massa single me out. Want to give me a special job that him seem to think I can do. Must be Mistress Caroline what change him, make him think bout him children in a new light. Maybe him even feel bad bout choosing James over him firstborn son, even if him never call me that. Ever since that time at old cripple Jonnie funeral, when me stand up for Stella, him look at me a little different. Even so, most times, he barely say anything to me. And then him still say, ‘Boy, come here. Boy, do this. Boy, do that.’ If him see me talking to Stella, he tell me to get back to work. The thorn must be prick him.

Things a little different with Sammy, too, since James got sent to the Mother Country. Him still serving in the Great House, looking after Massa’s clothes, but him don’t run round after Massa, the way him used to like some dog following a hand holding a bone.

The next morning I get up early. Saddle up the horses and take them round to the front of the Great House. I also bring up the mule and cart because Massa send word Mister Buchanan want to collect some samples. Sitting on the verandah is a big bag of tools I heave onto the cart. It join a basket of food Melon prepare the night before. Finally Massa and Mister Buchanan is ready, and they come down the steps in them riding clothes. The quarry is right at the edge of the plantation. If we walk, it going only take a few hours. With the mule and cart, we have to take the long way round. After they mount up, we head off down the wide carriageway that lead to the front gate and out the plantation. Follow it till we meet up with the main road. Like always the dogs run long side us barking and yelping till Massa crack him whip over them heads, make them scatter.

By the time we reach bout halfway, the sun sitting high in the sky and it getting hot. The shadow them tell me is not yet noon, but must be soon come. Massa and Mister Buchanan decide they need a little rest and Massa tell me to spread out the food Melon send. So I set up a little place under the shade of a big silk-cotton tree. Sit to one side as they eat and drink them fill, help meself to what leave-over.

I keep me distance, but is close enough to hear what they talk bout. Mister Buchanan is what Massa call a master stone-builder. Him live in Falmouth, one of the big towns in the north, and many plantations have need of him services. Specially after a hurricane hit the island. It happened one year back. Most times them storms blow over before them reach us, not this time. This time it hit us and it was a big one.

Before it reach us, we collected water, candles, filled the lanterns, put aside food. Locked the shutters tight, on all the window them in the Great House, batten everything down. Busha Davis and Winston rounded up all the field slave them, locked them in the sick house and the mill. Our little family was safe enough inside the Great House kitchen. Two days and nights we huddled together. Listened as the rain pounded, the shutters rattled even though they been boarded up. The wind screaming like it wounded. When the eye passed over, everything turned to calm and stillness and Massa told Eliza to run fetch Sydney, so she can come calm down Mistress Margaret, hold her hand, put lavender oil on her temples. As to Massa and Busha, them wiped away worry by playing cards and drinking rum.

When the hurricane moved on and we went outside, all you saw was a world of destruction. And no matter where you walked, every where was mud and more mud. Massa just kept shaking him head, him face getting tighter and paler as him saw how the river rose so high it mashed down the bridge. The garden torn to pieces. Even the side wall of the Great House damaged, had a big crack. And that wall is six inches thick. When we make it to the canefield them, every one of the plants torn up, flattened, and I saw tears trickling down Massa face.

Finally we made it to the slave village. The damage even worse. Provision grounds uprooted, broken, washed away covered in a river of sludge. Most huts destroyed with all the slave possessions gone, blown to parts unknown. Was bad, that hurricane. Old woman and a pickney dead because of it. I never heard so much wailing.

Took a whole year to fix up the plantation, replant the canefield them, build new village huts, before Massa start looking to repair the Great House. Is why him hire Mister Buchanan and, if I learn good, I going gain a skill, working with stone.

After that hurricane, though, it seemed like Massa in need of repair. Some days him stayed quiet, in him bedroom till late at night, working on him number books. Other times, him turned angry, lashed out in rage at any little thing a slave done wrong. Stella told me that a few times, when she start to open up the Great House, getting it ready for the day, she found him slumped on the couch, overcome by drink.

A few hours later we finally reach the quarry. Is a wide jagged rock face and I can see much work been done there. Sitting under a tree close by is a handful of jobbing slave them. Come from the next plantation over. Look like them been waiting a while and them not too happy bout it. Is a hot day and we all covered in sweat. As soon as him see us, the head jobber come forward, tell Massa him name is Isaac. Stand with hat in hand, waiting to be told what to do. Mister Buchanan get off him horse, head straight over to the chalky hill of rock. Start crumble the bright white dirt with him fingers.

‘Limestone. Good quality too. This will do very nicely,’ him say, wiping sweat from him face.

Then him eager to take a good look at that stone. Get me to pull one of the ladders off the cart, place it up against the rock wall. Tell me to follow him up to the top of the rock ledge.

‘Each block of stone, it be a certain size, a certain width,’ him say, and him put down a square piece of wood to measure it. Use chalk to mark out all round the wood. ‘Now start at the top and saw through the rock. You on one side, William, Isaac on the other, to form two sides of a square.’

Is hard at first to get the push and pull of it, keep the saw moving smooth. We finally get a little way down and Mister Buchanan drop what him call a plumb bob, so the cut going come out straight. When the rock too hard, him tell the other slave them to bring water and pour it down through the cut we making.

‘Now comes the difficult part,’ Mister Buchanan say, when the saws finally cut through to the bottom. ‘We have to lower the cut stone to the ground. Make sure it doesn’t break.’

‘How we going manage that?’ I ask, surprised at the way the stone tug at me mind. And I can see the way Mister Buchanan looking, him is under the spell of the stone too.

‘We have to make a soft bed for it to fall onto. Protect all that hard work, so it doesn’t go to waste.’


Following him lead, me, Isaac and the other slave them load up the ground with small rocks and the straw we bring with us. Spread it out good. Then we get back up on the ledge and between Isaac and me, we manage to gently push the slab to the ground. Much to Mister Buchanan surprise, we able to make sure that two-ton slab don’t break.

I think that is the end, but then Mister Buchanan say, ‘Cut the slab into smaller sections, cut off the rough ends, and leave it nice and smooth.’ We spend the whole rest of the day sawing and cutting stone. Filling up the cart with different sizes for us to take back and use on the plantation.

The next few months pass quickly. Every morning I wake early, hurry to get dressed and head up to the Great House to work under Mister Buchanan. I help rebuild the side wall of the Great House, then me help rebuild the pens and the walls round the furthest edge of the plantation. In between the cutting, laying out of stone, Mister Buchanan show me how to mix up the mortar of limestone powder, sand and water. I mix it up good. Use it to bind the stones in place. Him also teach me bout numbers, how to measure, how to write them, add them together. Is like a whole new world open up to me.

Stone is the first thing my mind can truly bend to. As time go along, Mister Buchanan come to see him don’t need to teach me much. A part of me already know the look, the feel of stone. Where is the strong, where is the weak. The best place to cut it. To shape it. How to place the stone them together, building one on top of the other. When me working with stone, the glimmering return and me mind can understand and feel things I stopped seeing and feeling a long time ago. And I come to understand that just like James, me skills come straight over from the Ancestors.


Is then I see what Mister Buchanan done for me. Him bring a purpose into me life, a purpose that is mine alone. Slave not given no last name like backra, but as time go along, I first get called Mason William, then slowly I get known as William Buchanan. Is a name I cling to, a name that make me proud, specially after Mister Buchanan say is all right and give me him blessing.











World of Plenty



After we finish fixing up Rock Pleasant, Mister Buchanan ask if Massa will agree to job me out with him, when he go to other plantations, where they need stonework done. Massa give permission, so it mean I going travel all the way north to Montego Bay with Mister Buchanan, before him head home to Falmouth.

Massa send me off on plenty errands. I always leave before dawn, must return by that same night. But is the first time I going travel so far, come to see a wider world, be away from Rock Pleasant long enough to get a taste of freedom. And as soon as everybody hear bout it, they all call out, beg me to take gifts to them relatives.

Melon have some fortified cake she want to send for her sister. She give me a little taste, before she wrap it up good. Melon sister, Winnie, is a little bit older, have a different father. She work for a family in Montego Bay. She been there as long as Melon been on the plantation and when she was younger Melon always begging Massa for permission to go have a visit. She always seem glad to come back though.

‘Life is plenty different up in the big town dem. Is not for me.’


‘What you mean?’ I ask.

‘You going see. Just don’t let it turn you head. Fall into bad ways. Dem people live in a world of plenty, have everything dem want. But it don’t put joy in dem heart. It only seem to make dem sour with wanting.’

Then she hug me up good, tell me to give them hugs to Winnie.

Sydney come round surprise me one evening, when she beg me to take a bag of coins, sewn up tight in a pouch, she been saving for her daughters, Ellen and Jane. She tell me them turn into heavy churchgoers. The coins going help buy cloth to make new dresses to wear on Sundays.

Just before leaving, Mary come up to me all shy like, give me a doll she make out of rags and dried grass.

‘Who this for, Mary?’

‘For baby Jesus,’ she tell me.

‘Give it to Tom-Tom first.’ I try not to smile. ‘When it get well played with, going make a nicer present for baby Jesus.’ Thinking by the time I return, she going forget all bout it.

Mary smile and shake her head.

‘No. Must give it to baby Jesus. Calla tell me to give it to you.’

I give in and take the doll from Mary, put it in the crocus bag I found, going use to carry all the little presents.

Finally the day come when Mister Buchanan ready to depart. I hurry up to the Great House, check to make sure the stone blocks piled up in the back of the wagon tied down good. Climb in the front and gather up the reins. When Mister Buchanan mount up on him horse, I crack the whip over the backs of the mules and we start to make our way down the carriageway, the dogs running beside us barking them farewells. I turn to take one last look when I see Stella, Sammy and Eliza come running up. They stand behind Massa, off to the side, waving goodbye.


Pretty soon, we reach the main crossroad. Instead of heading further west towards the quarry, we continue following the road heading north towards the coast and Montego Bay. The night before, I didn’t sleep, too much excitement. But as the heat start to rise, and I start to sweat, all the excitement drain away. All I can think bout is when we going stop, take cover under some shade.

By bout noon, we reach the entrance to the first plantation Mister Buchanan been asked to stop at. We not expected to stay, to lay the stone, just to make a delivery. We turn down the path that lead to the massa house. Is not really a plantation to speak of, more like animal pen. The owner rear a few cattle. Some goats, some hogs. Grow a little pimento on the side. Is much smaller than Rock Pleasant and I can see as we trundle along how run down everything is, nothing well taken care of. We pull up out the front. Mister Buchanan expecting to be greeted the way a visitor is greeted, with a cool drink, a wet cloth to wipe away dirt from hands and face, after spending time in the dusty heat. The owner must be a miserly man, because there is no such welcome. Instead, him shout out for him slave them to come help take stones off the cart. Pile them up round the back in the yard. Is only then him offer refreshment. Mister Buchanan to him credit make sure I get a little bit of what leave-over.

While him resting, I make me way round the back talk to some of the slave them. They tell me the massa not the owner, but accountant, drunk most of the time. Is the driver what run every thing. If him like you is good, if not, is trouble. And they always scratching round for something to eat because them provision grounds on rocky, dry land. What a sour place to be chained to. It make me spirits low and glad Mister Buchanan decide not to stay too long.


Next we visit the plantation where Sydney daughters got sold to. Ellen and Jane turn into fine young women, and them very glad to get the coins Sydney sent. Luckily, it take a few days to fix up the stone wall that go right round the plantation. So when the working day done, we stay up most of the night talking bout when we was pickneys. How we used to run round the yard chasing the fowl them. How Calla and her bony knuckles would knock us on the head. How it was a good thing that for a short while we didn’t know how slave life going turn out to be.

Jane was always the pretty one and she even prettier now. Ellen was the shy one, but she not so shy anymore. She tell me bout them life, how hard it was at first. No mother or father to protect them. That them get many a beating, to make them learn faster. The plantation grow indigo trees, use the leaves to make dye. Blue gold, backra call it. Ellen work in the factory where she dry and press the dye into blocks. Package up the blocks to be sent off to the Mother Country. Jane working in the Great House, the mistress personal slave, just like her mother.

On the day I am leaving, a good deal of sadness well up when we say goodbye. If Stella and Sydney not enemies, I would be trying to come back for a visit.

After that, we spend many weeks travelling through the parish of Saint James. At first I feel the excitement of reaching somewhere different. Seeing and learning new things. Shaping the stone and laying it out. Sometimes we stop for a short while, do the work and leave. Sometimes is longer, if Mister Buchanan is a friend of the massa and him want something built. Then there is much dining and drinking and merriment in the Great House and Mister Buchanan always wake in a good mood. After a while, though, every place we stop at, I come to see the twisting hand of fate that mark me life. Decide if a slave going be lucky enough to belong to a kind massa, or trodden down by a cruel one.

Is late afternoon. We getting close to the end of our journey. All day we been riding down a narrow winding road that start high up in the hills and going end in the heart of the famous town of Montego Bay. On one side, far below us, a deep ravine, tall moss-covered trees covered in vines, growing one over the other. On the hillside, big leafy plants, flowering bushes, noisy with birds. The sound of crickets striking our ears, the heat making us sweat. Me grateful when we come round a bend and Mister Buchanan call a halt. Him want to stretch him legs, admire the view from a little hilltop ledge.

I can’t believe me eyes. I never seen so much water. No matter how far I look, you can still see it way off in the distance. In the growing sunset that water turn into a sheet of sparkling yellow glass with sailboats nodding gently up and down. Small ones, close in. Big ones, further out, they have what Mister Buchanan call masts. Some with two, some with three, them sails tied up at rest and flying flags to let it be known which countries of the world them come from.

I look back from the water, the whole town spread out below us, wrapping itself round the harbour in the shape of a horseshoe. Roads like spokes in a wheel that lead out into small plots of land. Is a big town, much bigger than the little towns close to the plantation. And as the sun slip below the water, one by one, lights come to life in the houses, on the roads, and it seem like we looking at a field of flickering, gleaming, peenie wallies.

After Mister Buchanan have him fill, him urge us on and we start to descend on the coast road. The sound of waves lapping against the stone wall making it difficult to stay awake.

Finally we reach the edge of town and the parting of the ways. Mister Buchanan give me a few coins to thank me for my efforts. Tell me to stay the night and to set off for Rock Pleasant the next day. Give me a permission slip to prove it.

What joy! I done a good job. Have coins in me pocket and, for a night, I am free to roam as I please.

After Mister Buchanan leave, I house the mule at a stable, then spend a good bit of time just walking round in wonderment. Up and down the streets that have lamps burning on every corner. Is strange to find meself in all this night-time brightness. Once the sun set on the plantation, darkness overtake it. The only light you have is the burning torch you carry.

First thing I notice, the houses seem so small, close, one beside the other with many floors going up. Stone down the bottom, for the first floor. Wood for the second where there is a little balcony with flowers in pots hanging off the side. It make everything look pretty like the houses all dressed up. The streets not only full up with houses, but taverns and shops of every kind. And even though is night-time, all the people them coming and going in this night-time brightness. Then I come to understand things move quick in a town, not one thing at a time, like on the plantation.

As to the town people, they have on fancy clothes, much better than even Massa, and they walk down the street like they own the place. And many of the faces I look pon, them is black or them is brown. They look like me, have eyes and nose the same as me, but on them face, I see something different. Maybe they don’t have no shadow gnawing at them guts. They must be the free coloureds and blacks Melon told me bout, slaves that been given freedom by them massa. Then after, any pickney them have is born free, no longer chattel. Some of them even have servants walking behind to carry them packages. I stop and stare, seeing not the faces of colour, but the faces of freedom.

It hit me hard. Why not me?


And every time I pass one of the shop windows, all I see is a grubby-faced, wide-eyed boy. Mouth hanging open, full head of raggedy hair and slave clothes made dusty and dirty from the long journey.

I turn off quick into one of the side streets, away from all the shop windows, bright lights. Search for a place to slow down, catch me breath. Finally one of the streets open out onto a little park. A quiet place where I can have a rest, sit with me back up against a tree. Too many sights, too many sounds, too much newness, it make me head hurt with thoughts going round and round. I wish I could find a tall breadfruit tree to store all the stories I collect.

While me sitting there, a well-dressed old Negro man come into the park. Sit on the bench. Must be need to catch him breath too. Him nod at me like him saying, ‘Good evening.’ So I nod back. All is quiet for a while till the old man turn to me again and to my surprise strike up a conversation.

‘First time in the bay, young man?’ him ask me.

‘Yes, sir,’ not knowing how to address him.

‘You lost? Feel sick?’

‘No, sir. Me just need to get away from all the bright light dem.’

‘Plantation boy, eh?’ and I nod, trying to tidy up me raggedy clothes.

‘How many years?’

‘Nineteen.’

‘Almost a man. I was like you once,’ him say, chuckling. Then him face change with the memory of it. ‘Now look at me, you see how fate lift me up, give me ease. You can never know how things going turn out.’

I nod and smile, except I don’t believe this ever going happen. Seem like I always end up sitting behind that wait-a-bit fence, looking in on a life not meant for me.


After a while the gentleman ease himself off the bench. ‘Well, I must be on my way,’ and him pull out a penny and give it to me. ‘Good luck to you,’ tipping his hat, before him turn, head back out the park.

I never see that old man again, but him words make me feel better, not so shame. And my belly start to growl, to rumble. Remind me that I have things to do. So I tidy up as much as me can, return to the streets with all the bright light them. Then I become like one of the town folk moving quick, in a hurry with somewhere important to go.

The first thing I must do is find out where Melon sister working. That cake must be plenty fortified by now. Melon tell me Winnie work in a house just off Market Street, the main street near the clock tower where they hold the Sunday markets. A few streets back from the port. The house is number 36. I buck up me courage, ask a kind-looking lady where the clock tower is and she point me in the right direction. When I get there, I walk down one side of Market Street, then the other, till me come to a door that have the number 36. There don’t seem to be a back way in so I lift me hand, knock on the front door. It get opened by a light-skinned child, maybe seven or eight.

‘What is your business?’ looking me up and down.

‘Me here to see Winnie,’ I stammer.

The child stare at me.

‘Melon sister?’ hoping this is the right place.

She look me up and down again.

‘Free or slave?’

I never been asked that before, and start to stutter. ‘Me …’

‘Slave,’ she say. ‘Use the back gate. The blue one,’ and slam the door in me face.

It take a good few minutes before I move from that door. This evening proving to be one big lesson. Free or slave? Should make no difference. Seem like even when backra not in charge, we take up them mantle, put it tight cross our shoulders.

Round the back, I see a little laneway and arrive at the gate painted blue. Notice how the house from the back is bigger than it look from the front. See how the plantation way come to town with a little provision garden full up with herbs and vegetables. I knock on the gate. Suddenly a big brown dog with a floppy ear run up, start barking. The dog is on a chain, but I don’t want to open the gate in case him come loose and tear me to pieces. All I do is stand there feeling foolish. I buck up me courage to knock on the gate again, louder this time. Soon a tall woman with a bright red apron round her waist, a blue head-tie, come hurrying down the path.

‘Hush up, Floppy,’ she say, throwing a stone at the dog and him yelp, stop mid-bark. Shy away.

‘I is looking for Winnie,’ I say when she open the gate.

‘I is Winnie,’ she say, looking me up and down. Seem like everybody in this town hold to the same habit.

‘Melon beg me send something for you,’ and this time I do as she do, look her up and down. You can tell they is sisters. Hold to the same features. She fat as Melon, just as round, except where Melon short, and her skin like cocoa, Winnie tall and her skin the colour of cornmeal.

‘You must be little Will,’ pulling me inside the yard. Giving me a big hug, squeezing the life out of me. ‘Melon tell me all bout Miss Stella’s first born. Me been looking out for you all this week,’ as she march back up the path, me trailing behind her.

As soon as we get inside, I start to unpack the crocus bag. Want to do me duty, pull out Melon present, hand it over. Winnie just hang the bag up. Tell me to save it for later.

‘When you eat last?’ she ask. And I can tell by the way she look at me, she thinking the same thing Melon always used to: ‘Need to fatten you up.’

She show me a place to wash. Then set a spoon and a bowl of chicken stew down in front of me, along with a big piece of bread.

‘Eat,’ she say, and before I know it, me wiping up the last little bit with the bread and Winnie bringing the pot over, filling up the bowl again. Seem like good cooking must run in the family. Is the best stew I ever taste. Mind you, I never going tell Melon that.

‘Is a good ting you here,’ taking away the bowl. ‘Big celebration, the day after tomorrow. Must make youself useful,’ handing me a couple of dry coconuts she already break open. Get me to scoop out the kernel, start to grate them. While me doing this, the light-skinned child come into the kitchen.

‘Mama,’ she shout. ‘Mama come quick. Winnie have a visitor in the kitchen.’

I hear footsteps. Then one of the most handsome woman me ever seen come striding into the kitchen. I can’t stop meself from staring. She look like one of them fancy dressed people on the street. She have on a pale yellow dress with lace round the sleeves. A tiny waist. A low curve to the neckline with a bosom that is round and full. And her skin the colour of tea when Massa put a little milk in it. It shine in the lamp light, smooth like silk.

‘Winnie,’ she say. ‘How many times do I have to tell you? No gentleman callers in the house.’

‘Is little Will, Mistress Josephine. Remember, me tell you? Melon, me sister, send him.’

Mistress Josephine must be one of them free coloureds. The way she look down at me, I know she never been no slave. I stand up too quickly. Knock over the bowl with the coconut pieces, hasten to pick them up. But the child run up and grab one. Take a big bite. Mistress Josephine not too happy bout that. She lift up her hand and slap the child.

‘A well-mannered little girl does not do that!’ And she slap the child again. The poor child start to bawl. She throw the coconut piece on the floor then run out. Winnie make a move to go after her, but Mistress Josephine stop her. ‘You spoil that child too much. It’s the only way children learn.’

When everything get cleaned up, Mistress Josephine still standing there. Finally look at me.

‘Can you fix things, little Will?’

‘Yes, Mistress,’ nodding me head up and down, grinning like a fool. ‘I can fix things. Fix dem good.’

‘Well thank the Lord,’ she say, flicking open a little fan she have hanging off her wrist, start fanning herself. ‘That jackal Louis promised he’d be back today and still no sign of him. Tomorrow morning, be here early. Winnie will give you breakfast. Then before we start, I’ll give you a list of items I need picking up at the store. The balcony railing is most unstable. One of the floorboards is coming up in the parlour and …’

‘Excuse me, Mistress Josephine.’ She look at me hard for interrupting. ‘Massa expect me to come right back.’

‘Your massa, Cargill Mowatt, yes? That old scoundrel!’ and she sigh. ‘He still owes me money from his last visit. I’ll send word that in lieu of payment, I’ll make full use of your services for the next few days.’ And with that, Mistress Josephine lift up her nose along with her skirt them and stride back out the kitchen.

Winnie look at me and can see me finding things moving a little too quick. She burst out laughing. ‘Welcome to the bay,’ she say. ‘Guess me have to find you a place to stay.’

‘What bout Massa?’ not believing everything going be all right.


‘Don’t you worry, little Will. Whatever Mistress Josephine want, Mistress Josephine always get.’

After we eat a piece of Melon fortified cake, Winnie take me to the shed at the back. It belong to Louis, another of Mistress Josephine slave, but since him not back from visiting a sick relative, she tell me I might as well make use of it. Inside is scrubbed clean with a little cot for a bed. A table and stool pushed up against the wall. Remind me of old cripple Jonnie hut. Been a long time since I think bout him. Also been a long time since I sleep pon a bed. As soon as I lay down, me eyes get heavy and I fall into a dead sleep.

The next thing I know, there is banging on the door. Winnie calling out to make haste to come eat. Mistress Josephine already up and asking for me. I quickly get dressed. Wash meself with a bowl of water Winnie kindly leave outside. I still afraid of Floppy, but him seem to accept me as one of the family now.

Inside the house is all hustle and bustle. Mistress Josephine in the parlour marching up and down ordering some slave girls to take down the curtains for washing. Making them pull up the carpets so the floor can get scrubbed. Cover up the chairs to keep out the dust when the dusting begins.

‘There you are, little … What’s your name, boy?’ she ask me when I enter, stand by the door.

‘Is William,’ giving her me best smile.

‘I see,’ but the way she say it, it make me close down me smile in a hurry.

‘Follow me,’ and she lead me back into the kitchen where Winnie rolling out dough. ‘Clean yourself up, Winnie, then take William to the shops. I won’t have slaves looking like they just stepped out of a cow pasture. Take this list and show him where to get things.’


‘Yes, Mistress Josephine.’

Within a very short time me following Winnie down Market Street. She know everybody we pass. Say, ‘Good morning,’ and nod her head. I try to do the same thing except they look down them nose, just ignore me.

First stop is a shop and it only selling clothes for men. As soon as Winnie enter, a brown-skinned man step out from behind the counter. Leave the gentleman him talking to. Come right over to us.

‘Morning, Miss Winnie,’ him say.

‘Morning, Mister Potts.’

‘And how is Mistress Josephine this morning?’ and I can see him hoping to receive a special little mention from her.

‘Just fine, Mister Potts. Just fine.’

When nothing is forthcoming, him sigh and ask, ‘How can I be of assistance?’

Winnie nod in my direction. ‘Mistress want him to have a better set of clothes.’

Mister Potts barely look at me, just nod to the assistant, who pull aside a curtain. Show me to a little room at the back. Pull out a measuring tape. Start to measure me up, just the way I see Stella do when she making clothes for Massa. Take her a long time to sew, so is a surprise when the assistant open up a cupboard and show me what him call hand-me-downs hanging on the rack. I try on a few different ones till a pair of pants and shirt fit me good. While this happening the assistant don’t say a word just bundle up me old clothes.

‘Will you be taking these with you? Or should I throw them away?’

‘Of course I want dem,’ not knowing if the hand-me-downs is a loan or a gift.


When we head back into the front of the shop, I see Winnie give a few coins to Mister Potts.

‘Please give Mistress Josephine my regards,’ looking me over like I am no longer a mongrel dog. ‘I look forward to attending the celebration tomorrow evening.’

Back on the street again, is like I step into a new world. People seem to notice me. Maybe is the clothes or maybe is because I start to feel like not so much a stranger. After that, everything get busy, busy, busy. We go in and out of all the shops. Pick up many supplies so by the time we get back to the house, me arms loaded down with packages and me head is spinning. No time to rest though. Mistress Josephine put me to work straight away and before I know it, the rest of the day, it go by very quickly. At the end of her inspection, she tell Winnie to make sure she feed me up good.

‘Oh, and another thing,’ she say. ‘Try to do something about that hair,’ before she pick up her skirt them, bounce out the room.

Right then and there Winnie pick up her scissors. Start to chop. Pretty soon all them raggedy bits falling to the floor. Then she take a comb, drag it through me hair. Add some coconut oil to plaster it down. When I look in the mirror is like me looking at a person I not seen before. Remind me bout when I saw James come down the front steps of the Great House. I know was James, but him look so different. Not just the beautiful jacket, ruffled shirt and pants him had on, the boots, the stockings, but that him held him head up. Held it high, like him already turn into a gentleman. I could see him crossed over a line and never looking back.

Winnie notice me sitting there all quiet like. Must be get a sense of where me mind is wondering.

‘What’s the matter, little Will? You think bout James?’

‘What you mean? How you know bout James?’


‘Everybody know bout James. Is a big thing when a slave get him free paper. Him pass this way you know. Massa Cargill ask Mistress Josephine to buy new clothes, new shoes. Teach him manners. Make him presentable. Get him ready for the trip to the Mother Country.’

Was like a dream when James got sent away. Now to know him was standing in this kitchen too, it cause me to catch my breath.

‘You must miss him? Miss him plenty bad?’

‘Only when me think bout him.’

‘And you think bout him all the time?’

I nod, try to stop the tear them.

‘Me understand,’ Winnie say. ‘Is the same with Melon and me. Mistress Josephine mother, she buy us at the slave yard, when we was just young pickney. Sold Melon to old Massa William to work on the plantation. Keep me in town to help look after Mistress Josephine. What a lot of weeping. Took a long time, but me learn to not think bout how much me missing her.’

‘Why she choose you?’

‘Why you think? Colour, little Will. Mistress Josephine mother was a sambo. She like it that she have a slave lighter than her. Even so, this family been good to me, can’t complain.’

Winnie take hold of me hands. Squeeze them tight.

‘Family is family, you can’t break that. James, him taking the best of all of you to dem faraway places, to the people him going see and meet. James going become like the wayfarer. The one holding the torch high, stepping out first. Have a little faith. One day James going return to lead the way, lead you into that new future.’

I hope Winnie is right, but I doubt James going return.

I probably never would.


That night I lay on Louis cot, since him still not return yet. I think bout life on the plantation. It seem very slow, very simple. Very far away and is the first time I come to see how different my life could be. Make me wonder what it must be like for James, out in a world that Winnie tell me move even faster than Montego Bay. Out there, not with him own kind, with nobody to turn to, no big brother to protect him soft edges. It set me mind in turmoil till I fall asleep, praying no one treat him cruel, only kind.

Next morning, I wake early and enter the kitchen, and hear Mistress Josephine shouting at the child.

‘Rose, you will do as you are told. Go with Winnie down the street to Miss Bonnie to have your hair done up special. I have no time for that today.’

‘I will not,’ little Rose say, stamping her foot on the floor.

‘We must all look our best tonight. So you are going.’

‘No.’

‘Yes.’

‘No!’

‘Yes!’ and up come Mistress Josephine hand and slap her. Make little Rose start howling, run hide her face in Winnie apron. ‘And stop making all that noise. You sound like a bleating goat just before Louis cuts its throat.’ Make little Rose cry even louder.

After Mistress Josephine leave the room, little Rose still sobbing, even though Winnie try to calm her down. Hug her up like Calla used to do. I remember the doll Mary gave me, pull it out, show it to her. Is just a raggedy, mash-up thing, but little Rose look at that doll like is the prettiest doll she seen. She look at me, look at the doll, not sure if she can take it. Finally she reach out, snatch it away. Hold it tight to her chest.


‘Better hide it,’ Winnie say. ‘Will be our secret.’

Little Rose slip it inside her waistband. Start to dry her eyes.

Mistress Josephine call out to her from the parlour to ‘hurry up or else’. When she and Winnie heading out the door, she turn and give me the biggest smile. Now I know who that doll was meant for. Baby Jesus not going miss it one bit.

Once Winnie return, put on her apron and start to cook. Pretty soon the place full up with the banging of pots and pans and smells to make you mouth water. And just like Melon, Winnie put me to work chopping up the wood she going need for all that cooking.

Later, some of Mistress Josephine friends come over to help set up the house for the celebration. One time, when me heading to the parlour with some more chairs I have to fetch from next door, I overhear the women talking.

‘How come Josephine always manage to find herself a nice little mango?’

‘Well, why not? She paying for this one.’

‘Nice and juicy.’

‘Ripe.’

‘Ready for the picking.’

When I enter, they stop talking and is a whole lot of giggling behind hands going on.

I have just enough time to have a wash, get changed into the serving clothes Mistress Josephine want me to wear when the guest them start to arrive. She tell me to stand at the front door to greet them. If them arrive on foot, I must take the gentlemen hat and gloves, the ladies cloak, put them aside. If them arrive by carriage, I supposed to help them alight. It don’t take long before me running in and out the house helping gentlemen and ladies to enter. And when I see how them all dress, me have to stop meself from staring. Is like Christmas time, when everyone, even plantation slaves, get dressed up in them finest.

Winnie tell me later. ‘Dem gowns. Dem is nothing fancy. You should see what they wear to the ball at the governor’s mansion.’

By the time all the guest them arrive and I make it inside, the celebration is at its height. The room full up with a sea of black, brown and white faces, everybody mingling together. In one corner, a small group of musicians playing a lively tune. Nobody seem to be listening, though, because they all talking at once. Winnie don’t give me time to stand and gape. She hand me a tray and tell me to go round, pick up empty glasses and plates.

While I make me way round the room, I notice that Mistress Josephine is the centre of it all. Moving here and there, talking and laughing with all her guests. I also notice how she sometimes look pon me, when she think me not looking, then fan herself before she turn back to the person she speaking to. I see Mister Potts trying hard to get her attention, but from where me standing, poor Mister Potts don’t have no hope in that direction.

And there is little Rose, sitting in a window seat, her hair done up fancy with ribbons and a pretty pin. All straight-backed and being as good as can be. When I go past, me give her a quick smile and a wink. She check to make sure her mother not looking, then she smile right back. She must be have a sip of Winnie rum punch because when I pass, them smiles keep getting bigger and bigger.

When things start to slow down, I decide to head outside onto the balcony to get some fresh air. The room too hot and all the people them make me feel closed in. I notice even though is late, the streets still full of people coming and going bout them business. It make plantation life seem very dull and lifeless.

Round midnight some of the guests start to leave and is up to me to hand them back hats and coats, help bring up the carriages. Must be bout two in the morning when finally the last guest make him way down the stairs. Is Mister Potts and him seem to be in a bad mood. Look like I was right, him not going catch Mistress Josephine favour, not tonight.

After we do a bit of cleaning up, Winnie leave me to lock up the doors and windows so she can go to bed. ‘Me poor feet burning me. Been standing on dem since early, early this morning.’

When everything locked down tight, I head back upstairs to the parlour, bump into Mistress Josephine standing by the doorway.

‘What are you doing, boy?’

‘Cleaning up, Mistress,’ starting to put the last of the glasses on the tray.

‘Leave that until the morning.’ She pick up a candle snuffer, put out the candles one by one. The last one she leave lit, pick it up and head out the parlour. ‘Well, what are you waiting for?’ looking back at me before she turn, start up the stairs. I stand there not sure what she want me to do.

‘Come, my little mango, come,’ she say, calling down to me. ‘Come and show your mistress how juicy you are.’

Now I come to understand what it is Mistress Josephine is paying for. And with that, me feet come unstuck and I find meself leaping up the stairs, two by two.

I spend three more weeks at the home of Mistress Josephine before she feel Massa pay him debt to her. During the day she have me work on the house. Make sure every little thing get fixed up good. When she go into town to do her shopping, she sometimes have me walk behind carrying her package them. Can’t help noticing how her lady friend them always whispering and giggling behind them fans as we walk by. Mistress Josephine pay them no mind.

‘Jealous,’ she say, and laugh.


When Winnie too busy in the kitchen, sometimes I have to take little Rose to the school run by the church. They make it free for everybody. Whites, blacks and coloureds. If I don’t have work to do, me sit, just inside the door, listening to all the lessons. And it always bring James to mind knowing him must be learning all them lessons too.

After lessons, if Mistress Josephine want some ‘peace and quiet’ I come to know mean she have a gentleman caller, and me must take little Rose for a walk. Rose always want to walk down Market Street, past all the shops, past the warehouses till we come to the port. Sit on the stone wall and eat sweetmeats, looking at the flags on all the tall sailing ships, try to name the country they come from. One afternoon she count, very proudly, at least sixteen of them large ships. And when we walk along the promenade she like to talk slave talk, not proper like she supposed to.

‘See that one there,’ she say, pointing. ‘One day,’ taking another sweetmeat, ‘one day, me going climb on board one of dem ships and sail far far away.’

‘Where to?’

‘Me going sail round and round till me grow big and tall. Come back, and Mama can’t tell me what to do no more.’

I nod me head. Sail round the world is a thing I never think bout before. But then, I reason to meself, I never imagine me going be sitting on a port bench eating sweetmeats, wearing fancy clothes, talking bout sailing ships.

Then the thought of it get broken when little Rose point at one of the ships.

‘See dem two there. The big ones. Dem used to be slave ships. Bring plenty slaves from Africa. And even before dem ships come into port, everybody know, because you can smell dem a long time before you see dem. Stink like the outhouse. And the slaves is all chained up. Can barely stand. Have sores all over. That’s before they get fattened up and slavers rub oil on dem body. Get dem ready to be sold.’

‘Who tell you this?’

‘Winnie,’ little Rose say. ‘Make Mama plenty mad when she find out.’

Later that night I ask Winnie bout it.

‘Little Rose need to know the truth,’ she tell me. ‘Is too late for you, me, for Mistress Josephine. We used to this slavery business, come to accept the way it is. But little Rose. One day, me hope that little girl going come to understand how wicked it is. Work hard to stop it. You think we freer here than out on the plantation? Think because Mistress not a backra it going be different? Slavery is slavery.’

Fixing up the house, helping Winnie in the kitchen, looking after little Rose is one thing. But come night-time, now that is when the real work begin. Mistress Josephine like me to serve her a late supper, up in her bedroom. She have me dressed like a savage she call it. Have nothing on but a loincloth. While she eating, I must fill up the little copper bathtub she have sitting in one corner with hot water. When it ready, I help her to undress while she stand in front of the mirror to admire herself.

‘Do you find me beautiful, little Will?’

‘Yes, Mistress Josephine, the most beautiful woman in Montego Bay.’

Mind you, not hard. She is the prettiest woman I ever seen.

When she naked, she settle herself into the tub. Get me to wash her. Wash her all over, before I wrap a sheet round her. Lift her out and take her to bed.

Is like living in a dream, one that I know soon going have to end. So while it last, I make the best of it. Indulge in whatever little whim or fancy Mistress Josephine instruct me to do. Back on the plantation, I favour a few of the giggling indoor slave girls. Meet them in secret, do me business and leave. Nothing fancy, never make no promises. I know Stella going choose for me. But spending time with Mistress Josephine, I come to understand what it mean to be a juicy mango and delight in the pleasure it bring Mistress Josephine. She also teach me to give her pleasure, before taking mine. Best of all though, she teach me the power, strength and beauty of me own kind.

The day come for me to leave, and it seem to come up so fast. I say goodbye to Winnie in the kitchen. She hug me up good, give me her own fortified cake to send back to Melon. Little Rose start to cry and she cling to me, trying to make me stay. Even Mistress Josephine seem to have a watery look in her eyes. Was hard to say goodbye, put back on the raggedy slave clothes, sling me crocus bag over me shoulder. This time, I head out the front door, not the back, before I walk to the stable where me house that old mule me ride in on. Get up on him back and take the coast road leading out of town. Hoping that one day, I don’t know how, me going be like the town people them, like James, walking free down the street, holding me head up high.











World of Loss



After I come back from Montego Bay, everybody gather round, ask plenty plenty questions. Have to sit night after night outside the hut, tell them every little thing bout what life is like in the famous town. Tell them bout the harbour, the sailing ships, the town people seabathing in all that water. The fancy clothes, the shops, the streets at night, how them full of light. Tell them bout Mistress Josephine and little Rose, how them is free and never been no slave. But mainly everybody want to know how black, white and coloureds mingle in the streets all together. Melon come every night, Mary follow close behind, and when everybody gone, I have to tell her all the stories me collect bout Winnie. How she look, what she cook, how she faring. Even Floppy the dog get a mention. One time when I was storytelling, Massa come stumbling down the path, stand in the shadows listening. Then him go on him way to him latest favourite slave woman. Massa always like him rum, used to have a glass after supper, maybe two. But now it seem like the drinking habit catch him.
 

After a while, the talking nights outside the hut come to an end. And all the memories I have, come down to one. How for a time, I walked like a free man down them streets in fancy clothes, holding me head up high. Is the only thing that keep me going when plantation life seem dull, seem slow. And the unfairness of my life, start to push and poke me. And the mosquitoes buzz and start to sting. One afternoon, after I spend all day weeding in Massa garden, him come up start yelling, tell me what a bad job I done. I look round and know is not true.

‘Do it youself, then!’ I shout at him, and throw down the spade. I don’t know who is more surprised, me or Massa. Him slap me hard cross the mouth.

‘Never raise your voice to me again, boy. Or next time you will feel the lash.’ And him turn him back on me and storm away.

After that Massa must be tell Busha Davis to start jobbing me out. Send me all over the place to plantations far and wide. Sometimes the jobbing take me away for many weeks, sometimes only a few days. It make me happy to be free to work as I see fit, free to learn more bout building in stone. Sometimes even help build a new room on a massa Great House. Is hard work, but I enjoy it.

Planting season come, gone and come again, and in time I stop longing for them happy days up in Montego Bay. But no matter how long I been away, when I return to Rock Pleasant, is like time stand still, and nothing much changed.

Not this time, though.

This time, when I return from the last job I finish, everything seem more quiet than usual. I search out Stella, but she sullen, do what she have to do, move on, do the next, but all the while say nothing, pay nobody no mind. When I ask after Eliza, Stella tell me she sick, must leave her alone. Then I start notice nobody seem able to look at me straight, them look at me sideways, have a funny look in them eyes. Finally, Calla tell me. Sit me down late one night, give me the news. At first she find it hard to speak, till finally she tell me.

‘Massa get drunk.’

Nothing new bout that, me thinking. But then she go on.

‘Massa …’ Calla stop, collect herself. ‘Is a terrible thing, little Will. Him try to have him way with Eliza.’

‘Eliza?’

Calla nod. ‘Only problem is Eliza start to holler. Cry and struggle, call out for Stella. When Stella hear, she come running up. Pulled Massa off her. She so angry, she stand there screaming, calling Massa names. Stella scream so loud, so long, could hear it all round the slave village,’ Calla say, shaking her head. ‘Massa get plenty mad. Want to hurt Stella, hurt her bad. Him order Winston to whip Eliza. Make Stella watch dem daughter get ten lashes. Ignore Stella when she get down on her hands and knees beg Massa to stop. Beg Massa to whip her instead. Was no use. Eliza get that whipping good and proper. Mark her back for life.’

All these years I know what Massa been up to. But sweet Eliza, him own daughter? Made vomit rise up in me throat. Had to breathe deep to stop it. If I had been there, seen it, heard Eliza cry out, when Massa try to have him way with her. When the lash cut her back. What me going do? Turn that whip on Massa, give him the whipping him deserve? But when it come right down to it, like everybody else, me going do nothing. Nothing except hold down the vomit, hold it down good. Go bout me business like nothing happen.

The other slave them, they glad. I can see it in them eyes. Specially Sydney. She think we act like we special, now Massa show that our little family is not. And the power Stella had over them, starting to fade.

When I ask Sammy bout it, I can’t believe what him say.


‘Eliza should’a just stay quiet. Let Massa do him business. Use it to her advantage.’

I go visit Stella and Eliza one night, bring wood I chop special just for them. Sit beside Eliza, hold her hand. Stella make bush tea and we drink it together. When Eliza fall into sleep, I ask Stella if she want me to stay with them in the hut. Stella shake her head, look up at me. I never see such deep sadness.

‘Nobody can help me, Willy. Me know it now.’

Stella say nothing more after that, but her word them make me afraid. I know the power of the snake Stella have inside her. When it strike, it going do plenty damage. For now though, is best to let it be. Just sit quietly beside her, knowing she gathering her strength for whatever coming down the path to meet her.

 

I wake early to a dark hut. The clouds moving a sheet of grey over the sky, over the sun. Hanging low, heavy, them seem so close. It feel like it going rain. By the time the clouds blow over, it turn into a day I never will forget.

It start like normal. Is water barrel day. It going take me a whole day by the time I scrub and clean and fill them, but is a job I don’t much mind. Getting ready to head out to the pasture to find that mule to ride him down to the river, I hear me name called out. Look out the hut, see Eliza running up the path through the slave village.

‘William, come quick! Come quick! Something happen to Massa!’

I use the shortcut past the bamboo grove. Move quick down to the Great House, sweating all the way. Run round the back, enter through the kitchen. Then I hear it. Lord what a lot of commotion, weeping and wailing coming from the parlour. What a shock when I enter. Everything in a terrible state. Massa laying on the couch, blood everywhere. Sydney winding her apron round him neck trying to stop the flow. Mistress Margaret slumped in a chair wringing her hands and moaning. One of the young house slaves on hands and knees mopping up the floor and weeping. Mary holding onto Melon, eyes wide, shaking her head from side to side.

‘What happen? What happen?’

‘Winston see Massa horse running, dragging Massa. Him foot catch up in the stirrup. Blood all over him clothes,’ Melon tell me in between the mopping and moaning and hand wringing. ‘Busha Davis gone fetch Doctor Watson.’

Sammy come in bringing a big glass of rum for Mistress Margaret. I can see him eyes turn red from weeping. She grab the glass, gulp it down in one go.

‘Brandy!’ she shout. ‘Get some brandy for my son.’

I look round for Stella. No sign of her. Eliza go get the brandy bottle from the cupboard. Mistress Margaret pour it into a spoon, try get Massa to drink. Make no difference. Massa just lay there, still, hardly breathing.

Busha Davis show up bringing Doctor Watson. Tell Sydney to take Mistress Margaret to her room. Tell us all to get out. Go bout our business.

‘Back to work,’ him shout when nobody make a move.

Massa never make it through the night. Dead and turning cold by the next morning. Doctor Watson have to give Mistress Margaret a big dose of tonic to calm her down.

And everybody asking, how this can happen?

That night, Stella come to me hut. She not come for a visit in a long time. Not after she move out the slave village. Not after she and Eliza living in the hut Massa had Winston build special for them.


She come in close and I expect to see grief stretched cross her face. But in the flicking candle light, what I see is fear.

‘You find the hatchet?’

‘What you mean?’

‘Don’t act stupid. The one you lend Robert.’

‘Him never return it.’

‘You better look for it. Find it, and find it quick.’

‘Stella, what you saying?’ But I get no answer. She gone already. Slipped into the shadows of the night.

The next day and many days after, I go looking for that hatchet. The one I lend McKellar when him tell me him going use it to chop wood. I never find it.

Mistress Margaret hold the funeral up in the little white church on the hill. I is surprised to see how many people come from all round the parish. Specially since I know most of them never even been to the plantation before. And they come all dressed up in them Sunday best.

‘To be seen. To gossip later,’ Melon say.

Stella, Sammy, Eliza and me, we all go to the funeral. Stand together at the back of the church. Make Mistress Margaret upset when she see us, but we is family whether she like it or not.

The service don’t last long. Just long enough for the priest to tell everybody what a good man Massa was. How much him going be missed. And may God rest him soul. Then we all return to the plantation where they lower Massa body into the grave. Cover it all up. Hold a wake in the Great House where Mistress Margaret serve plenty food and drink. Must be well past midnight before the last person leave and we all catch some rest.

Everything happen so fast, none of us can really believe it. One day Massa here. The next, him gone. Buried beside Old Massa William up on the hilltop. And as in life, so in death, him get the plot with the best view. Mistress Margaret walk up there every day, tell Winston to bring flowers and plant them.

A few weeks after the funeral, Eliza and me walking past the Great House when Mistress Margaret come rushing out the front door. She in a terrible state, her hair sticking up all over the place. Her clothes wrinkled like she been sleeping in them.

She walk up and down on the verandah shouting.

‘Where is my son? Where is my Cargill? What have you done to him? First my husband, now my son. What a wicked, wicked, evil place this is.’

Then another day, she pick up her skirt, stumble down the path through the little forest of dogwood trees. Enter every slave hut, start throw belongings out the door. Happy to see frightened faces when she shout out.

‘I want you filthy Negroes off my property. Get out! Get out all of you! The sooner I see the back of you wretches, the better,’ before Sydney come rushing down, hustle her back up the path.

Most time though, she stay in her room, keep all the shutter them closed, don’t let in a ray of sunlight. Spend day and night alone, lock herself away, not eating, only drinking glass after glass of Melon ginger beer.

‘She make me mix it up with plenty rum,’ Melon tell me. ‘Pity the poor woman, she still in deep mourning, grieving hard for her son.’

Mistress Margaret think she is the only one grieving. What bout Stella children, grieving for a father. We each suffering in our own worlds.

One morning when she take to her bed, overcome with sadness, with the heat, I take a walk up that hill to the plantation burial ground. Sit by Massa grave, look out over the canefield them. Listen to the leaves rustling, crows cawing in the distance, hoping sound going calm my soul.


The thorn, the lie grumbling between Massa and Stella bout me birth, it finally get plucked out, but it leave behind a terrible brooding at how it shape me life.

Have twenty seasons under me bare, stubbed toes. I am no longer a boy. Now a man. But have nothing to show for it. Is true I learn to carve out a place in this chatteled world. Turn stonemason. Get sent out jobbing, do the work good. No chains round me neck, but hidden deep within the skin. Massa taught me what I is. A nothing, a slave. And I learn it good. Now Massa gone, maybe I can learn something new. How to be a different man. A man not afraid to reach out and take him just rewards.

 

Before long, two militia officers come riding up on them horses. Start to ask questions. Spend a long time talking to Winston bout the field slave them. Who come, who go, who hold a grudge against Massa. Line up all the house slaves. Get them to enter a little room Busha Davis set aside. Talk to them, one by one. Talk to me and Sammy and Stella too. Write down all the day and time them, where we been, what we do. Write it all down in a little black book that get full up with more and more of the word and number them.

Next thing I learn, soldiers go out hunting for Robert McKellar. Find him up in Montego Bay, put him in chains, drag him off to the gaolhouse. Before too long, word reach Rock Pleasant that backra accusing McKellar of murdering Massa and them going put him on trial.

When Stella hear, she take the news hard. The dark cloud round her shoulders get even darker, and grief join the fear that spread tight cross her face. Everybody must think the grief for Massa, but I know is for McKellar. He is her long-time special friend. She been seeing him from when I was a pickney. I remember how on market days after all the selling, she used to take me to the rum shop and McKellar show up. Him was always pledging him life to Stella. And when she smile sweet at him, him used to tell her, ‘Me going do whatever it take.’ Maybe she ask him for something special, something too big. But when I ask her if she know what happen, she tighten her lips and say nothing.

Finally we get the news. McKellar been found guilty. Him going hang. Next thing we hear, McKellar family come down from the mountains, ride into Montego Bay, collect the body and take it back up to them village. McKellar was well respected, liked and the funeral turn out to be a big one, with many people attending to pay them respects. Stella wanted to go bad, but is two days travel just to get there. And she know Mistress Margaret going never let her go to the funeral of the man that backra say kill her son. During the day, Stella too proud to show how she feeling, but Eliza tell me, every night she weeping till the first cock crow.

‘First Massa. Now McKellar,’ Calla start up after a day of work when I go visit her and end up sitting outside her hut drinking bush tea. ‘Death come to visit too close together,’ she say, shaking her head. ‘Snatch away the two men that love up Stella.’

‘Massa love Stella? Must be keep it well hidden.’

‘Not just one type of love,’ Calla say. ‘Love can rope people together in warmth in kindness, keep the shadow at bay. That is the kind of love McKellar give her. Then there is the kind Massa hold to. A jealous, cruel love that entangle dem, drag dem down, give the shadow plenty to gnaw at.’

‘You think she love dem back?’

‘Love dem different. McKellar, him come to be more like friend. The only one she can trust. Massa, she learn to love. Is how she survive. It go right back to when dem was little,’ Calla say, lighting up her pipe. ‘If you see Stella, you going see Massa trailing behind. Dem run round the yard, chase after chickens. Climb trees, raced each other to the top. Pick fruit, teased the dogs, till the time come for the parting of the ways. Stella, she must learn her path not the same as Massa. Him must understand him going be her massa one day.’

A few weeks go by. The plantation start return to normal, just as if Massa still alive. The canefield them get weeded, clothes get washed, food cooked, cows taken out to pasture. Busha Davis keep running the plantation till Mistress Margaret can decide what she going do, and it seem like finally, all is laid to rest. Underneath though, I have this churning feeling. Like when storm skies come up over the horizon and they get darker the closer them get.

Dark like the jackets of the militia men when them come snooping round the plantation again. Rumours start flying everywhere. And before you know it, after all the questions finish, plenty finger pointing going on.

One morning, me guarding the plantain walk when I see Eliza running down the path. She all out of breath.

‘Soldiers come looking for Stella. They also looking for you,’ she tell me. ‘They pass by the canefield marching in a row. Winston get up on him horse. Come riding up to the Great House to give the news. Cause a big ruckus. One of dem – must be the captain – him spend long time talking to Busha Davis. Then him call out Stella. She put on a clean apron, go stand on the verandah all nice and quiet-like. You should see Stella face,’ Eliza say, wringing her hands. ‘When the captain call out they going arrest her for the murder of Massa. They coming here next,’ Eliza tell me. ‘You must run, escape. Get on that mule. Ride far, far away.’











Trial



The young cane in the field them already starting to ripen. Is the dry season, not too hot, not too windy. Soon the fierce heat of summer set in. But Stella and me, we not going see it.

What we doing? Waiting for the trial to begin.

We been locked in a gaol cell for bout a month. Stella in the next cell beside me, but they won’t let me see her. Only see her when the legal man, Mister Grignon, come and him sometimes question us together.

‘To prepare the case,’ him say.

Some days they let me out the back to walk, stretch me legs. But no amount of leg stretching going stop me from feeling all hemmed in like what we do to the animal them.

The rest of the time? Eat. Sleep. Stare at walls.

When I start to fret, I stand on the little box to look out the window onto the main road leading into town. Bring back happy memories of when I was staying with Mistress Josephine, Winnie and little Rose. If only I could step back into that time.

The gaolhouse close to the port, a noisy place, where all the backra bring them sugar barrels. Slaves roll them down to the beach and into the longboats that take them to the big sailing ships travelling to the Mother Country. Is just like Calla tell me, all them many seasons ago.

Cross the way is a large warehouse and every morning a boy come park himself in the shade of the overhanging roof. Must be one of them free coloureds. Have a basket of fruit and sweetmeats that him selling. When a carriage get close, the boy jump to attention, try to make a sale. Sometimes I see a gentleman bang him walking stick on the carriage roof. Make the driver pull on the reins.

‘Whoa! Whoa, steady now!’

The gentleman lean out the window.

‘Over here, boy.’ And the boy run over hand him a little bag of sweetmeats, receive a few coins, hold them careful like they is precious. The carriage start up again, the young boy running long side shouting.

‘Thank you, Mister. Thank you.’

Is a wealthy town, this Montego Bay. Would be a good place to make home. I look at that boy and wonder what life would be like if I was him. Maybe I would be able to make something of meself. I know this is just fancy dreaming, because me life right now is going nowhere. Except if backra have him way, straight to the hangman noose. So I keep looking out that window like me life depending on it.

The night before the trial, worry and dread sit heavy on me chest, make me turn this way, that way on the small wooden bunk we made to lay on. And me mind always bring me round to Stella. How come is always me, her first born, that end up getting roped up in all her scheming. First with Massa. Then with McKellar. It make me toss and turn thinking bout what going happen to me. Hanged by the neck till dead? Whipped and punished for something I didn’t do? As to Sammy and Eliza, if me and Stella gone, they only have Calla and Melon to look out for them. Probably even get sold. The whole thing is just one big sorry business. And because of Stella, me sitting right in the middle of it.

The next morning, I wake early in the twilight time just before dawn. Give up on catching any sleep. Watch as the sun creep into the cell, cross the ceiling. Rise, dress meself in the clean clothes they gave me to wear.

‘Cannot have you looking like that in the court now, can we?’ Mister Grignon said. ‘Judge Alexander would not stand for it.’

Go stand on the little box to look out the window. Might be the last time is what me thinking. Watch as one of the carriage them trundle by.

I keep looking till the carriage disappear turn off the main road and into the drive that lead to the back of the courthouse. Is then it come to me where I seen that gentleman before. A few days ago, him come to the gaol to speak to a prisoner bout another case him working on.

‘His name is Mister Jackson,’ Mister Grignon told me. ‘He’s working for the Crown. And in court, he’s going to try to prove that you and Stella killed your master.’

I still looking out the window when me hear the sound of keys jangling. The guard unlocking the cell door. Him move quick to bolt the irons round me ankles, then shuffle me out the gaol to a waiting horse-drawn wagon. Shove me up inside where Stella already waiting. I sit close, hold her hand, but when I try talk to her, she shake her head. Tell me to be quiet, must use the time to pray.

The drive to the back of the courthouse is a short one. Before I know it, the wagon stop and the wagon door open. The guard unshackle us, tell us to make haste as they herd us through a noisy, waiting crowd. The crowd move in close, shout and boo us. Cheer when a stone hit Stella in the middle of her back, make her stagger. The crowd keep pushing in closer and closer, lift up them fist like them want to kill us right there and then. The guards have to work hard to hold them back. We reach the front of the courthouse and the guards shove us inside, slamming the door shut. Make us move quick up the stairs. March us down the hall to different rooms, bolt the door, post guards outside.

Finally Stella and me get herded into the courtroom. The room is plenty big with high white walls, polished wooden floors and windows all round. In the middle is the prisoner dock. A wooden cell where we sit, shackled side by side. A man with a white wig sit up front looking down on us from behind a big bench. Must be the judge. And sitting to one side, a row of wealthy-looking gentlemen, all dressed up. Must be the jury, them that going decide our fate.

I buck up me courage, start to look round. Is a shock to see how many people sitting in row after row, all jammed together. And everywhere I look, all I see is angry faces. Not one friendly one in sight. Off to the side, I notice a group of free coloureds. Ladies and gentlemen dressed in them Sunday best. I look to see if Mistress Josephine is there, but she is not. No sign of Winnie, either. It would give me strength to see a kindly face I know.

The clock on the wall strike ten times.

Since the court session start, Mister Jackson and Mister Grignon been presenting them case. They look like two peacocks showing off them feathers. And many in the crowd starting to get restless. Finally the talking over and the judge say, ‘Mister Jackson, please call your first witness.’

Mister Jackson call on Doctor Watson. Him been coming to the plantation from since I was a boy. Cut off old cripple Jonnie leg. Him often used to join Massa and Mistress Margaret for dinner. Stay the night.

‘You were called in to where Mister Mowatt was lying in the parlour. Is this correct, Doctor Watson?’

‘Yes, I attended to Mister Mowatt.’

‘Please tell the court what you observed.’

Doctor Watson pull out a little book and start to read from him notes.

‘As the stocking of the deceased appeared to have been torn, the shoe off, the ankle rubbed, I surmised he had been thrown from his horse. But I could not account precisely for the accumulation of blood in his neck and for that which came from his body.’

Doctor Watson turn him gaze hard on Stella and me before him say, ‘Both wounds, however, had clearly arisen from personal violence.’

‘Objection, Your Honour,’ Mister Grignon say, jumping up. ‘On the one hand, Doctor Watson says he cannot account for the accumulation of blood on Mister Mowatt’s person, but then assumes that it was caused by personal violence.’

The judge look at Mister Grignon and him look back. ‘Objection sustained. Clerk, strike the last sentence from the record.’ Mister Jackson not happy and neither is the crowd. They start to murmur loud enough for the judge to bang on him little wooden block.

‘Please continue, Mister Jackson.’

‘So, Doctor, even though you don’t know the cause, you are positive Cargill Mowatt died from the wounds to his neck and the back of his body.’

‘Yes. The wounds were very deep. He lost a great deal of blood. There was nothing I could do for the poor man. I and his mother sat with him through the night. He died the following morning.’


‘Thank you, Doctor Watson. That will be all. You may step down.’

Doctor Watson open the little gate to the dock and head back out the court.

‘Please call your next witness, Mister Jackson,’ the judge say.

‘Given that these next set of witnesses are unable to give a satisfactory meaning to the word oath, I will relay what they have reported to me.’

‘Objection!’ Mister Grignon say in a loud voice. ‘Am I to assume this means your next witnesses are slaves? And if so, how do we know that what you report back to us is not merely hearsay.’

Mister Jackson clear him throat and smile. ‘These reports were compiled in front of several witnesses, all of whom have signed a declaration stating as such – a declaration, which I present to the court as Exhibit A.’

‘Objection overruled,’ the judge say. ‘Proceed, Mister Jackson.’

‘Thank you, Your Honour. These witnesses will help to give context to the fact that although the court has already found the Maroon Robert McKellar guilty of killing Mr Mowatt, the Mowatt slaves that go by the name of William and Stella,’ him say, pointing at us, ‘are accessories to the crime.’

Then Mister Jackson open up him big book and start to tell the court what him learn. ‘Winston, the head driver on the plantation, told me he saw’ – him point at me – ‘the mulatto slave William and Robert McKellar several times in conversation. The day before the alleged accident, they even had breakfast at the Great House, together. He also overheard the other accused’ – him point at Stella – ‘the Negro slave Stella, complain that their master had driven away McKellar. Mister Mowatt had told her he did not want McKellar to visit the plantation anymore. She was very unhappy about this, because McKellar was a good friend.’


All this is true. But then him tell the court Winston say I turn up late for work on the morning of Massa death. What him don’t tell Mister Jackson is the reason why. Winston discover the evening before that one of the cattle gone missing. Him worried Massa going find out so him send me to find that cow, and I did. But it make it seem like me up to something. Make it seem like I could be off killing Massa.

Winston never liked that Massa didn’t let him punish me the way him can punish the other slaves. Whip them back, send them to the stocks. The only time Winston got him way was when him catch me stealing two plantains from the plantain walk. Ran tell Busha Davis, ran tell Massa. Got to punish me for stealing. Hurt bad when him break me front tooth. Then to add misery to injury, Massa held back me portion of saltfish at Christmas.

Mister Jackson bring all this up. Laying it before the court, him call it. Laying it all out to prove that this could be a motive. A reason why I want to take revenge on Massa.

Through all this Mister Grignon keep jumping up and saying, ‘Objection. This is hearsay!’

Most times the judge say, ‘Objection overruled.’

Before the trial started, Mister Grignon told us, ‘According to Slave Law, a slave cannot testify on their own behalf.’

Now I understand what him mean. Stella and me can say nothing. Just sit and listen, all day long. While Mister Jackson report on what Stella and me been up to. What other slaves hear, what they see. Some don’t even belong to Rock Pleasant. So how they know? It turn into horse dead and cow fat, just gossip. Nothing except plenty finger pointing at Stella and me.

How many lives backra want to take for Massa? They already hang McKellar, take a life for a life. But I know in me heart backra want blood – slave blood – and the more the better. So we end up in court waiting till they going find a way to make us pay.

Finally Mister Jackson finish. The judge bang him little hammer and the clerk say, ‘All rise.’ Then the judge leave and is the end of the first day.

I want to talk to Stella, but they won’t let me. It take all me strength to stop meself from banging on the gaol door and begging them to let me see her. And when I finally fall into sleep, I find meself in a dream, standing outside a hut. A sunless place, full of sorrow, and I know the hut belong to death, and him is sitting waiting.

On the second day, Mister Jackson stand up and say, ‘The court now calls the sambo slave Sydney to the stand.’

The doors to the courthouse open and Sydney enter. Stella and me look at each other, look at Sydney. As soon as her name get called out, I know is not good. Sydney and Stella been fighting as far back as I can remember. Sydney jealous, think she should be in charge of the Great House. And here she is in the courthouse, getting ready to tell tales bout us, just like she did back on the plantation. And she all dressed up like she going to church. Must be make the dress special for court. I don’t want to admit it, but the new clothes make her look good.

After Sydney come in and stand in the box, she swear on the Bible that she going tell the truth and nothing but the truth before Mister Jackson begin to question her.

‘Now, Sydney.’

‘Yes, sir,’ she say, and smile a little bit to the crowd.

‘Tell us, in your own words, what you saw taking place the night before the accident.’

‘You mean at the Great House, sir?’ she ask.

‘Yes, at the Great House.’


‘William,’ she say, pointing at me, but me look right back. Look at her hard. Make her drop her eyes, wriggle in her seat a bit.

‘That slave, William,’ she say in a quieter voice.

‘Come now, Sydney. Speak up,’ Mister Jackson say, a little vexed. ‘You say you saw the accused?’

‘Yes, sir. Me saw William and Robert, they sleep in the hall of the Great House.’

‘So William and Robert McKellar knew each other well?’

‘Yes sir, Mister Jackson. Is William always bring Robert to Rock Pleasant. Try get him some work when Massa need it. McKellar start out as friend to old cripple Jonnie and then him come to be a very, very special friend to Stella,’ she say, and look at Stella like she looking at a trapped rat.

Yes is true, I did try get work for Robert. And me happy to do it. Him always looked out for us. Bring down extra food from the mountains when the provision grounds dried up.

‘Morning time, Stella and Massa have one big, big quarrel,’ Sydney continue. ‘Massa say him will nail the hall door shut. The door that lead to the parlour, because Massa say William make a Negro house of it. Him angry because William do nuttin’ but walk all over the country, pick up strangers and bring dem home. Him tell Stella, that when him return from muster, him going beat William for bringing people into the place.’

Mister Jackson go and stand beside Sydney.

‘So, Stella and the master fought on the morning of the accident and he told Stella he would beat William.’

‘Yes sir. That is what me say. You want me to say it again?’

The crowd laugh, and the judge smile, but Mister Jackson don’t seem to mind. Is then I see. Him is wanting Sydney to be in good favour with the judge and jury.

‘What happened next, Sydney?’


‘Massa tell me to “turn Robert out”, but when Massa gone, Stella bring food for Robert. Tell him to stay. While him eating, me hear her complain bout how Massa sell off her fowl dem. Sell off her hog. Tell her him need the money and what is hers belong to him.’

‘So Stella tells Robert McKellar to stay and gives him food? And complains about her treatment from her master?’

‘Yes, sir. Is what me tell you before. You want me to tell you again?’

The crowd laugh, but this time the judge come down on Mister Jackson.

‘Please control your witness. This is no laughing matter.’

‘Yes, of course, Your Honour,’ Mister Jackson say, making a little bow. ‘Please continue, Sydney.’

‘A little while later. Me see Robert with a hatchet in him hand. Him say him do the job, but me don’t know what job him mean. The hatchet look like it covered in blood and when me ask him bout it, him say is William give him the hatchet.’

The crowd start to murmur.

‘Go on, Sydney. What else did you hear?’ Mister Jackson ask.

‘When they find Massa and bring him up to the Great House, him covered in blood. Lawd of mercy. Was a terrible sight! Him look very poorly,’ Sydney say, shaking her head, looking like she bout to cry. ‘Poor Massa. Him don’t deserve such a wicked end.’

I don’t believe it. I know she don’t feel sorry for Massa. Not after Massa got Winston to whip her. Put scars on her back for visiting her daughters. Cause many fights between them and even though they still married, them live in different huts after that. No, I don’t believe she sorry at all.

‘Then what happened?’ Mister Jackson ask.


‘Mistress Margaret call for brandy. Call out to Stella. Nobody can find her. The next morning, me hear her say to Melon, “If Massa use you the way him use me, you would not be in such a hurry to find brandy. Let him die and go to hell.”’

The murmuring in the crowd start to sound like bees when them swarming.

‘Sydney, please tell the court what happened as the funeral party was going up the hill.’

‘Is a long procession, you know. And the casket look very pretty with all kinds of flowers laid on it. All the slaves crying. And Mistress Margaret, she very poorly. Keep resting on me. Me have to hold her up. Support her as she walking.’

‘Yes, yes, Sydney,’ Mister Jackson say, trying to push her along. ‘And where was Stella? Was she in the procession?’

‘Yes, she was there, and me hear her say, “You blood of a devil, did I not tell you that you going pay for all the bad things you done.”’

‘Objection, Your Honour. Hearsay! All of this testimony is hearsay!’ Mister Grignon shout out. But nobody listening, because the crowd jump up on them feet with everybody shouting. ‘Guilty! Murderers! Give them the rope!’

The judge bang on him box hard and him keep on banging till the crowd quiet down.

‘You may proceed, Mister Jackson,’ the judge say, after the crowd stop whispering and shuffling.

‘Sydney, you say Stella said she would make the master pay. Pay for what?’

‘One night … it happen one night,’ Sydney say.

‘What happened?’ Mister Jackson ask.

Sitting in that courtroom, listening to Sydney tell everybody how Massa try to have him way with him own daughter, but she screamed loud so everybody hear. How him make Winston whip her in front of Stella, in front of all the house slave them. It make me feel deep shame for my little family, but a deeper anger, for not doing one blessed thing bout it. What cowards we turn into, before the face of power. The power slavery have over us.

I look to Stella, wanting to give comfort, but she looking straight ahead, her face set like stone.

After what Massa did to Eliza, Stella never going forgive him. Or forget, no matter what. And her heart must be harden more and more when she feel him pull at the yoke, him put round her neck. A yoke that start out thin, from when she was a pickney, but get fatter with every cruel deed. And is a yoke him keep tightening and fattening, till one day, him going squeeze the life right out of her. And the snake inside her, it must be coil itself round her heart, keep tightening till she have to let it strike. Strike hard and long enough that even though I don’t think she did the deed herself, I know Massa dead because of it.

I think this is the end, but Mister Grignon say him want to cross exam the witness. So after a short break, they bring Sydney back and Mister Grignon begin him questions.

‘Sydney, you say you saw Robert with a hatchet in his hand. And that he said William gave him the hatchet to do the job. So what job do you think he was talking about?’

‘Must mean him have a hand in killing Massa.’

‘How do you know that, Sydney? Did you see William give Robert the hatchet? Did you see Robert kill the master with the hatchet?’

Sydney say, ‘No sir, but …’

Mister Jackson jump up. Now is him turn to say, ‘Objection. The law has already proved that Robert McKellar killed Cargill Mowatt. In fact, he confessed to doing so.’


‘Yes, this is the case,’ Mister Grignon say. ‘All I am trying to do is show that the slave woman Sydney has no proof. No one heard the exchange between her and Robert as to the fact that William gave Robert the hatchet. No one else was there. And even if William did lend Robert the hatchet, that could have been long before he killed Mister Mowatt.’

‘Objection overruled,’ say the judge.

Mister Grignon lean in close to Sydney.

‘I ask you again. Did you see William give Robert the hatchet on the day of the murder? Or hear William ask Robert to kill the master?’

Sydney shake her head, lower her eyes and say, ‘No, sir.’

‘I have no further questions,’ Mister Grignon say, and the judge bang on him box.

The court close down soon after that and we left waiting for the jury to make them decision. A short time later, we get dragged back into the court. People squeezed in as tight as can be, even some people standing up the back. The judge bang him hammer on him little wooden block for quiet. Ask the head jury man to stand and if him reach a verdict. The head jury man tell him, ‘Yes, we have, Your Honour,’ as him open up a piece of paper and begin to read it out.

‘The mulatto slave William.’ The room go silent. I feel me legs start to tremble, can barely stand. The crowd start to murmur and buzz like them want to swarm all over me, sting me till me dead.

‘Not guilty.’

I look to Stella, her face is aglow. ‘Me son,’ she whisper. ‘Praise the Lawd. Me prayers, dem been answered.’

The judge bang on him box for quiet, so the head jury man can continue. ‘The Negro slave Stella. Guilty as charged!’

The judge can barely be heard as the crowd cheer and stomp them feet when him pass the sentence.


‘The Negro slave Stella, I pass a sentence of death. She will be taken to the public square and hanged by the neck until dead. May God rest her soul!’ And, for the last time, him bang him hammer on the little wooden box.

As soon as the trial over, the guards take Stella back to the gaol, the sound of the crowd cheering and whistling following behind the wagon as she get taken away.

When the crowd gone, Mister Grignon tell me somebody going come to fetch me. The guards herd me down the stairs and out into the back of the courthouse to wait. I feel faint, have to sit on the steps, not able to move. I hear me name, look up and there is Winnie, walking towards me. She take me by the hand like a little child, lead me to Mistress Josephine house, put me to bed. Hold me in her arms like she Granny Callie and let me weep long and hard like I couldn’t let meself weep before. And when I wake, me come to know, even though Winnie and Mistress Josephine not in the court, them been following the trial from afar. Mistress Josephine sent little Rose off to stay with relatives in Kingston, trying to shield her from all the court business. And she sign a permission slip so I can stay in town to witness what going happen next.











All Is Silent



Is a hot day. Hot like any other day. No air. No little breeze to cool you. And the air is as dry as the cane stalks when they get crushed in the mill. In the town square a big crowd already gathering. Everybody acting like is one big holiday. All I can think bout is how thirsty I is. How dry me mouth feel. How much I want to drink water till it start to pour out through me skin. Create a river round me, so I can float away.

I stand at the back of the crowd, watching as them wheel in Stella, chained up, sitting in the back of a horse-drawn cart. Notice that she don’t look at people. Only look at things. The leaves. The clouds, the blue of the sky. The stones in the road. The fancy houses piled up one beside the other. The horses pulling the cart she riding in. And when they reach the town square, the soldiers drag her out the cart, make her walk up the steps of a wooden platform them build in the middle of it. Get her stand beside a hanging rope, but is like she don’t know that hanging rope is meant for her.

They turn her to face the crowd. Is a big crowd, all dressed in them Sunday best. Clothes I know she wish she have. She don’t look at them backra faces. Only search out the black. Search and search to see where her first born standing. Hoping him not going be there. Hoping I is. Finally she see me, standing off to the side. Resting against the tree trunk. Not knowing that the tree holding me up because without it, I going fall down in a heap. And when her eyes find me, I look everywhere else, except at her.

And I wonder if Stella, in her last moments, look pon me and see how the world shape me. See how I grow big. Grow strong. See how Massa face mixed up with her face. And what she see is a good face. At least she give me that. Is me she been the hardest on. Going all the way back to when I was a pickney. Carry the burden of the lie that I is not Massa son.

Why? Why she want to hurt Massa so much? Hurt him the way him hurt her, it make her hurt me even harder.

‘Love is one cruel taskmaster,’ Calla used to say.

Can’t change nothing now. But Stella’s last act was a good one. Make sure I have a chance at life, take all the blame for killing Massa. Make sure backra know the truth of it, that I didn’t do the deed. I knew, though. We all knew, that one day she going take her eye. Sacrifice Massa to the ancient Ancestor god. Make Massa pay for all the things him done, specially what him done to them daughter. And I come to understand, Massa death was the only way. The only way she could free Eliza from him web. Not have to watch as him strangle the life out of Eliza, like him strangle hers. Even if it mean she have to sacrifice herself in the doing of it.

It seem like Stella stand on the little platform for a long time. And I feel how the heat of the day start to rise and know that heat going rise, again and again, to heat another day. Another day when she no longer going be in it. No longer have to get up early, to work hard. To pray. To worry bout us, if we going get enough to eat.


I feel Stella looking at me. Wanting me to look at her. To look in her eyes so she can tell me she sorry. I don’t know where I get the strength from, but finally I look up at her. See how she look into the face of death with dignity. See her eyes, they like loving pools of light and she must be come to know, I find it in me heart to forgive her.

Finally, the time has come. The time I been dreading.

It happen so slow, like it happening to me. I feel the rope coming down over her head like it coming down over mine. Feel how them pull it tight round her neck. Hear backra call out the sentence. Hear it from far away. Hear and feel her heart thumping. Start to race, like the beat of wings against a cage. Beating. Beating. Louder. Louder. Louder than the crowd that shout and whistle, throw stones and rotten food at her.

Then all of a sudden the beating stop. Everything silent. It seem to last a lifetime.

I just stand there, see Stella, me mother, hanging from a rope.
 
But then I feel her spirit fly from out the cage, feel her mind open up as she start to tumble. Tumble back through all the things she live through. Back, back, towards a well of gentle darkness. A darkness that start to shimmer and shine, till it become like a mirror. And in that mirror, Stella see the faces of our Ancestors. All of them lined up in a row, one behind the other, going all the way back to the first of us. And she wonder at the sameness of us, but also the differences. And the face closest to Stella, the one standing right in front of her, is the face of her mother. The face she never see looking out for her, because she die when Stella was a pickney. And she say to Stella, not in words, that is time for her to come and join her. Join in a big celebration with all the Ancestors.

And in the glimmering, I come to know that for the first time Stella going no longer feel afraid. No longer feel the shadow tugging at her guts. She is finally free, like William the Second, her spirit circling in the cloudless blue sky, high up above the world of slavery.

 

After Stella gone over to the Ancestors, the world turn inside out. Calla still holding the spirit of the place, is true, but Stella was the rock, the ground we all stood firm on. When Stella was in one of her moods, she turned cold, gave you the silent treatment. Was better than the wrath and fury one, but I yearn to see her standing, her hands on her hips, giving me the look that say, ‘What you think you doing, boy?’ Sometimes at twilight, when daytime slipping away to make room for night, I think I see her stirring the cooking pot, bending low. Her face coppery, alight from the fire. But then I look again and is only a shadow inside shadows, a mirror of me wounded heart.

Is a good thing is only I alone that saw the hanging. That Sammy and Eliza was not there. Not there to see them mother hanging from a rope. A rope that choke the life out of her. See her neck break. Her eyes snap open when she pass water. Watch as it flood down her legs onto the wooden platform. And every time I think bout it, see the picture of it in me mind, me stomach start heaving and I have to rush behind some bush to vomit, and it keep going till it leave me insides raw and empty.

Grieving for Stella cause a deep pain in me heart, make it thump and skip a beat. A grief that cover a hidden rage that growl and bite at me, nipping at my insides. A coward’s rage, a coward’s love that have no answers. What I going do? Run away, or just rampage and kill every backra in sight? Nothing going come of it. It will not bring her back. And the snake that used to wrap itself round Stella heart begin to wrap itself round mine, waiting for the day when I decide to act. To break the slavery of silence. Before then, is time to look out for what is left of me little family.

I shut up me hut, move in with Eliza. She still cry herself to sleep every night. And when she dream, toss, turn, she don’t even know it, but she reach out into the darkness calling ‘Mama, Mama’. I get up, wrap me arms around her, rock her like she a baby. Get Calla to mix up a drink she make special, to ease the pain of them dreams. And gradually, as each day go by, she seem to get a little better. No longer pulling out bits of her hair like she pulling out weeds.

I try hard to give comfort to Sammy, talk to him bout what happen, find out how him feeling, but when him see me coming, him look the other way. Refuse any little offering I make. In time I come to understand, him blame Eliza, blame me, for everything that happen. I don’t know how to stop it, the divide between us, from growing wider every day.

Sammy keep himself to himself, up there in the Great House, working as a servant to Busha Davis doing the same things he did for Massa. Making sure him have shiny boots, clean clothes, washed and pressed ready every morning for him to wear. Melon tell me Sammy still serving at the table, but is one strange thing. Mistress Margaret when she eat, she eat off a tray in her bedroom, hardly ever come out. Is only Busha Davis sitting alone at the head of the dining table, eating and drinking like him own the place. It seem like Sammy don’t care that Stella gone, but must be worse for him, working every day in the Great House. Listening to the empty silence, where Stella’s voice used to be.

No matter what Sammy think, him and me and Eliza need to stick together, because nobody friendly towards Stella children. All the power she held over them heads pass down to Sydney. She finally get her way. Busha Davis make her head house slave and she make sure everybody know it. Turn boss woman, stamp her foot, slap and order everybody bout when she feel the need. Mind you, Sydney no longer have too many friends, either. Nobody trust her, not after she turn against her own kind. And when our paths cross, I look at her so hard, she make sure she stay clear out me way. Busha Davis can see trouble brewing so he decide to start jobbing me out again.

Most times, the job take only a day, I return the same night. Sometimes, if is a big job, like building a new verandah on a house, I stay many nights, share a hut with one of the slaves that work under me. But no matter if is a short job or a long one, I always make sure I do the job proper, finish it good. Is how I come to learn more and more bout how to work the stone, how to shape it. Busha Davis get asked plenty time for me special, they want nobody else.

‘How much for the William Buchanan boy?’

‘Three to four shillings a day,’ him say with pride, and I know him getting a good price. Even though I don’t see any of that money, is a big relief, this jobbing business. It give me time away from Rock Pleasant. To feel the heavy burden of Stella death start to lift. To escape from the memory of her, everywhere I look.











A New Plantation



One evening, just after I return from jobbing, Busha Davis send word him want all of us to come gather at the front of the Great House. Even old Calla made to leave her hut come sit on a stool we set up special.

When everybody finally gather, him have to spend a long time getting us to hush up. We all nervous and everybody talking at once. Even the bird them in the tree chatter more than they normally do. Busha Davis have to bang him cane on the verandah floor before everything go dead quiet. Even the bird them silent.

Busha Davis take off him hat, look out over the crowd, the house slave them hanging to the side, the field slave them hanging back.

Him clear him voice. ‘Rock Pleasant has been sold.’

Nobody say a word. Nobody move, not even a whisper. So him clear him throat, say again, in a bigger voice this time. ‘Mistress Margaret has sold Rock Pleasant, as well as most of Mister Cargill’s chattel.’


Then everybody start speak at once. Is much whispering, that grow into sighing and loud lamentation. With Massa dead, all the little freedoms them build up over the years will disappear, gone with Massa to him grave. We all know things going change, but we just never think Mistress Margaret going sell the home she been living in since Old Massa William bring her to the island as him young bride.

Is then I remember the debt Massa owe to Mistress Josephine and things she tell me, when I first went to stay with her and Winnie and little Rose up in Montego Bay. On one of the nights, I bucked up me courage to ask her, ‘How come Massa let me stay such a long time?’

She laughed. ‘Everybody knows Cargill is a gambling man. Whenever he comes to town, he heads straight for the gambling tables. Stupid man, he even bet against the plantation, against some of the profits he thought he was going to make. I’ve had to bail him out many a time. He owes me and I’m taking my payment. Now, no more talking. Come, little mango, and make your mistress happy.’

One evening after Busha Davis make the announcement, I go round to the kitchen, visit Melon, ask her bout it.

‘Me don’t know what Massa do with all him money, but me know is the end of the family line.’

‘What you mean?’

‘Mistress Margaret. She all alone now. Is only she. No one else in’a that family,’ she say, shaking her head. ‘Massa never have any children. Except for him slave pickney them. And she want no part of you.’

‘So what going happen?’

‘She moving to Clarendon, up in’a the hills. Live with another set of Mowatt cousin dem, but she not too happy bout it.’

‘At least they is family.’


‘True, but the cousin dem all from the other side of the family, from Old Massa William side. And she never like any of dem.’

Is the first time I think proper bout Mistress Margaret, what her life must be like. I never think she not happy with the life she born into, that she might want a different one.

‘She a prisoner of fate,’ I say.

Melon nod her head. ‘Even though she free and not a slave.’

Sydney is the only one of us that lucky. Seem like fate favour the wicked. Mistress Margaret taking her with her to her new home up in Clarendon. She must be happy bout it, because she finally going leave the past and what she done at the trial behind.

Then we discover Rock Pleasant get sold to what backra call absentee owner. And it seem like fate shine on Busha Davis, too. Him going have all the power now, running the plantation with no Massa telling him what to do.

As to Eliza, Sammy and me, is a sorry business Rock Pleasant getting sold. Is the only home we know. All of us born here, luckily we going get sold, to the same owner. But when we leave, we going leave behind everything that mean we belong somewhere. The birth trees, the ones Calla plant the little grandmothers under. The bones of the old ones, resting in the burial ground up on the hill. But what me unhappy bout the most is leaving behind the provision ground I tend and water, claim as me own. Now another slave going just walk in and take it over.

As to Calla, what going happen to her when I leave? Most times now, she stay in her hut, drink bush tea. Talk to the spirits waiting for the Ancestors to claim her. She still a powerful healer, get called out to help with difficult births, but she getting old. Most times she need a pickney to walk with her, keep her steady on her feet down the path into the slave village. It make me heart fill with sadness to think I never going see her again. Not be there to protect her, when she too old and frail to help herself.

The weeks flow one into the other and suddenly is time to pack up the things we own, pile them up on the back of a few donkey carts. I look for Calla, but I don’t see her anywhere. We already said our goodbyes, but I hoped she going come down from her hilltop hut, to see me one last time.

The day turning windy, the clouds moving fast cross the sky. Make us all jumpy, listening to the far-off rustling of the canefields. We all standing round shuffling, speaking softly, waiting for Busha Davis since early morning. Him going ride with us, before him come back, to take up running the plantation. He’s in the kitchen trying to calm Melon down. She bawling her eyes out. Threatening to hide her special pots and pans. Never cook another bit of food. Busha Davis don’t understand. He keep asking what ‘all this fuss’ is about. Him think Melon would be happy not to have to pack up and leave. She is one of the best cooks round and him decide to keep her at Rock Pleasant. Melon beg to keep Mary, have her feed and look after the dogs. Is all she good for now anyway, because after Massa sell Tom-Tom, she get even softer in the head. Feeding the dogs, sweeping the yard, wash pots is all she can do, no matter how many times Busha Davis tell Winston to beat her and put her in the stocks.

Now that leaving day finally arrive, Melon get all torn up, she want to stay, she want to go. She don’t have no children, we is her family and now she going be all alone, except for Mary. In the end, Melon only calm down after Busha Davis promise she can sometimes go visit Winnie up in Montego Bay.

Finally we ready to go. Busha Davis ride up to the head of the line, crack him whip, start to lead us down the path to the front gates. The dogs running beside us, barking them goodbyes. I look back one last time to see there come old Calla, bundled up in her shawl. I think she coming to say goodbye, but then I notice she have a pickney behind her, dragging a sack filled up with all her carochies.

When Busha Davis see this, him wheel back on him horse, pull up beside her.

‘What’s this, Calla? I told you you could stay.’

‘Change of heart,’ she say, and keep on hobbling towards me, the pickney trying to keep up.

What Busha Davis going do? If him force her to stay, she going cause a whole heap of trouble. Finally him give permission and I put Calla sack on top of all the other sacks and help her up. She sit in the front of the cart like she leading the procession. Make us all feel good, knowing we have her mighty spirits protecting us.

After we move ahead a little way, I turn to Calla, ask her why she change her mind.

‘Is old cripple Jonnie,’ wrapping her shawl round her. ‘Him come to me in a dream. Tell me to go.’

‘You listen to him?’

‘Yes,’ she say, pulling out her pipe. ‘When a duppie come to visit, you sit up, take notice. Me was good to Jonnie, give him a good burial, send him cross to the Ancestors with dignity. Him not going lead me astray.’

And with that, like always, she refuse to talk any more bout it.

 

It going take us a few days to reach where the new massa have him plantation. Come the second day, Busha Davis lead us into a great big yard, with a high fence all round it. In the middle of the yard is a few wooden platforms with steps leading up to what must be a stage. Have a big table beside each one, where a clerk sitting with a big book, pen and ink. Off to one side is a large group of slaves chained, stripped and oiled, some with heads hung low, others looking round, a hollow look on them faces. We at a slave yard. I heard much bout it, but is the last place I think me going end up. Is like one big market, except instead of selling food, backra selling humans.

When Busha Davis see the troubled look on our faces, him explain that is only a resting stop. Is where him going sign the papers, make the transfer. Must wait for him to come back.

We there for only a little while when a bell start clanging, the wooden gates swing open and a flood of people come rushing in. They all dressed up, money bags jingling from them belts, and they looking at the slaves like them looking at a piece of raw meat.

The auctioneer, a fat-belly man, a top hat on him head, start the bidding.

‘This way. This way. Come this way,’ him call out. ‘Look over here. See, a good, solid, prime Negro.’

A well-dressed man in a green velvet jacket, ruffled shirt, holding a handkerchief to him nose as though him afraid him going catch something, call out, ‘Twenty-five pounds!’

A tall mulatto man step forward, open the slave mouth, turn him round, look him up and down like him buying a horse.

‘This one is not worth more than twenty-eight pounds,’ him say.

‘Strong muscles. Feel them,’ forcing the slave to flex him muscles while the coloured man feel them.

‘Thirty pounds!’ the well-dressed man say.

‘And properly seasoned,’ the auctioneer shout.

‘Thirty-five!’ the mulatto man say.

But the auctioneer not giving up so easy. ‘You can work him hard. Fetch a good price if you decide to sell him later.’

Then another man watching from the side step forward. Hold up a bag of coins. ‘I’ll take him for forty pounds sterling.’


The auctioneer lift him hammer look round for one last bid. The mulatto man step forward and say, ‘Forty-one pounds!’

The man watching from the side say, ‘Forty-two pounds and ten shillings!’

The hammer come down and the auctioneer say, ‘Sold, to Mister Findleyson!’

Sitting by the side of the gate, watching what take place in that yard. It make me feel sick. Born into slavery, my suffering is nothing compared to the poor slave them that come over on the boat. Calla tell me how backra season them, like a pig on a spit. Slowly turning, turning, burning away dignity, burning away willpower. Season them to break the spirit, till they start to accept how the slave master treat them. Like they is animals. I don’t understand why we let them lead us like cattle to slaughter. Why we all don’t rise up, strike off our chains. Why a man who is free, going buy another man and keep him in bondage?

And I look into the eyes of the other slaves, see the terror and the shame, and I sense them feel the same way. But like me, they say nothing, do nothing, just sit in the dirt, looking at the misery all round them.

Finally the papers get signed. Quiet as can be, we now belong to a new owner. A new massa, a man they call George Longmore. His plantation called Ginger Hill, a big one that lay cross the border in the parish of Saint Elizabeth. It going take another day of travel to get there. I overhear Busha Davis talking to the clerk bout how Longmore bargain hard, but in the end is a fair price. I edge a little closer, wonder how much is a fair price?

The clerk say, ‘Longmore paid one thousand, six hundred and fifty-five pounds sterling. Twenty slaves, strong, no sickness. A good sale all round.’

Is a high price.


Just then, I see a familiar figure enter the slave yard. Is Mistress Josephine, dressed in all her finery. She a long way from Montego Bay. She pick up her skirt them, start to make her way over towards our little group. My spirits start to lift. She coming for me. Maybe I going live with her and little Rose and Winnie. Maybe I can try convince her to buy Eliza, even Sammy. But the daydream get shattered quick when Mistress Josephine look straight through me, like she never seen me before, head to where Calla sitting on her sack, fanning herself. They exchange a few words, before Mistress Josephine march over to Busha Davis, sign some papers and give him a bag of coins. She beckon to Calla, who lift up her sack, start to make her way to the gate. As she pass me she stop, look deep into me eyes, touch me face.

‘Me free, little Will,’ she say, and the tears start to stream down her face. Is the first time I ever see Calla cry. ‘Me never think it going happen to old Calla. But old cripple Jonnie was right.’

‘Free! You mean Mistress Josephine buy you?’ not believing Mistress Josephine going pick Calla over me.

‘She buy me, and she tell me one day soon she going set me free.’

‘And you believe her?’

‘Me know how to handle Mistress Josephine. Don’t you worry bout that.’

‘But why?’ After all the days and nights me give Mistress Josephine every little thing she ask of me, why she not buying me?

‘Mistress Josephine always get whatever she want,’ Calla say. ‘Then when she get it, she use it, toss it aside. Except no matter how much she try, she couldn’t have no pickney. Is me help her to get big with child. Is me give her little Rose. And now she want another.’

‘Is that what you do, Calla? Give people what they want?’


‘No, little Will. Me here to serve the spirits. Remember the Ancestors and pay dem homage. Is the spirit working through me that give life to little Rose, not me.’

Then Calla hug me up long and hard. I watch as she climb into the carriage with Mistress Josephine. She look straight ahead, don’t wave goodbye. Just sit, looking towards her future freedom. I didn’t know it then, but was the last time I going see old Calla, hold her close, the grandmother who helped bring me into the world, looked after me, kept me safe. Tried to teach me the right and wrong of the way of things.

Me slumped in the dirt, waiting to move on, a great understanding wash through me. Stella, Massa, James, now Calla, the most important people in my life, heading down different paths, gone for good. And the dream of freedom I had as a little boy, to be like my hawk, William the Second, flying free above the world of slavery, is finally gone too.











Part Two

Parish of Saint Elizabeth, Jamaica, 1826



















No More Hiding



Is three years since Stella gone over to the Ancestors. I am alone, just one among many. No longer the son of the Massa. I use the skills I learn as a pickney to watch, to do as others do. Learn to blend in, to keep me own counsel. Ginger Hill plantation don’t just grow sugar cane, it also grow and harvest ginger. The owner, Mister Longmore, spend most times in the Mother Country so is the overseer, Mister Annand, that run the plantation. Busha Annand keep a hand in every little thing and him hand is strict.

Eliza? She eighteen, no longer a girl. Turn into a proper young woman. As she grow, she take on more and more of Stella features. Sometimes I see her cooking over the fire and I have to look twice, because is Stella I see and I have to stop meself from crying out. But Eliza is not like Stella. She still have a softness, a kindness bout her, even after everything that happen. She working in the kitchens, she smart, could do better, turn head house slave like Stella but, she tell me, she happy working where she is. She can always get enough food to feed Betsy, her baby girl, and is too much trouble all that head house slave business. The father is the bookkeeper from Chesterfield plantation, the one next to Ginger Hill, only take a few hours walk to get there. Betsy is what backra call a quadroon, three-quarter white. She going have a good life ahead of her, when she come of age, be able to catch a man ‘above her station’. Eliza always begging the bookkeeper to buy her, keep her close, but I tell her is just a dream. The bookkeeper favour plenty slave women, not just her, so that not going happen anytime soon.

Sammy is a man now, have twenty-three years under him feet, make me twenty-six years feel old. With no Stella and no Massa between us, we no longer enemy, but the divide still the same. It bring on sadness knowing we never going be close. I come to accept him marked by fate too, and the path him travelling on going move him further and further away.

Getting sold to work at Ginger Hill plantation turned out good for him. Busha Annand have many visitors from the Mother Country. Many more than Massa used to, so Sammy get to learn all the proper ways of serving. Is the making of him, become a prized house slave, and Busha Annand finally persuaded to sell him off to the highest bidder. A merchant by the name of Thomas Wallace. Massa Thomas buy Sammy for sixty-eight pounds sterling, take him to work for him in Black River. A big port town in the south, bout a half-day ride from Ginger Hill. That river, it come from way up in the mountains in Cockpit Country where Robert McKellar come from, winding its way down to the sea. Massa Wallace buy Sammy to look after him guests proper, specially the ones that visit often from cross the seas. Eliza and me, we sorry to see him go, see how our little family broken apart again, but we know Stella would be proud to see him prosper.

Seem like in the end, getting sold turn out good for me too.
 

Busha Davis tell Busha Annand I is a good stonemason, can job me out, make money from me. And after a while Busha Annand come to know he can also trust me. I get made head jobber, the one that turn the slaves out. Make sure they do the jobs we get sent out to do, make sure they better than good. I work them fair, but hard. This jobbing business make my life content. It give me the thing I been craving. Respect and plenty freedom.

 

One evening, I set out back to Ginger Hill after I spend two days repairing a stone wall that turn to rubble. Get mash down every time the cows try to cross. Is late, me tired, me belly rumbling. I decide to take a shortcut, head off cross the fields. Halfway to the other side, I notice a light wavering in the distance, moving in the other direction. Most times, I just go bout me business, but for some reason I decide to find out what they up to, behind that wavering light.

Is a full moon. Easy for me to see the way, until the clouds start to gather. Make rings round the moon, cover her up, and I feel the coolness of the dark surround me. Most times I welcome it, mean I can fold into the shadow places like I used to, when I was a pickney. But then the light in the distance wink out, leave me idle, alone in the middle of the field. I feel a great fear rise up. What if the light belong to slave hunters or backra out on patrol and they circle me, point a gun at me heart? How to explain what me up to? Is then I remember what Calla told me bout the shadow. How it keep the mind in chains. Pull you down, because the chains bloated with fear.

Suddenly I see the light way off at the other end of the field, almost like it calling out to me. Like it is fighting against the shadow. So I buck up me courage, set off quick, hurrying to catch up to that flickering light.

Finally I reach a grove of trees. Wait, catch me breath, look for the light, but it is no longer shining. Then I hear singing, fading in and out on the breeze. I follow the sound, move silent, slip from tree to tree. As I get closer, I also hear the sound of water, a river flowing past. Overhead, the clouds suddenly part and the full moon beam down, turning the grove silver like in a dream. And I start to make out shapes in the silver moonlight. Strange shapes, shimmering in white. Could be a gathering of them duppies Calla always used to go on bout. I move closer, stay hidden, just in case. Is a group of men and women softly singing a hymn of praise for the Lord. They standing in a circle, dressed all in white, the women with turbans wrapped tight round them head. Leading the singing is a backra preacher dressed in red robes, him face covered in sweat.

When the hymn done, him call out.

‘Step up now! Step up, all those sinners who want to be saved.’ Nobody make a move so him lift up him arms again and say, ‘Don’t be afraid, my children. After tonight, you’ll be under the protection of the love of Jesus Christ, your saviour. Come, come my children, come and be cleansed of all your sins. Be saved.’

Preachers, some white, some black, used to come visit Rock Pleasant when Massa gave permission, held the service under the shade of a large guango tree. But this baptism business is different, done in secret. Is the first time I see it like this.

I remember after one of them visits, Stella told me she got baptised. She made Eliza do it too, but not me, and not Sammy. We said no. Is one of the few times we agreed. And after what backra did to Stella, hard to believe Jesus going save anybody, much less a slave.


After the preacher beg a few more times, one of the worshippers go stand in front of him. I travel to plenty plantations, but I never seen her before. She look so small and slight, I can hear Melon say, ‘She need fattening up.’ But all I see is beauty, her dark skin shining in the glistening moonlight. After she step forward, a few of the other worshippers buck up courage, follow the preacher down to the river. Watch as him wade out until the water come up to him waist. Then him lift up him arms, call out to the young woman to come and be saved. She hold back a little, and one of the older women, all eager now, grab up her skirt them, wade into the water ahead of her. The preacher take a hold of her, bend her back under the water. She a big woman and she almost pull both of them down before him manage to lift her up, saying, ‘From this day forth, you are now a child of the Lord. You are no longer a sinner, you have been saved.’

Two more enter the river, a man and a woman and they get baptised, until finally the young woman turn come round again. She stand at the edge of the water, but she can’t seem to go in, and I notice that she trembling a little.

The preacher call out, ‘Come, child. Do not be afraid, I and the Lord will protect you.’

She gather up herself, start to wade out towards the preacher. I move closer, try to get a better view, by which time the young woman reach where the preacher standing. Him bend her back under the water, then lift her up, and when the water streaming off her face, her eyes shine with a joy brighter than the moon. She start to turn back to the shore but her foot must be slip on a rock and she lose her footing. She try to right herself, but the current too strong. She slip again, start to get dragged downstream.

What a ruckus! The women start screaming. The preacher shout for somebody to help, him can’t move quick with all the robe them. I can see nobody going reach her in time, so I run from me hiding place, rush into the water. Reach the young woman just as she start to go down again, drag her back to the shore with much clapping and celebration from the little group of worshippers.

I think me done a good deed, only trouble is the preacher not happy. He start to question me, ask to see me permission slip. Lucky for me, I leave it behind in me crocus bag.

The night sky start to gain more light so I turn to go, but before I can leave the young woman come up to thank me for saving her life. I look into her eyes, see how they looking straight at me. It stir something deep inside. Is a simple look, but it make me heart flutter, beat a little faster. And I decide no matter what, I must meet that young woman again.

Seem like for once fate come down on me side because I get me wish sooner than I expect. A few weeks later, Busha Annand job me out to a Mister Braithwaite, him grow and sell pimento, getting old, plan to soon return to the Mother Country. The slaves him don’t sell off, he keep busy with the pimento crop, ask for me special to fix up whatever little thing need doing round the place.

One morning, me digging in the vegetable garden, the morning turn hot, so I take off me shirt, feel the sweat build up on me skin. I am almost done when I feel eyes pon me. Hiding behind the mesh of the kitchen door is the shining face I saw that night under the moon by the river. When she discover I see her, she don’t turn away, act all shy, she just keep looking. Not the way Mistress Josephine used to look, like she going devour me, but like the way Sam Sharpe looked at me, like she seeing the insides of me. And I can tell she like what she see.

I smile. She smile. Until we come to be like two smiling fools. Then she disappear. I think she gone back to her work, but she come out bringing a calabash of water. I tell you straight, is the best water I ever taste. Cool, fresh, sweet, just like her.

I want to ask her name, but before I can, she use her apron to wipe the sweat from me face.

‘They call me Aurelia,’ and her voice is soft, low.

‘They call me William,’ and I lean on the handle of the hoe, flexing me muscles a little bit.

‘I know. I ask round. After I see you in the woods, hiding like a little boy, then turn saviour, pull me out the river,’ her laughter lighting up her dark, sunlit face. If I thought me heart fluttering before, it start to thump so loud, me surprised she don’t hear it.

Aurelia work in the kitchen and her massa always retire early. So we meet up when her working day done. We sit, have a feed as the sky fill up with stars, before she lead me by the hand to her hut. Sometimes she act all wild, straddle me, ride me like she racing to pass over to the Ancestors. Other times, we silent, fondle, caress, kiss each other all over. She melt me heart with her sweet whisperings until the blood heat up, flow out its fires right through her body, then crest into mine. Afterwards, sometimes, we talk bout every little thing that happen in the day, but most times we just lay still, silent. Hold each other close till is time for me to leave, return before daylight. Sometimes I have to run all the way, but is well worth it. Spending time with Aurelia, I come to understand how dry and brittle me life used to be. She turn out to be the one that melt the barriers round me heart, until they no longer needed.

Now every chance I get, I use the jobbing work to try see Aurelia. And every time I see her, I feel how love make me heart dip and swoon. How it give me the strength to face each day. Face the life I been chatteled to.


At first, I tell nobody bout her. I want to keep it a secret. Is for me and me alone. But love start to change me, show itself in every little thing I say and do. The first person to notice is Eliza.

‘What happen to you William?’ she ask me one morning.

‘What you mean?’

‘You no longer hold that look. The one that make everybody take a step back, keep dem distance,’ she say, and make me laugh. ‘Look pon that. The old William never laugh so freely.’ Then it dawn on her. ‘Oh, me understand now. You in love.’

‘What you know bout love?’ I ask her, try stop meself from smiling.

‘Love start as a small thing,’ she say. ‘Like when you also water the plant dem in the provision ground next to you own. Then love get to be a big thing, because you care bout somebody, more than you care bout youself. Is that what happen to you, William? Me hope so. You a grown man now. Must stop feeling hard done by, always sorry for youself.’

What Eliza say is one big surprise. Not only what she say, but how much wiser, smarter she is than me. After that day, is like me eyes open. I start to see the world clearer. I start to stand up for meself, for Eliza, and many of the slaves on the plantation come to me for help. Is like I take on the strength of Stella, the wisdom of Calla, and I come to understand what me purpose is. I look back at me younger self, see how far I come. I reach a time in me life where I belong, not to a place, but to be in kindred spirits with me people. No more hiding behind the wait-a-bit fence, sitting, shrouded in aloneness.

 

A few seasons pass and big excitement catch us. Word come down that we get a letter from James. Sammy heard bout him from one of the visitors him serve. Wrote him a letter, sent it cross the seas and James wrote back. It take a while before Sammy finally get permission to come visit Ginger Hill, bring James letter with him.

After the working day over, we sit together outside the hut Eliza and me share. Drink bush tea, sit and talk bout how fate shape each of us. Talk bout Stella, hope she hear James letter that Sammy reading out, the words crossing over, drifting towards the Ancestors.

 

Dear William, Sammy and pretty Eliza,

Perhaps I should have written long before this, but I confess I have been in two minds about doing so. My life is so different now, and in my telling of it, I did not want to create hurt for you, my family of old. It will be as hard for you to imagine it as it becomes increasingly hard for me to imagine what my life would be like if I were still there. Still a slave.

The ‘cousin them’ have treated me well. They sent me to school and the world of letters and numbers is no longer a mystery to me. I have taken up the skilled art of draftsmanship and am apprenticed to a master architect, designing homes for the very wealthy. I also paint landscapes, some of which have started to sell. Can you imagine me, little James, a gentleman, with servants to do my bidding?

The news of Stella and what took place hit me very hard. The cousins had hoped to spare me, but the trial was reported in all the newspapers and I read them a thousand times over. With all my heart, I wished it not to be true. I still can’t believe that Stella had a hand in killing Father. I was not there, so I cannot judge. For a time, the cousins and I became estranged because of it, but that is now in the past.

It has been difficult for all concerned as our wealth was based on sugar. After the sale of the plantation most of the money was used to pay off Father’s debts, so we had to look for other means of support. Uncle Jack now owns and runs a small factory, the making of thread. I do not like this place and find the treatment of the workers akin to slavery.

You will be happy to hear, London is in turmoil with the abolitionists doing their best to press for the abolition of slavery. Aunt Caroline has encouraged me to speak at many of their rallies. To speak from personal experience.

Fate has been kinder to me than you and it is my duty, in some small way, to repay this grace. If fate continues to smile, I am to be married in the coming year. Above my station, no less. She has wealth and I have ambition. I am perhaps a novelty for jaded tastes, but still I believe there to be love. If the marriage goes through, I will be a wealthy man and in a position to buy your freedom. It will take time, but it has always been my dream.

Yours faithfully,

James Mowatt

 

Was a shock to hear that letter. All the things we learn bout James and his life now. We proud of him, feel glad for him, but hearing him letter, it bring up too many questions. Questions that have no answers. Too much happened, the difference too great, and a part of me doubt our paths will ever run together again.

Sammy spend another day before him have to leave, tell us all bout him life in Black River. How he have him own room at the back of his massa house, a big two-storey mansion that look out over the sea. His massa come to trust him with many things, not just serving all the guests. Now he also work down at the port, checking all the supplies coming and going. Seem like fate shining on Sammy and him life is closer to James, while Eliza, me, we get left behind in the old-time slavery world. I should rejoice for them, but it feel too cruel.

The next season, fate smile on Eliza too. The bookkeeper finally come round. Him buy her and little Betsy from Busha Annand, pay a good price too. Now Eliza and little Betsy go to live with him. She still work in the kitchens, still a slave, but she seem to be happy. In time, I wouldn’t be surprised if she going move up, become head house slave. Maybe even one day be given her freedom.

A short time later, all the joy and good luck that been building up suddenly depart. Sammy send word to Eliza that the dream of freedom we been holding get crushed, dry up for good. James fall ill, die from cholera. It kill plenty people in London, but why, why it have to catch James? And when Eliza come visit to tell me, we sit and weep together like tomorrow never going come again. It take a long time to heal the blow we get from the passing of little brother James. 












Fighting Words



In the beginning is only a whisper. A rumour that get passed from mouth to ear and back again in the church prayer meetings held cross the island. And the whispers, they all bout the change that is a-coming. And the best place to hear bout this change is in the Burchell Baptist Church up in Montego Bay. That church come to be like the hub in a wheel of a cart driven by a missionary man by the name of Thomas Burchell. Him come out from the Mother Country, build the church, start to preach. Don’t just talk bout the Lord, but talk about abolition. Is under him that Sam Sharpe get him training, helping out with the service, marking off attendance, collecting fees, giving out tickets, until he started preaching and ended up with him own congregation. Not just slave them mind you. Free coloureds and blacks come too. Even white folks, him is such a good preacher. And over the years, him come to be like a father to us slaves. Come to be called Reverend Daddy Sharpe, with all that wisdom pouring out of him.

Sunday services is when plenty slaves can get permission papers to go to church and, tonight, Reverend Sharpe going hold one in Black River, close to where Ginger Hill is, and many of us going.

By the time Eliza and me meet up and get to the church, is full to overflowing. One of the brothers tell me later, is not as crowded like up in Montego Bay, where up to three thousand slaves go. Tonight is hundreds and them fill the church, the yard, outside the yard, down the street and round the corner. Them line up in them Sunday best, hoping to catch a glimpse of Reverend Sharpe, even after the service long time over. And when Sam Sharpe see me, him still remember Stella boy. Is like no time pass from when I meet him up on the hill in the little white church and him welcome me like a friend.

Those of us lucky enough to be inside going never forget that service. Is so powerful that many of the church sister them sigh and swoon, fall into the waiting arms of the church brothers who need plenty kerchief fanning to bring them round again. And when the sister them wake, they tell us they gone to heaven, sit with the angel them looking down pon us. And the angel them well pleased, give it plenty praise.

After the choir finish singing the first hymn, Reverend Sharpe look out over the congregation, and he seem to be looking at each and every one of us, when him say, ‘Let us pray.’

Then much shuffling as everybody get down on bended knees.

‘Lord,’ him say, holding up him arms to heaven, ‘look down on your children, and be merciful.’

‘Amen.’

‘Fill up our bodies with the strength of lions.’

‘Yes, Lawd.’

‘Help us to endure, as your only begotten son Jesus Christ endured, when he was up there suffering on that lowly wooden cross of his.’


The congregation sing out, ‘Endurance! Make us stronger, Lawd.’

‘And Lord, fill up our hearts with forgiveness.’

‘Forgiveness!’

‘As Jesus forgave those who tormented him! Made a mockery of him! Whipped him! Gave him the lash!’

‘Help us to forgive, Lawd.’

One woman in the front sing out, ‘But is a mighty hard thing to do.’

‘Amen, amen, amen.’

‘And finally, Lord, fill our minds with wisdom, with the all-seeing eye, as Christ did with his disciples. Was it not he who said, no man can obey two masters?’

‘Yes, Daddy, yes!’

‘There is the one who rules on earth,’ Sam Sharpe say, pointing downwards. ‘There is the one who rules in the heavens.’ Look up as though him can actually see the Lord. ‘One of these masters is frail!’

‘Yes!’

‘Is weak!’

‘Yes! Weak and wicked!’

‘Brings destruction down on our people.’

‘Free the people, Daddy! Free the people!’

‘The other,’ and Daddy drop him voice down to a whisper, make us have to strain forward, ‘the other master, he is a divine master. A righteous master who, through his son, heals the sick.’

‘Heal dem, Jesus! Heal dem!’

‘Feeds the poor.’

‘Feed us, Jesus. Feed us good.’

Now Daddy voice starts to rise again. ‘Gives hope to those who turn to him.’


‘Hope!’

‘Long-lasting hope and saves his children.’

‘Save us, Lawd!’

‘Saves all his children.’

And now Daddy’s voice booms like thunder. ‘A kind master who has no need of the lash to bring his people to their knees.’

‘Freedom! O, freedom!’ the choir sing out.

‘No more lash. No more pain. Give us sweet freedom!’ the congregation shout out.

One old man kneeling up the back say, ‘The Lawd may be great, but me knees is weak, and if this praying business go on much longer, me not going be able rise up again. Even with the help of the Lawd.’

When Daddy Sharpe hear this, him laugh out loud and say, ‘Amen, brother, amen. Let us rise.’

With much help from the brothers beside him, the old man rise up and shout, ‘All praise to Daddy! All praise to the Lawd!’

Then that old organ start to wheeze into life and the sister them start to sing and the place start to shake with all the clapping and jumping and swaying of bodies. Finally the hymn come to an end and we all settle back down on the benches, breathing hard. Waiting, waiting with longing, for the next sermon to begin.

When I first heard Daddy Sharpe preach all those seasons ago, in the little white church up there on the hill, I was very young, very foolish. Only thought bout meself and all the little wrongs that been done to me. I didn’t understand the meaning of the words pouring out of him mouth. Plenty word them. Words that left me slack-mouthed in awe. He planted questions I didn’t even know I had, and is only now I can start to answer.

Him also seem to have a way with the ladies. Listen to them little hurts and afflictions, calm them right down. Is why all the church sisters fight hard to be part of the choir, just to be a little closer to all that energy pouring out through him skin. And him not much taller than me, not much bigger. Only bout five foot six. Have a broad, high forehead, a wiry frame. But is him eyes that get you. They brown with flecks of gold, that flash and shine like the peenie wallies that flit bout at night, branding you with the honesty of what him saying.

And he carry himself like a free man, not like a slave. Stand up tall, straight. Don’t cower before him massa. Samuel Sharpe Esquire, a lawyer everybody say is plenty smart. He teach Daddy how to read and write from when him a boy, make it easy for him to move up through the church. Read the news papers, learn bout what is happening in the Mother Country. And after him read, then him report back to us, talk bout the secrets behind the words. What them really mean.

‘I bring good tidings.’

‘Praise the Lawd!’

‘News from cross the seas,’ one slave say, holding up a newspaper.

‘Tell us the news, Daddy. Tell us the news.’

‘Our Christian brothers and sisters across the water, over in the Mother Country, want us to know we are not forgotten.’

‘Not forgotten.’

‘They hear our lamentations and take pity on our plight.’

‘Praise the Lawd!’

‘They are fighting.’

‘Fighting!’

‘Fighting for all of us.’

‘The Lawd be praised!’

‘Even the great king himself has come to understand the evils that have beset this little island and forced us into servitude.’

‘Servitude no longer!’


‘He is about to pass laws that will bring about our salvation.’

‘Freedom, sweet Jesus, freedom.’

‘So now it is only the earthly master, the backra, holding us back. He doesn’t want to give us our freedom. He swears he will not change the laws of this little island even though the great king wills it so.’

‘Shame, Daddy, shame!’

‘Why is that, I ask you?’

‘Why, Daddy, why? Tell us why.’

‘Because …’ Him stop, wait, watch as we lean forward to hear.

‘Backra refuses to accept that if all men are equal in the eyes of the Lord – the Lord, who is the one and only true master – this means that backra and the slave are equal!’

On hearing that, it make me heart beat fast, like a horse when him galloping, and I jump up with the congregation and start to shout and sing.

The slaves that never hear Sam Sharpe preach before, when him say that everybody equal in the eyes of Jesus Christ the Lord, they beat them hands against them chest, openly weep. And when him speak bout slavery and freedom in the one breath, they get driven to a state of distraction by the power of what him preaches. Is a big truth him telling. A truth bout the world outside youself, outside this little island. A truth that open me eyes to a new way of seeing, a seeing that build up a thirst for knowledge and for learning. A thirst that calm me angry silence.

And them words make me shiver and tremble with a great wordless longing. A longing that was once just a wish, a hope, a dream, that Sam Sharpe helped me to grow into a wide swollen river. A river that overflow the banks of my cowardly heart. Giving me the courage to say, ‘Yes! I will stand up, fight for our freedom.’


And I come to understand this is how him plant him seeds of hope, how him water them so they start to unfurl, grow big, grow strong, send out flowers. Grand flowers in all shapes and sizes to match the fervour of Daddy Sharpe soul. After that service, I try to show up, whenever I can.

A few more seasons pass. Busha Annand still send me out jobbing, but now him job me out further and further away. Make it easier to meet up with Aurelia when the job done, attend a church service where Sam Sharpe is preaching. Always keep me permission slip close at hand. Over time though, things start to change between Aurelia and me. Maybe the passing of James strike me heart too deep. Maybe is her. We always glad to see each other, but whatever holding us together, start to untangle, lose its power. And no matter how hard I try, the light in her eyes no longer glisten when she see me. They turn dull and shy away. Old Mister Braithwaite sell up, move back to the Mother Country and she get sold to another massa. One who seem to favour her, like to keep her close. Now she one of the church sisters, singing in the choir in Black River. Is sweet to listen to her sing, remember that shining face, a face she no longer show me. Is lost to a younger self we both left behind, a long time ago.

One night, after a late-night service, when people finally start to depart, many with a long trek ahead of them to return before the early-morning muster, Daddy ask for some of us to stay back. We gather in the speaking room in the back of the church. And over time, I join him inner circle, a group of head drivers that him come to trust. Join Gardner from Greenwich, Dove from Belvedere, Johnson from Retrieve Pen and Taylor a saddler from Montego Bay. And he talk to us different than when him preaching in church. In the backroom, he turn quiet, get all serious. Gradually me ears and eyes open, and I start to put the understanding together that him teaching us not just about the scriptures but teaching us to think not like a slave, but like a man.

‘Backra loves to talk bout the fairness of the law,’ him say. ‘But backra has one law for himself and one law for the slave. This is how them keep us in bondage. And this so-called law did not come down from the Lord. It came up from men, and we are men. So it reasons that we are free to try to change the law.’ Sharpe hold up him hand like him giving a blessing and we bow our heads. ‘Let it be known from this day forth that our place in this world can be made anew. Change is what we have to fight for, and the time for grasping at that change, the time for our freedom, is now.’











The Plan



Been a fierce summer. Six months of drought on the island. Some of the old-timers tell me is the worse they seen in a long, long time. Not only the canefields suffer, but all our provision grounds dry up. Rivers run little water so is hard to even do a little bit of fishing. Backra still expect us to work though in the heat and dust and dryness. But how can you work when you belly empty? We is restless and we is weary.

Sam Sharpe wanted us to rise up before planting season start, but then him say wait. Tell us the king going send freedom papers, order backra to give us our freedom. But no papers come. Then we going rise up after the cane get planted, but again Sam Sharpe tell us to wait. So we wait, and wait, but nothing happen, except storm clouds gather. We get heavy rains, and many slaves get sick with the pox. By the time Christmas come round and cropping season pon us, nobody want to wait any longer.

We gather in the speaking room of the church to hear what Sam Sharpe have to say.

‘Christmas fall on a Sunday. We supposed to get two rest days at Christmas, so you must not show up for work on the Tuesday,’ Sharpe tell us. ‘And you must tell others to not show up when the driver blows the conch shell. Then you must send word to backra that unless slaves get paid in wages, we are not working. No more will we take the lash.’

Sam Sharpe know after the cane get cut, if no slave go out to work, it going spoil fast. Only take two or three days for it to turn rotten. Him want to force backra to give in, to pay us. That was the plan. Was a good plan!

Another night, after service, I ask him, ‘You think backra going give up so easy? Give up all the money pouring into them pockets? Give up the power them hold over us?’

Him chuckle, look at me straight. ‘Nothing comes easy, William, when it is change you’re talking about. And freedom, it seems, requires the heaviest of payments. Payments made in blood. Not violence for violence sake. Nor power for the sake of power. No,’ him say, shaking him head. ‘This is the way of the weak man, the soulless man.’ Holding up the good book, him say, ‘Life is a precious gift from our Lord, our saviour, who sent down his one and only son to guide us. Watched as he suffered on the cross to save the souls of his children. Just like we may have to suffer, may have to die, to save those coming after us. But we never take a life just for the taking of it.’

I pray the plan going work, but in me heart I know better. And Sam Sharpe must know it too. Must know deep down that backra not going give anything up, unless we fight for it. Take it, grab it, make it our own. Just like them. Backra take and grab and call what they steal them own. Except, we not stealing. We taking back what should never been taken. Freedom to come, to go, to live as we choose.

Christmas Day come round with much dancing and music just like normal. The next day is a rest day and we all act like nothing going happen. Like we going do what we always do. Bow down before backra. I get back to me hut late that night. Sneak back in, so nobody know I been missing. Nobody know I been checking supplies, cleaning guns, piling up bullets. A few more hours before cock crow, must lay down. Catch a little rest. Make ready to face whatever going come.

Is then a duppie come to visit. It come sliding through the unopened door, into me dreamless sleep. At first, all I see is a glowing light, but then the light turn solid, take shape, take form. When I look into that light and form, I come to know is Stella. She reach out, shake me by the shoulders, tell me to wake up. Tell me she want to have a little talk with her son. When a duppie come to visit, as Calla used to say, you must follow the signs, see where it lead. If Stella duppie is anything like she was in the wide-awake world, I know this going be a long talk. Rubbing me eyes, I get up, sit on the side of the bed.

‘What you think you doing, boy?’ is the first thing she say. Hands on her hips looking down on me like me still a child. ‘Why you ride up and down all over the countryside when you have a sister to look out for? What if something happen to you? You going leave her with no protection?’

‘Like you done to me?’ I say, too tired to stop meself.

Stella duppie reach out like she going cuff me bout the ears. ‘Used to like the sermons of Daddy Sharpe. Like dem very much, but the last thing me think him going do is teach me first born how to turn rebel. All this talk bout rising up. Me tell you straight. This rebel business going lead to no good.’

‘Hush up,’ I tell Stella duppie. ‘You come back to haunt me just to tell me how to live me life? What bout your life?’ and me feel the anger start to build up. ‘How you let youself get mixed up with that McKellar Maroon? Bring disgrace down on our family? On me?’


‘Don’t make this hard for me, Will,’ she say, and if a duppie could show sorrow then her face full up with it. Pain me to see it, but I keep right on going. Surprised how much anger still sitting on me chest, holding down me heart bout what happen.

‘You didn’t come before. Why now? Why not when I was sick with the fever and boils? Or when I almost lose me leg like old cripple Jonnie when the mule fall down the gully? Why now, when I going do something important with me life?’

‘Me only trying to protect you. Make sure you don’t pass over before you time. Make sure you die a peaceful death. Me tell you straight, a violent death do nobody no good.’ And I notice how she tremble when she tell me this.

‘How many years this slavery business been going on?’ I ask her. ‘Hundreds of years, Sam Sharpe remind us. Hundreds. Imagine that. And no matter what we do, we never going get out from under the yoke of backra. Him can still do anything him want to us. Look what Massa done to you. Him take away you pigs, sell dem in the market, keep the money for himself. Help pay off him debts. Look what him done when you try keep him away from you daughter. Try stop him doing what him do to all him slave women. Like what him do to you. Sam Sharpe have plans, Stella. Mighty plans. The world going change and us slaves going be the ones to change it.’

Stella duppie look at me hard for a long time. Finally she smile, hold out her fingers of light over me head.

‘Go in peace, little Will. You speak the truth,’ she say. ‘Every time you think you life is over and you have no strength to carry on, remember this moment. Know me going be with you always. We have strength and we strong, much stronger than backra. We suffer, but we endure. Always have. And always will, till backra come to understand that all of us is equal.’


Then the light round her start to dim, and she start to fade, leave. Float out through the unopened door and finally disappear.

The dawn just breaking when I wake. Been asleep for only a little while, but I feel rested and alert. Is then me heart burst open and the tears flood down me face. The sorrow I been holding back since Stella death come crying out. And the shame of it pour out through me skin and I weep till I can’t weep no more. And when the weeping all over, in its place, I feel a deeper strength unfold.

I get up. Change me clothes and listen out for the call of the driver blowing on him conch shell, calling the field slave them out to work. But there is no such call. There is going be no work today, and not on any other day, unless backra give in and pay us.

I notice how quiet the morning is. So quiet you can almost hear a gentle breeze rustling the tops of the sugar cane, way off in the distance. In the few moments between the past that is no longer and a future that not yet come, the world open up to me and all the memory them of childhood days come flooding back. The days up in the pasture with William the Second and all the stories I used to collect, store in the breadfruit tree.

And this morning I come to understand, now is the time for new stories. Stories no longer filled up with the lonely yearnings of a lost boy, but stories bout the power that faith and belief in you own kind can bring. Stories where new beginnings lay in wait. All I have to do is pick up the gun I been hiding, keeping back for meself, open the door, step outside into this new day.

 

Last night, slaves set fire to the trash house on Kensington Estate. Is a rich plantation that sit at top of a high hill looking down on Montego Bay. It burn fast, go up in smoke billowing out over the town for all to see. Sam Sharpe choose Kensington Estate because when the fire get lit, it going turn into a signal. A signal that slaves can see for many miles round. A signal that mean, the time has come. Time to rise, to stand up to backra.

All of a sudden, more flames start to light up the sky. Was supposed to be just the one, but two light up, then three, four, five, six, ten. Moving cross the parish of Saint James. Then more and more flames start to rise up all over Saint Elizabeth. No choice now, no turning back. Not that we going change our minds. We been waiting for this glorious day all our life. Finally, it come. And from plantation to plantation, drums start to beat, carrying messages that the time is now. Time to make war on the master.

I head up through the grove of slave huts towards the path that lead to the Ginger Hill Great House. Gather up bout eight to ten slaves I know willing to join me. Leave behind the slaves that quickly close them door and stay inside. Enter past the lower gates of the entrance to the Great House carriageway, start marching past trees lined up one after the other, just like the slaves marching behind me. Further up the carriageway, I see Busha Annand come striding down to meet us, looking angry, then looking plenty worried when him find himself surrounded by slaves with cutlasses at them waist. See that many of us not in work clothes, but in the blue and brown militia uniform.

‘What are you up to, William?’ him ask me. ‘Why are you and the other slaves not coming out to muster?’

‘Because I tell dem not to.’

Busha Annand look round to see if him can find the head driver, but he not there. The night before I told him and the field slave them to not come out to be mustered, but to wait till I get there.

I take a step towards him, hold up me gun so him know I mean business. Busha Annand take a step back. Him look round, I can see the fear in him eyes as I start to edge closer. Just then the head driver come up and Busha Annand shout out, ‘Tell the slaves they can have the day off, as long as they turn out for muster and be counted.’

The head driver look at me and I shake me head.

‘If you want slaves to muster, you must agree to pay each and every one of us. If you don’t pay, slave going sit down by the canefield dem until all the green and yellow plants turn rotten.’

Busha Annand look at me, mouth hanging slack. Him don’t know what to say. Is the last thing him expect. Finally him back away, turn on him heel, start to run up the path. The other slaves look at me to see what I going do. I head straight after him, catch him by him jacket, throw him to the ground.

‘Busha, you are my prisoner.’ I stand over him. ‘We slaves work hard enough, long enough, now is time for freedom. No more,’ I tell him. ‘No more you going use the lash, to beat us, to make us work. And there is nothing you can say or do going change this.’

Busha Annand eyes get wide like him looking at a madman. Him brain can’t understand how him suddenly end up on the bottom, me on the top. Is a good thing him not too cruel, otherwise I think I would lose control, blow him head off.

I tell a rebel to lock him up in one of the slave huts, leave someone to keep watch, make sure him don’t escape. Then I turn to the rest of the rebels.

‘Mek haste. Take everything out the slave huts and carry dem away. Hide dem in the caves nearby and when you finish, we going clear out Massa house. Make sure it empty before we burn the place down.’

Everybody follow orders and get plenty busy. Leave me to make me way up the path to the Great House, open the front gate, walk right up the steps of the verandah to the front door. Is a strange feeling, because I always enter through the back. Now me standing at the front door with a gun in me hand. Some of the other rebels try to follow me, but I tell them to go help empty the slave huts first, take a rest, wait outside. Them not happy, but what they going do? Sam Sharpe put me in charge, so them must obey me.

I long ago decided I going be the first to cross the threshold, the first to enter the Great House. To smash the windows, to trample cross the polished floors in dirt-covered feet. Floors polished week after week, month after month, year after year by the hands and bent backs of our women. Is something I been brooding over, since Sam Sharpe told me to lead a group of rebels onto Ginger Hill plantation.

‘You know the lay of the land,’ him told me. ‘If we can take Ginger Hill, it opens the way towards taking the other plantations in the south. All the way down to Black River.’

I bowed me head and said yes, I would be happy to lead. To take Ginger Hill and burn it down. It mean nothing to me anymore, it never really did, was not me home. It not even the Massa’s home, him don’t live there. And as the years built up, I started to despise the place with its white window shades, lime-washed walls, pretty gardens, kitchens full up with food. All made good by slave labour. The harder we worked, the more money Massa made and the prettier the place got. Made me detest it more and more. But standing at the front door, bout to open it, I get afraid. Is then I remember the questions Sam Sharpe asked me.

‘What gives one man the right to own so much? What gives this same man the right to withhold so much? And what gives any man the power over another? The right to say whether you or I can live in peace or die in agony?’

He asked a truth I needed to hear.

Opening the door, I step inside, quiet, like when Busha Annand used to call for me to come stand outside him office. The room is silent except for the ticking of the grandfather clock. It don’t know no one but me is round to listen to it beat out the rhythm of time behind the big glass cover. The clock have gold hands moving, moving, step by step, like all the moments that added up to this one. I, standing inside the Great House, and Busha Annand, tied up in the slave hut. Him always eager to put a slave in the stocks or in the bilboes where them spend all night tied up, getting bitten by mosquitoes. And here’s me, inside backra’s home, backra’s kingdom, standing in the front parlour, not in the kitchens in the back.

I start to tiptoe towards the clock, then stop meself. Still acting like a slave. I straighten up, walk over, open the clock cover, like I seen Busha Annand do when him wind it. The ticking get louder and louder like a pounding in me head. Before I know what me doing, I reach out, hold that gold ticker, feel it push, struggle against me hand as I stop it from moving. Stop it ticking forward. Maybe if I can stop the ticking, I can hold things up, slow things down. Step into a place between what me bout to do and what going happen next. And the price I know me going have to pay for doing it.

The gold ticker start to cut into me hand. Me bout to let it go, when I remember Stella hanging from a rope and something inside me snap. I twist and twist, until that gold ticker get all bent and, with a final beat, stop ticking. Then the Great House is truly silent, only filled up with the sound of me breathing. Even the sounds of the rebels outside seem far away, like part of another world, another time. I close the glass, seal the moment.

The rebels start calling out that Sam Sharpe getting closer. Him have one hundred and fifty rebels with him and we must be ready to make a move as soon as him come.

I move quick cross the parlour into the dining room, discover a table laid out made ready for a meal. A scrubbed white linen cloth, set with china plates ringed in gold. Painted teacups, silver spoon and knife and fork them, gleaming beside crystal glasses waiting to be filled.

I walk to the head of the table, pull out Busha Annand chair, sit down. It don’t feel that much different to any other chair. If anything, it need to be fixed. One of the legs feel mighty wobbly. I look down to the end of the table, imagine the other chairs filled with family, with friends. I pick up one of the glasses, drink deep from the imaginary wine, break the imaginary bread.

The rebels call out again, so I push back the chair, pick up the carving knife off the table, put it in me belt. Is only then I realise where me really heading. To Busha bedroom. A room where things take place in the dead of night with slave women against them will. Where skin meet skin, where backra loins fill up with the power, the control him over the black flesh that lay naked, limp on the white sheet before him. The young slave girls laugh bout how much heaving and groaning backra do. The older women only bored by it. Them minds full up with more important things, like if them sick child going recover from the yaws, or if rain coming so there going be enough to eat. Whether they going make a good sale at the markets.

Sometimes, when backra feel a little guilty, him pay the women with a bolt of cloth or with extra coins, but most times him just do him business, order them out the room.

I look down on the bed and it take me back to Rock Pleasant. How Massa have him way with Stella, with Eliza. And before I know it, I hold up the carving knife, rake it cross the bedspread, cutting, ripping it to pieces. Dig deeper, cut through the mattress, plunder the inner workings, me rage growing with every rip, every tear, until the room get covered in bits of cloth and matting and the bed look like it been torched by a hurricane. But is not enough to cool the rage that been roaring inside me. I pick up anything I can get me hands on, throw them on the ground, smash them up. Open up the closet, rip the clothes to shreds. We supposed to collect all the things we think we can use when the fighting done. Sell them and use the money to help build back up the plantations we pull down. Plant the cane, cut it, take it to the mill. Reap the rewards backra been reaping. But not this time, not this room. This room going be left shattered. Just like me family.

Finally, I walk out the bedroom, close the door softly behind me. Walk back cross the dining room floor, pick up a silver spoon from the table, hide it in me belt. Walk past the clock in the parlour till I reach the front door and open it. Look at the rebels waiting, eyes alert, ready for action. Then I beckon to them.

‘Come in,’ I say. ‘Come in, me friends. Take what you want and make this place you own.’

 

On the first few days things go our way.

We strike like lightning, travel from plantation to plantation, gathering up the slaves willing to fight for freedom. The slaves that still want to follow in Busha footsteps, we lock them up in slave huts, let them out after most of us gone. We take every stick of furniture, clothes, cutlery, pretty plate and glass them out of the Great Houses, then set fire to them houses. Watch as the smoke billow and the flames of the red-hot fire rise up to devour them. Turn the sun blood-red, to match the passion in our hearts.

We of one mind, one will. Sam Sharpe will.

But some of the slaves, they don’t wait for the signals. Don’t fall in line behind our leaders, Dove, Johnson and Gardiner, when they relay the messages as to what going happen next. A few of the rebels make them own plans. Don’t listen. For some is not bout fighting for freedom, for justice. For some is just bout payback. Use the fighting to take revenge on the ones that done them wrong. But revenge make them hot-headed, careless. Come out into the open when them should stay hidden. Be late when them should be early. And when it come down to it, them don’t stand and fight. Instead them run.

And we drink the rum of victory, not knowing we betrayed by our own kind. The slaves that still think freedom going descend from the heavens, when backra heart get ploughed under with kindness. Them run to backra. Run like a dog when the massa whistle. Confess! Give all the details bout the plan. They live in a dream world, what fools. But so is we, because we think the ships in the dock bringing black sand to use in our guns and the king already sign the freedom papers. But the ship full of soldiers sent to fight us and the king, him gave no such freedom.

For some of us, it make no difference. We going continue to hold steady, to fight. Listen for the signals coming down the line, even though the scent of death lingering round us and the cries of wounded brothers left behind still ringing in our ears.

Word reach us that, all over town, notices going up. Hammered into trunks of tree or pasted to boards, in each and every town, in every parish where the slaves rising up. So a few nights ago, Sharpe gathered up those of us still fighting and read out to us what them notices say.


To the Rebellious Slaves.

NEGROES – YOU have taken up arms against your Masters, and have burnt and plundered their Houses and Buildings. Some wicked persons have told you that the King has made you free, and that your Masters withhold your freedom from you. In the name of the King, I come among you to tell you that you are misled. I bring with me numerous Forces to punish the guilty, and all who are found with the Rebels will be put to death, without mercy. You cannot resist the King’s Troops. Surrender yourselves, and beg that your crime may be pardoned. All who yield themselves up to any military post immediately, provided they are not principals and chiefs in the burnings that have been committed, will receive His Majesty’s gracious pardon. All who hold out will meet with certain death.

WILLOUGHBY COTTON, Maj. General Command.



Afterwards, we all silent as a grave. Some of the rebels push for us to surrender, others say no, we must fight on. We look to Sharpe to see what him going say. We are not disappointed. Just like in church, him preach a sermon that pick us up and keep us fighting.

‘When did backra ever tell the truth, unless he’s going to benefit? When did backra ever withhold the lash, when he had a chance to use it? If we turn ourselves in now, what will we gain? It is too late, my brothers, my sisters, we have already done the deed. I know if they catch me, I will hang. And those of you that they think is a ringleader, you will also hang. Make no mistake, I would rather die on yonder gallows than live in slavery. I am happy to go this way, knowing that our work is done. Go to my death wrapped in a future that will declare we did the right thing. The sacrifice well worth it. Our actions are just one more step on the road to freedom. A road we have pried open with our hands, our struggle, our blood, our lives. A road made a little wider like all those who rebelled before us have done.’

Many of us take what him say to heart and carry on. Fighting day after day, week after week until we all weary to the bone. Others believe the king lie, give themselves up, only to discover that backra once again is not to be trusted. They get thrown in gaol, marched off to court, sentenced to death and hanged, or paraded round the streets and lashed fifty times in each town square. So many hangings that the bodies pile up, just left on the ground, turn rotten, causing a stink.

After a while I come to know is only bout a hundred of us still fighting, but till Sam Sharpe say stop, nothing going stop. We going strike like a wind that blow, stop and blow again, till everything standing in its path get cleared away. What we going do? Give up? Return to the plantation, to the yoke of slavery? Even when me bone tired, want to rest, I owe it to the brothers and sisters, men, women and pickney me leading. They all brave souls who would rather feel them chests pierced with a bullet than them backs bleeding from the cut of the lash.

Yesterday, we backtracked through the hills and gullies until we came to this pass in the woods. Hid in the rocks, behind bushes, some alongside the ravine, the only way forward, to play a waiting game. Wound the soldiers and militia men, one by one, as they try to pass. We all know this will be the last stand. Nowhere else to go, except hide in the hills, keep on running. But run to where? Even if we make it to Maroon town, way up in the hills, the Maroons going tie us up, drag us back, turn us in, collect them reward.

Tonight, a thin slice of a moon hang in the air. Lucky for us she rise late, give off only a little bit of light. I sit at the first lookout near the mouth of the ravine keeping watch, knowing each and every one of the slaves hiding behind me. Some work with me on the plantation. Been to prayer meetings with most of them. We listened and learnt the plans Sam Sharpe made and we all come together to make them happen.

And now, we wait. Wait for the soldiers as they march closer and closer to us like the calm before the start of a hurricane. Wait in the darkness, like shadows. Still. Silent. A stillness and silence like you find only in the dead of night. A listening silence, ready to act. Our ears and noses like eyes as we sniff the wind, to smell the English soldiers trudging up the hill. Soldiers backra bring from the Mother Country to track us down. They have plenty guns and rockets, but them and the militia don’t know the land like we do. Don’t find out its secrets like how we had to, when the first of us got dragged in chains to the island. Every slave that ran away stored up the memory of the hidden, winding paths them came cross. Kept the memory alive. Passed it down to generation after generation of slaves, until it become the only home we know.

Something bout the darkness of this night making me nervous. Many a time I used to walk through darkness, to be back at the plantation in time for early morning muster, specially after attending a church service with Daddy Sharpe. I liked the feel of it, the cool breeze against me skin as it soothed me weary body. Helped me to rest, blend into the shadows, become invisible like I used to when I was a pickney. Gave me a feeling of what freedom must be like. But tonight, this darkness have a weight to it, as if all of nature brooding, waiting for the ambush of gunshot, to rip through its earthen bowels.

Feeling restless, I move further along, check if I can see, hear anything. As I creep through the woods me insides start to churn and a big fear rise up about the future. What going happen when the fighting finish? What going happen to me?

Will I be captured? Wounded? Dead? Better dead, I think.

I try not to dwell on thoughts of death, the words of backra buzzing in me head, and replace them with the last words I heard from our leader, me friend, and let them flow into me heart to stoke up whatever little courage I have left.

‘How did it come to be so, that a few men could have dominion over so many men and all because of skin colour? Colour! The sparkling blue of a sky after the early morning rain. The yellow of the canefields rippling in the breeze. The emerald green feathers of the honey feeder. The orange of a sunset and the pink of a sunrise. The musky brown of the ripe, rich earth that sustains us. The glow of copper on the faces of our women as they cook over the fire.’ Then him lower him voice and say, ‘Then there is the colour of death. Black deaths. Brown deaths. When backra cut beneath the skin, can they not see that we are all the same? We all bleed the same colour red. Cry the same colourless tears.’

Life was simpler without the powerful words of Sam Sharpe. A childish life of bowing and scraping. A ‘yes, Massa, no, Massa’ life, filled up with backra rules and backra punishments. A half-life I can no longer endure. Is why I come to be looking into the darkness in the hope of seeing the enemy before they see me. I don’t have Sam Sharpe strength of will, but I finally come to understand that, at last, me life has served some useful purpose.

From further down the pass, a crow caw in the distance. A well-used signal. The soldiers and militia is closing in.











Captured



Black River, the big port town. The town where Sammy working. I been locked up behind bars in the workhouse gaol, but him never even try to come and visit. Black River have a big court, just like up in Montego Bay, and the court trials been going on for weeks. Slaves herded in, sentenced, herded out. Most to them death. Now is my turn. I been sitting in the courtroom since early morning. I know what to expect since I already been in a courtroom, all those years ago. Should be different, but isn’t, and in the end I come to understand is going be all the same. The legal man start off by telling the court why I is there, what I done. Use plenty big words to describe a simple action – I pick up arms to fight for freedom.

‘William Buchanan, you have been brought to this bar and tried for rebellion, rebellious conspiracy and arson.’

Yes, that’s right. I want to be a free man. They make it sound like is an evil thing. Is just like backra to put on blinders, the way we put them on a horse so they can only see in one way and one way only. I know if they was in chains, they going fight for freedom too.


As I stand in the dock, look at the judge and all the jurors sitting on the bench, I already know how this trial going end, but I hope at least them who sit in judgement going hear me story. Maybe come to understand why I did the things I did. But looking at the fat, well-fed faces, most of them planters, one a doctor, another one a lawyer, some with Esquire after them name, I know they going learn nothing, hear nothing, and they think that as sure as the sun going rise, they always on the side of right.

First witness that gets called is Busha Annand. When him enter, him look me up and down as if to say, now who is sitting in the dirt. Him swear on the good book that him telling the truth, but is a sideways truth. Make it sound like him was a brave and fierce warrior, don’t tell the court how him cower, shiver in him nightshirt.

‘On Wednesday night,’ Annand start up, but the prosecutor stop him.

‘May it please the court, for clarity’s sake, the Wednesday night Mister Annand is referring to was the twenty-seventh day of December, 1831. Is this correct, Mister Annand?’

Annand nod and continue.

‘I saw several Negro men, from eight to ten in number, coming up the carriageway towards the Great House. I asked them what they wanted and then Buchanan stepped forward.’

‘Is that the prisoner in the dock? Is that the mulatto slave William Buchanan?’

‘Yes,’ Annand say, looking at me. ‘That is he.

‘Then William begged for slaves to have the day off. I said yes, as long as all the Negroes first turned out for muster, so I might see they were all present. Buchanan then seized me by my arm and said, “Busha, you are now my prisoner.” The other Negroes immediately surrounded me and I saw that most of them had cutlasses hidden beneath their shirts.’ Annand pause, wipe him brow where the sweat start to form. ‘Naturally I stood my ground and asked Buchanan what he wanted. He mumbled some nonsense about how they had worked long enough and were now free and how I knew very well the king had made them free and they were now determined to fight for it. I attempted to reason with him, telling him that the king would do no such thing.’

The judge ask, ‘What happened then, Mister Annand?’ And I notice how everybody in the court sit forward, waiting to hear what happen next.

‘He demanded I hand over any arms and ammunition I had in my possession. I of course refused. Buchanan then told one of the Negroes to guard me and he went into the Great House in search of gunpowder.’

‘Did the prisoner harm you in any way?’

‘No, but I believe he meant to murder me if he found no arms.’

‘Objection,’ the defence shout out. ‘You were left unharmed, were you not?’

‘Yes,’ Annand say.

After that, the legal man call other slaves come be a witness against me. Slaves that don’t take part in the rebellion, don’t do nothing, don’t risk them lives. Let backra use them against them own kind. The last slave that get called is Francis Williams, a Negro slave belong to YS estate, one of the estates close to Ginger Hill. I know Francis. Surprised to see him in court, but when you a slave, you take the side of the hand that going feed you.

‘Me was there when William set fire to the estate. First him throw rum on the roof of the Great House and then throw on fire coals. Get the other slaves to fan the flames. Make the house start to burn up quick.’


‘Was there anyone else there, anyone else in charge?’ the prosecutor ask, and I come to understand this is the information they really want. I is just bait.

‘After that me see Sam Sharpe come riding up the path on a white horse, followed by plenty rebels. And when him arrive at the burning him make the horse wheel and turn, fire off him gun in the air.’

‘Anything else?’ the prosecutor ask.

‘Yes, sir,’ Francis say. ‘Sam Sharpe jump off him horse, go up to William, shake hands. Hold dem up in the air. Tell the rebels to fire off dem guns in celebration, blow on the conch shells. After that him gather everybody round him, kneel down to pray. Me was too far away to hear, but me can see by dem faces him speaking words of wisdom. Then him get back on him horse. As him ride away him call out to dem to remember that they all warriors for freedom.’

I look at Francis as they lead him out of the courtroom, see a man that could be me. Is then I come to truly know what Sam Sharpe done for me. How him turn me mind, so I no longer think I is nothing, nothing but chattel, nothing but a slave. And a strange peace settles in me heart. And the fear drop away, and I just sit quiet gathering strength for what I have to face.

So many of us dead. Broken, hanged, given the lash. The slaves that gave up find out how stupid them was. They believed backra when him said if slaves returned peaceful like and went back to work, them going ‘receive His Majesty’s gracious pardon’. As soon as them slaves walked out of the hills, some owners so angry, them shot them on sight. Others got put in chains, put on trial, condemned to death. Hanged in twos and threes outside the courthouse.

The militia even rode up and down hillsides burning the Baptist churches they believed lead us astray. Convinced ‘the church was the whirlpool from which the Rebellion frothed up, to decimate the land’. And backra showed no mercy. A gang of them set upon a group of slaves, tore them apart limb from limb, till the whiteness of them skin no longer white but red, from the covering of blood. Is like the hatred of our black skins, all the fear they been storing up season after season, burst out, turn into avenging acts. And I know backra pouring retribution down on us because we dared to believe we is equal, have the right to freedom.

After a while I stop listening. All the witnesses they call say the same thing: me guilty. And don’t take long before the judge read out him sentence.

‘After a very deliberate and impartial hearing, the jury has found you guilty of the offences with which you stand charged. It is now my painful duty to pass on you the awful sentence of the law, which is that you be taken from hence to the gaol of this parish and from thence to the place of execution, to be hanged by the neck until you are dead, at such time and place as His Excellency the Governor shall think proper to appoint. May the Lord have mercy upon your soul.’

The hammer come down with a bang. It sound like gunfire.

After the courthouse, they take me straight back to the workhouse gaol. Many other slaves housed there, waiting for the sentence of death to be carried out. Too many of us. There is no space to lay down, must stand, sit, our backs against the wall, even when we sleep. One by one, the other slaves disappear. Many of them get hanged just outside, in the back of the courthouse yard. Backra let the bodies pile up, leave them rotting in the hot sun. We, the slaves what left in the cell, can hear the victory wail of death, smell the stench of it as it come sneaking through the bars of the window, to hover over us. Make us know we is next. Is like hell come down to earth. And in this hell I sit, day after day. Night after night, praying for fate to make it me turn. Begging death to release me gently to the Ancestors.











Part Three

Jamaica to the Colony of New South Wales, 1835



























New Worlds




All I want to do is howl. Howl long, hard into the night. Scream into the hard stone floor, where I lay me head down. Scratch at the stone walls, make me fingers bleed. Smash at the wall again and again with me fists, till the pain of it knock me out into a deathlike sleep.

I never do. Instead, long before the cock crow, I wake in darkness trembling with anger, with shame, with a bitter grief that gnaws, growling at me from the pit inside the shadow.

Three years gone since backra pass sentence on me. A lifetime since Sam Sharpe gave himself up. Hanged by the neck till dead. Tossed in the sands of Montego Bay Harbour. Buried like a criminal in a watery grave unknown. Even in death, him still owned. Him massa got paid sixteen pounds sterling from the Mother Country as recompense. My Sammy, who done nothing but bow and scrape, come running like a dog when Massa call him, got sold for much, much more.

And in them long hard nights, when I think back over everything that happened, how much I lose, how much I gain, me heart start to rattle in me chest. Cause the breathing sickness to come back with a vengeance till I collapse on the dirt floor, panting, unable to move, and the guards just leave me to lay there sick and alone, till I come good again.

Father, mother, brother gone. Last I heard, old Calla finally gone too. Gave Mistress Josephine what she wanted, another little Rose. Gained her freedom. Live a long life, old Calla, come visit me one time, in a dream. Come visit, hug me up, then I know for sure she gone from this earthly plane for good.

The thin line between Sammy and me finally break for good too. Him want nothing to do with one of Sam Sharpe rebels. Is only Eliza left to comfort me. Now a big woman. Turn fierce, full of fire, but still have kindness running in her veins. And once more, I find meself sitting behind the wait-a-bit fence, a shroud of despair wrapped tight round me shoulders.

Why freedom come for others, but not for me? How come fate not yet take me life, send me back to the Ancestors? Questions, plenty questions, that have no answers. No answers, except just like on the plantation, is only routine, routine, routine.

All day and every day, I get sent to the quarry, spend it breaking rock. Lift the hammer, strike. Lift the hammer, strike again. Turn rock to rubble, strike again. If not the quarry, I end up stepping on the treadmill. Up down, up down, the wheel turning, rumbling, creaking all day long. Bare feet, marching on the spot. Hands holding tight to the pole, so I don’t drop off. Praying when it jam me legs don’t get mash up in the rolling stair them. And all the while, me body sweat till it dripping wet. Sweat and more sweat, with no shade from the hot afternoon sun. I lose so much water when the guards say, ‘Stop the mill – break and rest,’ I tumble off into the barren yard behind the workhouse, vomit up what little food they give us. It so dry and dusty the ground suck up the watery mess like it starving.

If I knew what going happen next, me heart would be sore with longing to return to even them threadbare days.

 

Early one morning, the warden send down orders for a watchman to bang on the cell door. Open it, drag me off along the stone-laid path, pass the wash house, the supply hut, the little garden that can’t seem to grow nothing, only weeds. Push me into the warden’s office, leave me to stand to attention in front of him big desk full up with papers, wide windows on each side. The sunlight round him shining like a halo, like the power of sunlight is him power and is why him put him desk there.

The warden a stout man with a big nose. Have not much hair on top. Him use lackeys under him to do him dirty work. Keep us in line. Beat us if we not grovelling enough. Hold up food rations when they want to control us, keep us quiet.

‘This is your lucky day, boy,’ the warden say, looking at me sideways like Massa used to do.

‘Yes, sir?’ waiting to see what game him going play, the kind or cruel one.

‘Instead of the rope.’ Him mouth a thin smile. ‘Left to hang rotting in the town square.’

‘Yes, sir?’ Hope in me voice that backra finally going release me.

Most of the other prisoners, long time gone from the workhouse. Some been executed, some already sent back to the massa they belong to, after getting plenty lashes. I would be happy to get some of them lashes, if the warden going release me from the hell I been living in.


‘You are to be transported,’ him say, shuffling him papers.

‘Transported?’ I say, wiping the sleep from me eyes.

‘Something wrong with your ears, boy? Yes, transported,’ him smile getting wider. ‘Sent away.’

‘Leave Jamaica?’

The warden scowl at me, keep shuffling him papers. ‘Ever since you took up arms against your master, you lost the right to have a place on this island. A place where you were tended and cared for. A home, where you belonged. Now you belong nowhere. Belong to no one. Isn’t that what you Negroes wanted? Freedom to choose, to come and go as you please?’

Why the warden telling me this? Haven’t I already done me time?

Transportation is what happen to slaves when they talk back too many times, refuse to work, run away, get caught. Get branded on them cheeks, sent to one of the other islands. If backra not able to break them, they sent cross the seas to one of the big cotton farms up north, where backra work them till they dead.

‘Leave? And go where, sir?’ I praying is not to one of them cotton farms.

‘You are to be put on the next packet ship heading north. One sails in two weeks time. Then you will be transferred to another ship and transported to our newest colony. The colony of New South Wales,’ him say with pride. Then he push back him chair, straighten him jacket, the sunlight reflecting off him shiny buttons, and say, ‘May God rest your soul. If the sea monsters don’t get you, then the natives will,’ before him stamp the papers in front of him with a big bang.

It make no sense. I already serve time in the workhouse breaking rock. Spend three years wondering when the soldiers going come marching down the stone path. Drag me out the workhouse to the back of the courthouse, where backra do the hanging. In that moment, the words of my beloved leader Sam Sharpe come back to me.

‘Knowledge is power. It gives you choices. Choices about what to do, how to do it. Without the power of knowledge, you are just grovelling around in the dirt.’

So I bow me head, buck up me courage and ask the warden.

‘Why, sir? Why me must do this transportation business?’

The warden look at me like I am a fool.

‘It is not my place to question the wishes of the governor. I don’t make the rules. I just follow them. If I had my way, I would have had you executed.’

Just like the way backra killed all the leaders in the rebellion and many, many other slaves.

‘Over four hundred,’ the watchman tell me when him dragging me back to the cells.

Maybe it would be better if backra killed me. Shot me dead. Left me by the side of the road for me body to bloat, turn rotten. For the johncrows to come pick at me, have a good feed. Forgotten by all except family. Must be the strength of the Ancestors, of Stella, of Calla, of James protecting me. And for this, I always going be grateful. Except is I that have to live with them orders. Orders to leave the island, leave everything I know and love behind. Suffer whatever backra sending down the line.

If only Sam Sharpe had been alive when whispers started to spread cross the island again. Whispers and rumours that the king going grant slaves them freedom, for true now. Was Eliza told me, when she finally got permission to come visit me in the workhouse, after I been locked up bout a year. Bring extra food to help keep me strength up.


We hugged each other up and I gobbled up the food she bring me, and after, I asked her for news, longing to hear bout life outside me cell walls.

‘Big news, little Will. Big news,’ she said, a wide smile cross her face. ‘It soon going be law that backra must free each and every one of him slaves.’

‘So the rumour them is true?’ looking at her straight, waiting to see what lies hiding behind it.

‘Yes, little Will. Freedom.’

‘Real freedom? I don’t believe it. Even if the king make it law,

I know backra not going follow through.’

‘We still going have to work for Busha. Get called apprentice, no longer slave.’

‘Apprentice? Just a fancy word for slave!’

‘Listen to me, Will. We going get paid. Get paid to work. Come to fulfil Sam Sharpe plan.’

Eliza was so excited she didn’t notice how I turned away. Grew silent.

‘Is true, Will. Is true. Is in all the newspaper dem. If only Mama still alive to see the brightness of that coming day. To know her children and her grandchildren will no more be slaves,’ and she hugged me up with tears in her eyes.

With that she made me get down on me knees beside her to give thanks to the Lord. During the praising and the praying, me heart started to feel the happiness she was feeling and finally I was able to join in and shouted out with joy.

And I remember the terrible confusion I suffered when another year passed, and I was still locked up sitting in a cell, listening when them bells rang out all over the island, on a date I going never forget. The first of August, eighteen hundred and thirty-four. The date when slavery finally was abolished.


True, there was joy like I never knew before, but bubbling up, right behind that joy, the deepest sadness overcame me and I wept bitter tears for Stella, for James, for Calla, for friends, for Sam Sharpe whose body backra bury like a criminal in the bottom of Montego Bay Harbour. All of them gone before seeing that freedom day. And the joy and sadness sat side by side, moving from one to the other, as I waited to discover if backra finally go set me free.

The only thing that gave me strength to endure, to wait, was because even though backra still keeping me in chains, Sam Sharpe, a slave, won. The fighting and killing and dying was worth it. Piling sacrifice on top of sacrifice till the silence of slavery was broken, the barriers torn down. Escape from bondage. The sweetest taste of them all. A taste I been longing for. A taste, still not mine for the taking.

 

Two weeks later, the soldiers come for me. Bang on the cell door, order me outside. Leave me to stand waiting in me bare feet, me pants, a shirt, the mash-up clothes I work in. When they ready, them bind me hands and a soldier push me in the back with the butt of him rifle to start marching down the road to the Black River wharf. The early morning sun already hot, shining full, bright, and I start to sweat, the raggedy shirt sticking to me, water dripping down the back of me neck.

Marching to the wharf, we have to stop, step to the side of the road as wagons weighed down with cargo rumble past. In the distance, I can see plenty tall ships out in the harbour, flags limp in the windless heavy heat. Slaves on the dock loading and unloading, lugging, heaving boxes. Hear orders and shouts, the sharp smell of saltwater, the sea gulls screeching, circling overhead.


I stumble past a crowd of passengers dressed in them finest, hugging, kissing, saying goodbye to family, to loved ones, to friends. I look at them, see how joyful they look, some of them must be going home, glad to be rid of the heat, the fever sickness that sometimes carry off them children. A happy crowd rowed out in longboats, get on board first, settle into them cabins, having to wait till us chained, unhappy, unlucky ones get on board.

Not much shade down by the wharf except for a stingy-leafed old tree the soldiers let me sit under, while them catch some shade inside the little guardhouse. Sit in the dirt getting hotter and hotter waiting, waiting for the last longboat that going take me out to the packet ship, lying in wait in the harbour.

In the heat rising from the road, I see a figure walking quick towards me. I look closer, is Eliza, baby on her hip, Betsy clinging to what look like a new handmade dress. The soldiers stop her and Betsy from getting too close, but Eliza beg and plead, get down on her knees. She want to give me the food she bring special. Pay a coin, so them let her. We don’t have long to say goodbye, weep silent tears, before she and Betsy get shooed away. But no matter, seeing her lift me heart, help me to put on a brave face.

Then as the soldiers hustle me down to the water, I turn to catch sight of me sister one last time, when I see Sammy, all dressed up like a gentleman, come riding down the road on a horse, mouth frothing, looking like him been riding long, riding hard.

Sammy! Every time I think bout him, I try hard not to dwell too long. Otherwise the anger going rise up and cause me trouble, make the mosquitoes sting, make me fight. So I push the anger down hard. Unless breaking rocks, then I smash them rocks up good.

How come Sammy and me end up on opposite sides, even though we have the same blood? Is like two family souls come down, but each one always facing the other way. Sammy don’t pick up arms. Sammy don’t fight in the rebellion. Him stay loyal to him massa. Cower inside the house. And when it over, him go back to work, just like nothing happen. And there’s me, kept locked up behind bars, forced to do hard labour. Transported! Injustice is too mild a word.

Sammy dismount, come to the edge of the water, look out at me, not knowing what to do. In that moment I come to understand we probably never going see each other again. It soften me heart because family is family and you can’t break that. I reach cross the wide gaping hole that always been between us. Look him in the eye, in a kindly way, brother to brother, like we should have done many, many years before. Lift up me head and smile. Is a thin little smile, all I can manage, but then Sammy smile back and I hope him know that, even after everything, I love him still. Hope one day him going see what I did was a good thing. That all that fighting, killing, bleeding, on the long road to freedom, must have to add up to something.

Down in the hold, is no port to look out, no way to see the faces of me brother and sister, but I know them stayed, watching, as the ship sailed off into a distance, unknown to any of us.

All those years, locked up in the workhouse, I prayed for some miracle to take place. That somehow me going to be set free. But as I sat slumped, chained in the grimy hold of the packet ship, beside boxes of cargo, the rats scurrying bout, the chickens squawking, the goats bleating, I knew there was going be no miracle, no charity for me.

Not many memories of that long ocean voyage, chained up in the hold, with me head over a bucket vomiting. The guards letting me out only late at night, so the paying passengers couldn’t set eyes pon me.


And after a journey that seem like it never going end, come a big surprise! Before backra send me to this colony place, him keep me a prisoner in the Mother Country. The place Massa always used to boast bout. The place, never in all me dreams, I thought I ever going see.

 

What kind of place I come to? Full up with things I never seen before. A world that cause me mind to buck and roll, trying to steady itself in the newness, the difference that I see. I close my eyes, open them again, hoping to see something familiar in a world that get so big I can no longer feel the edge of it. Is like Jamaica is lost inside a dream.

And somewhere between when I leave Jamaica and arrive in the Mother Country, backra no longer call me a slave. Now me called convict. But nothing change, except for them that own me. Now the Mother Country is the Massa, and it turn out she no different to the Massa back on the plantation.

The place I find meself in is a town backra call Woolwich, where me forced to sleep on a hulk, a big old boat that sit low in the water. Except that hulk don’t go nowhere, stay tied up to the wharf. Make a man feel queasy with all the rocking and rolling and swaying ways, surrounded by the stench of floating sewage.

The hulk they imprison me on called Justitia and when I climb up the rope ladder to get on board, Lord, what a welcome I get. Have to strip off all me clothes. Get prodded into a big tub of water full up with washing soap and a guard scrub me with a big, heavy brush like me some kind of animal. After that is the hair-cutting business, but by then enough is enough with all the pushing and prodding and poking. I start to struggle but it make no difference, the guards knock me bout, hold me down good, while the ship barber chop all me hair off. Then him pick up a straight razor, use it to shave right to the skull till you can see the skin gleaming through. Later, I come to understand is a good thing. Make it easier to pick off the lice that live and breed all over the ship.

I think this arrival business is over, but then me sent to the blacksmith to get ‘ironed’. Put a chain round me ankle, hammer the bolt shut. But the chain attached to a big heavy iron ball that you must drag round with you wherever you go. If is work backra want from us, maybe them should think bout getting rid of that ball and chain.

Every morning, I must wake when the morning watch ring three bells, take up me bed, hurry to the washing troughs. Troop down to the kitchen to get some grub. Not much to speak of, just a cup of cocoa, a piece of dry bread. Then is time for muster. Line up in a gang of ten to get rowed out to shore in a longboat. Only old and lame convicts kept back to clean the decks, the rest of us rowed a short distance to work in the dockyards. Is a sight to behold. Men working on wooden skeletons, huge, like ribs and backbones, on them way to becoming ships for the navy.

In the centre of the dockyard is the clock tower, must be where all the orders coming from. To unload timber, ballast from ships, to saw and chop wood, clean cannonballs. Most times, though, me sent off to shovel mud. Backra building a wharf wall trying to hold back the river, to widen the dockyard. When the day finish, me covered in sludge from head to foot. Mud and sludge that make you slip, make you fall, make you sick with fever. Cause you skin to break out in weeping sores. Day in day out, is the same thing. Unless bad weather come up. Then we stay locked inside the hulk. I don’t know which is worse, working in the mud or suffering the damp, the cold, the stink, the lice, the rats. Sometimes, a beating.


A few times, me sent into the town. Is a shock to see how the streets full up with people that all look like Massa, them skin the colour of cow milk. And when we pass the broke-down houses where the poor live, on the way to where the rich live, I come to see, here in the Mother Country, Massa might not be so special. Have no power, like when he ruled in a world where black had to grovel under white. Here in the Mother Country, you only special if you have plenty money, big name, big title like Lord and Lady. Families with many a servant to do them bidding, and them servants even dressed up better than Massa.

Christmas time come round and the longing and loneliness I feel get much worse. No days of rest to look forward to. No celebrations where we put on our best clothes and dance and sing to keep our spirits up. No family to sit and talk with, the only people that really know you. Just cold and more cold and the white rain that fall down from the heavens keep coming till it cover everything up. White powder, thick cross the buildings, the hulk, the dockyards. But nothing going cover up the copper colour of me skin. Here in the Mother Country backra call me half-caste like it mean something. What they know bout the Ancestors? Who I is? Where I come from? What they know bout the need to feel the sun rise hot and strong, to remember the plantain walk, the quiet, the green leaves rustling in a gentle warm breeze?

The world of white and ice make plantation life seem a whole lot sweeter, even though I know is not. One day, I see how bad the Mother Country treat her children, when we all get mustered up on deck. Word go round a young runaway named Pete get caught trying to escape. Turn out him was a chimney sweep, and the reason him going get transported is because backra catch him stealing silver. We made to watch as little Pete get dragged up on deck, him begging and pleading ignored as one of the guards tie him arms, him legs to the whipping post. And just like back on the plantation where Massa use a slave to whip a slave, the overseer use a scourger to do the whipping for him. Twenty lashes little Pete condemned to get while the overseer stand there counting them out, one by one. The scourger use a cat-o’-nine-tails. Them knots flay him back wide open. Is a terrible thing to watch as pieces of flesh get whipped out and blood run down his legs onto the wooden deck. Even the rib bone start to show through. Make me grip me fists every time little Pete cry out, beg for the whipping to stop.

I look round at all the faces, wonder what they thinking. Remembered how Stella held me hand tight and how hers did tremble when Busha Davis gave little Pell a beating. And I sense all the convicts watching, no matter how hard they look on the outside, they is trembling on the inside. Holding fast to whatever little dignity them have left. When the whipping over, little Pete already passed out slumped against the whipping post, coming back to life when the scourger pour a bucket of brine on his whipped back. Fall into the arms of a mate helping him off to the sick room.

Is then I come to understand me father better. See is the Mother Country teach him to use the lash. Teach him to think kindness is the cruelty of keeping everybody in them place.

 

Christmas long over. Manage to survive three more month of freezing cold and hard work, all the while waiting for the Moffatt to be fitted out, the big convict ship that going transport us to the other side of the world. One day is all preparation to leave, get on board, the next, we left in our bunks doing nothing but picking off the lice. Keeping away the rats. Some of the convicts marked down for going been on the hulk so long they turn restless, many a fight break out, the guards lock up the troublemakers.

I know the day to leave must be close, when we each called to go stand in front of the surgeon superintendent, a man named McKay. Get checked if we healthy enough to sail. One boy get sent off to hospital. Word go round that him insane. Bang him head against the wall, scream all day and all night, begging to go home. Maybe is not madness. Him just a child saying what we all thinking. Only thing is we know screaming and head banging not going make one scrap of difference.

Finally, one morning, we get woken earlier than usual. Six bells by the middle watch. By the time we make it up on deck for muster, the sky so dull, full up with clouds, we not know the dawn is bout to break. And once the weak-as-piss sun disappear, the drizzle start. A cold, fine drizzle that get under you shirt, dribble down you back. Collect round you feet. Is the beginning of spring, the other convicts tell me, but it don’t feel like it. The sun have no strength, never seem to burst out hot, full, strong, only hidden behind dark skies, grey rain. Must be why them in charge walk round with miserable, ugly faces. And that morning with all the dark clouds and freezing rain, them faces more miserable than ever.

Everybody sourly as we start to get transferred from the Justitia to the Moffatt, anchored in the middle of the harbour. Ten to twenty of us at a time climb down into the longboat, sit there shivering in our shirt and pants, all chained up. And when the wind come up, instead of one hour, it take more like two to row out to that great big convict ship.

When we reach the Moffatt, colder and wearier than when the day start, the sailors stare down at us like we is dirt as we claw our way up the rope ladders to come on board. The deck officer Jonas McDuff stand up on the deck, him feet astride, watching the skies, watching us with an uneasy eye. And when we all standing in line, Thomas Bolton, the captain, come out of him cabin. Walk up and down checking us over. Looking at us like him already decide all of us is trouble, and all the while the drizzle keep coming down, soaking us to the skin, freezing us to the bone.

‘Be warned,’ him shout, as the wind come up again. ‘If you expect to behave badly on my ship, think again. There will be the devil to pay and you’ll find yourself rocking on the ocean floor. Your bones picked over by fish, quicker than you can say “Yes sir, Captain Bolton”.’

After him gone back down to him cabin, McDuff start shouting, him words come in bursts as they get carried away on the wind. ‘Hurry it up!’

Lightning flash behind the clouds.

‘Hurry it up, you lazy buggers.’

Thunder rolling.

‘Haven’t got all blooming day to wait for you lot! Next convict. Step forward. Be lively now.’

Is then I see him pointing at me.

‘Buchanan, William. Prisoner number one seven nine three. Make your mark.’

I do as me told, put a mark on the paper beside the finger pointing at me name. Then him shout, ‘Move along, now. Move along, down below with the others.’

I start to head below deck, decide to take one last look round. Although I am glad to be leaving the lice-ridden, rat-crawling, foul-smelling hulk, at least it turn familiar. Know the ins and outs of it. Know how to get a little bit extra of whatever I can get. Not much time for looking though, the convict behind push me forward and I climb down a short wooden ladder that take me below deck where everybody pushing and shoving to find them spot. I notice how some of the older convicts move quick away from the bunks under the ports. So I follow suit and, after we sail, I am glad I done that. The ports always leaking, the saltwater dripping through.

Even after everybody sign them name, it take a long time for the bunks to get claimed. Four to a section, the bunks lined up round each side of the hold, but seem like not enough of them till one of the overseers come below. Order the youngest convicts to move. Them is meant to sleep mid-ship in hammocks they must roll up every morning, hang out every night.

We spend that first night anchored in the harbour, can’t leave our bunks, all we can do is wait. Watch each other, try to stay warm, listen to the wind and rain beating at the ship. Woken early, fed, but kept below deck, locked in fetters, while the paying passengers, soldiers and them family come on board. Hear the sailors getting the ship ready to sail. Listen as the water start flowing past the hull, feeling the ship moving, making headway. Shouts and orders drifting down to us, broken by the grinding sound of the anchor getting pulled up. Every clunk of the chain, a final goodbye to a life quickly passing.

Slowly at first, I feel the ship start to glide, to pick up speed while the voice of Jonas McDuff come floating down on the wind, the sails trapping the breeze.

‘Send a man aloft. Pull out the main sail. Check the Plimsoll line. Depth five fathom. Ten fathom. Twenty. Thirty.’

Four hundred of us convicts sail away that day. Each of us must be hoping we could turn the ship round. Knowing in our hearts the space we left behind might be no longer empty, be already filled. And I notice how everybody lay still, stay silent. Not even a whisper. The listening spell broken, when one of the crew come down the ladder, stand at the top, look down on us with a twinkle in him eyes.


‘Say goodbye to the Mother Country, lads. I wager it’s the last time you lot will ever see ’er.’

Is then I start to feel the fear well up from deep inside. A fear born from barren despair, with not a scrap of hope left in it. And I can see the same fear staring back at me, from all the other convict eyes.

Chained, listening to the battering rain and howling wind from inside a convict ship, I feel the glimmering light up and I can trace the many twists and turns me life took to get me here. And at every turn, it seem like fate keep forcing me to do him bidding. Once in a while him tease me with good fortune, but most times, him come to be a possessive spirit filled with ill fortune, wrapped tight round me shoulders, directing the way.

Feeling lower than low, it come back to me what Calla used to say. ‘No matter how bad things is, little Will, you must give thanks for whatever little bit of good leave-over. It give strength to a defeated heart to keep on beating.’











The Voyage



For the first few days, we convicts kept below deck locked in chains. The ship warden come every morning to inspect us, give us our cooking and eating utensils, tin mugs, spoons and a wooden keg for water rations. Just like on the hulk, him divide us up into messes with six men to a mess. Make one of the men in each mess the captain, put him in charge of us, and if we do good or bad it going fall on him. The captain I come under named Richard Peachy. Him a real old-timer. Used to be a sailor before him take up him life of crime. In time, I learn is a good thing. Him know him way round a ship, know how to get a few little extras when we need them.

When we fully out to sea, the chains and irons get hammered off and we allowed up on deck. Is a great relief to leave the hold, get away from cramped spaces, the stink, the smell of fearful sweat. But when I get on deck all I see is stormy skies, freezing rain, cold, dark, brooding water with waves that rise up, lick and push at the boat, keep it rolling and heaving just like me insides. Nowhere to turn, nowhere to hide, as you stomach empty itself over the side. And when I look out at all that water, all I feel is dread. Keep thinking what if a big storm rise up, and the boat turn over, and I get dragged down into the dark and brooding depths.

To make things worse, every night is troubling dreams. Them start well enough, a bright sunny day, cloudless blue skies just like me back on the island. In the distance, a boat with all the people I know and, even though them is far away, I can see them faces, close, and them smiling and waving, beckoning for me to join them.

Then, before I know it, the dream shift and change. The sky cloud over, storm clouds form and the waves get bigger and bigger. Watch as smiles start to fade, the waving turn to grasping, reaching out, begging to be saved. Watch as the boat roll over, listen as them cries get quieter and quieter as friends and family vanish beneath the waves.

James Smith, the convict sleeping in the bunk next to mine, shake me awake because I been crying out in me sleep and the other convicts grumbling bout it. ‘Must be a nightmare,’ him tell me.

One morning, when I am feeling poorly with the seasickness and with me troubling dreams, is me turn to be up on deck. I notice James Smith walk up to the railing, hold on tight. But him don’t seem to mind how the ship rocking and rolling. Him must be see how sick I is because him come up to me, stand close by.

‘See that line?’ pointing way off in the distance to the place where it seem like the sky reaching down to claim the sea. ‘Must look there,’ him tell me. ‘Help steady the seasickness, the weakness in you knees.’

I do as him tell me and after a while, is true, I start to feel a little better.

When I get sent back down into the hold, I nod to him as we move past and him nod back. Pretty soon after, whenever we up on deck, we seek each other out. Is how we get to be friends, come to watch each other backs. And when we up on deck, we start to exchange stories, memories from our life, before grey skies and stormy weather overtake us.

Him listen good when I tell him the many things Calla told me, but I never speak much bout Stella or Massa. I never seem able to talk bout what happen. Instead I ask him bout his mother and him tell me how she have five pickney and each one got sold off to a different massa.

‘I got lucky, sold to a good massa. Him even let me learn how to read and write. Own plenty horses,’ James say. ‘Have a big track on him plantation, like to race dem. And as I grow, it turns out me good with horses. Know how to quiet dem down when they get frightened, nervy. Know how to teach dem tricks.’

‘How you do it?’ I ask.

‘Tell Massa me know how to talk to dem,’ and him wink at me.

Make me laugh, remember Calla and her winking ways.

‘You don’t believe me, eh?’

‘Me believe you. Horse talk. Must be the same as cow talk,’ and I remember how I used to listen to all the mama and the baby cows call out to each other in the pasture.

‘Is a good thing, because me like the company of animals better than the company of men.’

‘Is how come you end up here?’

James nod, smile a sad smile. Seem to be lost in the memory of it. ‘Get tricked into lending a horse to a man me think me can trust. Except the man take the horse don’t come back. And when it get discovered, the finger point at me. Make it look like me the thief. Me tell the tale to Massa and him believe me, but the horse and man gone, so me get done for the crime.’

James Smith is a gentle soul. Him have a kind heart, always looking for the good in a person. Not able to see that not every heart have good intentions.


After a few weeks, we all start to find what the sailors call sea legs and, just like on the hulk, McDuff get us working. We must go up on deck if the weather stable, move round, clean utensils, wash clothes, leave them to dry, flapping in the sailing breeze. I don’t mind the work, keep me mind from straying too much, from getting overcome by the dread of all that water.

And when me mind settle down, I start to hear things. The sailors not happy with this Captain Bolton, not happy at all. They always whispering, complaining when him not round. Say the captain is a mean-hearted man. A rascal, cheap with him rations.

Is not only the crew that unhappy with him, is also Surgeon McKay, the doctor on board. I overhear him talking to Bolton when me up on deck.

‘We need to do something about the rations, Bolton. The prisoners are half starved. Too many of them are falling sick. When we get to the Cape of Good Hope, we must take on more supplies than you have apportioned.’

‘No need to adjust the rations,’ Bolton reply. ‘There is nothing in the rule book that says we must provide more than the standard issue.’

‘I’m in charge when it comes to the welfare of all those on board.’

‘Aye, I remember. But it’s my boat. My crew.’

‘You call this a crew. Starved, miserable, wretched creatures. Scrimping is illegal. I would never have come on board if I’d known you’d employ such methods to crew the ship.’

‘Like I said, McKay, they are my crew and under my jurisdiction. Who they are and how I treat them has nothing to do with you.’

‘We’ll see about that. But if we don’t get the rations right, I cannot guarantee we will arrive in Port Jackson with a full load of convicts. Need I remind you, a dead convict means no payment. And we get a bonus if they arrive healthy, not half dead.’


When is me turn to collect the plates, clean them after the morning meal, I stay close to Richard Peachy, ask him bout what I heard.

‘That Captain Bolton is only interested in money and ’ow much he’s going to make,’ Peachy whisper. ‘And when it comes to rations, we supposed to get so much o’ this, so much o’ that, but Bolton only brings on board the cheapest and poorest of staples.’

I tell him what McKay said bout the scrimps and him shake him head when him tell me.

‘You think we hard done by. Scrimps are men at the end of the line. Fall down drunk, have no money, looking for a quick loan. Sign up to sailoring, don’t even know it. Get carried on board. Get half the rations the crew get. Have nothing left to lose.’

Peachy speak the truth, one of them scrimps so sick and poorly him fall overboard. Too weak, quickly sink, get eaten by a shark.

A few more weeks into the voyage, I wake up one morning feeling poorly. Me head is pounding and I have a stomach-ache. The worst is me throat. It feel raw, sore, and then it get so swollen, I can barely talk. I try to ignore it, but James Smith say I must report it and McDuff send me off to sickbay to see Surgeon McKay.

‘Is me throat,’ I start to say, before I cough, and when him tell me to spit in a little cup, up come pus and blood.

‘Acute tonsillitis,’ McKay say after him prod and poke me, look down me throat. Straight away assign me to a bed.

I spend a few days lying in the cot, drifting in and out of sleep. Listening to the coughing and moaning coming from the other sick beds. Two of them filled with island boys, one named Powell, the other named Reid.

When they came on board, they was already very poorly indeed. Powell had a hacking cough, we heard it all through the night. Him bunk under the ports, the seawater leaking in on him. Reid meanwhile just lay in him bunk, didn’t move much, stared out at nothing. Moaned whenever him changed position or got up to do him business. Little by little, the story came out, he was kicked in the side by a horse and him never heal. Insides must be all mash up. Was hard for Reid to get him keg filled up to get him ration of food, so me and James Smith took turns doing it for him. Pretty soon though, him followed in Powell footsteps, got sent off to sickbay.

Laying beside Reid I notice him turn even thinner, don’t move much. Powell is over the other side, can hear him hacking cough.

I wake one night, hear Reid begging for water. Say him insides burning up. I check the water barrel under him bed, is almost empty, but I manage to fill a little in his cup. Hold it up to him lips while he take a few sips, then smile a thin smile of thanks. I think Reid going fall back to sleep, but he grip me hand something fierce, look into me eyes, straight and alert.

‘Remember me,’ him beg me. ‘Thomas Reid. Me name is Thomas Reid. And when you remember, think of me kindly, hold me in you prayers.’

Then him grip loosen, the light in him eyes start to fade, till one final gasp, and Reid lay still, never to move again. Nothing more to be done, I put me hand over his eyes and close them. Then a strange thing happen. I hear loud and clear a rooster crow, him early morning call to the sun. Is like a whisper from the place we both come from. And I know Reid spirit struggling to find a way to return to the Ancestors so he can finally rest, be at peace.

I spend a few more days in the sickbay. Me throat slowly getting better. Watch as the sailors sew Reid body up inside a burial sack, still wrapped in the sheets him die in. Powell soon follow, expire in the middle of the night and him too get sewed up in one of them sacks.

‘Where the bodies going lay?’ I ask Surgeon McKay when him doing him rounds.

‘We’re passing close to the Canary Islands, satellites of Spain,’ he tell me. ‘But we won’t be stopping. They’ll be thrown overboard, get buried at sea.’

The saddest part is nobody to help Reid and Powell spirits make the crossing to the Ancestors. Nobody to lead the way, to speak the language of the dead like what Calla done for old cripple Jonnie when him finally took him last breath.

McDuff make all them that can stand to attention come up on deck while him say a few words shouting out above the sound of the waves.

‘We therefore commit these bodies to the deep to be turned into corruption, looking for the resurrection of the body, when the seas shall give up her dead and the life of the world to come, through our Lord Jesus Christ, amen.’

I hear the bodies go over the side, hear them splash into the water and a great sadness wash up over me. Me countrymen, once living, now just two lonely bodies sinking into the darkness of the deep. They travelled this far to end up floating on the bottom, to be picked at by fish.











Full Circle



We bout halfway through the voyage, Richard Peachy tell me, when I ask him how much longer, praying and hoping it will soon be over. Me spirits falling low when I hear it is not. Only good thing is that the weather start to turn, get dry, hot with the sun holding him head up high as him move cross the horizon. And it finally get warm enough to heat me bones and lift me spirits. One morning, I see a whole heap of porpoises swimming and jumping and moving swift past the ship. Then another time water spurting high up into the air, everybody pointing and looking at the whales as them leap and dive far off in the distance. Is a sight I never going forget.

Most times though is routine, routine, routine.

‘Okay, lads,’ McDuff shout. ‘You lazy sods been laying about moaning and complaining. This will set you right. Fresh air, hard work and sunshine. Scrubbing brushes, soap over there. Buckets over ’ere. Fill ’em up with seawater. Then on your knees. Start at the stern, and scrub your way towards the bow.’

A fiddler strike up a working tune and we all get to scrubbing. While we scrubbing the decks, I notice a hazy outline in the distance.


‘Africa,’ Richard Peachy tell me. ‘All along this coast is famous fer the slave trade. Captain Bol’on work on ’em slave ships. Is where ’im learn ’im cruel ways.’

Is a shock to discover where we is. How far and long you have to travel to reach the country the Ancestors come from. One time we sail so close to the shoreline I think I can smell the land. Hear the drums drifting on the breeze. A lamentation for the mothers and fathers and sons and daughters that been lost. A shadow, a rift, that never going heal. And in the passing, me mind hold fast to Calla. She was our Mother Country. The keeper of all the old-time business, all the learning she bring with her from cross these very seas.

And it bring back the memory of when I went to visit her, just before we left Rock Pleasant. Walked up the rocky path to her hut on the hill, bringing food, worried because nobody seen her for many a day. When I got there, thankful to see a candle burning in the window. Knocked quiet like, waited till she told me to come in.

Was a long time since I seen the inside of Calla hut, but the sights and smells, them was all the same. Every shelf full up with her tonics, potions and creams. Candles burning beside incense. Clay pots with bird claws, feathers stuffed inside.

And there was Calla in a ratty old dress sitting all hunched up on her bed. One of the shawls she make wrapped tight round her shoulders even though was a mild evening. And no comb pass through her hair for many a morning, it was dirty, sticking up all over the place. I was shocked to see the state she in. From the time I was a pickney, Calla always dressed in a long, spotless white dress, a head-tie round her head. Everything clean and neat as was proper to her station.

I pulled up a box, sat beside her. Said nothing. Only reached for a big spoon, started to feed her. She ate, slow at first, then she grabbed the spoon, started to shovel the food into her mouth. When the food all gone, she licked the bowl like a mad woman.

‘Thank you, little Will,’ she said.

‘What wrong with you, Granny Callie? Must be some big sickness catch you.’

She looked at me for a long time, like she was looking through me. Like her mind was wandering round places the sun never seen.

‘Is the memory sickness,’ she finally said. ‘Follow me from cross the seas.’

Was the first time Calla ever talked bout her past. ‘Evil doings. Best forgotten,’ is all she used to say.

I think that evening going be no different, but then she said, ‘Build up the fire, little Will. Put on a yabba of water,’ and she handed me the leaf from the passionflower vine to throw in. ‘To calm the heart, to give peace to the soul,’ she told me.

Finally, after she changed her dress and wrapped her long head-tie tight, she came outside, sat beside me on one of the stools old cripple Jonnie made. Sat quiet for a long time sipping on that tea. I had to wait till the waning moon start to go down before Calla finally start to speak. Had to listen close. Her voice was no longer strong, it had a little tremble, and I came to know I was listening to the voice of a woman turning old. After that night, I finally understood why she didn’t like to look back to them days.

‘Back in me village, is late at night. Everybody peacefully asleep. The sound of gunfire! Father push me out the hut. Tell me, “Run!” Me don’t listen. If only me did. Wanted to hold me mother one last time. She big with child, can’t run. By the time me reach the edge of the village compound, is too late! The slavers already there and they grab me up.’


Suddenly the glimmering burst open in me mind and I saw Calla the little girl alone, frightened, crying, tied up sitting in the dust of the village compound.

‘The village chief, him have one rusty old gun. Old and rusty just like him. Can’t do nothing. Is the first to be killed, him spirit drifting off, troubled cause nobody going be left to give him a proper burial. They end up wounding me father, almost killed him. Him fight dem too much. Mother, she like a young woman turn old when they lock the shackle dem tight round her neck. Was the last time me see dem. Spend a long time tied up listening to the cries of the wounded. The wailing of mothers. The old men and women weeping in the dirt.’

Calla memory sickness didn’t just come from that memory. It also came from the time she chained up inside the slave boat.

‘We chained up so close together. The sickness. The shit. The piss. The blood, got sucked back into me lungs. Got sweated out through me skin till what was on the outside become part of the inside. The smell of wounds, sores, bodies turned rotten. Suffocating me.

‘When we get to the island the slavers put us in a camp. Seasoning camp they called it. One big settlement beside a river. Come night-time, the mosquito dem bite us. Backra don’t let us use no balm to protect the skin, the way we do back home. Then some of us get sick with the fever, with the shakes. Dem separate you from you family so nobody to care for you. And everywhere me look, all me see is bodies that is dead, dying, crying out in pain.’

Calla stopped talking for a while, poured more tea, took a few sips trying to calm herself.

‘The slave dem that survived, like me, backra started to train as to how to work all day, all night. Teach us how to bow down and obey. I lucky,’ Calla tell me. ‘Lucky, because me ugly and no man look pon me. Lucky, because me know the healing ways. Learn it from the spirits, from the Ancestors. Me heal the slave dem, as well as backra. It help me to keep me dignity. Keep meself safe. Stop me from ending me life, like some did, throwing themself in the river, praying to get eaten by a crocodile.’

I felt a big sorrow for Calla rise up inside, and I reached out, held her hand. Now that she had finally revealed her past, I think the storytelling was at an end, but then she started on a second story and it was that story that reached deep into me heart that night.

‘The power of the earth is in the blood,’ she said, picking up some dirt, crumbling it in her fingers. ‘The blood you born into. Before that, you is a free spirit. Tied to nothing. But when the spirit enter the body, it come to live inside the earth. Inside the blood. And this blood, it come from a long way off.’

‘What you mean, Calla? Where this blood come from?’

‘All the way from the first man and the first woman. This line of blood don’t belong to one person, but to a group of people. A gathering of families. And the stories that belong to them families get stored in the blood. So, when the spirit enter the body, it take up the blood stories and is bound to play them out.’

‘Dem is a lot of stories for the spirit to follow.’

‘Yes, is true. Plenty stories. Except, every time the spirit enter a new body, it travel along new bloodlines. Take up new stories, and new learning from dem stories, until spirit come to understand it is bigger, much bigger than all dem stories and bloodlines put together.’

Calla told me this story was what saved her life. Gave her the strength to endure. A story told to her by her mother who was told by her mother, all the way back to that first man and that first woman. Helped her to understand that the memory sickness come from the stories still sitting in the bloodline. Stuck, can’t move. Become like embers in the ash that rise up into flames when fanned by a new cruelty. Stories that kept her blood filled up with rage. A rage she had to fight against, bottle it up, push it down. Because she knew if she ever let them memories take over, she going lash out, do plenty killing.

When Calla finished speaking, she was all worn out, but not like before, when she was filled up with anger or fear. Her face turned peaceful. She told me the truth of her story and, in the telling of it, I hoped she got rid of some of them memories and they were no longer stuck.

After a little while, I helped Calla up. Held her arm as we went inside her hut. Helped her into bed. Stayed with her. Soothed her brow. Held her hand till I saw her eyes close and she fell into a deep and peaceful sleep. That night, I sat a long time beside old Calla, watching over her, like she always done for me. Come to finally understand that even though she was made a slave, she was stronger, much stronger than Massa ever could be.

Now, whenever I am up on deck scrubbing, looking out cross the water at that Africa coastline, it make me think bout Calla, what a journey she made. See how behind her stand-up-straight back, head held high strength, was always a sore heart. A heart longing for the people, the place, the home she was dragged away from. Now me fated to be taking the same journey, only in the other direction, and like her, leaving everything, everyone I love, behind. A journey I never could imagine, when me that little slave child herding the cows up to pasture.

James Smith notice how quiet I get whenever I come back from being on deck. Think is still the water dread, but I tell him no.

‘Once the world I lived in was slow-moving. Nuttin’ much changed. Now everything move fast, change like the wind. Sometimes it make me mind turn feeble in the face of it. Whatever lie in wait, I don’t know. But I can never go back to who I was before. Is like me eyes open too wide, and I can never look away.’

I think Smith don’t understand what me talking bout, but him wink at me and say, ‘Best not to think too deep. Can drive a man crazy.’

‘Too many mosquitoes,’ I say, nodding.

‘Mosquitoes? What? Dem biting you?’

‘No,’ I say, laughing. Explain what Calla told me that day out in the cow pasture, back when I was a pickney.

‘Yes. Too many mosquitoes,’ Smith say. ‘Must give them a good swat.’

 

Days flow one into the other and it start to feel like the further we sail, the more time seem to be standing still. Is a blessed relief when we hear the good news that we will soon arrive at the Cape of Good Hope. We all looking forward to stopping, for the ship to take on fresh supplies, but Captain Bolton say no, want to get to Port Jackson as fast as him can. Surgeon McKay and him have big arguments, loud and long enough that we all hear them and the crew turn sourly indeed. It take another four weeks to travel cross the Indian Ocean and if we didn’t have a good wind behind us, I think the crew would mutiny.

Early one morning, the cry come echoing down, ‘Land ho!’ and me heart start to lift, hoping to finally get a glimpse of the land I going plant me feet on. It supposed to be clear sailing after that, but fate not done with us yet.

All the arrival excitement drain away as the seas start to turn choppy and rough. We passing through what sailors call the North Heads when a great storm rise up. Southerly, the sailors call it. Is like a nightmare. Thunder rolling. Lightning striking the dark skies. The boat rocking and heaving, rising and dropping. The wind howling till it tear the main sail full apart. Rip her in two like she made of paper. The ship slowly drifting, heading towards the rocks. Could be the end of us.

When the wind die down a little, a lieutenant and bout a dozen sailors manage to row over from the man-of-war ship stationed in the harbour. Bring with them spare anchors and cables to help hold the ship steady till the storm pass. A few of us convicts too busy helping out on deck to be scared, but I tell you what, I pray harder than I ever done before. Pray to see another day, to feel dry land under me feet. Pray the storm is no omen of things to come. That me not going end up like Powell and Reid, me bones rocking on the ocean floor, picked over by fish.

Finally that wretched storm pass and the Moffatt sail into the safety of a place backra call Port Jackson. When the anchor finally drop, it take a long time before McDuff let us off the boat. The paying passengers depart first. The convicts like luggage, we get left for last. Must wait till the barracks men row out, come on board to look us over. Check our names off them list. See how many of us lost at sea. Wait, wait and more waiting till documents get signed, papers get exchanged. Overhear that Surgeon McKay going have him way, want Captain Bolton to get charged for neglect. With all the bother and fuss, they keep us convicts waiting a long time before we can finally leave the ship.

While I wait in line, in the far distance, I can see some small, shabby houses lined up along the shoreline. What a sad place I end up in. Me heart start to sink, but there is no time for feeling sorry for meself because McDuff shout out, ‘Buchanan, William, prisoner number one seven nine three. Step forward. Make your mark here.’

And me fate, once again, is sealed.











The Barracks



Is early morning. I been standing. Standing in a dusty pebble courtyard. Waiting. Me heart sore with longing to return even to them plantation days, if it mean I can stand on the land me birthed into. I hear the guards shout ‘March!’ and me and a line of raggedy men start to move, some in chains, clanking as we make our way out iron gates, down a street backra call Macquarie, in a town them call Sydney. And everywhere I look is another world, where even the rock, the animals, the people, the plants look strange. And this strange world on the far side of the world is a land barren to me eyes, in every way. Is a soulless place where the Mother Country send her unwanted sons and daughters. Backra call it the colony of New South Wales.

Every morning, before we march, the guards make me and all the other convicts stand in line outside the superintendent office. To get mustered, line up to say ‘yes, sir’ when him open up him big black book, when him call out you name. A name that have a number that sit beside it. He call this number you indent and every little thing you do, wrong or right, get recorded beside that number.


Is more important than your name.

This number business is the way everything work in this barren world. A world ruled by the chime of the big round clock that sit right at the top of a square-faced stone building. A clock with power, because when it strike a number, it always telling you is time to do something. Time to wake, to eat, to work, to sleep. It even strike at night, hour after every hour when a man trying to catch a little rest. A time of troubled sleep, a time to forget. And in this world of work and numbers is not what you done, but how long you going have to pay for it. You get called a seven-year man, a fourteen-year man or a lifer. Most of us here for life. Penned in like animals, treated like them too.

Three floors in the big stone building where I sleep, with many windows facing out. They let in the sun when it shine, but mostly the window them let in the cold. Shake and rattle when the wind whistle through the cracks, make me shiver and cower under the thin blanket we get given. The walls, they is over two feet thick. Most times, a dirty brown. Wooden floors that many, many feet march cross. And in every room on every floor, all I see is nothing but filthy, rotting hammocks. We so crowded together it feel like backra don’t even want to leave space for us to breathe. The same way it was on the Moffatt. If this isn’t misery enough, there is the lice, the rats. Just like on the hulks. Big ones. Live under the floorboards and all through the night them gnaw and squeal and steal and run cross you feet. Even slaves not forced to sleep locked up inside a building.

Outside in the pebble courtyard not a leaf of green to be seen. When the wind come up it blow that pebble, sand and grit into you eyes, you nose, down you throat until it suck you dry. All round the yard is a high stone wall with guards standing at the only way out, a wide iron gate, so wherever you look is a barrier, a barrier to a man freedom.


Backra call this number world Hyde Park Barracks. And this number world is meant to make you feel small. Feel empty. Make the life force drain right out of you.

The only good thing bout this barracks place is the stone it built from. Sandstone. I come to learn convicts build it. Brick by brick, all handmade, too, and it seem like them build it good.

Stone! Is the only thing to give me comfort. See how it change colour when the sun move cross it, sometimes like cornmeal, sometimes like cocoa. How it glow pink in the fading evening light. And I listen good when the bricks whisper that them is stronger than the hands that made them, because the building going to be standing a long time after the last man, woman and child living now is dead. Sometimes, when me feeling weak, I lean on that stone, use the strength of stone to keep me going. In the end, is stone that shape me fate. It keep me working as a government man, since me indent say stone is me trade. And me good at it.

Sometimes I wake early, like I did on the plantation, in the twilight before the dawn. Stare out the locked window on this strange new world. Notice how me breath leave a mist. Make a mark, watch it fade.

What kind of place I come to?

Is wet, damp, and me feeling cold. Feeling low. Back home it going be full summer. Flowers blooming, the fruit getting juicy. The fierce heat and cloudless skies settling in, except when a thunderstorm on the horizon.

Here in this upside-down world, a place you have to look down low to find it on a map, now is August what backra call winter. No snow like in the Mother Country, just nothing but dark skies, grey clouds, the heavy rain lashing down. And this rain, it not like the bursts back on the island that start quick, end quick, with the sun strong enough to hold him place, to keep shining though the raining wet. This rain, once it start, it never stop coming till the pebble courtyard full up with a whole heap of cold, muddy puddles, and you learn quick is best to walk barefoot, not try use the tight, squeeze-you-toes shoes Busha give you to wear.

And just like everywhere I been, this barracks place is all routine, routine, routine.

In the morning after we wash, we get porridge, made from Indian corn mixed with sugar. Bread from the convict bakery. A rest and meal at noon, not much to speak of. Supper is no better. Soup made from salted meat that arrive in big barrels, all the way from the Mother Country. The brown flesh of beef or pork, floating in slimy brine. Taste no different, whatever animal it used to be. And if there was any little taste left, it get boiled away in hessian bags, dumped in a big iron tub of boiling water that is supposed to be a soup. A thin broth the cook serve up on a little tin plate. We must stand in line, waiting to make our claim on.

Most convicts, as soon as them arrive, get assigned to private masters. Spend only two or three days at the barracks before getting loaded into the back of a cart, sent off to homesteads in the bush. I keep hoping I going get assigned to leave this wretched place, but I always get assigned to the government gang.

Trudge through Sydney town, shackled, walking two by two in a long line down King Street. Most people pay convicts no mind, just keep going bout them business, don’t seem to bother them seeing chained men prodded along the busy street. Many times the overseer shout at us to stop, to make way for a horse-drawn carriage or a cart loaded down with supplies. It take me back to the Mother Country because Sydney streets just as dirty and uncared for, houses tight and dark, some broken down, left to spoil. Instead of starting fresh, is like backra try to turn this town right back into the place they come from. Only difference is the dogs running in packs through the street, peeing on every street corner, marking them territory. If hungry enough, them dogs been known to take down a horse, steal a child left too long on him own. As to the goats, they move bout from yard to yard, jumping over fences, eating everything in sight.

‘Hurry it up, you lazy buggers,’ the overseer shout when him see us convicts standing still. ‘Haven’t got all blooming day to wait for you! Be lively now. No lagging behind.’ Then him lean down, shout in me face. ‘What d’you think you been sent out here to do, Buchanan? Enjoy a Sunday bloody picnic?’

The first job I get assigned to is digging wells for wealthy citizens who can afford them own. That work is better than most, better then when me and three other convicts get hitched up like horses, forced to pull a cart up from the wharf, loaded with supplies.

Convicts work every day except Sunday. Wake to the sound of numbers, the clock striking and the guard them ringing a bell, banging on the wooden door before they unbolt it.

I learn fast is best to make you way quick to the wash house. Use the water when it is most fresh. Change the slop clothes them give us, clothes that get washed once a week, then get lined up and marched across the open plaza to a pretty little church called Saint James.

The first time I enter, I start to look round, see if this church different to the ones me used to. The guard point him wooden baton at me.

‘What the devil are you looking at, Buchanan? Those pews are not for the likes of you.’

I quickly drop me gaze, follow the convict in front of me as him clank him way up to the back. Sit down on the wooden bench, surprised when the guard draw a white sheet cross the front of us. Guess the congregation don’t like to look pon convict faces.

At first I try follow along, but the service not the loud singing, clapping and praising of the Lord. Is all bout hell and sin and laziness and damnation. So I come to do like the other convicts do, catch a little sleep, while keeping me eyes open. Rest me weary bones knowing that Monday morning going come soon enough and the work going start up all over again.

Is good to rest, but it bring an ache to me heart. A deep longing to be back listening to Sam Sharpe. And the memory of them days, when the hope of freedom was upon me, whirl round and round inside me head, inside me heart, till silent tears crawl down me face.

Soon as the church service over, the guard them march us back cross the road to the barracks. Since is Sunday, we get to do whatever little thing that need doing. Mend a tear in a shirt, fix a buckle on a belt, fashion a pipe out of clay. Some of the convicts make straw hats they sell to get a few coins.

Eighteen of us blacks imprisoned on this colony land. All from different islands. Some of us get transported at the same time, some in different ships. Many a time, specially in the evening, we huddle together in the pebble courtyard to talk bout how much we miss the islands. Miss the food we used to cook up over the fire. How we used to sit outside, under the stars, feel the warm night breeze on our skin as we drank a cup of bush tea. Say it loud enough, so any convicts nearby can listen in, watch as them mouths start to water.

‘Plantain,’ I say, and the game begin, each man speaking up whenever him please.

‘Yes, plantain.’

‘Soft, sweet, roast it in the skin.’


‘Sometimes mash it up.’

‘Eat it with a little bit of saltfish.’

‘Okra, bitter greens we grow in the provision grounds.’

‘Yes. Yes. Yam, corn, sweet potato.’

‘Boil dem, roast dem. If you lucky have a little chicken stew.’

‘Now that is what me call food!’ John McBean say, licking him lips.

I discover McBean was a fighter in the rebellion, slaving for a man by the name of Alexander Dingwall on a small plantation up near the coast. He came over on the boat, the one backra call the Strathfieldsaye. A ship that dock in June, a few months ahead of the Moffatt.

‘Lucky to be alive,’ him tell me on the quiet one night, soon after I arrive. ‘Catch the pox when me was a pickney. Nobody think me going live, but somehow me claw me way back to life. Death leave him stamp though,’ him say, and him finger him pock-pitted cheeks. ‘Get marked for life.’

When we alone, him tell me stories bout what it was like for him fighting in the rebellion. A short time, deep with memory. A time when no one was telling us what to do and we was in control of our life.

Him add a few more sticks to the fire burning in one of the drums outside in the pebble yard. ‘One night we just finish burn down the trash house. Burn it down to the ground. That trash was good and dry. It go up quick. And the accountant, Mister Richards. Him begging us to stop. To hold back. To have some r’straint.’

‘R’straint!’ I laugh. ‘How come backra don’t show no “r’straint” when him giving a slave the lash?’

McBean nod. ‘Dis Richards man. Him is all right. Not have much to do with us slaves. Not like the overseer who keep us in line good. Richards, him dress in a bright red jacket, silver buttons down the front. Is a jacket me favour, like the look of it and, when me see him standing there, me suddenly want that jacket, want it bad. Is like a big thirst come over me.’

‘Did you take it?’

‘Yes, me took it, put it on. And it fit like it meant to belong to me. Leave Richards tied up, sitting in the dust, shaking with rage. Wear that jacket all the time me fighting. Only give it up when backra cart me off to the gaolhouse. By then it mash up, covered in dirt. And the red turn a different shade because it get all covered up in blood.’

One time, him show me one of the silver button them. How him manage to keep it hidden I don’t know.

‘Bring you good luck?’ I ask, after one final look.

‘Yes,’ McBean say. ‘Me still alive.’ Him chuckle long and low.

Because we both not sure how much luck it give, when the number clock hammer eight times, bringing us back to the dust of the pebble courtyard. How not even as a slave, nobody tell us when to sleep, or force us to sleep in a place where backra bolt the door, lock us up together inside.

Sometimes when we play the food game, some of the other convicts join in. Talk bout big, fat, round potatoes, bread, butter, fresh milk they squeeze from the cow. But they always happy to hear bout the food we have on the island, fill up the time, make boredom seem to take flight. One night, the game start to run out when a voice in the shadows speak out.

‘And where is the heat? The onions, the peppers you cut up. Add dem to make the food taste hot. Taste spicy. Taste sweet!’

I look round to see who talking, surprised to see Holt. Richard Holt. A tall man, with a hollow face. Find out him a slave from Jamaica, charged with murder during the rebellion, but no one seem to know who him kill or why him do it, because him never talk bout it. Keep himself to himself. Work in silence, don’t make friends, even though him journey with McBean on the same ship. All us convicts, black, white, give him a wide berth. One look at the scar that run down the side of him dark face is enough. The bright purple scar that run round him wrists where the handcuffs did bite into flesh, having stayed locked too long, signal him is trouble. A fighter. A man not to be messed with.

I try to pull him back into the game, but him don’t say another word. Just stand there, back against the stone wall, looking at us like we is children and we don’t know nothing.

Is James Smith who step forward to try lighten the mood.

During that long ocean voyage, we become fast friends. James too good, too trusting, need someone to look out for him. Which me happy to do. Happy for him to become like a brother. Nothing going replace me James, I can still see him smiling with him gentle ways. But in this faraway place, is a big comfort to know someone is there to watch you back. Specially at night when fights break out, a lesser evil compared to all kinds of going-on behind the locked and bolted doors of Hyde Park Barracks.

‘Me don’t know bout this food business,’ James say. ‘But me wish me had some rum. Plenty rum. Strong rum, before backra weaken it with water.’

All the convicts that been listening agree, start to shout out, ‘Rum! Give us rum!’

And they pick up any little stick laying round, start to beat the edge of the fire drums. Beating in time to the words they shout out.

 

Rum is the power,

Rum is the key,


Rum is the thing that will set us free!

Rum is the power,

Rum is the key,

Rum is the thing that will set us free!


 

Over and over again until the guards come round start to break us up, knock our heads together, send us off to the hammocks.











Mapping the Bore



Early one morning, when the guards unbolt the doors, James not get up as quick as him usually do. Lay there in him hammock, covered in sweat, him body all shivering.

We been working down at the harbour breaking rocks. The governor want to build a semicircular quay, a long wall that going reach from The Rocks all the way to Sydney Cove. One day while we worked, the wind changed, bring with it cold air, one of the southerly them. Not just cold air, but plenty rain that came down sudden, made it hard to pack up tools, forced us to find shelter. A few hours later, the rain still coming, thankfully no more work that day. But the overseer made us clank our way back to the barracks, the raggedy clothes we wearing soaked through, wet to the skin. And every time after that, when we got sent out to work, the wind came up and the rain started in again. James began to look very poorly, but him said nothing, just kept on working.

When James don’t move out him hammock, the overseer come over, prod him in the foot with him baton.


‘What’s the matter with you, man? Feigning sickness today, is it?’

‘Sick, bad,’ James say, before him start to cough, shiver and shake again.

The overseer keep shouting at him to get up, but James can’t, just beg for water. The overseer come to see him really sick, order me to take him next door to the hospital.

I get very troubled when I see how weak James is. It take a long time to help him down the three floors into the courtyard, specially with all the other convicts rushing down the stairs, shoving us aside. When we get outside I let him slip off me shoulder into a little patch of sunlight on the step while I go in search of a wheelbarrow. Must be a funny sight, me pushing the barrow down the road with James curled up all sweating, shaking inside. It take me mind back to little Pell, him funny smiling face, all battered and bruised as I pushed him in that wheelbarrow up the hill to Calla hut. Him must be long time dead by now.

When we reach the hospital, the doctor put James in a sick bed, lock me up in a cell, in case I catch whatever sickness James carrying. The next day, nothing wrong with me, so I get sent back to the barracks.

A week go by, still no sight of James. I start to worry. Ask the overseer if him know anything. All him do is shout at me to get back to work.

Night after night, laying in me hammock, waiting to see if James going live or die, the shadow fear rise up, make him presence known, sit deep in me bowels. Make me toss and turn, fill up me insides with a worry that gnaw at the jagged edges. Every time that number clock strike, the fear get bigger, tighten its grip, and I can’t shake it.

At first I think is a fear that me one and only friend going die, but when I surrender, look at the fear, little by little, I come to see is a different kind of fear. A different shadow to the one I used to carry. Is a fear not based on the whim of Massa, but is a fear that I going end up being a convict slave forever, working till I drop down dead. And that after all that slaving, all them wasted years, when is time to finally pass over to the Ancestors, who going help me to find the way, to speak the words of the dead?

And where will me bones lay? Not up on a little hill, close to family. No, me bones going be thrown into a burial pit with plenty other convict bones. Buried like I have no name, only a number, with no one to hold the memory of me or mourn over the little bit of life that I lived. It make me weak, this fear. It make me chafe at the chains that bind me to this place. But it also force me to accept that no matter how much I wish it, I probably never going return to the island, the family I still hold dear. I must try to pick up the threads of fate, weave them together, find a way that going help me to escape. Or die trying.

I just bout give up that James going get better when, one evening after I return from building the wall down at the harbour, I see James walking cross the courtyard. Him turn thin as a reed, the clothes hanging off him body, but him smiling and winking, happy. Looks like fate decide not to open the door of death. James return become like a sign. Somehow we going find a way to leave this barren place, and I bow down, give silent thanks to the Ancestors and the Lord, just in case.

Is then I decide to draw a line cross me heart.

Any goodness and kindness that happen in me life, I place in front of that line. Use the colour-filled memories to light up the darkness of me life.

Anything else, like when fate strike hard, them memories get pushed behind the line. Left to slumber, to wilt in the harshness of sun after clanking day. But no matter how I chain them down, sometimes, in the dead of night, after that number clock strike twelve times, me mind get pulled into them memories, the ones filled up with shades of death, shadows, made of sorrow.

 

Been in the colony for a few months. Is warming up, the rain easing off. Days go by when the sun show himself riding high cross a sky that sometimes still turn from blue to grey and back to blue again. And it start not to feel so strange, once I learn to know and name things. Cross the way from the barracks, the trees in the park begin to send out new green shoots. Some with clumps of feathery yellow flowers backra call wattle, and another spiky-leafed shrub covered in red flowers that look like pods with seeds, is called banksia. Tall trees, with bark that shed, turn from red to silver. The slim leaves shimmer in the clear, bright light. Is a funny name them trees, take a while to learn how to say eucalyptus. And all that beauty make me start to think bout what freedom would be like if me and James Smith living outside them high stone walls.

I tell him, ‘From now on we must behave better than good. Make sure the superintendent look elsewhere when him looking for convict troublemakers. Keep our heads down low.’

I think I know all bout the kind of punishments them give out in the colony till a sterling-born convict by the name of Connolly show up. Connolly been labouring in one of the iron gangs out in the bush on the Great North Road. Him so mash up when him got sent back to the barracks, he have to spend a good bit of time in the hospital. But if that bush is anything like the bush we have back on the island, it could be a good place for a man to get lost in. One evening, Connolly end up sitting at the table where me and James is sitting, and when I hear him talk bout this Great North Road, I prick up me ears, listen in good.

‘All round us, everywhere you look is bush and bramble and rock,’ Connolly say. ‘We work from sunrise to sundown, covered in flies, bitten by mosquitoes, breaking rock, building bridges, laying down the road. Armed soldiers looking on. Guards who like to give out punishment.’

‘Where do you sleep, out in the open?’ him mate ask him.

‘I wouldn’t mind that,’ Connolly say. ‘No, we’re chained together inside a travelling hut, a wooden box we have to always pull.’

‘No chance of bolting then?’ him mate ask in a hushed voice.

‘Not a chance in hell. You are always watched, even when you go to relieve yourself.’

‘Think it’s better than three weeks in solitary, with the company of rats, given only bread and water?’ him mate ask.

Connolly just shake him head.

So much for that, I think, and put me mind to finding another way to bolt. A route I would never come up with, if fate not show me the way.

One day after muster, me name is called out and I must stand aside, wait for Timothy Lane the deputy superintendent to assign me a new job after the other convicts get marched out for them daily work. Lane stand in front of me, look me up and down.

‘Well, Buchanan. It has been brought to my attention that you are a capable stonemason.’

‘Yes, sir. Yes, sir, Mister Lane,’ nodding, casting eyes down a little bit like me supposed to.

‘Is this correct, overseer?’

‘Yes, sir. He’s a good mason, sir. Been doing good work down on the quay.’


‘Good man. Then I am reassigning you, Buchanan.’

The overseer look at me with a smirk, chuckle under him breath. I seen that look before. This not going to be a good offer.

‘As of today, you will be working on Busby’s Bore,’ he say. ‘I have been told that some of the uprights are in need of further support. And some of the stone blocks need to be replaced.’

Now I understand what the overseer sniggering bout. One of the fourteen-year convicts told me that backra started building the bore nine years before. It take that long because is not only hard work digging underground through all that sandstone, but none of the convicts like working down there. Some of them rebel against it, even under the threat of a flogging. I don’t have a lot of time to think bout how I don’t like dark, cramped spaces, because the overseer shout out, ‘Get ready to march.’ And we head off, marching, marching, out the gate, cross the road, into the park till we get bout halfway, and then the overseer call, ‘Halt!’

‘Okay, Buchanan,’ the overseer say, as him undo the chain attached to the ring round me ankle. ‘Get down there. Have a look around, then make your way to the next shaft and I will meet you there.’

I look down the shaft entrance. I don’t like the look of it. Don’t make a move.

‘Hurry it up, Buchanan, haven’t got all day,’ him say, prodding me in the back.

I take the lantern, start down the ladder. At the bottom, hold up the lantern, look into the blackness stretching before me. The tunnel is small, a tight fit, and I have to half bow, half crouch in some places to get through. On either side is sandstone, big blocks of it, and every few paces there is a wooden frame supporting the roof. I keep going and going for what seem like a long time with no end in sight, until finally, up ahead, I see light pouring down a shaft from the outside. Suddenly I move faster and faster towards that opening, like a dog running to him food bowl. When I get there, I stand up straight gasping, looking up into the sunlight. A few minutes later, the big head and hat of the overseer come over, filling up the empty space, blocking out the light.

‘Well?’ the overseer say.

I don’t answer. Instead, I scramble up the ladder out into the fresh air.

‘Well, Buchanan?’ him say again.

I was moving so quick, I didn’t really take the time to look, but I think fast and say, ‘Look sturdy, sir. Strong. But, I notice …’

‘Yes?’

‘Some of the timber supports, is true they turn rotten in places. Look weak. Need a good bit of fixing. Some of the stone, cracked and crumbling.’

Now what I expect to hear is him going climb down into the shaft to take a look for himself, but him don’t.

Instead him say, ‘Buchanan, here is a map. We are here,’ pointing at it. ‘You go back down there and start marking the places where we need to add more support.’

‘Yes, sir,’ I say, taking the map. Maybe him afraid of tight, dark spaces too.

With that, him watch as I climb back down into the darkness.

Every day after that, James Smith and a group of convicts is kept back, marched over to the park, put to work on the bore with me in charge of how the repairs should go. It take a while, but I finally get used to working in dark, tight spaces. And although I still can’t read too many words, the one thing I can read is a map.

Sam Sharpe teach me, late one night when him asked me to stay back. He unrolled a map and started to explain how each one of the little marks and symbols is a message. A message that if you know how to, you can read, and the secrets in the message going be revealed. The squiggly line in blue is water. The brown circle is the rise of a hill. The green lines trees. If very thick, mean is a forest of trees. The line with upturned V is a cave. The area shaded in brown is barren land.

I keep this in mind when I look at the map of the bore and start to recognise the features. Match them up to what me seeing. A circle mean the entrance to a shaft. A square is where the water come out to be collected. A circle with the X on it is a dead end, a good place to hide things.

I discover the bore is bout two and a half miles long when, one day, I manage to leave the other convicts behind, make it all the way to end. When I get there, I can’t believe me eyes. The water coming from a huge open swamp, no guards stationed anywhere, and everywhere I look is bush, bush and more bush. Lachlan Swamps, backra call it. Is a good place to get lost in.

After we been working on the bore for a few weeks, one of the men fall sick. Him no longer able to work down there so the overseer need to assign a new man. It turn out to be Richard Holt. At first having him round make me edgy with him surly ways, but he turn out to be a good worker. Strong, tough, don’t seem to mind tight spaces. In the barracks he carve out a place of silence so nobody bother him. Is something I understand and come to respect. So it surprise me when he pull me aside when we down in the bore, while the other convicts working up ahead.

‘What you up to, Buchanan?’ Holt ask.

‘What you mean?’

‘Don’t act the fool. I’ve seen what you’re up to.’

I try to walk away, but him grab onto me arm. I feel the strength behind his grasp.

‘See the guards up top. You. Me. We not going anywhere.’


Holt look at me hard like the way Calla used to, and I see danger behind him eyes.

‘Tell me bout the map.’

I say nothing. Try to hide the fact that me surprised.

‘The map you copy and hide.’

I still say nothing. Me mind working fast. What if him or another convict saw me roll it up, hide it in one of the dead-end corners.

‘The one you been putting marks on,’ and him move in close, tower over me. ‘The one you and Smith going use to escape.’

I shove him out of the way. Stand me ground. Say something I know he not going like. ‘So, you been spying on us. Spying for backra.’

Holt just chuckle. See the play of it. Then him move quick as lightning. Pin me up against the wall, him arm cross me chest. Grab me by the neck with the other. ‘I can kill you right here. Pretend like it’s an accident.’ And to prove it, him squeeze me throat till I start to choke.

‘Let me loose,’ I gasp. ‘And we going talk.’

Holt squeeze a little tighter before he finally let me go.

‘What you want?’ I ask, after getting me breath back.

‘You’re going to need help. And I can help you,’ him say.

‘How?’

‘A diversion.’

‘You not coming?’ This is a surprise.

‘Have my own plans. Will wait to see how you fare. Doubt you’ll get too far. Before I see you dragged right back to the barracks in a couple of days. Watch as the scourger bring the blood to you back.’

‘Then why you want to help us?’

‘As soon as you get out, I want you to post a letter.’


‘A letter? Why not give it to the warden?’

‘I want no one to open it, read it before it get there.’

Curiosity rising. ‘Only if you tell me what’s in the letter.’

‘Can’t a man have a little privacy in him life?’ Holt ask.

‘Privacy, yes. But more important is the need to trust. Is like a contract,’ I say. ‘You tell me you secrets and I going tell you mine.’

Holt look at me hard, but he can see me not going to back down. Finally, he hold out him hand and we shake on it. After that, the plan began to form.











Taking Flight



Saturday come round, the end of a long week of work. We just finish the last job at the bore for the day and we laying down tools. Everybody tired, convicts, overseer and guards alike. I know nobody going pay too much attention. Everyone looking forward to the Sunday rest. We standing in line waiting to be chained and marched back to the barracks. Holt look me in the eye, as if to say, ‘Ready?’ I look at James, he give me a nod as him look down at him feet. I hesitate, afraid to give the go-ahead signal. Afraid the plan will end in failure. In that moment, the sound of a lonely cry. We all look up, see a big bird hovering, in a blue and cloudless sky. And I remember William the Second, a reminder of the freedom we seek. I look back at Holt, nod while I look like me brushing away a fly. Then a moment of silence that seem to stretch out thin, go on forever, before Holt suddenly turn to a fellow convict, start to argue. Before I know it, they having fisticuffs, moving away from rest of us. Must be only a few seconds, but me and James just look at each other. Don’t even make a move. Is only when the guards blow a whistle, run towards Holt, I find me feet, drag James with me. Run as fast as we can to the nearest bore entrance. Shoot down into the shaft and with backs bowed move headlong into the darkness.

We been over the escape route so many times, we don’t even need to use the map. First, we head towards the places we hide the bits and pieces we been collecting. Coins, a knife, a hessian bag, matches, a couple of shirts. Then we leave a trail. Back in the main tunnel, we start to hear voices. The guards must be finally overcome Holt and now they coming after us. James and me forget bout trying to be quiet, start running. More voices, footsteps, orders shouted. Closer and closer, the voices and footsteps keep coming.

‘The bolters went this way,’ I hear one of the guards shout.

They must be find the trail. But is a trail that go nowhere, only deep inside one of the passages to a dead end.

No time to think, we just run and keep on running. Bend as low as we can, backs and shoulders scraping against the stone walls. I made notches in the wooden beams to tell us how much further we have to go. First mile come and gone. Second mile, we start to slow. The tunnel getting tighter, bundled up with the last heat of the day making us sweat even more. Suddenly we hear shouts again. I look back see a light way, way down the tunnel of the bore. We reach the place where we left one of the beams loose. Is a last resort, one I line up just in case. The light and voices keep getting closer. We claw and tug at the beam, our fingers bloody. James shake his head, like he can’t keep going.

‘Pull!’ I scream. ‘Pull!’

One last pull, and with that the beam break, dragging loose stones down with it, filling the tunnel with billowing dust. We might be safe now.


One more half mile to go. We tired, we bruised, we sore. No thoughts, just the sound of ragged breathing. Finally up ahead, a welcome sight: a dull light pouring in.

Gasping for breath, we make it to the end of the bore. Creep forward, look up the shaft at the sky, hold our breath, see no head looming over. I climb up the wooden ladder, inch by inch. Reach the top, wait, listening. It seem so quiet. Sounds back in the tunnel, they must be reach the broken-down beams. I poke me head out over the top and look round. No guards, no soldiers, nothing but the marsh of the Lachlan Swamps. I nod the all clear to James and we lumber up out of the shaft and into the light of the late afternoon sun.

I can’t believe the plan worked! We made our escape. I give silent thanks to Holt and then is like we have the same thought. We start to run like mad men through the bush, ignoring the branches and scrub clawing at us, scraping against our skin. We run and keep on running till finally we can’t run no more. We have to stop, double over, trying to catch our breath. Listen for the sound of guards running after us, but the only thing that greet us is the birds, startled from them resting places. Look round in the growing evening gloom. We are surrounded. Only boulders, bush, bramble and tall eucalyptus trees stretching into the distance. For some reason James and me start laughing, we can’t seem to stop. Is not happiness, is more like what happen when you let a rope go slack after you been pulling and tugging at it for a long, long while.

 

We been travelling through the bush for what seem like a week, but must be only a few days. We keep ourselves hidden. Taking turns to watch, making sure we not heard, not seen. Midafternoon we stumble pon a broken-down hut covered in cobwebs, overgrown with vines and weeds. We watch for a few hours before we decide is safe to enter. The door is stuck so we have to push, heave to get it open. Inside, everything is old and rotten. Look like the people who lived there must be leave in a hurry and no one else seen the inside of it. Not much in the way of supplies. We collect wood, light a fire, cook a bird we knock down with a stone. Sleep indoors for the first time since we escape. Stay another night, before we keep on moving.

One evening, as the last lingering rays of evening settling in, the bush turning a soft yellow, the smell of fire, of food, start drifting towards us. We so hungry, we take a chance, sneak up as close as we can, surprised to see a family of natives made camp. A man, woman, small child and old man sitting round the fire. A couple of spears lay beside them. Behind is a shelter, two animal skins stretched cross the low branches of a tree.

James decide to show himself. He stand up, move slowly forward, waiting, hoping them not going kill him. When nothing happen, I stand up and move closer, next to James. We spend a good deal of time just staring at each other. Our skins, raggedy clothes and hair. Us eyeing what look like one of the native animals with a long tail roasting in the fire. James rub his stomach, put him fingers to him mouth as though eating. The family look at the old man then look back at us. He must be the one in charge. We have nothing to share except a few tubers we dug up that morning and James lay them on the ground. Finally the old man nod, wave at us to come over.

It is wondrous to taste the meat, half raw, half burnt, juices running down our faces. Only the man tries to speak to us, a few words of broken English. But mostly we just sit and eat, listening as they speak in a tongue that is totally unknown to us. Finally we fall asleep, keeping our few precious things hidden beneath us. In the morning the sound of a native bird cackling in the dawn light wakes us. We are alone. The family must be moved on in the night.

A few days later, we reach water. Only a few shacks scattered back from the beach, a dirt track edging the harbour with small boats pulled up along the shore. The weather turning cold, look like a storm brewing. We are worn out, our bellies grumbling from lack of food. James points cross the harbour, in the distance a wavering light shining out. If we in luck could be a bush tavern. The opposite shore don’t seem that far so we steal a boat and row cross, scramble up the rocky outcrop, get up close, peer through the window, have a peek inside. Not much to look at. A short wooden bar, a few tables with crates for chairs. Oil lamps burning, giving off smoke. Only bout three customers. I don’t think a female hand ever touch the room. We doubt the news of our escape going reach this barren place, so we decide to take a chance and show ourselves.

James enter first, then I follow. No one pay us too much mind. Seems to be that if you can pay for what you drink, no one going bother you. There’s a man sitting by himself in a corner in the shadows and, beside him, two empty seats. James amble over first, introduce himself and, when seated, call me over. With the few coins we saved, I order three ponies of ale and bring them over.

‘Richardson’s the name,’ the man say after I offer him a pony. I sit facing the door, keeping watch on who coming and going. ‘So where d’you laddies hail from? Don’t see many of the likes of you in these desolate parts.’

James and me look at each other, we already prepare our story.

‘Whalers,’ James say, with a serious face.

‘You must have many tales to tell then,’ Richardson say.


‘Aye,’ I say. ‘But we have enough of the seafaring life. What bout you?’ I ask, knowing our tall tale going run out if him ask too many questions.

‘Ticket of Leave man,’ Richardson say. ‘Been in the colony just under five years.’

‘What you get done for?’

‘Machine-breaking,’ him say, before him put down him pony and start to sing.

 

The law locks up the man or woman

Who steals the goose from the common

But leaves the greater villain loose

Who steals the common from the goose

 

He takes a long drink of ale. ‘Hunger can drive a man to do many things.’ A deep sadness come over him face.

By the time we drain the ponies, Richardson believe us to be good friends, especially after we buy him a second one. Next thing you know, we outside and Richardson leading us away from the tavern and the small group of shacks clinging to the harbour. We follow him up a narrow flight of stone steps, along the path up the hill, till we standing outside a stone house with a small vegetable patch off to the side of it. Is the dwelling place belonging to his master.

‘Mister Chadwick,’ him tell us. ‘The harbourmaster.’

‘You sure now, Richardson?’ James ask our companion in a steady voice.

‘Yes, indeed,’ him say with unsteady voice. The drink already settling into him head. ‘Mister Chadwick is a good master. Been assigned to him for over a year now. Signed for my Ticket of Leave he did. Allows me to come and go as I please. As long as I do the work he asks of me.’


The house is set back from the path, a little way off from the rest. No sign of life except for a light flickering inside. I give James the all clear.

‘Lead on, Richardson,’ James say, and help him through the gate, up the side path to the back door. Richardson pull out him key and, after a few tries, the door opens to find a stout, elderly gentleman, looking at Richardson over a pair of spectacles on him nose.

‘Evening, Mister Chadwick.’

‘Evening, Richardson. And what have we here?’ him say, looking over Richardson shoulder at us.

‘Two men new to the colony, in need of shelter for the night,’ Richardson say as him stand aside, allow the light from the kitchen to fall on our faces.

‘For one night, you say?’

‘Yes sir, Mister Chadwick,’ Richardson say, nodding him drunken head while Mister Chadwick look us up and down for what seem like a long time. Lucky for us, the thunder rumble, lightning flash, the heavens open up and it start to pour. Before you know it, James and me warming ourselves in front of the fire.

After a hearty bowl of soup, Mister Chadwick retire to him bedroom for the night. Leave us to settle down in front of the fire on matting put down to make our beds. In a few moments, Richardson fall into a deep sleep, snoring and whistling happily away.

I get up, pull out the hessian sack I been carrying, start to look round the room, while James stand by the door in case Mister Chadwick wake up. Is a humble home with not much in the way of furniture or personal goods on display, but lucky for us in pride of place over the fireplace is a sharpened axe with a new, well-made wooden handle. This I give to James, who point to the larder set up in one corner of the room. I quickly take a tin of tea and a tin of sugar, stash them in me sack, then settle down to a short sleep while James keep watch. It seem like only a few minutes before James nudging me awake. I wipe the sleep from me eyes, take the next watch. Pretty soon the rain ease and the light outside the window begin to brighten and is me turn to nudge James awake. We bout to leave when I notice the tip of hessian bag sticking out from behind some boxes in the corner. Is a couple of sacks of flour. A welcome sight. I grab one of them before we make our way out the door. Mister Chadwick and Richardson, them is good men, so we don’t strip the place bare. Quickly head back down the steps and continue along the path heading towards the harbour. Uncover the boat we left by the shore and row back to the gullies and ravines of the bush, looking to find protection in a place we later come to know backra call South Head.











Wanted



Been on the run for many weeks now. On the run, hiding out, camping rough, acting as free men. Journey north following the coastline looking out in awe at all them tumbling waves and water. When we get too hot, sometimes walk cross the sand dunes, find a safe place to wash in. Then is back up into the barren, wild and deserted scrubland, full up with plenty wildlife. Sometimes head further inland, raiding lonely homesteads when we come pon them, can see there is no chance of capture.

James prove to be a good companion, follow orders, don’t do nothing stupid if we find ourselves in a fix. And is James that find our hideout, the cave, the one we hiding in now. Is a good cave, close to fresh water. Tall, wide, give plenty shelter, but have a narrow entrance. Is well protected, buried deep in the bush. The land round it covered in thorny bushes, small trees and dense scrub. Must scrabble up a steep hill for at least a mile to get to it. And before that you have to pass through a whole heap of ravines and gullies. Hard to find because everywhere you look, no markers, it all look the same. A man could be close to the entrance and wouldn’t even know we there.

Every time we go out on a raid, we bring back the supplies we need, till finally we all set up. Have pots, pans, potatoes and onions we dig up. Beef, from a lame calf we discover, roast the flesh in the hide to preserve it. Supplies that can keep for a long time. We each have a musket, powder, cartridges. Even make our own shots using pieces of files and nail-rod iron. Been making damper with the flour we steal from Mister Chadwick. Sometimes we shoot a bird, or a rabbit, and bring it back to roast over the fire. Now the only thing missing is grog. To get grog what we need is money. That is the plan for the day.

Morning time. James is up already. I hear him rustling round, making a small fire. Put the tin pan on to boil. Head outside the cave to do him morning business. I pretend to lay still, catch a little more sleep before James return and start in with all him questions. Back in the barracks, James get known as the questions man, but it didn’t bother me, because most of time working didn’t leave much room for talking. Now that we out in the open with nothing to do is like James become one non-stop talker. A puppy dog, always bright, happy, yapping, glad to be alive. Me, it take longer to warm up to the day and no matter how much I try explain the way me mood always shifting, how I like to have a little bit of quiet round me, James come right back and start in with the questions.

The rebellion didn’t take place on him side of the island. James wasn’t part of the rising up, but heard plenty stories bout it before him got tangled up with the horse-stealing business.

‘What was it like?’

‘What like?’

‘Fighting? Fighting in the rebellion?’


‘Me tell you already.’

‘You tell me nothing much. Only that there was a lot of fighting,’ James say, and I can see him going get bothered.

Is true. I been holding back on telling James, no matter how many times him ask me. I don’t really want to go back there. Is a time hidden behind the line in me memories.

But this morning, James keep pressing me, and finally I say, ‘Was like a dream. A dream me wake up into.’

‘What you mean?’ James ask, edging closer like he sense I going finally tell him what him been wanting to hear.

I look at him straight. ‘Was a dream me longed to see for real, except when it happened, me wished it was still a dream.’

‘Was exciting?’

‘Exciting? No! A dream filled with fear, with blood, with fire. A bittersweet dream, where we lived like free men, not slaves, but where all me saw round me was death stalking him prey. A dream where me saw the insides of a slave’s guts hanging out and him begging me to kill him. Saw the fear in a man’s eyes as me lifted up a cutlass to try to chop him down. Where many of us died, left by the side of the road to rot. And many of dem who died was me friends.’

James turn all quiet. Seem like him finally come to understand this rebellion business was more than just a story.

‘You think a man want to pick up arms and fight? To kill or be killed, to make other men suffer? That is a madness that come over you when you find youself behind a locked door and the one with the key never going open it. That man is a criminal. Swap places and him not going accept it. Was war! A different time, a different place,’ I say. ‘It bring results, was worth it, but the price we all pay was much higher than expected.’

That morning, for once James ask no more questions. Sit quiet while we drink tea made in the billy, eat damper we hold on a stick to toast over the fire.

Every time we bout to leave the cave, I wonder whether we coming back. Always take one last look round, store it in me memory, before we pull aside the branches we use as cover and set them back in place. We make our way down through the ravines and gullies until we get to a path taking us closer to a road we know is well used. Blacken our faces with soot from the fire so you can’t tell one from the other, then settle down to wait. Every time we go out on a raid, we try to head to a different place, but we keep coming back to this one. A sudden sharp bend in the road mean the rider must slow down to take it.

Pretty soon we hear a carriage approaching. Must be someone important because is a large party, travelling with a couple of armed guards, and I signal to James to let them pass. We wait a little longer, but the morning heat begin to make itself felt so we retire a little further into the bush to find some shade.

We don’t have long to wait before we hear another sound. This time hooves approaching in the distance. We pull down our hats, pull up the scarves we have round our necks. Stand hidden behind a tree by the side of the road with our muskets loaded. Is a lone rider, a fancy-looking fella in coattails. Must be in a hurry because him riding at a swift pace. Just as him come round the bend, James step out into the road, try to flag him down. Make the rider stop. It usually work, but this morning we not so lucky, because the man only spur him horse to gallop faster. I take aim, going try to clip him in the shoulder. Pull the trigger and bang, the shot leave the barrel, except instead of the rider, the shot hit the horse in him neck. Poor animal, the sound, the shot, make it gallop even faster and, in a flash, horse and man is speeding down the road, coattails flying out behind him.
 

The day already start to get late, so we decide to let things rest. Trudge back to the cave. Look like tonight there going be no grog.

We settling down to sleep when James bring up the letter. Ever since Holt hand it over, it been like a sore that not going heal till we fulfil our side of the bargain. Me and James talk bout that letter many a time when we sitting idle with time on our hands. Him pushing and poking, wanting to know how we going do it. I trying to ignore him because the truth is I don’t know. When James have enough of me silence, him always pull out the letter, read it out loud.

 

Mister Edwards,

I did the deed you asked of me, the plantation is now yours. The time has come for the debt to be paid. Even though I sit rotting in a gaol thousands of miles away, you still owe me and you owe my family. Word has it that the Estate, under your careful management, has grown and thrived. Profits have been made and they must be shared and given. I don’t seek this for myself but for my dear mother and sisters, who must be looked after and cared for in my absence. This was the contract and contracts must not be broken.

Yours in good faith,

Richard Michael Holt

 

When I discovered why Holt got transported, it started to make sense the kind of man he is, a dangerous man with unfinished business. When I asked him bout giving me the two pennies I going need to get the letter stamped, he laughed in me face.

‘What you talking bout? Isn’t it enough that me going get punished? Probably sent to solitude? You owe me much more than two pennies. I don’t care how you do it, but if you don’t post the letter, I’ll know,’ Holt said. ‘I will hunt you down and make you pay. No matter how long it takes.’


When James ask me again how I going post it, I tell him, ‘What you think we doing, escape to go for a holiday? Have time to wander round. Go to the post office in broad daylight and get it stamped?’

James usually have nothing to say after that and he leave me to brood over what we going do.

A few days later, our luck turn and we manage to hold up another lone rider, a well-dressed young man must be heading into town. Have a nice little bag of coins inside him saddle bag. Give us no trouble, only beg that we spare him life. Make me chuckle how the tables turn. Hold the gun to him heart to see the fear cross him face, before I slap the horse’s backside, send him on his way.

With money in our pockets, we head inland to a bush tavern we come cross, where the landlord asks no questions and the patrons look the other way. After a good feed and a couple of ales, we buy a litre of rum to take back with us. On the way out, James spy an old newspaper, thrown on the floor beside the fireplace, and takes it with him.

Back in the cave on a lazy afternoon, when the weather balmy and still and the billy is on the boil, we pour ourselves a shot of rum and James take up the paper, start to read it out loud. Now the thing is James like to read all the notices, bout selling and buying things. Dream bout all the things he going buy when him build up the coins he been saving. I like to hear bout the news. Just like me back sitting on the floor in Melon kitchen, hearing bout who doing what, when and where. So to keep the peace, James read something he like and then he read something I like. Suddenly him call me over, point to one of the headings.

‘Look,’ him say. ‘We famous.’

‘What you mean?’

‘It say, “Daring Attempt to Murder”.’


‘Murder! We don’t try to kill nobody. Backra spreading lies bout us. Better read the whole thing and tell me what them saying.’

And with that, James begin to read.


On Sunday afternoon between the hours of 2 and 3 as A. B. Smith, Esq, merchant was riding upon horseback on the South Head Road, when he observed two suspicious-looking fellows with their faces blackened, armed with muskets, made their appearance upon the road side; Mr. Smith, suspecting their intention to do robbery, put spurs to his horse; on passing them one of the villains presented his piece and fired; fortunately Providence intervened, and their intention was frustrated, but a slug from the piece lodged in the horse’s neck; the noble animal, as though aware of the danger to its master, sprang forward and soon placed him out of their reach. With respect to the parties who committed this act of atrocity it may not be amiss to surmise that they are the two revolted Negroes who escaped from Hyde Park Barracks some weeks since, and to find these men in the vicinity of South Head Road is not at all a matter of surprise to us, when we remember the daring of men of the same stamp, marooning in the Blue Mountains of Jamaica. A party of Police were immediately sent in pursuit, and it is hoped that these men will not escape the law.

Sydney Gazette 17th January, 1837


Listening to all the words someone write bout us make me feel proud, but it also set up a dread. All the constables going be out looking for us more than ever and that anybody who spot us now going turn us in.

No more idle running. We must find a way to truly escape, gain the thing we been lusting after all our lives.











Brisbane Waters



After James read that newspaper, find out all the things backra saying bout us, we decide to pack up the cave, take what supplies we can and slowly make our way far up the coast, to a town backra call Brisbane Waters. We hear is a good place to find a ship and a captain that will look the other way at a man’s past, for a fee, of course. Is also time to post Holt letter. It been burning a hole in me bag since we left the barracks.

On the way up the coast, we raid and steal supplies from the lonely homesteads we come cross. At one homestead, late one night, we manage to steal a couple of horses. James do him horse-talking business, make the horses come quietly, don’t give us any trouble. After we ride them a while, we sell them and with that money buy new ones, with new brands, brands the law not looking for.

Once we get close to the town, we set up camp in the bush, close to a creek we find. We don’t head straight to the port, but watch from a hilltop distance. Brisbane Waters is a lively port town with many vessels loading and unloading, taking on supplies. We spend a few days watching all the comings and goings till we notice one of the vessels, the Caroline, looking like it may be getting ready to sail.

I leave James to make enquiries as to who the captain is, and to watch as him come and go. I head off to find a brothel. Wait till a woman I like the look of come stand outside waiting for a customer. It don’t take long before I strike up a conversation tell her what I need. She call herself Amy, and after I agree to the fee, she lead me inside to her room. Amy not pretty like Mistress Josephine, not sweet like Aurelia, but I sense goodness hiding beneath her skin. Been a long time since I enjoy the feel of a woman’s soft flesh beneath me. After we finish, I follow her to the post office, wait while she enter and pay for postage, bring me back the payment receipt. Finally me debt to Holt is paid, and me glad to get this heavy weight off me back.

When I meet up with James on our hilltop lookout, him tell me how he found the ale house, a rough place where sailors like to drink. Have dark, smoke-filled rooms, with many a shadowy corner where a man can feel safe. After him quietly asked round, he found a sailor willing to talk, for a price. We guessed right, the Caroline been recently fitted out for a long whaling voyage and is bound for sailing in a day. Eventually going dock in New Zealand and the captain is a man named Boyle.

When James asked where to find him, making up some story bout him looking to crew, the sailor told him, ‘Try the church,’ taking a slug of him ale.

‘Why church?’ James asked.

‘Captain Boyle’s last voyage? It full of misfortune. Was bad enough that Boyle lost half his goods in a storm, but he also lost half his crew. Truth be told, he was already a God-fearing man. Now the fear of God even stronger, goes to pray at the end of each and every day. But is the god of the ocean he needs to pray to, not the one whose son is hanging on a cross,’ the sailor say, holding out him hand for the coin that was promised.

That evening, James and me find the church, stand outside to wait. Sure enough, here come Boyle and before he can enter the church we pull him into the shadows. It take a little while to convince him to take us on board, hide us for a fee, but finally he agree to do it. Tell us to come back the next night before him sail and he make it easy for us to stow away.

A day to wait so we head back to camp. I leave James to get a small fire going while I head to the creek to get us water.

The heat of summer is no longer in bloom, but it is a beautiful night. At long last, these old bones start to feel alive. I get to the creek, dip the billy in, have a long drink, fill it up, drink again, the cool sweet water. For a moment, it feel like me a pickney back beside me little rock pool. It give me pause to see how far I come, how far I travelled. And I sit down by the river with the weight of it, listening to the sounds of the night.

The longer James and me stay free, the more me hopes start to rise that maybe we going make it to a world of freedom. I start to wonder what life going be like in this world, with nobody chasing after me. But try hard as I can, I can’t seem to settle on a future. All the dreaming I done only take me so far. I must start a new dream, one not chasing after freedom, but one where freedom is already taken.

I look up at the sky covered in stars, and know that sky, those stars, stretch from the land of my birth to where I am now. And a lightness start to bubble up inside. A lightness I never feel before, and I come to know what it is. Is the lightness of freedom. I don’t have to wait to find it. I have survived. Me whole. Me free. No matter what happens now, I have tasted it, and it taste so very sweet.

Me bout to head back to camp when a patoo in a far-off tree begin him lonely hooting. I hear the voice of Calla warning me.


‘When patoo call out, you must listen hard. Try find out the message she trying to tell you.’

And I take to heart that word of caution from the patoo. Know James and me need to be on the lookout for trouble, for the fate that might be stalking us.

We spend the morning talking bout whether to sell the horses, take the money we get to pay our way in the new world we heading to. But after hearing that patoo, I try to convince James maybe we shouldn’t in case Boyle try to deceive us and then we right back where we started. Is the first time James and me have an argument. As much as him love the horses, him want to sell them and I don’t.

‘What wrong with you?’ James ask me. ‘Is like no matter what, you always seeing the dark side of things.’

‘Not true, just like to feel the ground underneath me feet, not like you, dreamer boy, standing with you head in the clouds.’

As I say it, I start to laugh out loud. Hearing that patoo must be bring up a memory. James look at me like I turn mad. When the laughter fade away, he wait for me to explain and I find myself telling him something that was buried deep.

‘Stella used to tell me the same thing. Called me a dreamer because me always looking up at the sky, watching the clouds, never looking at what was right in front of me feet.’

‘Stella? Me never know you have a wife,’ James say, winking at me.

‘Was me mother’s name.’ And the pain of Stella and what happened to her well up and me insides start to tremble, and I see how it still can make me weak.

‘You not the only one forced to leave somebody behind,’ James say. I can see sadness rise up in him too and I know him going want to talk and talk bout it.

I look at him so hard, him take a step back.

‘Now is not the time,’ I shout, and shove the memory right back down. Lock it behind the memory line I keep guard over so nothing can spill out.

‘We are selling them horses,’ James shout back. ‘And me don’t want to hear another word bout it,’ before him turn on him heel and walk away.

We break up camp and head into the town in silence, wrapped up in our jackets and hats. The weather turn cool and damp. Must be change to match our moods. By early evening, we find a stable on the outskirts and a seller willing to pay a good price. Leave the horses and continue to our hilltop lookout on foot. Listen to the tolling of the ship bells counting out the hours. Make our way to the docks after it get dark, down to the pier close to the Caroline.

Have to wait a few hours before Boyle show up. We start to head over when we notice a man loitering close by, half hidden in the shadows. He have a hat pulled down low, a cape wrapped round him, but Boyle don’t seem to see him. Who is this man? What he want? Could be a constable on the lookout waiting for us. Or maybe a stowaway. We decide to stay where we are, see what he want, till finally the man show himself, go up to Boyle and them start to talk. The talk between them start to get heated. The man get angry, pull out a pistol, stick it into Boyle ribs. Maybe he mean to rob him, this don’t look good. I come up behind and grab him, James take away his pistol. But Boyle, instead of thanking us, start to blow on a whistle. In the distance, I see men in police uniforms come running along the pier. Look like Boyle meant to betray us after all.

Quick smart James and me run off the pier, weave our way through the alleyways. Run and duck and hide. We never look back, but somehow the man that saved us from getting caught become like a shadow, trailing behind us as we rush into the bush.

After much deliberation, we decide to head south again, back to the cave hideout. In the minds of James and me, it come to be like a home, a place of safety, a place where we can rest, make new plans. When we finally get back, we find that our luck is holding. Nobody found it, been there, nothing been disturbed. We cut down more branches to cover the entrance, close ourselves in. The three of us so exhausted that we throw ourselves down, never stir. Is like we turn into dead men sleeping.

 

We spend days hiding out in the cave, resting, building up strength, feeding on what we can hunt. The man’s name, we come to learn, is Lazarus Barra, a Frenchie fleeing for his life. Captain Boyle told him the same thing, that he going take him cross the seas for a fee. If Barra hadn’t been there, James and me would be sitting shackled in the back of a cart on the way to prison.

At first we glad Barra saved us but, in a short time, Barra come to be like a bad seed that send out weeds, cause a whole lot of trouble.

First him try to turn James against me, telling him me not a good leader, that he would be better. When that don’t work, him try the same with me. Tell me is easier to run with two than with three and I must ditch James. He is right. Two is better than three, except Barra is the one that need to go.

James and me come to be like a well-oiled machine, so when we out on a raid, most times we don’t even have to speak. Know each other minds. Work out a set of hand signals we use when we need to be extra quiet. Now all of a sudden, with Barra clinging to us like flies, things start to go wrong. I should have followed me mind, found a way to do away with him, because he is too careless. Is because of him the constables find the cave.

Early morning, I leave the cave to head to the river to get water for the billy. James and me have a careful, well-planned routine. When we leave we always take a different route, cover up our tracks. And we never come directly back to the cave, we always checking and double-checking to make sure we not being followed. Leave one musket in the cave, take the other one with us. After I fill the billy, I decide to have a wash, walk further up the river, to a little closed-in rock pool. Making me way there, I overhear sounds coming from further along the sand bank. Spot a const able and three policemen as them scramble up the rocks and, just in time, I drop down in a hollow out of sight. James, I must warn James. I track back round, get as close to the cave as I can without being seen. But there is Barra, standing right outside in plain sight. I give the danger signal, a crow cawing. Barra turn, run inside. Too late. The law men seen him and they scrambling up surrounding the entrance. Gunshots fired from inside the cave, the policemen return fire. All of a sudden the gunshots stop and the policemen rush inside. I stay hidden, planning to hold them up once they come outside. Next thing, James come running out the cave, a policeman following after, shooting, but the shot misses and James jumps down into the ravine, disappears into the bush. I don’t wait to see what happening to Barra, just take off to meet James at a special spot we know, hidden deep inside a gully. We spend the day in hiding, hungry, tired, thirsty, till the bush take on the yellow glow of sunset. Normally we don’t move after dark, too dangerous, but with the law on the lookout for us, we walk through the night, trying to put lots of distance between us and them policemen. And with every mile we cover, our spirits ebb, lower and lower.

We finally rid of Barra, true, but thanks to him, James and me is out in the open. That cave was protection, but we bring Barra into it and we no longer protected. It also mean all our supplies gone too and we have to start again with nothing.

After that, we don’t bother to find another place to set up camp, we just keep moving from place to place, camping out in the bush under the stars. It make us restless, anxious, more daring and more foolish. Is like once Barra’s shadow touch us, it stay with us. Stay with us and grow till everything turn sour.

A few weeks later we come cross a homestead, nothing close for several miles. Spend a day watching the place, notice that the farmer and what look like him two sons loading up a wagon with sacks, must be getting ready to sell him produce in the town we passed. We camp nearby, come back at dawn, watch as the man and him sons hitch up the horses and head off. We stay covered till we sure nobody else is there, before we break open the wooden front door. Inside is a well-stocked cupboard. We fill our sacks with food, help ourselves to whatever we can take. We bed down in the barn for the night. Is a relief to spend it in a place of shelter. We decide to spend another day, use it to clean ourselves up, even kill a chicken, roast it over a fire. We plan to leave early the next morning, grateful to have one more night of safety and, like always, James take the first watch.

All of sudden James shaking me awake. He hear something. We quickly try to gather up the stolen supplies and make for the entrance, but is too late. The barn door swing open and I hear a voice shout out to give ourselves up. That farmer must have spotted us and brought the constables back. We move to the window at the back, check to see if anybody there. Start to open it, but a shot ring out, almost clipping James. We start to shoot, James from the window and me at the constables hiding by the barn door. Shot after shot get fired, but both sides miss the mark. Bad luck for us, we finally run out of bullets. They must figure this out because the constable shout out again to give up, but James and me stay still, hoping to find a way out. Then we smell smoke. Try as we might to hold out, that smoke start to sting our eyes, make us cough and splutter. I look at James and him look at me. We know the flight to freedom is over.











Another Sentence



The rainy season is pon us. The skies turn grey, is cold and damp and wet, but is not till the weather start to ease, warm up, that we finally get transported in a big rumbling prison cart from the gaol in Windsor down to Sydney. Get locked up in His Majesty’s gaol. A big stone building on George Street, a place I never think I going end up in when I walked past it, clanging along in the convict work gang. Day after day James and me just left to sit, stand, sleep in bunk beds with a hundred other prisoners in a room smaller than the rooms in the barracks. Backra don’t make us break rocks or jump up and down on the treadmill, all him do is leave us to wait for the trial to begin. The only time our spirits lift is when we get to walk in the yard, glad to feel the sun on our faces. Try hard not to look at the timber gallows just outside the stone wall, looming over us. Is where backra do the public executions. And after each one, our spirits sink even lower, can sense death approaching, especially when we hear that Lazarus Barra got executed, hanged from them very gallows.


On the day of the trial we have to wait till other cases is heard. In the afternoon, we finally brought into court, stand in the dock before the judge and what backra call a military jury. Listen as the legal man tell all kind of things James and me done. Except, I gradually come to understand why it took so long to bring us to trial. No solid proof to hold against us. Is only when Mister Chadwick get called in as a witness that I know fate catch up to us and we is done for good.

A few days later, we get marched back into the courtroom to hear the verdict. It is only a short while, but time seems to stretch thinner and thinner until I going howl if it go on any longer. Finally the judge pronounce the sentence.

‘William Buchanan and James Smith, you have been found guilty of bushranging. You are sentenced to …’

And I think I hear him say: ‘to be taken from this place and hanged by the neck until dead’. But then I see that James winking at me and me ears open and I hear what the judge is saying.

‘You are sentenced to three years to be worked in leg irons.’ And the sound of the hammer hitting the little box go round and round in me head.

Three years working in irons! I should be grateful that it is not a death sentence like Barra. Calla used to say that bad luck comes in threes. Three times I been in a courtroom, waiting with shaking knees for the sentence. Three times fate try to take me life, but once again I escape the hangman noose. Hopefully Calla is right, and maybe if bad luck don’t catch you after the third try, it never will. I send out a prayer to the Ancestors, thanking them for looking out for me.

But it’s the end for James and me. I only have a few brief moments to say goodbye. Watch as he get trundled off in the prisoner wagon to a place backra call Illawarra. James come to be like a brother to me, and the pain of losing him weigh me heart down with sadness.

After the trial, I get sent right back to where it all started. Back to the barren number world of Hyde Park Barracks. When I get there, enter through them iron gates, the place seem even more run down and filthy than when I escaped, but I see a few friendly faces of the island boys and it almost feel like a homecoming.

I look to see if John McBean still there. Wonder if him managed to keep safe that silver button, but him gone. Become a Ticket of Leave man sent off to a place backra call the Hunter River Valley to work for a master by the name of George Wyndham Esquire. Must be not too bad a life, because rumour have it that Wyndham is a kindly man, he treat his convicts well.

Holt still there and, when I see him, the first thing he ask is if I posted that letter. He finally, fully believe me when he receive a letter back. He get given Tickets of Leave to many places, but each time I see him marched back through them iron gates, sent off to solitary, accused of drinking too much, getting into fights, assaulting his master. The last time I see him, he is in the back of a cart on him way to a place backra call Liverpool Plains. He must be settle down, because he never return after that.

As to me, well, I spend me sentence cutting stone in a quarry beside a windy, sandy hilltop place called the Woolloomooloo Stockade. The place where Governor Bourke decide to build the new gaol in Darlinghurst. End up laying stone for the underground tunnel going be used to take prisoners from the gaol to the cells of the main courthouse.

Soon everybody I know gone from the barracks, but I just keep moving forward, shuffling in irons, one step, one clock strike, one clang of the hammer against the rock, one slap of the mortar against the stone. Clinging to the memory of that night by the river, when I looked up at the stars in wonder and discovered that inside I was a free man. And I hold that sweet memory of what freedom tasted like. Hold it strong in me heart as the years of me sentence pass by, so no matter what happen or how hard backra work me, is a place that no man can touch.











Kind Master



Was a windy, cool evening in June when I first arrived at the homestead, a stone cottage with a bark hut for storing things and a dog barking from the little front porch. Arrived to lights shining out the windows, like a beacon that I saw from when we was far away, a beacon shining out to us from among the lonely trees.

It took us a couple of days to get there, me sitting in the back of the cart bumping along, watching the bushes as them drifted by. Letting me mind drift like them bushes. Holding onto nothing, just sitting, waiting for me fate to unfold. Knowing I going find out soon enough if is going be a kind or cruel one. Backra stamped the papers, gave me a Ticket of Leave. Sent me off. And with every mile I prayed that me finally leaving that soulless, barren place, Hyde Park Barracks. For good.

Just before I left the barracks, I got a letter from James Smith. Him finally got him Ticket of Leave and was back up in Brisbane Waters, working for a tavern owner. Put him reading and writing skills to take stock, write up supplies. Sometimes him worked behind the bar, serving drinks. Other times, made the meals when the cook was too drunk. Asked me to send word as to where I end up and one day he going try to come for a visit. I kept that letter for a long time, folded up safe until it turned all ratty.

When we arrived, me new master beckoned to come inside the stone cottage, not sit by the steps like some outdoor dog. Sit inside at a table where I was given hot stew in the kitchen by the mistress. She don’t have no servant. Rabbit stew, with potatoes and vegetables thrown in. Damper to wipe up the plate. The stew warmed me up, down to me bare feet, me gnarled toes. Filled me up with the promise of hope. The master noticed me eyelids drooping and he showed me the little room off the back they set up. Was a shock to not have to sleep in a hammock, but to get a bed, with sheets and a blanket to keep out the chill. Fell into a dead sleep. Woke up to see the sun breaking through the dust-swept little window with bright handmade curtains, bringing in a little heat.

That first morning I will never forget. There was no chain round me ankles, no one giving out orders, no lining up to get grub, to use the wash house. I looked at the shadows on the floor, it must be late, but the master hadn’t come rushing into the room, to shake me from sleep, to shout at me to get up. I discovered later that I slept through the whole night and day and night again, and Master and Mistress just let me. Was the first bit of kindness I received in a long time and me spirits started to lift.

The homestead is a good few miles from the town of Goulburn, a scrappy town I go to many times to get supplies, to sell chickens, sometimes sacks of vegetables for the master. Work in him fields, look after the cattle, build and mend things. Help dig a well. Live in me own little hut, I build for meself, after I been here a year. And all the while, Master and Mistress look out for me. Feed me well, treat me with respect. They is Christian people and when they hold a little service and the mood catch me, I sing some of the songs Sam Sharpe choir used to sing, while the master play on him fiddle and the mistress clap, following along. I get a little rowdy sometimes and they have to quieten me down, but I think they secretly enjoy all the swaying and praising of the Lord I add to the Sunday prayers.

I tell meself one day I going send word to James, tell him all the things I seen and done since the last time we been in each other company. I plan to, want to, but in the end I didn’t and I come to understand why. I cared about James Smith, loved him like a brother, but he belonged to a part of me life that is over. A time I don’t want to remember, when I was a slave. A rebel. A convict. A bushranger.

A Ticket of Leave man is what I am now. A man working for a kind master and mistress, helping out with whatever little thing that needs to be done.

Is sunset and the master just return from town. Rushing over to where me digging up the garden, getting it ready to plant a new crop of vegetables.

‘It’s come, William,’ him say, holding up a letter, his eyes shining bright.

‘What’s come?’ I ask, me mind still on getting the garden ready.

‘Your pardon.’

It still mean nothing and I keep on digging.

‘I sent them a letter. Told them of your service. The Crown has given you a pardon.’

What the master saying slowly start to enter me mind. I take the letter, look at it, look at it again, notice me hand shaking. When I say nothing, the master stand by me, read it out loud, and the words start to float all round me.



His Excellency the Governor has directed it to be notified that Her Majesty is graciously pleased to authorise the issue of pardon to the under mentioned person on condition that during the remainder of the term of his respective sentence, he does not return to the country or colony from which he was respectively transported. Pardon available every where save in the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland and Jamaica: William Buchanan, Moffatt.


When him finish reading out them words, I start to feel heat rise up in me face. Me heart start pounding, I start to tremble and then suddenly me legs give way. Must be a fever catch me, because I fall into a heap on the ground. Look up to see the master’s face bending over me. See his mouth moving, but I can’t hear the words, they seem to be coming from a far way off. And as I slip into darkness, into stillness, I slowly come to understand the fight is over.

And I hear myself whisper, ‘Freedom.’

And in the whispering of that word, I get lifted out of the darkness, till a dream of light surround me.











Last Night



I wake with a start. Been dreaming. Dreaming bout a light that shine bright, strong, hot, even though all round is a cool, shadowy darkness. A light that call to me. Softly, softly, if only I can reach it. Touch it. Pull it out of the darkness, keep it safe.

I try to reach out, catch it, but the light change, is no longer a wall of light. Now it is shafts of light squeezing through wooden boards. Boards in a wall, in a hut, that don’t seem to fit together. And I can see the roof, the shafts of light curving cross the shadowy afternoon.

Is no longer a dream. Is a memory of me as a young pickney lying on a straw mat covered in rags, fingers and toes grasping, reaching for the light shafts surrounding me.

Now there is a face. The face of a woman. A woman I know, a woman I remember. Stella!

How long since I call to mind that name? Remember the hands that used to pick me up, bathe me in the softness of leaf-shadowed morning light.

So many seasons come, gone and come again, yet still I find it hard to let meself remember Stella without the pain. A pain that been driving me from behind a line of hidden, buried memories.

Maybe now is time to let them loose. Dig them up. Pull them cross the line. Drag them memories into the colour of life and relive the last time I held her. Then let meself depart, go me own way. Leave Stella and the thorn of pain behind.

 

The night before the hanging, backra let me sit with Stella in a stone room with a gate of iron. A small cell with only straw for bedding. The guard shoved food through the bars. She didn’t want none. I expected to see her crying, knowing what the morning going bring. But all she worrying bout was her clothes. How she going look. She still had on the same dress she wore at the trial and it is dirty, all torn up. She used the water I bring to tidy up herself, before she pulled me down to sit beside her.

‘The children … dem all right?’

I nodded. Couldn’t say nothing. Couldn’t tell her how much Eliza cried when the warden sent word is only I could come visit.

‘Me provision ground?’

‘Give it water every day.’

‘The house? Dem good-for-nuttin’ girls, they clean it good?’

I nodded.

‘The washing? Must be piling up bad. Must be a big load. A big big load …’

‘Eliza in charge of the washing now. She turn into a real little slave driver. Order everybody bout. Wonder where she get it from.’

At least this made Stella smile. Even if was a sad little smile.

‘Melon send this for you.’ I pulled a corn fritter out me pocket. Stella grabbed it. Eat every last crumb. Then we sat saying nothing.

Until finally, all quiet like I asked her.


‘How come, Stella? How come?’

Stella stiffened, sat still, said nothing.

‘You must tell me what happened.’

Stella looked at me. Looked at me a long time before she started to speak.

‘Massa catch us. McKellar and me. Catch us in the long grass, laying together. Don’t know how him find us. Must be tell everybody him going to muster and then follow us. Stand there, looking down on us before him kick McKellar in him side. Hurt him bad. Drag me up off the ground by me hair. Start to beat me. Shout that what belong to him belong to him alone.’

Stella put her head in her hands, rubbed her face like she trying not to remember what happened next.

‘Me feel the chain him have round me neck. The chain him keep squeezing that going squeeze the life right out of me. And suddenly, is like a raging fire overtake me. A fire me been holding down, but can’t no more. Me chop him, Will. Pick up the axe and chop him. Chop, chop him,’ Stella said, shaking her head back and forth like she couldn’t believe she did it. ‘Chop him neck, chop him back, him arm. Would keep on chopping, but McKellar stop me. Is McKellar put Massa foot in the stirrup. Whip Massa horse, make him run. Held me, let me tremble and rage till the fire burn out.’

After the telling, Stella just sat there, still shaking her head, before she finally slumped into me arms and wept.

There was nothing left to say, to do, except try to give a little comfort. Was a big relief hearing the truth of it. Made some kind of sense that Stella took her eye for an eye and killed Massa, the man she loved, but also hated.

Finally Stella gathered herself up.

‘Is almost time. Almost time, little Will.’ And in the saying of it, the fear start to fill up in her eyes.


If only. If only, I kept thinking.

If only what? Stella didn’t kill Massa? Wasn’t sentenced to die?

‘Stella,’ I started to say, before I turned back into a pickney trembling before the hugeness of what going happen. Meant she had to use her fast-fading strength to comfort me.

‘Hold me hands, boy. Hold dem tight,’ she said. ‘Remember how it feel. Is only me body going disappear. Because me spirit, me heart, me love for you going always be there.’

I just kept nodding. Is the only thing I could do. Knew if I tried to say something, the peace that finally come between us would be broken. So in the stillness of that night, we just sat. Held hands until the silence got shattered. It was the sound of a rooster crowing, telling us the morning coming. And I lost control and started to fret, but Stella, she stroked me head. Hugged me tight. Calmed me right down.

‘Warden must be wake now. Him soon come, must get ready,’ she said.

Then she lifted me head up, made me look her in the eyes. ‘Promise me,’ she said. ‘Promise me, William. If dem let the children come, don’t let dem near the front. Promise me. No matter what. No matter what. If me see dem, me going break. And there is nuttin’ on this earth going let backra break me.’

‘Me promise, Stella. Me promise.’

She got up on her knees, held her hands together. Held them high, closed her eyes and started to pray. Was the first time I noticed she trembling and her shirt wet from sweat. Then she lifted up her voice, called out, her voice bouncing round the gaol cell walls.

‘Lawd, give me strength. Give me strength. The strength you always give me before. Come stand by me. Stand by me in this time of need, like you promise you going do.’ Then she made me get on me knees too. Grabbed at me hands, put them together.


‘Pray for me, William,’ she said. ‘Pray for me every day.’

‘Me praying. Me praying now,’ and the tears started to flood me eyes.

‘Pray me going to a better place,’ twisting and turning her hands, not seeing she twisted and turned mine too. ‘A place without chains, without them chains wrapped round me sore and tired heart.’

‘Freedom going be yours,’ was all I could muster, wishing for it to be true.

‘And when the time come, stand somewhere close.’ She hugged me up. ‘Somewhere plenty close. Somewhere me can look into you eyes. And you must look back into mine. But you must never waver, no matter what. You hear me, William?’ holding me face in her hands, the tears falling down both our faces. ‘You must not waver. No matter what backra do to me. You is me first born, the only thing that is truly mine, and me want you to be the last living thing me see on this earth.’

‘Me will, Mama. Me will.’

Then we both turned silent as the rooster crowed again. Heard the footsteps of the warden. Listened as the soldiers got closer and closer marching towards the cell. Stella let go of me hands, wiped her tears with her skirt, turned away, no longer looked at me. Set up a barrier between us like I was no longer there.

The warden stood outside the cell. Said not a word, just opened the iron bars and motioned for me to get out. I took one last look. Saw how Stella lifted her head with pride. How she tried to control the wild fear screaming from her eyes, before I charged out the cell and ran fast. Faster, running wild through the streets till I came to know there was nowhere to go. Is only then I remembered it was the first time in long, long time I called her Mama.











My Place



I start by clearing one end of the field, the ground where I plan to put up a shack, a house, a home. Dig up rocks, move them to form a boundary. Cut down small shrubs, roots, throw them into a pile, a pile that gets bigger and bigger. By late afternoon me able to lay out the shape and size of it, place wooden logs I spent many weeks cutting down and collecting. Lay them in a broad square, divide the square into four, deciding where to put the windows, doors, before nailing together a three-by-six shell of a doorway, two uprights with a beam between them and put me feet down in the middle of it.

I been working from just before dawn. Hurrying to lay things out before the sun dip and hide himself away. Leave the sky to turn black, fill up with pinpricks of light. Been a day of work. A day of sweat. Work done with me own gnarled hands, broad back, strong arms. Work done, for me alone. A good working day, and I feel a good tired.

In the quiet of the evening, I light the fire, put on the billy to boil, sit on me favourite stump to wait, to listen, to look out cross the paddock, pass the wooden fence and further. The silver leaves shimmering in the distance, they are ironbark, and those hippity, hoppy brown-skin animals nibbling grass close by, they are roos. The big bats circling overhead are flying foxes. Red ones, and they heading south, looking for a nightly feed. Only sadness is that every evening when I sit for tea, the trees, the bats, the roos also keep whispering this land is not the one me born into.

When I first got here, everywhere I looked was a wild terrain, made up of bush and bramble and tall, thin swaying eucalyptus. A land untouched by any hand I knew. Was like a marker of a new life, and it didn’t take long before I started to shape and bend it. Noticed the ins and outs of it, bowed down to what it had to offer.

I no longer work for the kind master and mistress. Fever took me for nearly a week, but I got better. Eventually left them, soon after I got me conditional pardon. They was sorry to see me go. Found plenty work in Goulburn, though, doing anything that was asked of me, since many a family abandoned the town, joined in the rush hoping to find gold. When I saved enough, I went to visit Archie Wilson, a government man, the one in charge of selling land.

I picked this place, me tiny plot of land, just by looking at a map laid out on Archie Wilson’s table. He didn’t think I could read a map. Didn’t know I could see the curving blue line meant a river running through it, giving plenty water to slake the thirst of human, beast and crop alike. See that the river was running through a land thick with forest, with rocks in need of clearing, giving me wood and stone for the building of things. For the making of a home, a place to rest me far-travelling bones. And I sensed he was going to try sell me a barren place that had no life to it. So I pretended I was going to use luck to show the way. I closed me eyes, put me finger down, plonking right in the middle of it.


‘Parcel 39,’ Archie Wilson said. ‘The county of Argyle, in the southern end. You don’t want that. It’s one of the “unsettled” parcels,’ he told me.

‘You mean …?’

‘Not many people live around there.’

‘Good,’ I said. ‘Had enough of people round me.’

‘It will take a good many days travel to get there. And the nearest town, let me see, is at least half a day’s ride away,’ Wilson said, shaking him head, trying to make me play the little game again. Guide me finger to a different place, once he realised I picked a juicy plot and a wealthier customer might pay much more for it. ‘Cost you ten pounds for grazing rights, if you planning on bringing in cattle.’

I hadn’t thought that far, but when him said it, cattle sounded like a good idea.

‘What route must I take to get there?’ I asked.

‘Ahh …’ him said, as he pulled out another map with a twinkle in him eye, and I could see him trying to talk me out of buying again. ‘The plot isn’t close to other plots. It’s way out along the Great South Road,’ and I looked in close following his finger along a track. ‘First, you keep going as far as you can, about twenty miles. Then you keep your eyes open, look for a signpost saying Mullins Creek.’ And he wrote it down and I said it many times to help me remember.

‘Go down a ways, pass the ravine. See here is the ravine,’ pointing to a few ragged lines on either side the track him finger was following. ‘Then take the first track you come to, veering off to the left. You’ll know if you’ve taken the right one, if after a few miles you see a broken windmill painted red.’

‘Red? Blood-red?’

Him nodded. ‘Yes, red. Keep going until you come to the plot with a marker on it saying 39.’


What if Wilson was bluffing? What if there is no land, no farms, no homesteads, nothing but bush out along a dusty road?

I opened up a leather pouch I kept hidden under me shirt and laid out the silver coins I been saving. Threw the coins down on top of the map, and they landed smack right in the middle of me plot of land. Too late to turn back.

A few days later, just before dawn, I was off, leaving the town of Goulburn behind, sitting high up in front of a wooden cart, packed down with me meagre belongings, pulled by two old horses, nags I bargained for in the Sunday market. Paid a small price since nobody else wanted them. Spent time talking kindly to them, gave them a good feed and a strong brushing, just like how James Smith showed me to do. Still a bit frail, but I know how to make them better and the cart not so heavy so everything going be all right.

It took us a whole day to travel halfway along the Great South Road, till was too dark to see, so I set up camp, bedded down for the night. Slept fitfully with the musket by me side. Woke to the sound of magpies warbling, feeding them squawking young. Drank tea and watched as the night sky started to wane and the sun lifted himself up to start another day.

Hitching up the horses, I set out early, eager to see if I gambled on a seller honest and true, or if Archie Wilson going turn out to be a cheating, lying one. The second day dragged on and I started to see less and less homesteads, made me start to worry and fret. Started to talk to the horses as they clopped along, except after a while even the talking and the clopping no longer soothed me.

In the fading light, I finally saw a signpost. Reined the horses in. Jumped down to see if the words matched the words on the paper Wilson gave me. Mullins Creek. At last!

The third day me spirits lifted even higher when I passed the ravine Wilson told me bout, came to a track veering off to the left. Travelled along it, scouring the landscape from me wooden perch for any sign of red. Had to stop a few times to tie down me belongings that got loose and rattled round in the cart as I creaked along on what turned into a dusty dirt trail, scarcely even a bullock track, a track meant to be a road.

Me spirits were low when in the distance I saw at long last the abandoned homestead. And there, standing a little way away, just like Wilson said, the windmill came into view, broken down and beaten by the weather, but still with its slash of red paint.

I stirred up the horses even though, like me, them was very tired and in need of resting.

‘Just a little more, me beauties,’ I cooed to them. ‘Just a little further till we reach our new home.’

Home! A word most dear. A word I been afraid to use, except when it pushed itself into me mind. Came to the surface unbidden.

Tired, dusty and thirsty, we came round a bend, and in the last burst of sunshine I saw the signpost I been praying for. A signpost I been waiting me whole life to see. There, spread out before me was plot 39. The land that was mine, the land I owned. No longer squiggly lines on a map, but living, breathing lines, holding in a land filled with trees, rocks, a river and wildflowers I would later discover flourishing after a spring downpour. I pulled on the reins of the horses to stop, jumped down from the cart. I wanted to walk the rest of the way, to cross the boundary on me own two feet. And when I walked cross that boundary line, I dropped to me knees, sent a silent prayer of thanks to all those who had helped me to survive to see that day.

Archie Wilson asked me, ‘So what name will you give to your parcel of land?’

And the words flew out of me mouth before I could stop them. ‘Rock Pleasant.’


‘That’s a fine name,’ him said. ‘Mean something to you, does it?’

‘Too long a story,’ I told him. ‘But yes, it mean a lot.’

‘A good place?’

‘A good and terrible place,’ I said, made Wilson confused.

‘Why would you want to remember a terrible place?’ him asked.

I couldn’t answer him then, but kneeling in the dirt on me own parcel of land, I knew why. Rock Pleasant will honour all the people I was forced to leave behind. All the people who crossed my path and headed in a different direction.

Sammy and Eliza, Melon, Winnie, Josephine, little Rose. What of them? Are they living or dead? Grown stooped, gnarled and knotted like me? I will never know. Can’t travel to that side of the world, backra won’t let me. Is what is written on the piece of paper that have the words Conditional Pardon written on it. But with this paper, it mean no man can put me in chains, tell me to work, to run when they call me, force me to obey. Is a bittersweet freedom, because backra take away the sweetest, kindest freedom of all. A return to loved ones, to the land that gave birth to me, and still running hot through me veins.

My island! Jamaica! How it must be changed.

Sometimes when I can’t sleep, I lay awake trying to picture what it would be like if I suddenly get transported back. Would me old eyes return as well? Be able to see the brightest of colours? Flowers the blackest red? The yellow and green of the canefield them swaying, rustled by a gentle breeze. But they is only memories and memories always seem richer and brighter and greener than they really is. So I scatter those old memories to the wind. Watch as they settle down into the earth, bury them deep, let them give rise to new memories. Memories coming out from this earth, this land, and flavour them with me own sweetness.

[image: image]


A few times I have taken the long ride back into Mullins Creek, a small shanty town of a place, much smaller than Goulburn, but me able to get supplies there. The shopkeepers think me mad, buying way out here in the bush, ‘where the savage natives live’. But me not afraid of them. Why should I be? After all, we share the same skin. When I first arrived, laden down with the slim pickings of me belongings, several of them came snooping round. Sat at the edge of the field, watched me every move as I hammered in the wooden sign that said ‘Welcome’. A sign perhaps they couldn’t read, or maybe they didn’t believe. It took them a long while before they came closer. Soon they came right up, looking to exchange some of them possessions for some of mine, till they saw I was just as poor.

One day one of them, an old half-blind man, built a humpy under the patoo tree beside the track going up to me gate. I figured he and that patoo going get along fine, be good protection. It turned out to be the case.

When I learnt to speak a little bit of their language, I found out the land Archie Wilson sold me was where the old fella came from. Got forced away long before I arrived and the tribe decided to move on without him. He told me he wanted to die on the land he was born on. Was a wish I truly understood.

A year has gone by since I first crossed the boundary line of plot 39. The fields cleared. The house almost finished. Me no longer a convict, no longer a slave. Have time to sit, to listen as the noisy cockatoos settle into sleep, leaving it quiet enough for me to hear the water bubbling in the billycan and the frogs way down at the river as they start up them night-time croaking. Enjoy the stillness, waiting for the patoo to wake up, start hooting, calling to him mate. For the old fella to come silently out of the bush for him nightly visit, to sing, sometimes dance, drink rum and share a meal with me, in a land I come to call home. Is a word I never thought would be mine, to use, to taste the joy of it.

And sometimes, after I light up the pipe I fashion from clay, like the one I made in me old life inside the stone walls of Hyde Park Barracks, I reach back in me mind to that little child laying under the breadfruit tree and tell that child the miracle has happened. That even though his life was full up with rock, with stones, with weeds, he becomes free like William the Second, living in a world with a sky that is mostly blue and mostly cloudless.
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Author Note



Master of My Fate began as a research project. The original intention was to merely collate information about the lives of the West Indian convicts I had discovered on the Hyde Park Barracks database so that those following behind would have a more accurate knowledge of the period. But when I started looking into why those convicts had been transported, I noticed next to one of the names, William Buchanan, the word ‘rebellion’ listed as his crime. I was curious to learn more, and my research pulled me deeper into the history of slavery and plantation life in Jamaica, but also his adventures as a bushranger, which I discovered in the newspaper articles written about his exploits.

One of the pivotal pieces of information I found was the 1817 slave register. It not only gave me an incredible amount of information, but also a list of characters around whom I could build a narrative. But I was still left with the dilemma of developing an authentic voice for the novel.

How did nineteenth-century slaves speak? This was very important to me to find out, and I consulted books written in the period, trial transcripts and the Dictionary of Jamaican English by F. G. Cassidy and R. B. Le Page, second edition, 1980 (which coincidentally my mum contributed to), to see if I could emulate the patois of the slaves. There are many challenges in this, least of all the fact that I was trying to commit to writing a language and grammar that is predominantly spoken, and at the same time trying to balance the needs of constructing a narrative against the needs of fealty to historical details. Ultimately, though, I realised that as the author, it was up to me to listen carefully to the voices my characters were speaking in, and convey them on the page. The end result was that while I borrow heavily from recorded conventions of Jamaican patois, I have also put my own twist on it, in order to allow William’s story, and that of his fellow slaves, to shine. Hopefully it satisfies the spirit of William, who lingers still.
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