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TO BE SOLD 

A Parcel of likely Negroes, imported from Africa, cheap for cash or short credit; Enquire of John Avery, at his House next Door to the White-Horse, or at a Store adjoining to said Avery's Distill-House, at the South End, near South Market; Also, if any Persons have any Negro Men, strong and hearty, tho' not of the best moral character, which are proper Subjects for Transportation, may have an Exchange for small Negroes.

—From an advertisement in both the

Boston Evening Post and the

Boston Gazette and Country Journal

for July 29, 1761, and several weeks thereafter






 Sir You having the Command of my Schooner Phillis your orders Are to Imbrace the First Favorable Opertunity of Wind & Weather & proceed Directly for the Coast of Affrica, Touching First at Sinagall if you fall in with it On your arrival then Cum to Anchor with your VeSsell & go up to the Facktory in your Boat & see if you Can part with Any of your Cargo to Advantage ... if you Could Sell the whole of your Cargo there to a Good Proffett & take Slaves & Cash Viz. Cum Directly Home.... You must Spend as little Time as poSsible at Sinagal & then proceed Down the Coast to Sere Leon & then make the best Trade you Can from place to place till you have disposed of all your Cargo & purchase your Compleat Cargo of Young Slaves which I Suppose will be about 70 or Eighty More or LeSs I would Reacommend to you gowing to the Isle Delos if you Cant Finish at Sereleon ... be sure to bring as Few Women & Girls as possibl ... hope you wont be Detained Upon the Coast Longer than ye 1st of May by Any Means, the Consequence you know We have Experienced to be Bad, You & your people & Slaves will get Sick which will ruin the Voyage. Whatever you have left Upon hand after April, Sell it altogeather for what you Can Get if even at the First Cost Rather than Tarry Any Longer ... be Constantly Upon your Gard Night & Day & Keep good Watch that you may Not be Cutt of by Your Own Slaves tho Neavour So Fiew on Board Or that you Are Not Taken by Sirprise by Boats from the Shore which has often ben the Case Let your Slaves be well Lookd after properly & Carefully Tended Kept in Action by Playing Upon Deck ... if Sick well Tended in ye Half Deck & by All Means Keep up Thare Spirretts & when you Cum off the Coast bring off a Full Allowance of Rice & Water for a Ten Week PaSage Upon this your Voyage Depends in a Grate Measure ... by all Means I Reacommend Industry, Frugality & dispatch which will Reacommend you to farther BuSsiness. Your Wages is Three pounds Ten Sterling per Month Three Slaves, priviledge & three % but of the Cargo of Slaves Delivered at Boston, This is all you are to have...


—From a letter written by Timothy Fitch,

a successful merchant in the slave trade,

to his employee Captain

Peter Quinn, dated January 12, 1760,

dateline Boston, Massachusetts 





Chapter One

MAY 1772

"What do you remember, Phillis? What do you remember?" 

They are always asking me that. As if I would tell anyone about my life before. The few good memories I have I cherish and hold fast. My people believe that if you give away your memories, you give away part of your spirit.

It was Nathaniel asking now. We were at breakfast before the rest of the family came down. "If you can remember anything about your life before, you should tell these men today," he said, looking up from the newspaper he was reading.

Today I must go to the governor's mansion. To stand before a committee of the most noble men in Boston to prove that the poetry I have written is mine.


Me. Phillis Wheatley. A nigra slave who was taken into the home of the Wheatleys as a kindness. And who responded to that kindness by doing something few well-born white women would do in this year of 1772. 

Put her thoughts to paper. Write down the workings of her mind.

Now, because I had made so bold as to do such a thing, I must stand before these shining lights of the colony today and answer their questions. Had I truly written this poetry? Or stolen it from somewhere? Was I passing myself off as a lie? The mere thought of their questions made my innards turn over.

"Don't be anxious, Phillis," Nathaniel was saying.

"I'm not anxious."

"You're touching your cowrie shell. You always do that when you are anxious."

He was right. I drew my hand down from the shell that I wear on a black, velvet ribbon around my neck. My mother gave it to me when we were taken from our home. It gives me comfort when I'm distressed.

"You look very lovely in that new frock," Nathaniel said, spooning fresh fish into his mouth, "but must you wear that shell for this occasion today?"

"I always wear it," I said. "It's my good talisman."

He shrugged and went back to his reading.

I'd been bought for cowries. Sold by the people of my own land into the hands of Captain Peter Quinn for seventy-two of the lovely creamy white shells that serve as currency in the slave trade. 

Nathaniel does not know this, though he knows me better than anyone. None of the Wheatleys know it. There are certain things that are just not for the telling.

"Why would these learned men wish to know of the past of a little nigra girl?" I asked.

"Don't be petulant, Phillis."

"I'm not."

"Yes, you are. It won't work with these men. They are all important and busy and are going out of their way to grant you this time today. But, to answer your question, if they consider your poetry in light of what your life was like before, it could work in your favor."

"I want them to consider my poetry for what it is. Not for being written by a slave."

"You're not a slave, Phillis."

There is the lie. A convenient one, of course, for everyone concerned.

"I don't see anyone waving free papers under my nose of late, Nathaniel."

"If I knew you were going to be vile this morning, I would have had you take a tray in your room. Has your position in this household ever been one of a lower order, Phillis?"

Nathaniel knows I desire my freedom. He considers it a personal affront, an insult to all his family has done for me. 

"No, Nathaniel. My position in this household has always been that of a daughter," I said dutifully.

"Then don't belabor this freedom business. It's tedious."

Unless you don't have it, I thought. "I don't mean to be ungrateful, Nathaniel. Yet..." I stopped.

"Yet you would rather be free. Is that it, Phillis?" He said the word with grievous hurt in his voice.

"Yes."

"To do what? What would you do with this precious freedom that you cannot do now?"

But I had no answer for that. For I do not know what I would do with it.

"None of us is truly free, Phillis," he said languidly, "but if you wish it so much, then I put forth to you that you will someday be like Terence. Do you recollect who Terence was?" He was playing the teacher now, a role he cherished.

I knew I must answer. I did so sullenly. "A Roman author who wrote comedies. African by birth. A slave. Freed by the fruits of his pen."

"As you will someday be. If you follow the course we have set for you. Pray that day does not come too soon. For you will regret it."

My bones chilled. But I challenged him. "How so?"


He expected to be challenged. It is the way of things with us, the way he taught me everything I know. By argument, open discourse. "Because then all this"—and he waved his fork to include the polished dining table, the sparkling silver, the shining pewter—"will be lost to you. And you to us. You thrive only under our protection, Phillis. Free, you will perish." 

"Terence did not perish."

"True. But that was Rome. This is Boston." There was a twinkle in his blue eyes. He was enjoying himself.

But he was right, and I knew it. He is always right. That is the tedious thing about him.

"I just thought it might go well for you this morning if these esteemed gentlemen knew what you had been through. With the middle passage, for instance," he said.

I glared at him. He was debonair, self-assured, the only son in a well-placed family, wearing a satin and brocade waistcoat and a velvet ribbon on his queue, but his question sat ill on me. "What do you know of the middle passage?"

"Don't take umbrage, Phillis."

"If we're going to fight, give me fair warning, Nathaniel. I've the mettle for it. But don't pretend kindness and speak to me of such things as the middle passage."


He lowered his eyes. "So it was as bad as they say, then?" 

"That depends on who is doing the saying."

"No matter. Some men on the docks."

"If they work on slavers, then they know, Nathaniel. Everything they say is true. But I have no need in me to speak of it."

He raised his cup of chocolate. "A proper answer from a proper young woman."

"I'm not a proper young woman and you know it."

"My, we're contentious this morning."

"I wasn't when I came to the table. You've made me so."

He smiled. "No, you are not a proper young woman, Phillis. No proper young woman writes poetry."

Well, he spoke no lie.

"Don't look so distressed. Proper is tedious."

"Your sister, Mary, is proper, and you think her wonderful."

"I think her tedious. And prissy and foolish."

"She loves her reverend."

"Yes, and likely the loving will kill her. Here she is being brought to bed of a child twice in one year. Such a lot is not for you, Phillis."

"What is my lot, then?"


"Grander than that ... If you succeed with these fine gentlemen this morning." 

"And if I don't?"

"You will, Phillis, you will."

His words brought tears to my eyes. When all is said and done, Nathaniel always has believed in me. When I first came to this house, ten years ago, he befriended me; while his pious and prissy sister, Mary, his twin, tormented me so.

I was seven then and they were seventeen. I thought Nathaniel was a god. Or at least a roc, which is the name we give the huge birds that, in our stories, swoop down and fly away with elephants.

In his own way, Nathaniel swept down on me. And saved me. And now I hate him for it, no-account wretch that I am. In part because I have come to depend on him so.

And in part because I love him.

I love him because he is sharp, smart, and not lazy. Because he sees beneath the pious claptrap of Boston and says things we should not speak of.

Things I think all the time. I love him because there is an excitement about him that bespeaks things about to happen. Or makes them happen, I don't know which.

I love him because he had a hand in making me write my poetry.


He does not know I love him, of course. If he did, it would be the end of any discourse between us. Certainly it would be the end of me in this house. Bad enough that I write poetry. To profess love for the master's son would be unforgivable. 

Soon Nathaniel will be the master, with Mr. Wheatley sickly with gout and about to retire. Nathaniel is buying out his father's holdings now, and running things.

He smiled dourly. "Surely you could share a memory from your past with me one of these days, couldn't you? Haven't we known each other long enough?"'

I nodded. "What would you know?"

"I'd be most honored, someday, if you would tell me of your mother. That is, if you have any recollection."

Do I remember my mother, he wants to know.

I not only remember, I can still see the deck of the ship we came on. I can smell the salt air, and the hot vinegar the crew uses to clean up the stench belowdecks.

I can still hear the clamor as the male slaves are being exercised, the fiddle music being played by the crew, the clanking of chains as the slaves commence dancing.

Once again I am with Obour, my friend. We have just finished our first meal of the day, our boiled rice and millet. 

And I can still hear my mother's screams as she was thrown overboard. Dashed into the sea because, as I was told later, the sailors had found a sore on her face. And they thought it was smallpox.

"You could not bear my confidences, Nathaniel. I can scarce bear them myself," I said.

He nodded. "Don't underestimate me, Phillis. This meeting at the governor's mansion this morning could never have come about if you and I did not have an understanding of one another."

What is he saying? My eyes went moist. Does he know my feelings for him?

There is no telling what fool thing I would have said if Aunt Cumsee hadn't come into the room then, like some dark conscience, come to refill our cups with chocolate.

Come to hover over me, was what she was doing. I met her amber eyes.

Remember yourself those eyes said. Don't hold him in higher esteem than he holds you. Sweet talk is all u be. He is dallying with you because it amuses him to so. You're only a slave to him—chattel. Dally back, but no more. Or it will come to grief.

Aunt Cumsee knows I love him. I could never keep anything from her.


I glared at her. "No, thank you, no more chocolate for me. Excuse me, Nathaniel, I must make ready." 

He stood as I rose from my chair. "Ask Prince to bring around the carriage, won't you?"

"He's cast his spell on you again," Aunt Cumsee whispered to me in the hall, "just like those witch doctors where you come from."

"Hush." I pushed her along into the kitchen. "What do you know about witch doctors? You've been here so long, you've forgotten the old ways. All you know is Massachusetts."

"We gots our share of witches. An' I know what he's doin' to you."

"He's doing nothing," I said. "And for your information, the witch doctors where I come from don't cast spells. The only magic they do is with herbs. To make people well."

"But he's castin' his own kinda spell over you. Always does."

I kissed her. "Don't scold. I know what I'm about. I know that right now, even as we speak, there is some noodleheaded white woman out there who is setting a snare for him."

She nodded. The look in her eyes was so old it unsettled me. "Still, he's castin' somethin' on you. An' you sit there, dumb as the sundial in the garden, waitin' for him to favor you with his light."


"Silly," I told her. And I ran for the door. "Wish me luck now, won't you?" 

She shook her head and sighed. "Luck got nuthin' to do with it. Prayers do. An' I done all my prayin'."

I ran outside. "Prince," I called. "Prince! Master Nathaniel wants the carriage! We're going to Province House!"



Chapter Two

"You goin', then, is you?" 

"Yes, Prince."

He was bringing out the horse and hitching it to the chaise. I stood and watched.

"Sure she's goin'." Sulie pushed past me with a pan of chicken food in her hands and stood in the yard tossing it about. "Can't wait to take her little behind over to that governor's mansion and talk her fancy talk to all those mens." And she mimicked what I'd said to Nathaniel at breakfast. "'You couldn't bear my confidences, Nathaniel. I can scarce bear them myself! Oh!'" She slapped a hand against her forehead in a mock manner of a white girl about to faint. Chickens clucked around her feet.

"Shut your mouth, Sulie." Prince glowered at her. "Leave her be. She's doin' what the Lord intended her to do." 

"The Lord intended her to scrub pots and iron the master's shirts," she flung back. "An' all her poetry be is a way to get outa doin' it."

"Least she's got a way," Prince replied.

"Ain't natural." Sulie spoke as she flung food at the chickens. "She's gettin' above herself. It'll bring the wrath of the Lord down on us all."

"Leave the Lord outa this," Prince told her. "You is just jealous, Sulie."

"Got nuthin' to be jealous about." She finished her chore and came up the back steps to stand beside me. Hatred runs deep in Sulie. She is thirty and blessed with a bosom and looks I do not have. Yet she outright hates me, ever since my poetry writing got me excused from household chores.

"Aunt Cumsee gotta work twice as hard since you ain't in the kitchen no more. Last year or two didn't matter none. Now she gettin' old."

"I said leave her be, Sulie." Prince came out from around the horse and chaise.

"You're the one best leave her be. 'Lessen you're plannin' on havin' her sit up next to you on the carriage seat agin today. I heard Mrs. Wheatley say you do that agin and you'll be sold off."

Prince moved toward her. I stepped down quickly, between them. It wouldn't have been the first time they'd come to blows. Both would be punished if that happened. The Wheatleys do not hold with servants fighting, as do many other families in Boston. 

Yesterday I'd been sent to call on Mercy Otis Warren, who wrote plays. The weather took a turn for the worse and my mistress sent Prince to fetch me home.

"It was my idea to sit up on the front seat next to Prince," I told Sulie.

"Then you should know better." She spit at me. "Fool girl, got him in trouble. You heard what the Missus called him. 'Saucy varlet.' 'Impudent,' to have you sit next to him. You git him sold off and you'll answer to me," she hissed. "I'll kill you. I'll put poison in your chocolate. I know where to get it. I know Robin on the wharf."

"You crazy, you!" Prince lunged for her. "Doan even say such!"

To make matters worse, she was smitten with Prince. And he not with her. So she was jealous of me on that score, too. She hated me because Prince and I were friends.

Sulie pushed past me and went into the house.

"Doan mind her none," Prince said. "She's crazy!"

"Does she know Robin?" My voice shook.

"Everybody does. Doan mean nuthin'. Robin learned his lesson."


Robin does odd jobs for Dr. Clark, who owns the apothecary shoppe on the wharf. In the fifties, when the notorious slaves Mark and Phillis murdered their master, John Codman, it was said they got the arsenic from Robin. 

Mark and Phillis were hanged and burned. People still talk about it in Boston. Mark's skeleton still hangs in a cage on Charlestown Common.

Robin has never been brought to trial. He still roams the wharves, dressed like a dandy. What lesson has he learned? I wanted to ask.

"She just takin' on 'cause she be jealous," Prince said. "You please these mens this mornin' wif your white people's learnin', and your words be in a book. She heard Aunt Cumsee say it."

"Maybe she's right, Prince. Maybe I am getting above myself. And it will bring the wrath of the Lord down on us all."

"She don't care a fig for the Lord, 'ceptin' when it please her."

"Surely Sulie's right about Aunt Cumsee. She is getting on." I minded how cumbersome she'd seemed while serving breakfast this morning. "Threescore and ten Aunt Cumsee is now. All that lifting and carrying could kill her."

"Only thing that'll kill her would be if'n you didn't make use of your mind. It's all she talks 'bout, Phillis, you makin' this book ... An' I do the liftin' and carryin' for her." 

"If I make this book, everything will change, Prince."

He moved back to the horse and chaise. "I know. No more you'll be plain ol' Phillis. You'll be miss Fancy Phillis then, and you'll never talk to Prince no more."

He was making sport of me. But tears came to my eyes just the same. "I'll always be friends with you, Prince. And I'll always speak to you. I promise."

"Phillis!" Mrs. Wheatley came out the back door. "I slept late. Come, let me wish you well."

I ran to her. She embraced me in the folds of her sky blue morning gown. Her delicate face, like a flower about to open to the sun, closed with distress at seeing me talking with Prince. But all she said was, "Phillis, dear, do your best this day. My prayers are with you."

I smiled. "I'll make you proud," I said. Then I got into the chaise with Nathaniel, who had just come out behind his mother. And, two-faced wretch that I am, I did not look at Prince as he hopped up front to drive.

"I noticed you were conversing with Prince," Nathaniel said to me as we rode through Boston's busy streets.

"Prince is my friend."


"Be careful. For one thing, it displeases Mother. For another, he has unsavory friends. Need I say more?" 

"No." I've long known that Prince is running with the Sons of Liberty. We all know. The Wheatleys do not question him about it. Though they keep their own counsel, it seems to me that they have leanings toward these new Patriots and countenance Prince's activities.

Nathaniel does not. As an upcoming merchant, stepping into his father's shoes, he is still not declaring himself.

"He's my friend," I said again.

Nathaniel sighed. "Just don't hurt Mother," he said.



Chapter Three

Province House. The sight of it made me weak with fear. It is three stories built of brick, laid in English bond. It has great dormers and is topped by a tall weathervane that is a statue of an Indian with a bow and arrow. There is a brick walk in front. And sentries standing guard. 

There is power here. The power of wealth earned through accomplishment and strength.

Yes, I thought as the carriage drew up on the roundabout, I want to be part of that power. I want my poetry published, so I can be a true daughter of Phoebus, Greek god of the sun. And not a shadow, existing forever only by the leave of someone else.

Nathaniel helped me from the carriage. A servant came rushing forward to see us down the path and through the English gardens.


Right into a courtyard we went, where there was much greenery and flowers. Never had I seen such a garden! I cried out with joy. And in the middle of it, a fountain. Water gushed. I started toward it. 

Nathaniel put a restraining hand on my arm.

There were benches and a table nearby. All that was missing was the sun, for though it was mid-May the day was overcast.

The servant bade us sit. Another brought a silver tray of tea and cake.

"Are they ready to receive us?" Nathaniel asked the servant. I could tell he wanted me out of there, away from that fountain.

At that very moment a tall, elegantly turned-out young man came from the house. "Nathaniel!"

"John!" Nathaniel got to his feet. "Phillis, you remember Mr. Hancock," he said to me.

Indeed, I did. I stood up and curtsied.

He is tall, elegantly dressed, and possesses such grace of movement that the very air around him seems rarefied by his presence.

He is very rich. Everyone in Boston knows him on sight. He had been most kind to me on past visits to the Wheatley house. He took a chair and gestured that we should sit. "Phillis, how has this rogue friend of mine been treating you? Kindly, I hope."

I smiled and said yes.


"And are you ready, then, to walk into the lion's den?" 

"I am ready in the most humble manner, sir."

"Are you." He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the knees of his satin breeches. "Phillis, before you go inside I would advise you of something."

His face is lean and has about it that look of quiet strength that bespeaks breeding. I have learned, by now, that it is a commodity only money can create, yet that no money can buy.

"Phillis, since the sixteenth century, Europeans have wondered whether or not the African species of man could ever create formal literature. Or master the arts and sciences. If it is determined that they can, then it will also be determined that they belong to the same family as the European variety of man."

"And if not?" I asked.

"Then it will be ascertained that they are destined, forever, to be slaves."

I studied my hands in my lap. His gaze was fixed on me. I raised my eyes to meet his. They were warm and brown.

"So you can see that a lot rides on your answers to us this day, Phillis."

I thought of Sulie, mean as a hornet, ready to kill me if I caused Prince to be sold. I thought of Robin, dressed in satins and roaming the wharves; Robin, who sold the arsenic that killed a man, and thrived from the doing. 

Could they create formal literature? Master the arts and sciences?

For I am doing this for them, as well as for everyone else of my race.

"These men inside have power and far-reaching influence," Mr. Hancock was saying. "Mayhap, before you decide to come inside, you should have more time to reflect on whether you want to go through with this examination."

I looked at Nathaniel. He returned my gaze. "Whatever you wish to do, Phillis," he said. "No one is pushing you."

What I wished to do was throw up. My head was swimming. I felt nauseous.

Mr. Hancock stood up. "I would suggest we leave her alone to think, Nathaniel," he said.

It is not fair! Not fair that the whole future of my race should be put on my shoulders. I am only seventeen! How did it come to this?

I put my arms over my middle as I sat in the chair and bent over, as if taken with gout of the stomach.

All I ever wanted to do was write some words down on paper. The fact that I could do so never ceased being a matter of incredulity to me.

I love the way the words look, all of a piece on the parchment beneath my hands, weaving my thoughts into a tapestry, like a spider weaving a web. 

I love the way I can make them rhyme. I love the smell of the very ink I use.

Most of all, I love that when I write I am not skinny and black and a slave. My writing has no color. It has no skin at all, truth to tell.

When I write I am the real me.

I am whole, beautiful, alive, filled with a sense of pleasure and worth. Why can't they all just leave it be?

I was supposed to come here just to answer questions about those poems. Show these men that I do, indeed, know Greek and Latin. And all the other lessons Nathaniel has taught me.

Now they have turned it all into something else.

Now the future of my race depends on my answers this day. Oh, it isn't fair!

Mother! Suddenly I wanted her so badly I felt the hole inside me I always feel, wanting her. Because my best memories cut sharp. And they make me bleed.

The morning I was taken. The vision of her pouring out water before the sun each morning. And the bittersweet memories of what happened on the ship.

"Mother," I said to the hole, "tell me what to do ... As you told me on the ship to stay quiet and make myself small and sleep anywhere and eat what I was given and never make a sound." 

Mother, what shall I do?

I am ashamed to admit it, but I cried, sitting there on that bench in that lovely garden. And then, after a moment, something happened.

The sun came out for the first time that day. A clearing came to the sky and the sun shone down, sparkling on the greenery around me. And on the water in the fountain.

I knew what I must do. I stopped crying and stood up.

On the table was a silver teapot. I picked it up from its silver tray. The tea was cold by now. Slowly I poured it out into the grass. Then I took the teapot over to the fountain, knelt, and filled it with water.

And, as I had seen my mother do so many times as a child, as I had done in the fountain the Wheatleys once had in their garden—before Nathaniel tore it out to stop me—I poured the water out, slowly, back into the fountain, while facing the sun.

Something else happened then. I felt like my mother. I was her for a few minutes as I poured the water. And when it was all poured out of the teapot, I felt becalmed and strong. Back to the chair I went. I set the teapot on the tray.

My mind was clear now, cleansed. And I let the thoughts pour into it, like water into the fountain.



Chapter Four

JANUARY 1761

We lived near the River Senegal on the Grain Coast. And if the leopard hadn't come, I would still be living there. 

But he came, to steal the antelope my father had killed for us, and that hung outside our house.

My father was known as a great hunter. We never lacked for food. Mostly he was known for hunting the black-legged mongoose. These creatures plagued us. They seemed tame and children would try to catch them. But they would bite, and many times the bitten child would die.

Other people in my village depended on my father to catch these creatures. Also he hunted the African wild dog. And die bat-eared fox.

My father's brother, Dahobar, was jealous because of the name my father had gained as a hunter. And because both brothers were rival chiefs. Dahobar had slaves. Not only that, he sold his own people to the traders for the white man's presents. 

From the River Senegal to the River Congo, the slave traders' great ships came with brightly colored cloth, beads, rum, and most of all, cowrie shells.

A man's standing as a chief depended upon how many cowrie shells he had.

My father had no slaves. We were farmers. He and all the people in our tribe raised rice and maize and cattle. But we had muskets, even like the Wheatleys have here in Boston. Muskets and gunpowder we had, brass pans and kettles, red cloth, scissors, needles, colored thread. My father bartered for these things at market in exchange for what he raised.

Well, what happened is that the leopard that tooK our antelope had to be shot. So my father, the great hunter, went out to shoot it one day, took aim, missed, and shot a man instead.

My father had never missed his mark. Nobody knows what happened. To make matters worse, the man he shot was from Dahobar's tribe.

My father was brought up before one of Dahobar's tribunals and sentenced to be sold into slavery.

A ship with great masts lay riding at anchor in the River Senegal. White slavers had rowed ashore to visit Dahobar. 

My father was taken away from the tribunal to be sold, but he escaped and came back to our village. His warriors were placed on guard. The ship left the River Senegal without him.

We children were not allowed to venture from our home for fear the slavers or, worse yet, Dahobar would seize us.

My friend Obour lived not far away, near the rice fields. To be together, for sport and to earn a few cowries ourselves, we sometimes worked at scaring the birds away from the grain.

But now I was not allowed to leave my home to meet Obour anymore. Kidnappers hid in the thickets along the creeks and they kidnapped children as well.

Obour worked hard chasing away birds to help her family. And I knew she would be in the rice fields early of a morning. So one morning I sneaked out before the sun was up and made my way along the familiar paths and roads just to see Obour.

I would be back before the sun favored us. Before my mother poured the water out of the stone jar to honor the sun.

There Obour was in the rice fields, busy chasing birds, laughing and enjoying herself as she always did. When I splashed through the creek, she saw me coming and raised her arms.


It was still not light, but I could see her clearly. And she could see me. 

Then, as I ran to her, another figure leaped out and grabbed her.

Before I got to her, she was struggling in the grip of the strong arms of a large dark man, a kidnapper. Likely one of Dahobar's men.

I fought him for Obour. And for myself. I scratched and bit, hit him with sticks. All I knew was that he was hurting my friend.

Soon, without my understanding it, another person was fighting him. My mother. She had seen me leave the house and had followed me.

The man pushed me and Obour aside. He hit my mother in the head with a big stick. Then, even while we clung to his legs and still attacked him, he tied my mother with grass rope, and then he tied us.

Some other children who had just come into the fields to work saw what was happening and ran for help. But it was too late.

By the time help came the three of us were gone. The man who captured us took us a distance, to meet with evil companions.

One was my father's brother, Dahobar. He grinned when he saw us. "The great hunter," he scoffed. "He may have run from me, but now I have hunted what is his. And he will never see you again."

We were taken on a long walk with Dahobar and his men, through the green forests to the ocean, where a great ship waited in the distance with its sails furled. 

And the man I was to come to know as Captain Quinn.



Chapter Five

I had never seen the ocean before. I wept when I saw it. Fear swooped down upon me like a great bird, like a roc. Its talons clutched at my heart. 

I was accustomed to the river. It went by us silently, in one direction. You knew what it was about all the time. Rivers play no tricks on you.

The ocean was a two-headed beast. It went both ways. First it came at us, attacking like the leopard, making great roaring noises and threatening to eat us alive. Then it retreated, creeping backward, making smaller hissing noises. Only to return with even greater force.

So much openness! The sun on the white soil hurt my eyes. Where were the friendly green trees of the forests that always protected us?

Obour and I clung together beside my mother.


We had marched for near a whole day to get here, tied one to the other. We had been given only some thin meal and tepid water. And I was tired. 

Twenty others were with us, men, women, and children. Some we knew, some we did not know. But when we got to the ocean, the men in our group started snapping their fingers.

This was a bad sign. It meant there was no hope. And then Dahobar ordered those men who had snapped their fingers to be put in irons.

Soon we saw the great canoes coming toward us on the water.

"Kroomen," one of the men with us whispered. The word went round and round amongst us.

Kroomen were a tribe that lived on the Guinea Coast. They made their living by fishing. Until they found they could make a better living carrying people who were sold into slavery from the shore to the ships. They were the only tribe who knew how to get their canoes out over the great crashing waves, which even the sailors on board the ships could not manage.

They were very big and powerful, these Kroomen. They rubbed their bodies with palm oil. And their canoes were dug out of the trunks of cotton trees.

They brought the man I now know as Captain Quinn to shore. With some others.

"Koomi," someone murmured.


Murmurs of fear went down the line. Koomi were white men who lived in a land across the water. They would eat us! 

There was much haggling then between Captain Quinn and Dahobar. Much pointing to us. Much shaking of Koomi heads.

Men were separated from women and children. Captain Quinn made us take off our clothes. I shudder to remember how we stood there naked while he opened our mouths, and made us jump up and down and move our arms, and pinched our skin and felt our muscles.

Some of Dahobar's captives he pushed aside. He did not want them. I heard him say a word I did not understand. "Diseased." He also pushed the other children aside. Not me. Dahobar insisted I be taken. And Obour clung to me, so they took her, too.

When Captain Quinn was satisfied with the rest of us, he ordered the Kroomen to bring Dahobar's reward from the long canoe. Hogsheads of rum. Barrels of cowrie shells. Stacks of new muskets.

Those of us selected were then branded.

I was so frightened I think I have chased the memory of it from my mind, as Obour and I had chased the birds from the rice fields. All I recollect is seeing Captain Quinn's men come forth with the hot brand. Then I fainted.

Mother was holding me when I woke up. They let her put a cloth of cold water against my hip, as was being done to some others. While she did this, she took her cowrie shell off her neck and put it around mine. 

"No matter what happens," she whispered, "stay quiet, keep yourself small, eat what you are given, and never make a sound. This cowrie shell will protect you. It is a giver of life."

Soon the pain from the branding subsided. It was not a deep brand, but it brought blisters. And to this day I have the initials T. F. on my hip. Timothy Fitch, the merchant who owned the slave ship.

It was years before I could bring myself to look at it.

We were given back our clothes and herded into the canoe. All around us the great two-headed beast of the ocean screeched and gnashed its teeth at us.

I hid, hunkering down into the side of the canoe. I screamed. I vomited. I clutched Obour. I yelled for my mother, who was at the other end, so far away I could scarce see her.

"Keziah!" I heard my mother calling my name, even above the surf crashing around us as the canoe rode the waves. I heard her voice as from a great distance though a giant of a Krooman was standing in the middle of the boat and directing the rowers.

"Mother!" I screamed until my throat was raw. But no one heard me. The time for hearing me was past. 

Two men jumped out of the boat. We could hear their screams as they were eaten by sharks.

When the canoe finally made it through the waves to the ship, there was great turmoil to get us up the rope ladder. Another jumped into the sea, a woman. Sharks were circling around, waiting. As one of the Koomi carried me up the rope ladder I looked down to see the swirling waters below filled with blood.

The men were immediately shackled and hauled off 'tween decks. We could hear their cries from below as they were packed into the hold.

The women were put in another part of the ship.

Later, I learned many things. My mother had only sixteen inches to lie on. But since the Phillis was a loose-packed slaver, Mother had two and a half feet of space overhead, instead of only twenty inches, as she would have had if we were tight packed.

This was considered lucky.

Obour and I were the only two children. We were also put in the hold, shackled down. All I recollect is a Koomi man over me nailing down my chain, the cries and wails of those around me, the stench of those who had already dirtied themselves. And the dimness.

There was no air in the hold. Even the candles could not live there. They went out. And then, so did I. 





The next morning we sailed. I learned later that slave ships must leave immediately. Sickness can break out on board. If the crew takes sick, the cargo can mutiny.

Slaves are more likely to form an uprising within sight of shore than out at sea. Once at sea, they are helpless.

So we sailed. I cried, feeling the ship move under me. Because I knew I would never see my home again. All because I disobeyed my mother and went out alone. All because Dahobar hated my father.

All because the leopard came.

But again, I was lucky. The gods favored me. Or mayhap it was the cowrie shell I now wore around my neck.

The second day out, I came down with a dreadful sickness. I was brought abovedeck. In my delirium, I did not know how or by whom. But I woke with the smell of salt air in my nostrils and a man shoving boiled rice down my throat. I was gagging.

Captain Quinn stood over me. "You will eat!"

I told him I wanted my mother. A nigra crewman who knew some of my language translated for him.

"Your mother is with the women. She will soon be brought on deck for exercise. Eat!"


I told him no. I was not hungry. 

"Do you think you have a choice? Do you want to be thrown to the sharks?"

Wanting to show him I was brave, I said yes.

"Do you want to be flogged?"

I was not that brave. But I stared hard at him, holding my ground. "I want my friend, Obour," I said.

The nigra crewman who was translating told Quinn that Obour wouldn't eat, either. Then he conferred with Quinn in their own language. Quinn looked thoughtful, as if he were pondering some great matter.

"I shall have you both flogged," he told me. "My first mate, Kunkle, is good with the cat. Two small girls. You are of no profit to me, anyway. I was told to bring no young girls. They are useless. One whip will do. Fetch her!" he ordered the crewman.

The man went to obey him. An idea came to me then, as Quinn stood before me, smiling and rocking back and forth on his heels.

"I will tell Obour to eat," I said, "and I will eat, if you leave us both unshackled. Here on the deck. And not send us below again. Two small girls. What can we do?"

"Tell me what she is saying," Quinn ordered the crewman when he came back with the struggling Obour. "She babbles."


I said it again. The crewman translated. Then he and Quinn conferred again. 

Then I was told by Quinn to keep my part of the bargain. And he would keep his.

So Obour and I ate our rice and millet.

The next day I learned something.

Quinn could have used a great tool he had to feed us. They called it the speculum oris. They forced it into a slave's mouth, then turned a screw, and the device opened, forcing the jaws apart. Then food was pushed in. I saw them do it the next day to a man who wouldn't eat.

Obour and I stared at each other in wonder. And from that day on, I knew we would be all right.





Why we were all right, I do not know. Quinn was not a man of good parts.

He had his first mate, Kunkle, flog the slaves with a whip that he called "the cat." Once he had Kunkle flog one of his own men. The crew was a scurrilous lot, so I wasn't sorry when one was flogged.

As for Kunkle, he didn't have to be pushed to carry out such orders. He was a small man, but mean and filled with venom, like a snake waiting to strike. He took special delight in setting the crew against one another. He enjoyed their bickerings.

Kunkle roamed the deck with a whip. A large, ugly mastiff dog was always with him. We knew he would set the dog on us if we did not obey. If a slave went mad belowdecks, Kunkle had him brought above, hit over the head with a club, and tossed overboard. 

Quinn had Obour and me put in the storeroom on days when storms came and the sea was boiling. On nice days we were allowed to stay quiet in a small corner on deck. Betimes we had a canvas over us.

From this corner we saw all the goings-on.

We saw the men and women brought up from 'tween decks for exercise. Which meant they were made to "dance" while some crew members played fiddles. And other crew members washed away the stench of blood and feces and vomit from 'tween decks. And the stench of vinegar in the sun was almost as bad.

On these days I saw my mother. And I would stand up, weak as I was, so she could see me. I saw her dancing with the others. But she was not well. Her movements were clumsy.

My mother. So close to me, yet so far away. Jeered at by the crew. They couldn't treat my mother like that. I wanted to kill them!

I wanted to run from our corner and throw myself into her arms. Obour was hard put to stop me. She held me back, weak as she herself was.

I lay, crying, against her. "I want my mother."


"I want mine, too," she said. "And she isn't here. Be good and you'll have yours again. I never will." 

We saw the bodies of the dead thrown overboard.

We saw the seamen sneak out in the middle of the night to the hogshead of beer Quinn had lashed to the rail, fill their mugs, and sneak off again.

Obour had told me some hard truths, the day she was brought on deck at my request.

"Too many are sick below. They will die," she said. "You were right to stand up to Quinn. He must treat us well. He is losing too much of his cargo."

Was that why he was good to us? Or was it, as I found out later, because he had two little girls of his own at home?

Or was it because I was so skinny and gap toothed that not even he, a hardened slaver, could have me flogged or used the terrible tool on me to make me eat?





We moved up the coast. Captain Quinn had to work the slave markets of Sierra Leone and the Isles de Los before he could set sail for home.

In two months he was finished and we had a full hold. We set sail from the Isles de Los.

A week out, I awoke one night to my mother's screams.

The night had been becalmed. Obour and I were sleeping on deck, under our tarp in our corner, to escape the terrible heat of the storeroom. The screams pulled me from my sleep. I sat up and shook Obour. 

In the half-light of the moon and the eerie glow of the ship's lanterns swinging on their gimbals, we saw two crewmen dragging something across the deck. At first we thought they were making off with the hogshead of beer.

Then we knew this could not be. Because Kunkle was with them. And behind him came the mastiff.

The thing they were dragging was a woman. My mother. I recognized her voice.

My mother was begging for her life. I heard her begging. "No, please, I am not sick. I am well."

"Throw her over!" Kunkle ordered.

"Oughtn't we to ask the captain?" one crewman asked.

"Throw her over!" What was Kunkle yelling? "He's drunk as Jonah in the belly of the whale! I'm giving orders here. You want her to infest the rest of them by morning?" What did it mean?

Then I saw them heave my mother over the side. And I knew what it meant.

I sat transfixed. My mouth opened, but no scream came out. Then I got up and ran across the shadow-flickered deck, Obour behind me, calling me back.

I got there in time to see my mother clinging to the taffrail at the stern of the ship. The first mate cursed, calling her a vicious name. I did not understand the language yet, but I understood the viciousness of it. 

Then he gave more orders. And I saw one of the men climbing over the taffrail with a large knife in his hand.

"No, no," I screamed. "Mother, Mother!" I began to beat at the man with the knife, just as he was climbing over.

The mastiff growled and started at me. I felt his hot breath at my heels. Kunkle had him pulled away, then grabbed at me.

I could hear my mother's screams as she clung for dear life onto the taffrail. I kicked Kunkle. I bit him so I could run to the rail and see my mother's face again. Her eyes were large and round.

"Keziah!"

Then the seaman was over her, chopping at her hands. The chopping sound was like that offish being cut.

I flung myself at him, attacking. Again Kunkle grabbed me, and then I felt a blow to the side of my head. The last thing I heard was my mother's terrible screams, muffled by water. Then, like the candles in the hold, I went out.





My head resounded with pain. There was a ringing in my ears. Someone bandaged my head and the ringing stopped. Then it was worse, because all I heard was my mother's screams. 

They did not think I would live.

I was exhausted and weak, but every time I fell asleep I saw the horrible sight of my mother clinging to the taffrail and that man chopping off her hands. So I lay awake on the deck at night, hearing the sound of the sea, the low talking of the crew, the ship's bells, the scrambling of rats in its belly, the creaking of the capstan, the loud snapping of the sails. I stared up at the stars and thought of my mother.

She was somewhere up there now. But where? The emptiness inside me was as large and as dark as that nighttime sky.

Daytime, I just lay staring into space. And I did not eat.

Obour nursed me as best she could. Sometimes all that meant was that she clung to me while I sobbed. Then when my tears were spent there was nothing else to do. So she talked.

"Captain Quinn would tie Kunkle to the yardarm if he could," she told me.

"Then why doesn't he?"

"He can't spare the man. Kunkle keeps the crew in order."

Another time she told me, "Kunkle told Quinn your mother had signs of the smallpox. But a woman brought abovedecks for air yesterday told me Kunkle had her thrown overboard because she would not allow him to take liberties with her." 

I did not answer, because I could not speak.

"Your mother was a handsome woman," Obour said.

Again I could not bring myself to speak.

Quinn had a new pallet sent to me. It was clean and not wet and smelly like my old one. He also had special foods sent to Obour and me. Better food than rice and millet. Betimes yams. Betimes meat or pudding.

From the few Koomi words we had picked up we learned that the crew was complaining about rancid meat and moldy biscuits. But everything brought to us was in good order.

Still, I could not eat. I lay in a delirium of disbelief. Each morning as I woke from my nightmarish sleep, when I remembered what had happened the world came crashing down on my head.

"You must eat," Obour said, "or you will die."

"I want to die."

"You can't."

"Why? Give me one reason."

"I have no reason. Except that it is better to live."

"Who said this?"

"Your mother would say it if she were here."


"But she isn't here. And I'm responsible. So unless you have any other reason, I'm going to starve myself until I die." 

"Quinn won't let you."

"I'm half-dead already. No good to him. I'm damaged."

She left me and I lay alone under my canvas, planning my death. In a little while, she came back.

"I have thought of a reason," she said.

I listened.

"I told the crewman who speaks our language what you said. He told Quinn. He sends me with this message. If you die, he will kill me."

I just stared at her.

"So you must stay alive for me, Keziah. Please! Do you want to be responsible for my death, too?"

I roused myself. I ate. I did not want to be responsible for my good friend's death. There was weight enough on my heart.

Living was harder than dying. I found that out soon enough. There is always something out there waiting to get you. Some unseen thing, like the leopard.

At night I still had nightmares. But Obour helped me. We comforted one another. We became accustomed to the rhythms of life aboard the ship. Because if we did not, we would surely die. And we both had to live. I knew this now, though I did not know exactly why. 





I learned much later that Kunkle was charged with the murder of my mother. In Massachusetts. But he ran off and could not be found. They say Captain Quinn is still looking for him. A crewman told Quinn she had no sore from smallpox, but that she would not let Kunkle take liberties with her. It seems by the rules of the slave trade that you are allowed to throw overboard the mad, the sick, the dying. But you are not permitted to murder a slave woman for your own reasons. It is not good business.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/images/cover.jpg





