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To my Wai’tukubuli,
whose children have come from as far
as they are now spread




DEAR READER,

I am grateful that you have taken the time to sit down with this book. It has been a beautiful journey for me, one that I want to share with you. Firstly, I believe that I am as much a child of the cosmos as I am of my ancestors, and the characters in this book, namely Etta, are for me both the future and the past. It is not often that I read such characters. Etta’s creation changed along the way, helping me to discover more of what I truly felt and wanted to say about our collective past and future. She took my hand, as if owning my pen, and wrote herself. For any writers out there, you may understand exactly what I mean, when the pen at hand no longer belongs to you, where the thoughts are no longer yours, where you see memories of a life beyond your own. Etta was that for me. She is all the magic in the universe, the light where the rainbow shines the greatest.

In many places on earth, there is suffering and war, drought and famine. It would take cooperation to end all of those, but somehow it has been terribly difficult. We can end strife and suffering, if we consider that when one of us suffers, we all suffer. If one of us is hungry, we all hunger, and when one of us is oppressed, we are all oppressed. The interconnectedness of our lives makes us human, and we must fight to preserve that connection and humanity.

We may look at this book as speculative, literary, or even allegorical, but in the end what I wish for the most is that we understand who we are and we push for better, that we hold each other accountable. If we are to lift, let us lift together. Community does not happen in isolation.

Thank you so much for your time. I know it is precious. I hope you enjoy Etta as she has written herself in these pages.

Sincerely,

Robert de la Chevotière





Part I

I’ve sung longer than the night is long,
And though I am tired,
My song can no longer fall on the deaf ears
of sleeping men.
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God’s Bits of Wood

DOMINICA, 1794

What became clear to them was that another coffin would have to be made, and two burials happen the next day. As for me, I began to worry that perhaps the long night was better left in darkness, that it was better to let deaf men sleep, for their savagery was infinite. I wondered then if I had caused all of it, but in truth, it did not matter. It was the sort of fate that even I could not see nor have imagined. So, I did the only thing I could have—I sang. But they did not hear my song. To them, who had just witnessed a hanging, what they heard was an unfamiliar whistling through the trees, an unusual sound at a ghostly hour, the devil himself rising to meet them. Sleeping birds abruptly awoke and took flight in the night, their flapping wings crashing against the silence of a moonlit sky’s sombre hue, unlike the men who stood in fright, planted like the whitewood tree, from which their friend’s lifeless body hung.

I was not born yet when I watched my father walk the beach in Dahomey for the last time. I had willed him into the ire of hell, and no star, no matter how luminescent its dust, could protect him. He kept looking over his shoulder to where the sand met the trees, his hands bound in front of him, expecting that his father and brothers would appear, hoping it was just a dream and not his worst nightmare come true. No one appeared. A day earlier, he had sheltered in his father’s obi, that part of the compound where guests were entertained, as the seasonal dusty harmattan winds rolled through his village.

“A harmattan will not stop thieves,” his father had said. “Our neighbours are selling us to these white men. They betray us for the price of gunpowder and trinkets.”

He remembered his father’s face, forlorn with sunken eyes, as if the old man foresaw what was to come, asking him to heed the high bushes and stay clear of the savannah. His father’s voice came back to him, echoing loudly in his mind: Make no mistake, Bako, the enemy is already here minding this very same cloud of dust. He was momentarily lost in reflection, then coming back to himself, strained his eyes harder towards the trees. He wished for the shadows to take on life forms and step out from the thick bush and vegetation. He could not imagine how he had been captured, how just a few days before as he hunted birds, he foolishly followed the drumming of a woodpecker, only to realise it was a ruse. He had been led into the forest and pounced upon by men from another village.

The closer to the water Bako got, the more agitated his movements became. He looked back, thoughts of his family desperately infiltrating his mind—his father and mother, brothers and grandparents—wondering if he would ever see them again, knowing that those taken disappeared, never to return. He thought of the Evil Forest where the Ogbanje that came out of his mother’s womb lay. It came out of his mother the same day he did. The spirit child had the body of a girl, but stillborn. His father had lain it in the Evil Forest, and left it there to rot above ground, for it was too much of an abomination to enter the earth. I could do nothing but sing for Bako. I knew he could not hear me, but I sang anyway. I sang the same way our ancestors did, the pain of our souls reverberating from under our feet. The song shot through the tall grass and made its way up the coconut palms and carob trees. It was strong enough that even in the distance, he saw the leaves tremble and heard them clap in verdure oration.

He was my father—and my brother, and one of one hundred and sixty-two taken aboard the Duke of York that day, another of the ever-growing number of equatorial blood drained from our land. When the ship sailed out of the bight, all that remained on the beach were the wooden holding cells and a trail of sand leading from the tree line to the water. The trail had been beaten by multitudes of chained Black feet, as if the sand were fufu beaten by a pestle. In the afternoon hour, the sky was red, the water a shade of lavender, the ocean’s salt a pungent, acerbic bitterness. I honoured him with a fire that night. I honoured all of them with flames open to the house of fire in the sky. It was as much selfish gratitude as it was a plea for forgiveness to the spirit of my ancestors. It was also the start of the revolution—the beginning of the end—God’s bits of wood burned that night.
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For King and Country

ENGLAND, 1773

William Blackwell was twenty-one years of age when he sat on a pier in London and wondered with all the joy in his heart how life would be in the New World. As his lanky legs dangled off the dusty pier, he looked out over the horizon, fantasising about a new life filled with adventure and unbound wealth. It was hard for anyone to read William’s face, as he had a disaffected facial expression. The dark hair on his head and face made this even less possible. Unless he laughed or smiled, it was impossible to see his joy. That day, however, he smiled for the entire city to see. Nothing could quell his joy, not even the supposed dangers of the New World, the first being the Atlantic crossing itself.

He did not fear the ocean, having always felt at ease near it. There was something about living near the water that brought joy to William’s spirit, as if the water itself called him home. It was then no surprise that in King George III’s continued expansion of the British empire in the Caribbean islands, that William sought a seat at the monarch’s table, feeling it was his duty to give to king and country, while taming the seas. He had romantic notions of building a life in the New World, where he would govern with might and have dominion over much of the crown’s land. He regaled in these thoughts, his excitement unable to remain contained. He walked the pier, joyous, nearly skipping with each step, humming to passersby. It was then he ran into his friend, Aldyne Browne, a compatriot who would also board the same vessel as he to Dominica.

“I’ll be damned,” said William. “Had I known, I would have recouped my money.”

William and Aldyne laughed, for that is how they were between them—old friends with a penchant for laughter. Aldyne was an exceptionally tall man, so much so that he had a slight curvature to his back. His eyes were sunken into his long face, his hands the size of banana branches.

“You will be damned if you don’t put a baby in Margaret’s belly before you go. If another does it for you, you will regret this moment and this voyage,” said Aldyne.

“As long as you’re on that boat, I have nothing to worry about,” laughed William.

The two were happy, each eager to do their part for their country. But as much as they wished to mark their presence in whatever part of history they deemed important, they were, remarkably, such different men.

A few weeks prior, the two were at Aldyne Browne’s dye-making shop, where he had invited William to observe how dyes were made. During that visit, they talked about many things and discovered a stark difference between them. Mainly, Aldyne talked about his wife, Gloria, and how happy he was to take her and their newborn daughter, Charlotte, with him on his voyage to Dominica. Like William, he wanted this new life to reflect his ambition, one that was rooted in family values, decency, and progress. William’s ambition, however, was more selfish. He had no intention of taking his wife, Margaret, with him. In his mind, he could have a wife and possibly children in the Old World and take African and native concubines in the New World. If Margaret bore him children, he would have been content to see them on occasion, when he returned from domesticating slaves and natives on foreign soil. It was not until Aldyne Browne mentioned the possibility of Margaret being with men other than him, that William felt the need to take her with him across the sea.

“Imagine if we are both there. Our wives could be friends, and our children could grow up together,” had said Aldyne.

“And all that African labour. I hear they are made to work, from sunrise to sundown, what else could we need?” William had said.

The two men locked eyes that day. Their discussion of slaves caught them by surprise, each realising for the first time that the other felt differently about the matter.

“African labour?” asked Aldyne. “You mean slaves?”

“Yes, what else would I mean?” asked William, a puzzled look on his face.

Aldyne’s stare softened, realising that he was one of the minority who protested slavery. He sat on a bench outside of his store and lowered his head.

“My spirit would not let me rest if I kept people in bondage under my servitude,” said Aldyne. “I don’t subscribe to it here, and I will for sure not do so over there.” Aldyne paused to look at his friend whose face, despite being inexpressive, conveyed disappointment. “Why would you want to own another man?” asked Aldyne.

William shook his head. “My friend,” he said, “the world is changing. I am changing with it. I thought you wanted that too.”

“I do. But I must still face judgment someday,” said Aldyne.

They continued talking, their elation replaced with the drudgery of morality. Despite their difference, they remained good friends. When they left each other’s company on the pier, William continued walking until he arrived at the Standlich, the three-mast ship on which he would eventually sail. He stopped in adoration, looking at it in a way that seemed to tie their fates, his to Dominica, the ship’s to an ocean grave.
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Giant Baobab

DAHOMEY, 1794

I watched him on his perilous crossing, the Atlantic devouring Black bodies like chocolate morsels in hungry mouths. As tragic as his circumstances were, his skin glowed in the night. For several weeks, I watched him lying there, chained to his countrymen in the dark belly of the Duke, breathing air as stale as a covered latrine, where even a candle could not stay lit. When he was brought up for air and forced to dance, I watched him. When the ocean’s salt water was thrown against his back, I watched him then too. Many of his clan perished, some through disease, and some at the hands of the crew and their insufferable captain.

Captain Tyrell Edwards was a thick, tall, and muscular man, his red hair pulled back in a ponytail under his hat. He embodied maleficence, unscrupulously managing his ship with force and fear. His eyes were a cold, near vacant, demonic blue, with nothing but a particular evil stoicism permanently painted on his face. He talked like someone who had sand in their throat, always in a low growl. He had a slight limp and walked with a large wooden baton for a cane, which he used to prod people in the hips if ever he felt they were in his way.

My father lay chained to his countrymen when suddenly a latch was opened, and like every other time, sunlight rushed in. Sailors came down, clutching their noses, and inspected the cargo. My father was chained to people on either side of him—a woman on one side and an older man on the other. The man had passed away in the night, so when the sailors approached to retrieve him, they were forced to temporarily unchain my father’s hand. It is then that he grabbed the sailor with his free hand, holding the man’s head between his biceps. He held on tightly, despite the latter flailing and punching at my father. It took the other sailors to come over and help free their fellow crew member. All the while the hold of the ship exploded in ghastly cries. One by one, the Africans started crying out in some sort of desperation to be free. When the man was freed from my father’s grip, he and the other sailors punched at my father several times before taking him and the deceased up to the main deck.

The captain appeared, his eyes burning a devil-blue at my father’s insurrection. “There is always one,” he said. “They always test me, but they don’t know who I am or what I can do.”

He ordered the men to throw the deceased overboard and then approached my father. He looked him in the eye and took his stick and poked at my father’s face. My father did not break his gaze. The captain had the sailors tie him against one of the masts and ordered my father given ten lashings, not too many as to not damage the merchandise, after which he ordered his men to bring up the rest of the cargo.

As each batch of Africans came up, they saw my father standing there, tied to the wooden mast, his back bleeding. Salt water was thrown at the Africans as whips crashed at their feet. They were ordered to move their feet, and when they did not understand, the whips cracked repeatedly, forcing them to move around.

“Dance for your masters! Dance!” yelled the crew.

Before they were brought back to the hold, the sailors threw salt water on my father. The Africans watched him wince in pain as they went down, but the message had been transmitted, and these rebellious acts would not go unpunished.

When my father was brought back down to the hold to join the others, he was laid on his back and chained again to the woman on one side, and on the other, this time to a floorboard. He lay there, wet like the others, except that his back was burning from the open wound and salt water. The only blessing there, and despite the crew thinking the salt water would have caused him more pain, was that it offered healing instead. It is then that I sang again, to remind him I was still here, to tell the captain and his crew that my people were still people and would never be less than.

“Don’t be afraid,” said the woman who was tied to him. “None of you be afraid. This is the Queen Mother protecting us, reminding us to remember ourselves, who we are, and where we come from.”

“Queen Mother, we see you!” they chanted in unison. “Queen Mother, we are grateful.”

My father repeated those words to himself long after the hold had stopped in unison. But he could not stop. He had to continue. He had to force himself to believe that wherever he was going, he would survive and be safe.

One late afternoon, the ship finally reached Dominica’s Woodbridge Bay. Only the captain and a handful of the crew rowed to shore. The air was still and certain noises, like that of the blacksmith, could be heard from the boat. On shore, however, the nine-hundred-foot distance from the ship was not enough of a barrier to tame the rank smell emanating from it, the horror itself still buried in its hold. The rest would not deboard until the early morning, at which point, they walked the two kilometres into the capital, Roseau, where the men were separated from the women and children, and then, the children from the women.

Once separated, they entered the Barracoon building, a long, two-storey edifice where they were held until auction time. Captain Edwards watched patiently as each man, woman, and child entered the Barracoon, noting each one in his ledger. When my father walked past him, he did not like that my father looked him in the eye. He tightened his lips as he watched my father pass by, and jotted in his notebook: Male, 20 years, likely. When the profiling was done, he wasted no time picking his first batch of seventy Africans for auction, my father being one of them. Captain Edwards ordered some of his crew to take the ones picked to the back of the Barracoon building to prepare them for sale. Once there, water was thrown violently against their Black bodies. They were scrubbed down like animals before a sale and then greased with palm oil—an attempt to cover any blemishes or wounds. Once ready, they marched to the market square.

It was there, behind the Barracoon building, that the captain himself struck my father. He dared to stare at the captain again, and this time, the latter would not have it. I watched the giant baobab tree of a man brought down to his knees. The captain had struck him in the face before ferociously planting the blunt end of his walking stick in my father’s stomach. He started bleeding from the mouth. His bleeding was not an unfamiliar sight to me, as I had seen him bleed many times over the years: like the time, a few weeks before he was captured, when he lost his balance horsing around with friends and smashed his face on a rock, leaving a small gash over his brow. I watched as blood poured from his face and pooled under his chin. I watched as it fell onto his torso, his chest so full and wide, his abdomen, laid out explosively in an elegant symmetry down towards his navel. Another time while still in his village tapping palm wine, when, not a boy anymore, but still barely a man, he cut himself on the tapping knife, as he shaved the soft core of the palm tree. And another time, when he was a small boy and fell from the low-hanging papaya tree outside his father’s obi and busted his face on the hard ground, blood spilling as he ran to his mother.

Seeing him there, doubled over in pain, was a different kind of sight. He bled at the hands of another, his hands bound in front of him, his feet shackled at the ankles. I wanted to lift my father up and raise him from the ground before he suffered a backhand from the captain, who proceeded to grab him by the jaw and throat and stand him back up to his feet. The captain held on to my father’s hair, savagely tilted his head back, and shouted obscenely at him. The other Africans looked on in disgust as the captain’s thick arms, full of wiry copper hair, rubbed into my father’s face. They looked on as the captain, showing the other end of his walking stick, jagged, with what looked like broken and molten glass, rested it on my father’s bare shoulder. In his cruelty, the captain paused to catch his breath, then, holding the stick firmly in his right hand, as if in a ceremonious ritual, pulled down slowly on it, tearing through my father’s flesh. Razor thin lines of blood rose to the surface of my father’s skin, but he said nothing and did nothing. Instead, he met the captain in his own silence, eyeing him until he was done with his savagery.

My father kept his gaze steady. The captain, ready to hand him another blow, stared back, and instead shook his head at my father’s intense leer before walking away. It was a long glare, one that followed the captain as he made his way back inside. It was too long a stare, but one that stood for so much. It was a strong-willed, determined, revolutionary stare, African in all its tenacity. In that moment, I wanted to believe my father understood his fate, that he was there for me. I watched him again, my flesh and bone, a miracle born of the Biafra and Dahomey’s—Benin’s—red earth. Watching him bleed was like watching him breathe. We were once again sharing the same air, the same way the red blood that ran down his shoulders passed through me.




[image: four]

Mark of the Beast

DOMINICA, 1774

Margaret and William lived on the outskirts of the town, on a plantation that produced both coffee and sugarcane. The house was offered to them by the governor when they first landed in Dominica. It had belonged to French settlers who fled the island after the Seven Years War. The house itself was situated in the middle of the plantation, with smaller homes close to it which belonged to settlers and their families who worked for William. He and his wife shared the house with their three-month-old twins, Horace and Ambrose. On the far side of the property, hidden down a small hill, were ten slave cabins that each housed at least four slaves. The plantation was spread out enough that there was a pig farm and a slave cemetery.

He and Margaret were waiting for Aldyne Browne’s family one afternoon when he got a peculiar feeling about a rather large tamarind tree, planted at the end of his front yard, perhaps twenty metres from his front porch. He handed Horace to Margaret and approached the tree. He felt an awkwardness about the tree that he had not felt before in all the time he had been living there. As he got closer, he found a carving of a crescent moon on the side of the tree. The carving did not appear old, but it was not new. He wondered who would dare carve into his tree.

When Aldyne arrived, he and his family were greeted warmly and offered lemon iced tea to quench their thirst. They had travelled via carriage and as soon as they arrived, a young African, Paul, took care to put the horses in shade and give them water. After some pleasantries, the two men traversed the property on horseback, as the women were left with the children, Margaret with her boys and Gloria with her two-year-old daughter, Charlotte. They started with the back side of the land, among the avocado trees, and ranged all the way to the end where the sugarcanes started.

“This is a magnificent property, William,” said Aldyne, who, from where he stood, could only see sugarcane going forward. “I don’t understand this land though. We started behind the house, and now we are here. But you say there is a coffee orchard?”

“Yes.”

“Where?”

“We are heading there right now,” said William. “The beauty of this place is that everything starts at the house. The house is the main gate, so to speak.”

The men continued their journey until they arrived at the coffee plantation, the red balls en masse, sticking to branches like grapes on a vine. Africans were working, putting the coffee beans in baskets. An African woman, Edith, was bent over tending to some coffee beans. William looked in her direction and observed her momentarily. Aldyne noticed William’s appreciation of the woman’s figure, but said nothing, and William, already aware of his friend’s discomfort about the ownership of Africans, suggested they take a detour to look at his pigs.

When they got there, they could see a handful of pigs moving about, but the ones William wanted to show Aldyne were nowhere in sight. William got off his horse and asked that Aldyne do the same. They entered the fenced area and found the pigs he was looking for in the shade behind the wooden pigsty.

“Those two pigs are perhaps the biggest ones I have ever seen in my entire life,” said Aldyne.

“Friend, I have tried telling you countless times: This is heaven on Earth. This pigsty alone is enough to sustain my house,” William said.

Aldyne smiled at first, acknowledging his friend’s words, then a peculiar look came on his face, one that seemed pensive and altogether troubled.

“Speak your mind, friend,” said William.

Aldyne hesitated until being asked again by William to say what was on his mind. “It’s the abundance of riches. You have everything that you need right here. It reminds me of the devil’s work. He gives us all that we want in exchange for our souls,” said Aldyne.

“Come now,” said William, “even the pastor does not take it this far.”

“The house—like the gates of hell. The pigs, the demons who entered them in Matthew eight before running down the steep mountain and drowning in the waters below,” said Aldyne, smiling, “What else are you going to tell me next?”

William laughed. “My friend, wait until I show you the moon,” he said.

“The moon?” asked Aldyne, looking up at the sky.

“Not that moon,” said William, reaching under Aldyne’s left arm, near his ribcage. “Now, imagine you’re a tree. Right there. Possibly the mark of the beast, right in my front yard, carved into my tamarind tree.”
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Dreams

DOMINICA, 1794

When the auction began, my father and the rest of the Africans stood behind the auction platform, waiting to be called up and grotesquely examined. I felt their all so public humiliation as if it were my own. Sadly, they were not themselves anymore, nor did they even belong to themselves. Another had robbed them of their true identities and was now selling them at auction, their nakedness on display, their humanity no more than a dog’s. Had Dominica still been in the hands of the French, there would be no slavery. The French Revolution had done much more than free peasants from the grip of greedy and insatiable aristocrats and rich bourgeoisie. The rolling heads of Marie-Antoinette and Louis XVI were not solely symbolic of the end of a tiered state. It was the end of oppression in the colonies as well—at least for a while.

Spectators had gathered, including plantation owners who would be the ones purchasing slaves. The Roseau heat had not yet come, but it would not take long to arrive. Captain Edwards grabbed a bell from the side of the platform, and standing near its edge, rang it proudly. He read theatrically and with much vigour, the sign he had drawn up for the slave auction: Sugar and House Slaves for Sale: by J.F. Pine and T.J. Edwards. Wednesday and Thursday, twelfth and thirteenth of March, 1794, at nine o’clock on each day. Will be sold at Auction in Market Square, Roseau, by and in pursuance of an order of the Hon. R.T. Merle, Judge. He paused to look at the plantation owners from Roseau and the interior of Dominica as they were assembled in front of the platform waiting to place their bid on whomever they felt worth the price. There was chatter among them and the rest of the onlookers. There were other Africans there too, looking on, but they were already in servitude, waiting on their masters. My father was the first on the auction block. Several of the owners rushed to him. They inspected his body, opened his mouth, looked inside his ears, grabbed his arms and feet, passing their hands over his oiled body.

“He’s one healthy heathen,” said Captain Edwards. “Who will open the bidding and save this savage from the burning grips of hell? Who will give him prayer and work and help him find salvation? Come now, gentlemen, this is the best of the bunch. If you don’t believe me, you will regret it. There’s not another like him, I can assure you of that.”

“If your mouth could be trusted, I would be a betting man,” said William Blackwell, “and I want to agree with you, but I would say there is no price one can pay for rescuing these savages from that African hell.”

Captain Edwards smiled hesitantly, as one does when they have been out worded, and nodded in the direction of William, who nonchalantly mounted the platform and took his time to inspect my father once the others had finished. He was now a widower. His sons, Ambrose and Horace, managed his property; the younger, Ambrose, like his father, delighted himself in being a cruel man, the type who would rather watch you bleed than wrap your wound.

“I’ll take him,” said William, as he sized up my father. His right hand was wrapped up, bandaged, the bottom showing hints of blood.

The other plantation owners looked at him with scorn, as he was not following the regular purchasing routine. But he did not care.

“None here will outbid me. Let’s not waste time, gentlemen. Time is money,” he said.

“Hang on, Mr. Blackwell,” said the captain, attempting to keep proceedings on course.

“Name your price, Mr. Edwards, and let us be done with this charade.”

The captain took a deep breath, looked at the other men, and said, “Alright then. Ninety pounds and he’s yours.”

William paused in annoyance and looked at the captain. The other plantation owners looked on, somewhat smugly, pleased that Captain Edwards suggested an inflated price at the arrogance of William.

“I am a fair man, Captain Edwards. I expect to be treated accordingly. Seventy pounds.”

“Eighty-five.”

“Seventy-five pounds and that’s my final offer,” said William.

“Eighty.”

“I’ve offered you twenty pounds more than that boy is worth,” said William.

“I’m willing to take my chances at auction,” said the captain.

William stopped, visibly irritated with the captain. His voice became sterner and his face a light hue of red. The other men sneered.

“I need to get to Portsmouth before the noon sun hits,” said one of the other men. “Bow out gracefully now, Mr. Blackwell, and let’s get on with it. Carry on, Captain Edwards. I’ll start with a bid of thirty-five pounds.”

Feeling more flustered, William said, “Fine, eighty pounds. Jeremiah, fetch my property as I pay this thievery.”

An older slave walked towards my father and led him to a horse-drawn carriage. My father’s feet were unshackled, though his hands remained tied in front of him. Jeremiah returned to the auction where William handed him a young boy, no more than twelve years old. He too was brought to the carriage, where he was seated next to my father. When William took his place next to the driver, Jeremiah sat opposite the young boy and my father. He did nothing but stare at the two as they sat in silence all the way to the Blackwell plantation.

Slaves and non-slaves alike came out to see who the new additions were. William jumped off the carriage as it stopped and headed to where Jeremiah and the others were and instructed him to have both cleaned up and brought to the back of the main house.

“Make haste!” he said.

“Yes, Mr. William,” said Jeremiah, who grabbed my father and the boy by the rope that bound their hands and led them down a path towards the slave cabins. Once there, he threw water on them from a bucket. The two tensed up at the water crashing on their bodies, the boy more so than my father. Jeremiah did this a few more times before using a large cloth to dab them dry, at which point he untied them as well. My father was clearly bothered, but he did not make a fuss.

“Put this on,” Jeremiah then said, handing them a clean pair of trousers and shirt. They looked at him and did not move. “I said put it on,” he shouted, imitating the action of putting on a shirt and trousers. The boy acquiesced, but my father threw the clothes on the ground.

Jeremiah’s attention was then drawn to the sound of approaching horse hooves at a far side of the cabins. He grew anxious and agitated in his desire for my father to put the clean clothes on. “Come on, African! I don’t want no trouble.”

Just then the young Ambrose Blackwell appeared, strolling in on a horse. “So here they are, huh? You lost your touch, Jeremiah. There was a time when Africans didn’t dare breathe straight around you.”

“Is alright, Mr. Ambrose. They all different. I’ll get through to him.”

“Not soon enough,” said Ambrose, as he grabbed a whip from the side of his saddle and cracked it in the air.

Ambrose was short and stocky. His face was round and deceptively kind. But he was terribly wicked to the slaves, especially the men whom he, for whatever reason, felt a threat to him. He was hardly ever without his horse, unlike his brother, Horace, who only used one for travel.

“I’ll get him to listen, Mr. Ambrose,” said Jeremiah.

“Oh, he’ll listen, alright,” said Ambrose, as he wound his arm to strike my father with the whip.

“Your father wouldn’t want that. He asked me to clean them up and bring them to the back of the house. It’s for his notes. He has to inspect them first.”

“Such a waste of time,” said Ambrose.

“It’s in case they run away, sir.”

Ambrose looked down at Jeremiah and side-eyed him.

“I know why he keeps his ledger, Jeremiah. But if that boy here is stupid enough to run with those maroons, it’s your tongue I will cut from your mouth. Don’t be fooled by all these natives and the land they call Wai’tukubuli. This here Dominica is another part of the British empire,” said Ambrose. He jerked on the horse harness and slowly started to make his way back up the path.

Jeremiah picked up the clothes and, handing them to my father, ushered him to do like the boy and get dressed. Jeremiah’s hands touched my father’s during the exchange, and he looked down at where the rope had left a mark near my father’s wrists. He massaged them with his thumbs.

“I’m sorry, African. I do what I’m told. You will too,” said Jeremiah.

He looked up at my father and saw his intense stare. It seemed like the two saw each other and recognised the other’s humanity. They were two pieces of the same cloth, and their survival was dependent on never forgetting that. Jeremiah pointed to himself and said his name, “Jeremiah,” then pointed at my father. Understanding what was being asked, my father in turn pointed at himself and said, “Bako.”

“Alright, Bako,” Jeremiah said, as he smiled. They both looked at the boy who, touching his chest, said, “Uko.”

Back at the house, William was still talking to Horace, who noticed his father’s slightly disconnected mood. William had talked about bad dreams recently, and Horace asked him if the dreams were still occurring.

“A few nights ago, it was the dream about being stranded on a deserted island. The captain brought me ashore and said I must pay for my crimes. And last night, it was the other dream, the one where I was buried up to my neck, punishment for drowning my child,” he said.

Horace could only offer sympathy and advise that his father change what he ate or read before bed. But I should have known the truth even then, for I had the same dream too. I was blinded by my vengeance when I should have been guided by his dreams.
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Empty Cots

DOMINICA, 1794

Jeremiah brought my father and Uko to the back of the main house, as directed, and found William and Horace waiting. It was mid-afternoon and the two men were under a wooden veranda and out of the sun. They were sitting at a table, the elder looking through his journal. Horace was sitting back in his chair, one leg on the point of his toe as his arm stretched over the chair’s armrest. He was tall, solidly built, and had a long face like his father. The senior Blackwell stood from his chair immediately and, as if time were running from him, rushed towards my father. As the elder Blackwell examined my father, Jeremiah stood silently to the side. He looked at my father and Uko and nodded slightly, just enough to make sign to them that everything was going to be fine. William examined my father closely, even more so than at the auction, all while making notes into his notebook. When he was done, he made sign to Jeremiah to collect my father and then proceeded to do the same with the boy. Horace approached my father and Jeremiah.

“So, this is he,” said Horace, admiring the figure of my father. “I wonder if Ambrose has seen him yet.”

“We’re supposed to have a talk today,” said William, still prodding at Uko. “Leave it to that boy, we’d have no one to work the fields. I need you to keep an eye on your brother. Ambrose needs to stop maiming my property.”

“Will you talk about Agnes too?” asked Horace. “It’s only a matter of time.”

“Matter of time for what?” asked the father.

Horace looked at him as if he should know the answer to his own question. Uko stood between them as they talked, William still examining his young body, talking to Horace as if the two were in a stable talking among horses. The elder Blackwell was about to answer when Ambrose appeared on horseback. They all turned towards him and watched him dismount. He was cheery in a mean-spirited sort of way.

“There they are, Bakah, Wakah, and old Jeremiah,” Ambrose said, laughing, emphasising the “old,” elongating it as if in song. “They have proper Christian names yet, Father?”

He sauntered towards the pair, a smug smile on his face. William did not answer but instead drew a deep breath of irritation. Having just finished with Uko, he licked the point of his pen and closed his notebook.

“Ooh, I can see the devil in those wretched eyes,” Ambrose said, looking at my father.

“You see no such thing,” said William. His reply was curt and stern.

Ambrose ignored his father’s comment and proceeded to take a closer look at Uko, who standing still, let Ambrose prod him as he pleased. My father, however, would not have it. When Ambrose approached him and grabbed his arm, he pulled away. Ambrose looked towards his father.

“You were saying?” he asked.

“Let him be,” said William. “As a matter of fact, you will let them all be, and that is including Agnes.”

Ambrose scoffed at his father. “Agnes? That’s a bit hypocritical of you isn’t it, Father?” asked Ambrose.

The red hue that had appeared on the father’s face that morning reappeared, this time a darker shade. “She’s a slave girl. You will not go back there,” said William, digging his index finger into his son’s chest. His tone was sharp. “I will bring her in this house if I must.”

“Must you now?” asked Ambrose, as he headed towards his horse. “Good talk, Father!”

William then turned to Jeremiah and said, “We’ll call him Ivan, and the boy, Malachai. Make sure they understand that. Have them help the old man with the pigs for now.”

Jeremiah seemed to want to protest something but held his tongue. His lack of movement, however, betrayed him. William stared at him, annoyed at his failure to move. Jeremiah, sensing the moment as inopportune, ushered my father and Uko from the veranda. When they were far enough, he tried explaining in vain that the two had been given new names. My father would hear none of it. This went on for a while until Jeremiah eventually gave up.

When they got to the pig farm, an elderly man, Medicine-John, was sitting down, holding his side. He was much older than Jeremiah and had gotten his name because of his knowledge of roots and plants and their use in curing ailments. Like Jeremiah, he was a slight man. His hair was white, and he did not have much facial hair, just patches on his chin and jawline. He was dark like my father and Malachai, but one could still see his protruding veins as they ran along the skin of his arms and legs. He looked up at the trio.

“Jeremiah. You think these pigs would eat my bones if my dead body was thrown in there? Or would they respect me enough not to eat me?” he asked.

“I never know pigs to eat rotten meat,” said Jeremiah, his tone playful.

The old man tried to laugh but instead held his side and winced. It had barely been a week since Ambrose had kicked him in the ribs when he caught Medicine-John asleep next to the pigpen. He got up and when he started to walk, he had to lean to one side, forcing him to limp. He was also bowlegged, which made the limp even more pronounced.

“Keep them away from Ambrose,” Medicine-John said.

“The old man told him today to keep his hands off all of us,” said Jeremiah. “And to stay clear of Agnes.”

“That won’t stop him, especially with Agnes. Somebody needs to tie a rope around his neck, put a heavy stone on the other end, and throw it in that damn river.”

Jeremiah became quickly uneasy as he looked around, afraid of who might hear them. “You can’t say that out loud anywhere. They will cut out your tongue for talking like that and whip me for listening,” said Jeremiah.

“What can they do to me that they haven’t already done? I’m already dead. If these pigs don’t kill me, the coffee trees will. These the new ones off the boat?”

Jeremiah nodded and introduced the two as Ivan and Malachai, then explained that they were there to help for the time being. The old man held his side and took a deep breath while shaking his head.

“You don’t believe that, and I don’t either. I know I can’t do the work like I used to. They want to throw me back in the coffee and watch me die,” said Medicine-John. “Those people’s wickedness has no bound. They take me from my land and bring me here. They hang my father, sell my mother and brothers and sisters, turn me into a cripple, and now want to send me back into a coffee orchard to die. They know the coffee will kill me. They know it. And if it doesn’t, those damn overseers will.”

In truth, Medicine-John found peace among his pigs. That’s all he had known for a very long time, and since his injury, that was the only thing he could do that would not add more stress on his bones. His pigs were well taken care of and grew well. They were clean, ate well, and washed regularly. It was because of this that William wanted Medicine-John to take care of the pigs. It was the joy with which he did his task. But now, he was being told he would no longer work with the pigs. All that was left of his dignity went into his pigs.

“I allowed myself to think that anyone up there cared,” said Medicine-John, nodding at the house. Was Horace there?”

Jeremiah nodded.

“And he said nothing,” said Medicine-John, unable to hide his disappointment.

Jeremiah stood there and simply watched the actions of his friend. Medicine-John took a flask of water he had resting on a bench and limped away, his body broken far beyond the generations of pain, humiliation, and labour. He left and followed a trail that led to the coffee orchards. He did not say goodbye or raise his voice. He was not agitated. He did not even look at his friend. He accepted his fate as if he had already come to be at peace with it years before. His disgust camouflaged his pain.

Jeremiah watched him go and did not say a word. When the old man was eventually out of sight, he opened the gate to one of the pigpens and ushered my father and Malachai inside. He picked up a brush with a long handle and started scrubbing the pen, pushing the animal feces towards the gutter. He then picked up a bucket and dipped it in a large basin of water and threw the water where he had scrubbed and repeated the action of scrubbing and dipping and throwing water. He handed the brush to my father and took Malachai to an adjacent pen and handed him a brush there. He himself went to another pen and did the same. When all the pens were cleaned, they returned to the main house, at a door outside the kitchen, and waited for banana peels and other food waste for the pigs. A young Black woman, Agnes, eighteen years of age, came to the door. She was light-skinned, her hair curly but not coarse like my father’s. She handed Jeremiah a bucket. She said nothing, hardly lifting her gaze to meet his eyes.

“There is another bucket in the shade by the wall,” she finally said, then closed the door.

That night, when the pigs were fed, the pigpens cleaned, and all pig farm related work completed, Jeremiah, my father, and Malachai lay on their cots to sleep. My father and Malachai spoke in their native language. Jeremiah listened, apprehensively, intimating with his hands that they should talk lower and not be heard.

“You think that woman is one of us?” my father asked Malachai.

“She doesn’t look like us,” he answered.

“She doesn’t look like them either. There’s some of them with skin and hair like hers. They’re in the main house with the white men though,” my father said.

“But they sleep in the same cabins we do,” Malachai pointed out. “You saw her on our way down here, right?”

My father nodded, then the two joined Jeremiah in silence as the clatter of horse hooves was heard coming down the mud path. It was Ambrose, and he stopped a few cabins down, at Agnes’s. He stayed on his horse and called out to her, and when she appeared he asked her what she had said to his father.

“I don’t know what you mean, Mr. Ambrose. I did not speak to Mr. William today. I don’t always speak to him most days,” said Agnes.

Ambrose looked down on her from his horse. Thunder broke and a flash of lightning illuminated the sky. “You have a problem with me?” he asked.

“No, Mr. Ambrose,” she replied.

It had started to downpour, and he approached the cabin, tipping his hat by holding its rim with his thumb and index to shield his face from the rain. He looked over and saw Jeremiah looking towards him and Agnes, standing in his own cabin doorway, with one foot outside as he avoided getting wet.

“Liars end up without tongues,” he said. The words came out of his mouth with pace and the gravitas of thunder within them, clearly for Jeremiah to hear over the pouring rain. From his horse he stared down Jeremiah until the latter went back inside and closed his cabin door.

The rain shower was heavy but quick. Ambrose did not say anything else. He simply pulled on his horse’s reins and left. Agnes looked over towards Jeremiah’s cabin, and seeing he was no longer there, closed her door. As for Jeremiah, he lay on his cot and sighed heavily, my father and Malachai on their cots, while Medicine-John’s, near the door, was empty.
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Bastard Down the Hill

DOMINICA, 1775

William paced his front porch one night, unable to quiet his inner thoughts and feelings. The sun was setting, and but for the tamarind tree, he had an unobscured view of it as it dipped below the horizon. Margaret came out and looked towards the slave cabins. This was one of the few times that her round and expressive face seemed long and unamused. She did not pace like her husband, but she was clearly disconcerted. She walked towards the edge of the porch, stopping at the banister, and put her hands on her hips as she faced the slave cabins.

“Well,” she sighed. “We know how it starts. Wonder how it will end.”

William did not respond to her, simply choosing to turn towards the setting sun instead and cursing at the massive tree.

“Yes, find something to blame, William. I’m sure if you could, you would tie the tree to itself and give it half a dozen lashes,” she said.

Just then there was an eruption of cheer coming from the slave cabins. Margaret turned towards her husband, and though she held her tongue, her sentiments of disapproval and disappointment were etched on her face, before heading back inside the house. As for William, the cheers stopped him from pacing back and forth. His body was uneasy, and in a moment of impulsiveness, he charged in the direction of the cabins.

From the main house, one could barely see the cabins, as they were a way off and down a small hill, shaded by brush and the red flower of bwa kwaib trees. These trees held the cabins like mothers held their newborns, tight within their branches, cradling them, their roots deep within the earth, keeping them in a way that only mothers could. The path itself opened to a row of one-room cabins, lined up a few meters from each other. On the other side stood bush and more bwa kwaib trees.

As William got down the hill, he was met with the entire slave cabin row which had emptied itself onto the path in anticipation of the baby that Edith, one of the first Africans he purchased, was about to birth. The closer he got to Edith’s cabin, the more the residents parted. He was like a snake among fowls that ran, not wanting to be devoured by him. The women inside the cabin were celebrating the new birth when he walked in, barging in because he could, not asking any permission because they were all his property. The mood inside the cabin changed as most of the women left, leaving only Edith and another African woman, Helene, who helped birth Edith’s baby. As he got closer, he found Edith’s baby lying in her arms, wrapped in cloth. He pulled back the cloth to find a fair-skinned child, eyes closed, sleeping against its mother’s chest.

“What is it?” he asked, his eyes fixed on the baby.

When Edith did not answer, Helene did in her stead. “It’s a girl, Mr. William.”

William did not acknowledge Helene. Instead, he let go of the wrap and ordered her out of the cabin. He then turned his attention back to Edith.

“Her name will be Agnes. You can rest for two days and from here on in, you will work inside the house. This child will not work in the fields,” he said.

She looked at him without responding, and for the first time it seemed as if William was unsure how to react. “I will have Miss Margaret show you what to do,” he said.

Again, she simply looked at him and did not respond, like a woman who was tired of her husband’s broken promises, not bothering to give him any breath. He turned around and left, marching back up to his house with the same brusqueness he had come down.

When he returned to the house, he found Margaret at her kitchen table, drinking tea. “Where are they?” he asked.

“The sun has gone down. They are in bed,” she replied.

“It’s hardly half-past six. You know the sun goes down early in this place. It would be nice to enjoy my boys’ company after dark,” he said.

“Well, no one is stopping you from enjoying your bastard child down the hill,” she said.

The tension, already palpable, grew thick. There was nothing that William could say—not even sorry. He stood there, contemplative of what his next action should be.

“Now you’re unsure of where to go? You weren’t unsure nine months ago. I hope your bastard doesn’t look like my children,” she said.

A shadow hung over them, one that had started before they’d left port in London. And now it had mushroomed into a cloud as big as the sky is wide.

“Of course, you have nothing to say. Just remember, this is a debt that you will have to repay. Hopefully, it’s not with your life, or one of your children’s … or mine,” she said.
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Spoils of Finisterre

DOMINICA, 1747

It was wasted on no one that the young John from the plantation behind Castle Bruce was a medicinal herbal healer. When those who did not know young John and had only heard of him tried to categorise him as a bush doctor, those who had had previous contact with him came to his defence. They all said the same thing, that there were no secrets in what he did, and he explained everything. From the shape of the plants to the shade of their leaves to the length of their roots, there was a method to his cures. John, though an African slave, was respected for his knowledge.

He belonged to Mr. François Belvedère, a French plantation owner who owned most of the property behind Castle Bruce. The Belvedères had been there for as long as Dominica had been colonised by the French. It was a property that had stood the test of several generations, several wars, and rebellions. John also belonged to the land. His father was African, and his mother, Kalinago. It is she who taught him all he knew about the medicinal uses and healing properties of plants.

From afar, when most people looked at John, they saw a Kalinago man. However, when they approached, they noticed that he had all the physical attributes of an African from that part of Africa where people were taken against their will. At times, his fair skin afforded him a freedom of movement, while at others, it restricted him. From an early age he learned to use this knowledge to his benefit. In doing so, he quickly understood who was friend and who was foe, who could be trusted and who to keep at arm’s length. He learned this especially in how people interacted with him about his plants. If they were keen to learn and to understand or valued his time and thanked him, he was more apt to trust them. Had they been condescending and questioned his authenticity, he would know to beware of them. In all this, he was still a slave who belonged to another man, and despite his extraordinary gift, he endured the brutality of having African blood and living on stolen land that was deemed conquered.

When news broke that the British had beaten the French in the Battle of Cape Finisterre, François Belvedère was terribly angry. Even though the battle happened halfway across the world from Dominica, for some reason it was John on whom he took out his disappointment. François Belvedère himself walked to the pigsty where John was tasked to clean daily and brought him to the back of the main house, where a large wall of dirt stood. Vines and pieces of tree bark could be seen jutting from it. It is there that François held him at gunpoint and informed him of what that loss in battle meant.

“These nincompoops are going to sign yet another accord,” said François.

Bang! He fired his gun into the wall of dirt. Every time he made a statement, whether factual or of his opinion, he would shoot at the wall.

“The French deserved to win that battle.”

Bang!

“They’re going to hand Dominica over to the British.”

Bang!

“They are going to kick us out of here.”

Bang!

“Dominica must stay in French hands.”

Bang!

He shot continuously at the wall, tormenting John who could do nothing but flinch for his life. When François was done, he ordered John back to his work with the pigs.

“Expect no less than this when the British come,” said François. “They are intolerable.”

As John walked back to the pigs, he was shaking. He could still feel the reverberation of the pistol as it shot and the dirt that went everywhere as it was hit. He walked, still trying his best to remove pieces of dirt from his eyes. When he got to the pigs, he sat on his stool and sobbed. He had not cried so hard in all his adult life. It was the sort of cry that people could not control. It was beyond him, the way he was treated, the fact that another man thought it acceptable to treat him as such. He cried until he heard someone call his name.

“John!” shouted a familiar voice.

It was a young boy, Jeremiah, hardly twelve years old, who was calling his name. Jeremiah had no parents and often looked up to John, who was most kind to him. He was also François Belvedère’s property.

“What are you doing here, Jeremiah?” asked John. “You’re supposed to be with Mr. François.”

Jeremiah approached John, his face serious, as if he bore bad news.

“What’s the matter?” asked John.

“Why did he do that?” asked Jeremiah.

John, feeling apprehensive of Jeremiah being with him and not at the house where he was supposed to be, started looking around him.

“Who? Why did who do what?” he asked.

The young boy’s eyes filled with tears as he ran into John’s arms. “Mr. François. Why was he trying to shoot you?”

John held Jeremiah in a tight embrace. He held him as if Jeremiah were his own child. “Nobody is shooting me. I’m here with you, aren’t I? The old man was just having some fun,” said John.

He let go of Jeremiah and held him at the shoulders. He looked the boy in the eyes. “This world is not fair for people like us. But we must survive it. I want to grow old. I don’t intend for them to take my life from me. They can, but I don’t want to give them that power or any reason to. If ever I do, it would be to save someone else’s life, someone like you. Please, Jeremiah, go back to the house. Don’t give that man a reason to whip you. Don’t think that because he hasn’t he won’t. He damn well will. You’re not a child anymore, so the less reason you give him to strike you, the better. And if he whips you, I for sure am getting whipped too. Do you understand?”

Jeremiah nodded and wiped his face. “I don’t want to be here without you,” said Jeremiah.

“I am here. Go!” ordered John.

He watched Jeremiah walk away until he was no longer in sight.

The following morning, John had barely gotten to the pigs when Jeremiah showed up again. John raised his head and sighed in frustration. He did not say a word, nor did he let the boy speak. He headed to him, grabbed him by the arms, and shook him. “For God’s sake, boy, don’t you understand anything? What did I tell you?” he said.

“I just wanted to see the pigs,” the boy replied.

John held him by one arm and threw him in the direction of the house. “Go! Now!” he shouted.

“They won’t know I’m not there. They never call on me right away,” explained Jeremiah.

“Until they do. Then it’s my hide getting skinned,” said John.

Jeremiah stood firm and did not move. “You don’t have to be afraid all the time,” he said.

As quickly as the words left Jeremiah’s mouth, John had approached him and with lightning speed struck him across the mouth with his open palm. The boy fell to the ground.

“Yes, I am afraid all the time. Right now, I am more afraid for you than I am for me. Trust me, boy, a whipping is something you never want to get. And if you want one so badly, go somewhere else and get it, because I don’t want to get one with you. Now go! Get out of here!” shouted John.

The young boy ran through the bushes. John was angry but also felt sorry for striking Jeremiah. “This is for your own good, Jeremiah,” he said under his breath. “One day you will understand. I’m sorry.”

That same afternoon, François came by the pigsty under pretence of checking on John’s work. He checked the area and the cleanliness of the pigsty and of the pigs. He approached John.

“Are you allowed to destroy any of my property, John?” asked François.

“No, Mr. François,” said John, taken aback by the question.

“So why on earth would you raise your hand to Jeremiah?”

“I didn’t mean to, Mr. François. It was an accident,” said John.

François said nothing else. Instead, he simply stared at John, who became increasingly uncomfortable. John wondered what Jeremiah had said, and why. He wondered if the slap across the face had left a noticeable bruise. Before he could wonder anymore, he felt a burning on the side of his face. By the time he realised that François had slapped him the same way he had slapped Jeremiah, he was slapped again and shoved to the ground. François mounted his back and pushed his face into the ground. He pulled on weeds nearby, uprooting them, the dirt still stuck to the roots, and shoved them in John’s mouth, forcing him to gag.

“You think you know plants and medicine. You think you are some sort of medicine man. Enjoy these plants, Medicine-Man. I hope they heal you.”

He again found more weeds to shove into John’s mouth. He repeated this until John begged for him to stop. “You will never touch my property again. You better know your place. Next time, I will strap you to the whitewood tree and have one of the men skin you with his whip. Understood?” said François.

“Yes, I understand. Please, Mr. François … please stop,” said John.

That evening, as John took the fork that headed towards his cabin, he noticed Jeremiah in the distance. The boy gave a slight wave, but John did not wave back. He entered his cabin and lay on his cot. Moments later, his door opened, and Jeremiah entered.

“I told him that I fell, but he didn’t believe me,” said Jeremiah, standing at the door.

“You told the truth in the end. That’s what matters,” said John.

John lay on his cot and did not even move his head to acknowledge the boy.

“He whipped me,” said Jeremiah. “He said it was for lying about what happened.”

Hearing this, John sat up. “How many?” John asked.

“Five,” Jeremiah answered.

John sighed. He shook his head, looking at the boy. “I’m sorry,” John said.

Jeremiah started to cry. He stood there by the doorway weeping. Two men walked in and sat on their cots. John made a sign to them that Jeremiah had been whipped. They said nothing and simply shook their heads.

“Crying now won’t fix this,” said John. “I can’t feel my mouth or my tongue. He shoved razor-sharp weeds in my mouth and called me ‘Medicine-Man’. If you want to survive here, you must listen to me, or to any other person here.”

Jeremiah nodded.

“You should go,” John said.

“He told me my place is here now and that starting tomorrow I have to go in the cane with the others,” said Jeremiah.

There were four cots in the cabin, and all four were taken. “We can share mine,” said John. “I don’t need that much space.”

In the following days, Jeremiah would go to the cane fields with the other men, while John tended to his pigs. They would also build him his own cot on which to sleep at night. François did not engage the men much, except to yell out “Medicine-Man” at John. The others on the plantation who did not know the story or whom for the most part did not care, also called him ‘Medicine-Man.’

“I hate that he calls you that,” said Jeremiah, as the five of them sat in the cabin one night.

“Words have never hurt me,” said John.

It is then that another man suggested a different name.

“From now on, you’re not John or Medicine-Man. You’re Medicine-John,” said the man. The others cheered on in unison.

A few weeks later, the implications of the Battle of Finisterre having reached Dominica’s shores, rebellions grew, and when François Belvedère’s body lay cold on the hot ground, it was Medicine-John who lit the torch that sent the plantation up in flames, the final spoils of Finisterre.
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Two Burials

DOMINICA, 1794

The morning following Ambrose’s visit to Agnes’s cabin, the path spilled onto itself as the dwellers headed to their various tasks. Jeremiah caught up with Agnes and told her that Medicine-John did not sleep in their cabin the night before.

“Where did he sleep?” she asked.

“I don’t know. Last time I saw him was yesterday at the pigpens,” he answered.

They would have talked some more, but they saw Ambrose eyeing them from his horse. His round cheeks were flushed red, even from a distance. He moved his horse towards the oncoming crowd and stopped in front of them, forcing everyone to walk past on either side of him. When Jeremiah was close, Ambrose stopped him. My father and Malachai also stopped.

“I don’t see the old medicine man,” said Ambrose.

“I don’t know where he is, Mr. Ambrose,” Jeremiah replied.

He wished Ambrose had not questioned him, because he did not want to get his dear friend a lashing for not sleeping where he was supposed to. He also did not want to suffer the consequences of lying and being found out.

“He must have left before everybody got up, Mr. Ambrose. He doesn’t sleep well nights. He’s probably at the pigs already,” said Jeremiah.

Ambrose did not blink. Instead, he stared Jeremiah dead in the eye. Then with a sharp tug at the reins, he said, “We’ll see,” and strode away. He looked back at Agnes who kept her head down and pretended not to notice him looking back at her. When he finally turned back around, she looked up and waved a quick and shy goodbye to Jeremiah.

When the three men arrived at the pig farm, hoof prints were visible, a clear sign that Ambrose had already been there. Jeremiah looked around, and after my father and Malachai settled in their tasks, he followed the trail taken the day before by Medicine-John. When he got into the open, he could see Ambrose on his horse in the distance, dragging something behind him tethered to a rope. He prayed to himself that it was not his old friend. Increasingly, the fear that it was Medicine-John crept in. When Ambrose finally got near him, and it became obvious that it was indeed Medicine-John, Jeremiah halted Ambrose and went to look after his friend. Ambrose’s whip came crashing down at his feet.

“Leave him be,” said Ambrose.

Jeremiah looked closer at his old friend and realised he was dead.

“Let us carry him the rest of the way, Mr. Ambrose,” pleaded Jeremiah. “We can carry him.”

He took off his hat, his face contorted as if he wanted to cry. And maybe he did, but he could not afford to. My father and Malachai stopped working and watched as the horse dragged the body past them. The horse stopped abruptly, and Ambrose looked back towards Jeremiah.

“You said he left this morning, right?” asked Ambrose.

“Yes, Mr. Ambrose.”

“Right.”

Ambrose turned back around and continued his trajectory towards the main house. Jeremiah turned pale, realising his lie was found out. He signalled to my father and Malachai to return to the main house with him.

When they arrived, anyone who was nearby or inside the house assembled outside to see Medicine-John’s body. When Agnes first arrived, seeing the body, she put her hand over her mouth. William Blackwell and Horace were two of the last to arrive. The elder Blackwell, presented with such a visual, charged towards Ambrose.

“What did you do?” he asked his son.

“I brought him home so he can be buried, Father. What would you have me do?”

William was dumbfounded, not sure what to say to Ambrose.

“Jeremiah!” shouted Ambrose, signalling for Jeremiah to approach.

When Jeremiah got there, he could not stand to look at his old friend, legs tied and tethered to a horse. He approached the body. “Let me untie him, Mr. Ambrose,” he pleaded once more.

“You will do no such thing,” said Ambrose.

Jeremiah, agitated and upset, turned towards the elder Blackwell and pleaded.

“Move away from him, Jeremiah,” said Ambrose. His tone was condescending, as if speaking to a child.

He dismounted his horse and ordered some male slaves to untie the body, make a casket for the burial, and prepare a grave in the slave cemetery on the far side of the property. His father, still uncertain of what had happened to Medicine-John, approached Ambrose, and asked again, “What happened?”

“Jeremiah, did you kill this man?” asked Ambrose, ignoring his father’s question.

Everyone was shocked at the question, the elder Blackwell included.

“No, Mr. Ambrose. I would never kill nobody,” Jeremiah answered.

“But you know who killed him?” Ambrose questioned further.

“No, Mr. Ambrose. I don’t know anything. I didn’t know anything until you brought him this morning.”

Ambrose took a few steps towards Jeremiah and backhanded him. Jeremiah absorbed the slap in such a way that made it seem like Ambrose had barely put any effort into the slap.

“But you do know something!” said Ambrose.

The elder Blackwell was fraught with anticipation, waiting to understand Ambrose, who was now circling Jeremiah like a hungry wolf, his flair for a show on full display.

“You told me that Medicine-John left your cabin early this morning. That is to mean that he slept in your cabin. However, it is clear for all to see that he’s been dead since at least last night,” said Ambrose, his speech slow and scattered.

“Is that true, Jeremiah? Do you know what happened to Medicine-John?” asked William.

Jeremiah looked up at the Blackwell men and explained when he last saw Medicine-John, that he did not know where Medicine-John was, that he hoped he would be back. But Ambrose did not care to hear any of it, as he ordered his men to tie up Jeremiah, who was resisting, pleading his innocence.

“I don’t want to bury two slaves today,” said William. “Ten lashes should suffice. Make the point that we will not tolerate lying.”

Jeremiah was tied to the tamarind tree in the front yard, his arms in a tight and painful embrace around the tree’s scaly trunk, his shirt pulled down his back. Ambrose grabbed a whip from Sonny, one of the overseers, and before he delivered the ten lashes, ordered Agnes to come forward and watch. Every time he whipped Jeremiah, he looked at Agnes and said, “Lying will not be tolerated on this property.” He repeated that phrase with every lash, until he had administered all ten. When Ambrose was done, he handed the whip back to the overseer and told him to let Jeremiah go before walking away. Agnes did not look in his direction. Instead, she hurried towards Jeremiah’s bleeding body.

That night, as Jeremiah sat on his cot, his torso wrapped in a white cloth, Agnes walked in. My father was also sitting on his cot. Malachai was lying down. When she walked in, Jeremiah lifted his head slightly.

“Agnes, I have never met a child so stubborn. Those lashes he gave me were a warning to you. He doesn’t want you around us,” said Jeremiah.

“He doesn’t own me,” said Agnes.

“You need to listen to me. Ambrose is a coward,” said Jeremiah. “If he thinks you are embarrassing him, he will hurt you. Don’t fool yourself believing he’ll spare you ten lashes. And when he does lash you, he will whip you worse than he did me or anybody else, for that matter. I’m just another old slave hand. But you, if you were …”

He stopped short of suggesting what was on his mind, that she and Ambrose were closer than either of them knew.

“He wants something he can’t have—something he knows he shouldn’t—and he can’t do anything about it. And that is killing him,” Jeremiah said.

Agnes, ignoring the commentary, gently unwrapped his torso. She then reapplied an ointment over his back and rewrapped him. “Stay in the shade as much as you can tomorrow. When you come for the pig feed, I will apply some more ointment on your back,” she said.

“You need to go before Ambrose finds you here and not in your own cabin,” said Jeremiah.

“Mr. Blackwell won’t let him whip me,” she said.

“Girl, you’re not that foolish. His father told him not to touch us. That same father watched as the man gave me ten lashes. You can’t trust these people—none of them, no matter how good they appear. The only thing poor Medicine-John trusted was the coffee orchards. He gave his life to the orchards, and the orchards took it.”

That night, the Blackwell men argued, mainly Ambrose against his father and brother. They shouted loud enough that even at the cabins, most of what they said, though not clear, was heard, with one exception—Agnes. Her name was mentioned repeatedly and with so much power, so much so that Jeremiah looked outside towards Agnes’s cabin, wondering if she was hearing it too.

“That devil Ambrose will hurt that child,” he murmured to himself. “Oh, Edith, why must this be the secret I keep?” he said and closed his cabin door.

Inside the main house, oil lamps lit the living room where the three men exchanged words so violent that shoots of anger wanted to sprout from their core, as if they had loose ends to tie, but were unable to make a knot, for William had just broken news to Ambrose as to why he should have nothing to do with Agnes. Ambrose sat at the table, staring at his calloused hands.

“Why did you wait all this time to tell us this?” asked Ambrose.

“It was not yours to know,” William responded.

Ambrose looked up at his father with a scowl. “But they know,” he said, his arm reaching outwards towards the darkness of the slave cabins. “They know and have watched me make a fool of myself over a slave girl who shares my blood—your blood. But it wasn’t mine to know?”

“You were warned,” said William.

They paused as silence reigned in the living room, only to be broken by Horace. “If she’s your daughter, why is she not in the main house, then?” he asked.

“And dishonour your mother’s memory?” William replied. “No.”

“Are there others?” asked Ambrose? “Should I assume that every fair-skinned bastard is one of your half-breeds?”

William did not answer, nor did he acknowledge Ambrose’s question. Ambrose asked again, and this time, though William looked in his direction, he still did not answer. Ambrose stood from the table and stormed out of the house. He got on his horse and galloped away in the darkness.

Later, in the early hours of the morning as my father and the others were sleeping, several white men entered the cabin and dragged Jeremiah out. My father and Malachai could do nothing but watch helplessly. They stood him up and made him walk past the last of the cabins and into the bush near the slave cemetery. Once there, Ambrose was waiting, Agnes by his side, her hands bound in front of her, her face bruised. There was a rope hanging off a branch, a noose at its end. Jeremiah pleaded for his life, saying how sorry he was for lying earlier in the day and that it would never happen again. Agnes too was in tears, shaking her head.

“Please, Mr. Ambrose, take me. Don’t harm her. She didn’t do anything. I did it, Mr. Ambrose,” said Jeremiah.

“Now, Jeremiah, that’s the second lie you’ve told today,” said Ambrose.

Jeremiah kept on pleading, but it made no difference. Agnes was hanged that night, and Jeremiah, seeing his friend hanging from the tree, fell to his knees, still pleading that she be cut down. Ambrose walked over to him, and as swift as lightning could strike, cut Jeremiah’s tongue from his mouth and pushed him to the ground with his feet. When Ambrose and the other men left, my father and Malachai appeared from the bushes and cut down Agnes’s dangling body from the whitewood tree. It is then that I sang for them. It is then that my song rang through the trees like a sinister terror, waking birds from their sleep and forcing them to take flight. I felt my father and Malachai’s fear—something was not right with this land, for wickedness lurked at the touch of every finger and at the tip of every tongue.

As my father put Agnes’s limp body on his shoulder, Malachai helped Jeremiah to his feet, and they walked back to the cabins. As they got there, people emptied onto the muddy path. They wailed in the darkness for the loss of their child, of their daughter, of their sister. There was such commotion, that the elder Blackwell walked down himself with Horace to see what was going on. When they saw Jeremiah bleeding at the mouth, they tried to ask him what happened, only to realise he had no tongue to speak. They then asked my father and Malachai, but neither spoke the language. They were confused momentarily until they saw Agnes’s body on the ground. The older Blackwell approached her, the rope still tight around her neck. Horace approached, and it is then that it became clear to them that another coffin would have to be made, and two burials happen the next day. It was not that long ago that Horace came home to face two burials himself.
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The Scars We Carry

DOMINICA, 1788

The scars we carry do not always tell the truth. Some of them are deep in our skin, others raised, and still others are invisible, and we do not even know they exist. Worse yet, oftentimes we inflict our own scars, not knowing that we are scarring ourselves. Even worse still is when we scar others, sometimes on purpose, sometimes by accident. But scars are scars and they are ugly. We may tell ourselves that scars are beautiful, but the ones I carry are not. They hurt in ways I cannot even begin to explain. The ones I have seen others carry are no better. The scars that can be seen on William Blackwell’s body may have appeared later in life, but they run deep, even deeper than the Sargasso that borders Wai’tukubuli.

Margaret died when Agnes was twelve years old. There was a rule on the plantation that the settler men would not sleep with the female Africans. The rule, of course, was not enforced, as those who made it were the ones breaking it, in particular, William himself. He may have prided himself on being a Christian, a leader, and an authority of British law in Dominica, but on his estate, his rules were not questioned, nor did they apply to him. As Ambrose and Horace got older, he let them manage the estate, overseeing the overseers and dealing with the mundane tasks of the plantation. He oversaw the money, paying the slave handlers and keeping his estate fed.

The double life that William led would have probably not gained any attention, had he kept Agnes out of his home. At twelve, she was a lanky, light-skinned, curly headed girl, to whom William was especially soft. He kept her out of the fields and inside his home alongside her mother, cooking and doing household chores. Despite his tenderness towards Agnes, Edith could not help but feel scared for her daughter, as she would catch Margaret eyeing the child in the most hateful of ways.

One day, Margaret stopped Agnes, grabbed her by the chin, and looked in her face.

“You will pay for that man’s sins,” said Margaret, holding Agnes’s face tightly and then violently letting go of it.

Agnes, unsure of the provocation or even of what Margaret meant, held her face and started to cry. Margaret approached her again.

“The only people allowed to cry in this house are me and my children,” she said, as she ushered Agnes outside the back door to where Edith and Jeremiah were talking about pig feed.

Agnes, unsure of what trouble she had created, continued to cry. When she told her mother what happened, Agnes and Jeremiah looked at each other and shook their heads.

“You didn’t do anything wrong,” Edith whispered. “Just stay away from Miss Margaret. Stay close to me.”

Later that night, as William lay in bed, Margaret sat on the side, about to blow out the bedroom lantern for the night. She looked away from her husband. “That child looks like my Horace,” she said.

William breathed in deeply and rolled his eyes.

“We are all sinners, William, but God still lives here, right?” Margaret could not bring herself to turn her body and face him as he answered.

William did not bother to look in her direction, nor to offer any comfort to his wife. Instead, he looked at the ceiling. “Yes, God lives here,” he said, his voice quiet as if the words were too painful to say loudly or with conviction.

Margaret stood and turned to face him. “William!” she shouted. “What about Pearl, Helene’s daughter?”

“My goodness, Margaret, what is it? What about Pearl and Helene? What do you want me to say? Agnes is no more my child than she came out of your womb,” he said, not answering the question about Pearl.

“But she is your child. She may have come from Edith—a slave woman—but she is still your child. What do we tell the boys?” she asked.

“Nothing. We tell them nothing. It is not for them to know,” he said.

“That cannot be your answer, William. What if they grow up to like her the same way you liked her mother? We cannot just say nothing. This is your cross to bear. It shouldn’t be theirs. And they may figure it out, especially Horace,” she said.

William grew frustrated by his wife’s demands, opting to turn to his side and face away from her.

“I want both mother and child gone from my house,” said Margaret.

“After all this time you want me to put them in the fields?” he asked.

“No. I want them sold,” she demanded.

William did not respond.

“I want them sold, William, and not next week or the week after—tomorrow,” she said, before she, in her regimented fashion, blew out the lamp and climbed into her side of the bed.

The following morning, Margaret did not greet or respond to greetings from either Edith or Agnes. The entire day went by, and she was colder than usual. That night, when Agnes and her mother went back to their cabin, Agnes fell violently ill. She did nothing but cry and vomit, holding on to her abdomen as she growled on the cabin floor. Concerned neighbours came to see and were certain that she had ingested poison, none thinking it was done wilfully.

“Force this into her belly,” said Jeremiah. “If it’s poison, it will heal her.”

After much attempt of getting Agnes to drink the black liquid that was offered to her, she ingested it. Not long after, she brought it all up again. They repeated this several times until Agnes was too tired to ingest or regurgitate. Her mother lay next to her and rubbed her bare back, her vertebrae seemingly popping out of her skin. It could have been mountain ranges or skeletal remains from a long ago, extinct animal. By daybreak, Agnes was still sleeping. Edith let Agnes sleep and did not force her daughter to accompany her to the Blackwell house. As Edith left the cabin, Jeremiah approached her.

“I know what I know, Jeremiah, and you know it too. I need you to look out for my child if anything happens to me,” she said.

“Just run. Find your way to Colihaut, and just run up the mountain with your child,” said Jeremiah.

Edith shook her head. “I have run enough. I’m tired. They take my labour, take my body, and now they try to take my child. I am not going anywhere,” she said, before heading to the house.

When she got to the main house, she did not greet Margaret and instead went straight to her morning task of peeling yams and plantains, placing the peels in a bucket to feed the pigs. Margaret noticed her.

“Did you forget your manners this morning, girl?” asked Margaret.

“No, ma’am,” said Edith, without raising her head.

“Where’s Agnes?”

“She has a bad fever, ma’am. She cannot stand on her feet.”

Margaret sighed long and hard, wiping her hands on her apron. “Make sure she’s here in the morning. There’s much work to be done,” said Margaret.

Edith continued working, ignoring anything else Margaret said to her.

“Edith! Do you not hear what I am saying to you?” asked Margaret. “You don’t have to work here. I can have you and your child in the cane fields and the coffee plantations. You keep up this attitude and you will find yourself there, and you won’t have anyone to blame but yourself.”

Edith, hearing all this, did not wince. Her silence caused Margaret much aggravation to the point that she grabbed Edith her by the arms.

“Do you want to get whipped?” Margaret said. “Or hanged … or sold … or …”

“Or poisoned,” blurted Edith.

Margaret’s face became stone cold. She stared at Edith, realising that Edith was aware of her transgression against her daughter. She let go of Edith’s arms and put her finger in the latter’s face.

“Just because you and your sick bastard of a child have his favour, doesn’t mean he won’t still hang you. Don’t be fooled by who has authority in this house,” said Margaret.

Edith did not answer. Rather, she stood there silently, her body no longer moving, but stoic as she waited for Margaret to move on. Margaret was not ready to move on, however. She had questions for Edith, that she probably should have saved for her husband.

“Where did you do it? In your cabin? In the barn with the rest of the animals?” Margaret asked, her body like a violent storm raging over the island that was Edith.

“Did he bend you like a papaya tree and take you like a stallion takes a mare? Did you welcome him, thinking you could have him and live in this house?” Margaret continued. “Do you think you’re the only one? Are you and Helene competing to birth British blood?”

Margaret was becoming increasingly crude and loud. All that Edith could do was stay silent, knowing that any response from her could end up in a hanging or a lashing.

“Did you seduce my husband?” Margaret continued pressing Edith.

“No, Miss Margaret,” said Edith, bothered by all the accusations levied against her. Tears flowed from her face. “Please don’t harm my child, Miss Margaret. I am sorry about Mr. William,” she said.

Margaret, not looking for answers, seemed repulsed by Edith’s comments. Edith, on the other hand, said what she could, knowing that Margaret understood very well that as William’s property, she did not have a choice if he or any other white man wanted to sleep with her. She was property in all ways that things, livestock, chattel, fields, orchards were property. She was property even in these accusations. She could not argue or defend her own character. Her life had become a series of cuts, where, instead of healing, they bruised and scarred. It is then that William entered the room. He paused, seeing that something was happening between the women.

“Where’s Agnes?” he asked.

At the sound of her daughter’s name, Edith choked and headed outside and heaved what little she had in her stomach, losing it all, even her balance. She could hear William asking his wife what the matter was and how her response was that Edith needed to know her place and so did the child. When asked again about the child, her response was clear.

“She should be buried by now, but these heathens have a cure for everything, even for manchineel bark,” said Margaret.

“What did you do?” asked William.

He bolted through the door and ran quickly to Edith’s cabin. He met Jeremiah there, tending to Agnes, who was lying on her bed, sweating profusely. Her skin was flushed and pale, her lips dry. She seemed at the threshold of death’s front door. He felt her temperature and then ordered Jeremiah to find Sonny, one of the plantation’s overseers, so that he could find a doctor. He would have sent his own children, but they were on an excursion on the other side of the island.

William lifted Agnes, and as he carried her to his house, he looked at her limp body. Her head was tilted backwards, mouth agape. From afar, one would think she was dead, but her heart still beat, albeit faintly. As he approached the house, Edith looked on, her tears plastered on her face like wagon wheel tracks. They were rivers reaching out to a dead sea—silent prayers in search of a healer.

William rushed past her, through the living room, and into his bedroom. Margaret stood still at first as he rushed by her, then stormed into the bedroom.

“You will not lay that child on this bed!” she said to her husband.

He ignored her and laid Agnes on the bed. Margaret was furious. She approached Agnes and grabbed her arm, ready to pull her off the bed, when William intervened and held on to his wife.

“God still lives in this house, and we do not kill his children,” he said.

His eyes were burning; his fingers, had they been hot iron tongues, would have seared Margaret’s skin. She wrestled herself from his grip and left. He sat by Agnes, caressing her face and hair, smiling at her, at their resemblance.

“No harm will come to you again. I will protect you,” he said. “Dr. Brady will be here soon. You will be alright.”

He passed his thumb over her lips and nose, over her cheekbones and eyebrows, her temple, ears, and the side of her neck. He was lost in this child who belonged to him, but who he could never claim. He stayed with her until the doctor arrived.

“Just let her rest now,” said the doctor. “Make sure she drinks and let her rest. It is all in God’s hands now.”

The doctor left having examined Agnes. And as she lay in the bed, William went to find his wife on the back veranda, where she was crocheting.

“Why?” he asked. “Why Agnes? Why is the devil living in my house?” William’s body was shaking, ready to throw a tirade at his wife.

Margaret got up, put her crocheting down, and stood square in front of her husband. “Thou shall not commit adultery. The only home you’re head of is Edith’s cabin. How dare you have that child sleep in my bed? If you choose to be that slave-loving man who chooses to have adulterous affairs and illegitimate children, you will do so without me. I will never sleep in that bed again until Edith and her child are sold to a different estate,” said Margaret.

She walked back into the house and ordered Edith to get out and not come back, told her that her duties as house slave were terminated and that she would be replaced. She was to return to the fields with the others.

The next day, Agnes walked to her mother in the coffee orchards. Edith held her daughter and kissed her. Agnes’s face had slimmed, as had her body. She was weak, but the poison had run its course. The other workers came to her quietly, none making noise for fear of gaining attention from the overseers. They smiled at her and hugged her, some opting to just pass a hand over her back or pat her head.

“I’m sorry, Mama,” she said. “I’m sorry I got us kicked out of the house.”

“You did nothing wrong, my child. It’s better we stay away from Miss Margaret and that house,” said Edith.

Edith was still holding her daughter when Sonny passed by. “That’s enough now. Get back to work,” he said.

The two worked side by side. Agnes sat for most of it, but she stayed at her mother’s side until the sun had gone down, at which point all the workers headed back to the cabins. As they reached the row of cabins, William was there. He watched Edith and Agnes pass. The two acknowledged him as they walked by. He smiled and called them over.

“No harm will come to you again,” he said, looking at Agnes.

Agnes looked at her mother, and then back to William, her eyes lowered.

“You’ll come tomorrow to clean up your daughter’s mess before you go to the orchard,” said William and headed back to his home.

The following morning, Edith walked up to the main house. It was still dark, and William met her outside. She smelled a putrid odour coming from him.

“Clean all of it,” he said, as she walked past him.

She walked in to discover the smell getting worse. Margaret was sat in a chair in the living room, eyes seemingly closed, not reacting to Edith. When Edith got in the bedroom where her daughter had lain, it smelled terribly of vomit and defecation. She had no idea that her daughter had gotten that much sicker and thought that maybe it was what the doctor had prescribed. She cleaned the bed and the floor, the whole time trying to piece it all together, how Agnes had found her in the orchard the day before and she did not smell. Something was amiss.

When Edith was done, she was about to head back to the front door when she caught a glimpse of Margaret, still sitting there, not having said a word to her. The sun had come up by now, and sunlight was starting to fill the living room. Edith took a good look at Margaret, even approached her, only to realise that she was dead. It is then that her thoughts made sense. Yes, manchineel made those who ingested it severely ill, and sometimes it was manifested through vomiting or defecation. It became clear to her that she did not clean after her daughter but rather after Margaret. The front door opened to William standing there.

“What did you do, girl?” he asked.

Edith, sensing what William was doing, shook her head and retreated. He approached her, still asking what she had done. She tried to rush to the back door, but he got in her way.

“What did you do?” he asked again.

“Please, Mr. William,” she pleaded.

He rushed towards her, and she kept on backing away from him, and when he lunged at her, she picked up a letter opener on the table nearby and swiped at his face, cutting him. She swung several times, cutting his face and forearms until he eventually got the upper hand and used all his force to bring her down, at which point she screamed for help.

When the others came, Edith’s fate was sealed. They brought her outside and tied her hands behind her back. Accused of poisoning Margaret, she had nowhere else to go and nothing she could have said would have mattered. So instead, as she mounted the stool and the noose was flung over the tamarind tree branch, she spoke for the last time.

“You make me work for you all day and night. You take my body like it’s your right. Then you poison my child. And then you poison your own wife and now blame me for it. You are all so evil. There’s an afterlife for people like you. All of you will burn in the hell that you created,” she said, moments before she swung in the air as the stool was kicked from under her feet, with settlers and a handful of Africans as witnesses.

It was only later, when the sun had gone down and the workers were back from the fields, that word spread of the morning’s event. Agnes could not believe what she was hearing. She ran to the Blackwell courtyard, Jeremiah close behind, and found her mother’s lifeless body hanging from the tamarind tree. She cried that night, and Jeremiah held her close. She dropped to her knees and dug her nails in the dirt. Ambrose and Horace strolled in on a horse, Horace at the front with his twin brother on the back. They were fourteen years old then, and very much surprised to see Edith swinging like low-lying fruit. William approached Agnes and Jeremiah.

“Take her from here, Jeremiah,” said William. “I need to mourn in peace with my boys.”

Jeremiah picked up Agnes and carried her in his arms, the same way that William had when he carried her to his house. But this time, he carried her down to her cabin. As for William, he approached his sons and told them their mother’s casket laid in their living room, and that she would be buried where the setting sun cast its rays every night, over by the tamarind tree, and he would watch the sun set each day in remembrance of her. William scarred many that day; the worst, perhaps, was inflicted upon himself.
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For Husband and Fealty

ENGLAND, 1773

Margaret was a newlywed who never felt as if her husband, William, treated her as such. She felt distant from him. It was perhaps partly her own fault because she never found him to be warm, yet she married him. It was also due to her family who advised her to marry him because he was a well-to-do man, even though in her heart she always felt he was not quite the sort of man who would make her happy. She would often think of her mother’s words: “Marriage for us women is not about happiness. It is about survival. Being a woman is not enough. We must marry.” She kept those words at her core when she married William. Unbeknownst to her, she would die at his hands, fifteen years later.

“Dominica is a journey I would like to experience. If I don’t like it, I’ll come back,” Margaret said.

“It is not a place for you. It is wild and savage,” said William.

“It is clear you don’t want me there, William. Don’t insult my intelligence with your patronising words. At least tell me the truth. Why don’t you truly want me to come with you?” she asked.

William paused for a moment and then sighed deeply. Truth is, he had no actual explanation. He simply wanted to live in Dominica on his own, without a wife accompanying him. Instead of the simple truth, he told a lie.

“I don’t know what to expect. What if you fall ill, or are bitten by one of their venomous snakes? What if the French collude with the natives and attempt to murder us in our sleep? It’s not about wanting you to come with me or not, but rather how do I keep you safe when I don’t know myself how dangerous it is going to be. You’re my wife. I must protect you, and if that means you not going there is the price of that protection, so be it,” he said.

He was amazed at how the words slid so effortlessly off his tongue. He watched her not wanting to accept what he said.

“It surely is not that bad?” she asked, the disappointment of his words etched on her face.

William did not answer her question. “I am heading to the pier. I will be home before supper,” he said.

As he left, she felt a certain despair, one that lingered in the base of her throat. She watched him leave and go down the set of steps of their home that led to the streets below. When she heard that door close, she ran to the window and watched him head towards the pier, where the ships were docked. She watched him until he disappeared around a corner.

Margaret herself was not that different from William. In fact, she was smarter than he was and a few steps ahead of him. She had received reports of him drinking at the pub and telling everyone there how he would keep his wife in England and find native concubines in the New World. She had heard all of it. So, when he spoke so intensely about fearing what may happen to her, she was not one bit surprised. She took her coat and scarf and headed in the other direction of William and arrived at a duplex like the one she shared with him. She had hardly knocked when the door flung open, and the strong hands of a man pulled her in.

“Tell me he convinced you of all the reasons you should stay with me,” said the man whose hands had pulled her into the home.

This man had the same similarities as her husband, but unlike William he paid attention to Margaret. When he looked into her eyes, their souls whispered messages of longing, reciting odes of repressed passion.

“Yes,” she said. She smiled at his pleasantry, holding on to his arms. “I was extremely fatigued by sorrowful tears. I shall write elegies so I may cope in my distress.”

He pulled her into him some more and kissed her amorously. “How much longer until he sets sail?” the man asked.

“A little less than a fortnight,” she said. “I must admit it feels like forever, Preston. The longer it takes, the more I worry things will go awry.”

“Nothing will go wrong,” he answered.

Preston was convincing in all the ways that William was not. He held her face in the palms of his hands and kissed her. His kiss was so deep that she closed her eyes and mounted on the tips of her toes. When she opened them again, her body felt like fever that would only pass if he cared for her the right way. And so, he did. He carried his sick patient to his bed and touched her in such a way that she did not remember her sickness.

“Preston,” she said, as she put her clothes back on to leave.

“Yes, my love.”

“Nothing would stop me from going to Dominica with you.” He laughed.

“I mean it. If you were going right now, I would choose to go with you,” said Margaret.

Preston held her by the arms and kissed her forehead. He looked into her eyes like he always did, and saying nothing else, simply embraced her, before walking her down the stairs and eventually outside. When she left, she looked around and caught a glimpse of Gloria, a woman her age who was married to William’s friend, Aldyne. She wondered if Gloria had noticed her, but by the way Gloria was busy, Margaret felt that she had not been seen.

A few days later, William stopped Margaret as she was heading out to see Preston. He eyed her up and down and pulled on her dress.

“Where are you going?” he asked, still inspecting her from head to toe. It was clear that he wanted something from her she was not wanting to give—not to him.

“Some fresh air will do me good,” she said.

“Is it he who is courting you?”

Margaret froze. “What?” she asked.

“Jest. Just jest. Come lie with me as my wife. You can walk later,” he said.

She tried to resist and pull away, but he was not taking no for an answer.

“You’re my wife. You need to start acting like it,” he said. “Besides, Aldyne convinced me I should take you with me.”

Margaret’s heart dropped.

“He is taking his wife, and the two of you can become good friends in the Americas,” he said.

Margaret was silently reeling from the news. “You said Aldyne convinced you?” she asked.

“Yes. You know Aldyne, my friend Aldyne Browne,” he said.

She looked past him, her eyes staring at the wall, dead like the spirit in her body. “It wasn’t his wife, Gloria?” she asked.

“What does it matter? You wanted to go. Now you can go,” he said.

Margaret’s skin turned white, as if all the life and blood running through her veins had disappeared. She felt numb, no longer having words to speak, nor the strength to resist her husband. She would no longer go for the walk that day, and Preston, who was expecting her to show, would know something—just not exactly what—had happened.

“He knows,” Margaret said, when she went to Preston’s the following day.

“It’s a coincidence,” Preston said. “I promise. He would not be so calm.”

“You don’t know him,” she said.

“I know men,” he replied. “What does it matter anyway? You’re not going. Let him think what he wants.”

Margaret stared at him, and her eyes—the ones into which he had stared and lost himself so many times—betrayed not only her guilt, but him—Preston. She shook her head. “He is my husband. I don’t have a choice,” she said.

Preston remained silent. He looked at her in a way that her own insecurities made her feel judged.

“He was your husband yesterday. You made a choice then too,” said Preston.

In her heart, Margaret knew he was right, and she wanted to say that the events of the day prior were under different circumstances. She wanted an excuse where the choice she made did not need any accountability.

“Go to your husband then,” said Preston.

“This does not change how I feel for you,” said Margaret.

“It changes everything,” he replied.

Margaret left and would return to see Preston the day before she was to board the ship to the Americas.

“I want to be the last person you ever love,” she said. “And I want you to be that for me.”

Before Preston could interject, she put her hand over his mouth.

“I have decided to stay,” she said.

They kissed as they had always, and made passionate love like they had always done. Only this time, it meant so much more to both. Before she left, she made him some tea. She carried it to him and brought it to his lips. Shortly after he drank it, he felt ill. He held his abdomen and looked in her direction.

“What did you do?” he asked.

She said nothing. She watched him stumble, first falling to his knees as he tried to grab on to his table.

“Margaret. Why?” he asked. His eyes were pleading.

He fell to the floor, and his breathing shortened, becoming shallower. It is then she approached him. He was on his back gasping for air, reaching for something in the sky, or someone. She buried her face in his chest until his weakening pulse beat no more. She closed his mouth, and shut his eyes, after which she kissed his face. A solitary tear streaked down her cheek.

“I won’t love anyone else. That is one promise I don’t ever intend to break. Goodbye, my sweet, beautiful Preston. May the river carry you to the sea.”

After a brief moment, she got up and headed towards the stairs that led outside.
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The Dead Speak

DOMINICA, 1802

In the near decade since Agnes’s hanging, my father and Malachai had grown accustomed to their new conditions, having a better understanding of the new ways of life and more fluency in their new language. As for the Blackwells, much tension had risen between Ambrose and his father. Their household was a raging fire in the days following Agnes’s death. William had put his hands around Ambrose’s neck and would not have stopped had Horace not intervened. He was so enraged at his son for so blatantly disobeying him that he picked up his shotgun from above the kitchen door frame and ordered him out of the house and to not ever return. Everyone had assembled outside, waiting for the outcome of the Blackwell men’s argument. So, when Ambrose was eventually put out, there was quiet jubilation in their hearts and on their lips. More so, firewood hundreds of kilometres away on a beach in Benin flickered, having caught a spark whose glistening could be seen from as far as this house of stars.

“I’m your son. Does her life mean more to you than mine?” Ambrose had asked. He had stood there in the darkness, his way lit only by the light of the oil lamps of those waiting outside. He was cursing at his father’s supposed lack of judgment.

“I’m your son,” he repeated, incredulity in his voice. “I’m your son.”

However, the raging fire was not limited to the Blackwell homestead. There was much malaise among creole settlers as news spread about slave rebellions in the Americas and on other island colonies, especially that of Saint-Domingue. News had reached that Napoleon had reinstated slavery in the French colonies, a decision which was met with violent eruptions. When my father accompanied William to the market square one day, Aldyne Browne, who was now a shopkeeper, advised William of the unrest.

“Be careful!” he said. “They’re killing their masters while they sleep. Hide your guns and your machetes. Mind your women and children. These rebellions are spreading. They will happen here too.”

William did not seem overly concerned. “It’s not like a fire that can’t be contained. They have no way of knowing what is happening on other islands,” he answered.

“No one taught the first cock to crow, William,” said Aldyne Browne.

William scoffed at the idea as nonsense and that any such uprising would be crushed by the crown. He suggested the French were weak and that was why they were forced to cede Dominica to England in 1763, and this weakness was the problem with Saint-Domingue, and it would be the trouble with Louisiana. He spoke in great detail about the British, that they had history, a strong monarchy, and great influence on the world.

“These conquered lands,” he said, “are for prosperity of both lands—Britain with wealth, the colonies with health.”

William entertained these conversations throughout his outing that day, my father close to him, his silent disposition keeping him out of sight. The small community of plantation owners thought they could control the information coming into Dominica, but the explosive violence on Saint-Domingue could not stay silent. As William and my father returned to the Blackwell property that afternoon, they were met with a peculiar request, from an even more peculiar visitor.

“Mr. Blackwell,” said the visitor, a man with a French accent. “Good afternoon. Your servants were most hospitable, allowing myself and my party water for our thirst and shade for our weary heads.” He made sign to his party, who were now seated under the tamarind tree.

William did not respond but waited to hear more from the visitor.

“Augustin Dubois,” said the man. “I’m from the community of Colihaut, and if you remember, it was not that long ago when several of my countrymen were killed by the crown because of an uprising.”

“How can I help you, Mr. Dubois?” asked William. Unlike the servants, William was curt and not quite as hospitable.

“I was hoping I could use some of your influence.”

William looked at him, an unmistakable expression of annoyance on his face. The man, sensing this, proceeded with his ask. “I’m one of a few French families who have been here since before the Colihaut uprising of 1795,” said the man.

“You’re one of those French traitors?” asked William.

“No, sir. My family did not partake in that rebellion. We accepted our fate in the Treaty of Paris and have chosen to remain here. The trouble is the Africans who were marooned in the mountains. They live as free men up there,” said the man.

William got off the carriage and ordered my father to put the day’s merchandise at the back of the main house. My father stepped down from the carriage and slowly organised the merchandise, hoping to hear more of the conversation before making trips to the back of the house.

“Escaped slaves have lived there for decades,” said William. “The only thing forcing the ones here to stay is fear of what will happen to their families.”

“We own the land where we live, given to us by our king,” said the man. “We live here, fish here, farm the land, but now these brutes come down from the mountains and destroy our livelihood. They raid us like we were sleeping ewe and they, Northmen, intent on getting their ewe.”

“What would you have me do, Mr. Dubois?” asked William.

The man hesitated, an air of incertitude in his voice and face. “If you can talk to your governor, I’m sure any party sent up there would not come down empty-handed. We need to put an end to those swift-footed barbarians,” said the man.

“I see,” said William, no longer interested in what Augustin Dubois had to say. He turned his attention to my father instead, directing him to make haste, while he himself removed a ledger from the seat of the carriage. He then turned his attention to Augustin once more. “Have a good afternoon, Monsieur Dubois. I pray you get back to your residence before nightfall.”

Augustin looked at him vengefully, knowing the reason he came to William for help was the same that he could not go to the governor himself, only to realise that William was no different than the governor. The British settlers tolerated the French who remained on the island after England regained Dominica as a colony, but they did not trust them, nor were they fond of them. This was especially the case for the French settlers in Colihaut, many of whom had joined ranks with the marooned Africans and Kalinago in their rebellion against the British.

“Your government tolerates us but couldn’t care less if we live or die. And right now, we’re dying. Our field hands are reduced in number everywhere. We can’t sustain a plantation without labour,” said Augustin.

“You’ll find no sympathy here,” said William.

My father slowly walked to the back of the house, carrying a bag of merchandise on his back, somewhat content that he had gotten sufficient information.

“We were not all part of the rebellion,” shouted Augustin, as if his shouts would force William to a stop, but the latter simply ignored him as he went about his business. “Mr. Blackwell!” Augustin shouted again. “It’s only a matter of time before they come for you. Don’t let your arrogance blind you.”

William ignored Augustin, who, along with his party of three, got back in their carriage and left. As the carriage was leaving, Augustin turned to look over at William and spat on the ground. If he was learned in spells, he would have cast one at that moment. He watched as William stood unmoved as the carriage disappeared beyond the driveway. And he should have listened to his friend, Aldyne Browne, and to the stranger, Augustin Dubois, for God’s bits of wood were still burning on a beach in the Bight of Biafra, and unbeknownst to him, he would lose so much more than he could have imagined before the following morning.
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Hilltop

DOMINICA, 1795

Not too far from the capital, the town of Colihaut sat at the bottom of the mountains and opened to the sea. Several rich French plantation families still lived there. Some British landowners, like William, were not too fond of these French folk from Colihaut. To them, they were all traitors to the crown. In truth, the war between these two was not solely fought in battle, but on these lands that they claimed and never belonged to them. And to these French families, although the Treaty of Paris forced France to twice cede Dominica to the British, they were a people who believed in their divine right to conquer. Losing was not in their blood. This was also a time when France was burning, and its people, continental or in the Indies, were caught in the scorching heat. The Colihaut uprising was just that—unhappy French settlers who were not done handling fire. From my house of stars, I saw every lit candle, every flame, every torch thrown against the rain. The world was on fire, and nothing could smother it.

“You don’t have to like me, Father, but there is truth to what I say,” said Ambrose. “There is talk of those Frenchmen arming their slaves to fight us.”

“To what end, Ambrose?” asked William. “The treaty was signed some twelve years ago. What do they have to gain?”

“And there was one signed twenty years before that, and they broke it. They don’t stop. And why should they, especially now that their country is in full revolution, taking the heads of their monarchs,” said Ambrose.

William showed no fear of the French rebelling again. He did not even care if they did. “We will crush them if they try. Of that, I am certain,” he said. “The French and their slaves will be crushed.”

A few weeks later, the rebellions started. William, always one to think of his legacy, sat at his desk and penned in his journal.


Dominica, March 1795

Colihaut is in the throes of it. We can smell the fire and gunpowder all the way in Roseau. I fear that the French have played foul with the natives and the African slaves, promising them freedom should they fight for them against us. I don’t believe this is solely a slave rebellion problem, but a more sinister French conundrum. Their country is in turmoil, and they choose to do the same here. What will happen though when they are crushed? Do we hang them, deport them, take their land? What of the slaves? Do we keep them or make examples of them? Do the French become spoils of war, and all that they have, including their women, become our soldiers’ for the taking? We cannot trust these Frenchmen. When caught, they will deny everything. They will simply say that it was all the maroons who came down the mountains. We must remember their motto of Liberty, Equality, and Fraternity. We must not be foolish enough to ignore this deep-seated belief that they hold. We know better, and we must hold steadfast. We cannot let these people poison us. Our plantations can ill afford another rebellion, especially when we know the instigators. Were it left to me, I would execute every last Frenchman old enough to hold a rifle.



A few days later, William sat to write again in his journal and reread his last entry. For reasons known only to him, he ripped out that entry and burned it over a candle. By the end of May of that year, his predictions turned out to be accurate, so much so that those who did not flee were hanged or sent back to France. The Africans, however, fled into the mountains, where they joined the maroons, the other runaway slaves. These maroons no longer lived under British or French law. They had their own. I would become one of them. And their home on the mountain—Hilltop—would become my home too.
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Three Moons

DOMINICA, 1802

As unimaginable as it is to believe, if we stand on the moon, we cannot see the stars. As close as we would be to them, we still could not see their brightness or the speed at which they fall. William was among those in Dominica who was standing on the moon—his moon—his arrogance a star in the darkness, his self-centeredness, another. When Augustin left, it took everything in him not to curse at William, his rage but a mouthful away. He was silently livid, and as he disappeared beyond the property gate, he slapped his hat into his palm. His company said nothing, their heads lowered, looking at their feet, though they felt Augustin’s rage.

“That fool will inherit all that is coming to him,” said Augustin.

Back on the Blackwell estate, William was also raging, feeling provoked by Augustin. The house was quiet, but for his words, sharp and bitter, like a mouthful of ground coffee beans. His distaste for the French was rooted far beyond the Colihaut rebellion.

“I would rather that fool inherit three moons of gunnery than I give him one single bullet,” said William. “He and his kind should have been expulsed from this land. I will never trust the French.”

He would eventually calm down and sit on his front balcony, facing the tamarind tree. He sat there for a while before calling on my father who was working nearby with Malachai. When my father approached, William told him to look at the tamarind tree.

“I swear sometimes I hear that tree crying,” said William. “So many have been whipped there. Do you ever hear it?”

My father, unsure how to respond, said, “Trees have souls. They cry too, Mr. William.” Before he was able to finish his thought, he had gotten an open-handed forehand across his face. He recoiled in stupor.

“There will be none of this African blasphemy. What will you tell me next, trees talk?”

My father stepped back as he apologised to William.

“I keep a ledger of all births, deaths, transgressions, when, where, how, and by whom. All transgressions suffer a consequence. Your blasphemy is a transgression. Maybe that tree should cry some more,” said William.

My father, feeling the threat of lashes across his back, again apologised and said that it would not happen again. He looked towards Malachai, with whom he had been working before being called on by William and caught not just his glare, but anger, an anger tethered to another moon, holding a militant transgression ready to explode.

“Such a beautiful tree,” said William, as he shooed my father away with his hand, my father’s presence having served its purpose. He made himself as small as possible as he went back to working with Malachai.

As for William, he sat there admiring the tree—his tree—one that had stood there for hundreds of years prior to him even coming to Dominica. And yes, trees do have souls. They carry spirits and voices and songs. They whisper, they shout, sometimes they laugh. But that tree has suffered the cries, pain, and tears of many men and women, mostly my countryfolk. That tree is indeed haunted, not by mere ghosts, but by something so much more powerful—the memory of their existence.

As my father left, Horace appeared from the other side of the house, mildly out of breath. William looked at him, waiting to hear what his son had to say. Horace climbed the short steps to the patio and dropped his panting self into a chair. He looked at his father, a big grin on his elongated face. He looked back towards the main door and shouted that water be brought out to him. William stayed silent, watching his son. It was one of those rare moments where his adoration of Horace was obvious to all. When the water came, Horace sent it back and asked for something stronger, something worthy of a celebration. He waited until a bottle of rum and two glasses were set on the patio table, at which point William could stay quiet no longer.

“If you’re going to interrupt my peace, at least say something,” said William.

“Aldyne Browne gave me permission to marry Charlotte,” said Horace, as he poured a drink of rum into a glass, which he handed to his father. He then poured one for himself. “We need to toast, Father.”

William put the glass down and stared at his son, who in turn stared back, confused.

“It’s a happy day, Father,” Horace said.

“Have I taught you nothing?” asked William. “Your house is to be in order before you take care of another man’s.”

Horace cocked his head in confusion.

“We talk these things out here first, before we do so with anyone else,” William said, his gaze as harsh as his tone.

Horace, taken aback, calmly stood up and drank his rum. He poured himself another before answering his father. “Did you talk to Mother about Agnes and Edith? Did you talk to Ambrose and me about our sister, the slave girl, the same one that your son was pining after, the same one he hanged because he was so ashamed? What about Helene and Pearl? Did you say anything to anyone about them?” Horace asked, slamming the glass back on the table.

William was incensed and could not believe his son’s lack of respect towards him. That behaviour would have been expected from Ambrose, but not from Horace. “Don’t you stand over me!” William said to his son, as he stood to meet Horace. “As long as I am head of this house, I don’t need to discuss anything with you. And leave your mother and Agnes out of this. As a matter of fact, your brother was not ashamed of anything. That boy has no shame. He is just wicked.”

Horace stood firm, although he was shaking in the way he stood up to his father. “I will marry Charlotte,” he said.

“And have Aldyne Browne as your father-in-law?” asked William.

Horace’s face sunk as he sighed with a shake of the head. “Aldyne and his family are our friends. He’s your friend. How can you say that about your friend?”

“Never respect a man who hates himself,” William said.

Horace did not even bother to ask for clarification on what his father was saying. He already knew that it was nonsense, and any wish to make sense of anything from his father’s mouth was a waste of his time. Nonetheless, William explained it anyway.

“If he respected himself, he would contribute to the building of our society, not hide from it. He would make purchases that would pay for themselves. But he is stuck and cannot see the forest for the trees. Always talking about justice as if we don’t give it enough. But that’s what you want,” he said.

“That’s who I am, Father. I don’t want any of this. Not the house, the cane, the pigs, the coffee, and certainly not the Africans. Who are we to own anyone?”

In their exchange, voices raised and their arms moved about expressively. From afar, one could say they were dancing. Around them, everyone tried their best to appear busy, although they listened intently.

“What have I not given you? I have given so much to make life easy for you and your brother, but you always need to do things your way, with your ideas of liberation and justice, as if these people need anything more than what we give them. They would cut your throat in your sleep. Remember what they did to your mother,” said William, as he sat back down.

Horace’s soul was gentler than that of his father and brother, something he seemingly inherited perhaps from the land, for it did not come from his blood. Hearing his father mention his mother’s name bothered him. He felt it necessary to defend her spirit, her body interred mere feet from the tamarind tree.

“Mother would be happy for me,” Horace said.

“You would do well to let me enjoy my view now,” William said, ignoring his son’s words.

He sat there and stared at the tamarind tree, or perhaps past it, at Margaret’s headstone. Horace, shaken and exasperated, stood there in silence until it was clear that William would no longer engage with him. William did not shoo his son away in the same way he had done to my father, but he dismissed him all the same.

“You don’t have to be a perfect man. You don’t even have to be a good one. But you could be happy for me,” said Horace, before he walked away.

When nightfall came, I sang in the darkness. I heard whispers of the evil of the night, no one wanting to say it too loudly, afraid it would fall on them. I sang particularly loudly near William’s bedroom, so he could hear and be reminded that he is a coward, afraid of the night and of the blowing wind. Awoken again, by his dream of being a stranded sailor, he shot up in the bed, only to now hear my song and the sound of the tamarind tree bristling in the wind. It was a gentle bristle, not one that would force any sleeping creature within to flee, but one with enough force to rattle the leaves. My father, now accustomed to the eerie sound of my song, knew something else would happen. He and Jeremiah were alone in their cabin, Malachai having not entered for the night. Jeremiah signalled with his hand of what he was hearing and pointed to the bunk where Malachai should be. The two men worried about the young Malachai, the elder making sign that somebody would be whipped in the morning. My father tried his best to dispel the sentiment, though in his bones, he felt that Jeremiah was right. And he was. It was at the Blackwell estate that the gates of hell were breached, the devil himself standing guard, another transgression to be added to William’s ledger.

In the darkness of the early morning, a ghastly scream pierced the silence. People poured into the courtyard to find Sonny, the overseer, tied to the tamarind tree. He had been beaten and whipped, his white skin falling off him like strips of pork. It was not his screams though that were heard, for his lungs were empty, his head slung backwards, his mouth agape, death having welcomed him. It was his wife, Eunice’s, who was tied on the ground next to him, bound at the hands and feet, the cloth used to gag her mouth having fallen, allowing her to finally scream. William arrived quickly, bursting through the front door, a rifle in hand. He looked around as if to examine the estate or find a culprit. There was silence until Eunice screamed again, at which point William ordered that Sonny be cut down. He barged back into the house.

“Horace! Horace!” he shouted, as he made his way through the house. “Horace!”

His screams were met with silence until several men—Africans—converged over him, muting his shouts.

“Where is the ledger?” asked Malachai, as he stepped into the light, showing his face to William.

William looked confused, the sight of this man-boy asking for his ledger, seemingly leading the other men.

“What good is it to you? You cannot read,” said William.

“You have me in chains. You have no idea what is good for me,” said Malachai and ordered William dragged outside.

All manner of order was broken. William could only think of Augustin Dubois and his words about the African rebellions. His eyes, again, scanned the lamplit darkness only to see the lifeless corpse of the overseer, his wife, Eunice, who knelt over him, crying that he might wake from this death. As he scanned more, he saw other settler men, sitting together as they were also bound, their wives and children forced together at one end of the compound, far from them.

In a sudden moment of panic, William’s eyes opened even wider, realising the gravity of the early morning.

“Horace,” he said softly, not having the lungs to shout for his son. “Horace,” he repeated, though only he could hear. And then, finding the strength to give life to his son’s name, he said it louder until he started to scream the name.

“Bring him!” shouted Malachai, as he made sign to a man standing in the doorway.

Horace was brought out, his face and clothing covered in blood, his hands tied in front of him. He was shoved to the ground next to his father. William looked at his son, but Horace was unrecognizable. His ears had been cut off, as was his nose and lips.

“This is not our way,” said Malachai, “but this is what you teach. I am a good learner—a very good one.” He spoke like the bravest of warriors, calm and wise, far beyond his young years. Then turning to the same men who had brought a butchered Horace out, he said, “Tie him to the tree.”

William started to plead with Malachai that Horace should be spared, that he had suffered enough, that he was kind and nothing like his brother, that he, William, should be whipped instead. Malachai ignored him and only spoke once Horace was tied to the tamarind tree. In all this, my father, Jeremiah, and the other Africans watched, their silence the approval that neither Malachai nor his band asked for.

“Look at the moon, William. If you think that tree has seen so much, can you imagine what the moon has seen?” asked Malachai. “The moon saw me taken from my land. Did you see that, William? Did the tree?”

William shook his head and continued to plead that Horace should be let go, that he not be whipped like others before him.

“I will not whip your son, William,” said Malachai, throwing the whip over to him.

William picked it up, realising it was he who would be whipping his son. He stood, his expression resisting any enthusiasm. Around him, all was quiet, the moon upon which he stood nothing but a desolate rock. The loud crashing of a whip at his feet brought him back to what he had to do.

“You will give him as many lashes as have been noted in your ledger,” said Malachai, who sent another lash crashing at William’s feet. William was shaking his head, lifting one hand as if to question what he was asked, but before the words came out of his mouth, Malachai said, “You don’t need the exact number. We all know there are too many to count,” and sent another lash at William’s feet.

Horace tried to speak, but his words were not comprehensible.

“I’m sorry, son,” said William, as he struck the first blow. “Please forgive me.”

The whip crashed against Horace’s torso. William used force that no one expected he would use on his child. After twenty lashes, he looked at Malachai and found no sympathy, just a deep, hard, vengeful warrior stare, full of hate. So, he continued to whip his child, until his arm was too tired and weak to raise above his head, his clothing drenched in sweat. Horace had stopped breathing several lashes before his father was done.

William cried the sort of cry that evoked guttural sounds from the depths of a man’s chest. It was a cry of pain and regret, of resentment, and for mercy. He would walk over and cut down the body of his dead child from the tamarind tree and lay over the boy’s body and cry some more. And just when he thought it could not get any worse, as unforgiving tears of sadness poured from his face, a skeletal corpse, Margaret’s exhumed body, decayed and in her burial clothing, was thrown at his feet.

“No one will get peace until we’re free. Not even your dead,” said Malachai.
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Maybe We Were Stars

DOMINICA, 1803

The history of mankind is littered not just with brutality, but its record of it. In Dahomey, that record was passed on traditionally by the elders, safekeeping our traditions and histories. Here, these men have memories like that of waterfowl. They remember only what they write down in their books. Sometimes, even those memories are not recorded accurately. It had been a few days since the rebellion on the Blackwell estate, and every slave, able-bodied or not, was brought to freedom in the Morne Diablotins mountain over Colihaut. Twenty-nine men, women, and children walked to freedom to live among the maroons and the Kalinago. William Blackwell was left to rebury his wife and to inter Horace and the other settler men killed in the rebellion.

Malachai had wanted to set the compound on fire but was convinced not to, as a raging fire in the dark would ring alarm bells and hinder their passage to safety. He was barely sixteen years old, but he was twice the size of most men, muscle-bound and tall. He sat by a fire next to my father one day and expressed his sentiments about Dominica.

“We’re here for a reason, Ivan,” he said. “We were not brought here to farm for these white-skin devils.”

My father, who was cleaning his teeth by chewing on the end of a thin guava tree branch, looked at him and spit.

“We belong in our own country. I’m not here for any reason other than these greedy monsters who took me, took us, from our home,” said my father. “And it sounds like there are other islands like this one with people like them and us. I think everywhere is burning. Am I now supposed to free everybody in Dominica?”

“Brother,” said Malachai, “this is what these people did for us. This is what we must do for others.”

My father was about to respond when others joined them, both African and Kalinago. Instead of pressing on with the conversation, my father pointed to the ledger. “You should burn that book,” he said. “Burn their history so they don’t remember it.”

“No,” said Malachai. “This is why we need to free our people and burn down all that they have. I will go back there, and I will burn it all down.”

Everyone around the fire told him it was a foolish idea, that they had already escaped to freedom, and now he would be risking his life for a pittance. He would not hear it though.

“What is in the book?” asked Dosil, a Kalinago man.

“It belonged to William Blackwell. He wrote down every African he bought and sold, every time he had a man whipped, the reason for the whipping, the number of lashes, if they were hanged, beat up, ears or nose cut, butchered. Everything is in here,” said Malachai.

“He had to write it down to remember how much he hates another man,” said Dosil, shaking his head. “I guess there is nothing good about Africans in there, huh?”

Malachai looked at him and shook his head, raising his shoulders.

“My daughter can tell you,” he said, realising that Malachai could not read. “The daughter of the French woman her mother used to tend to taught her to read French before we had to move up here. Then she taught herself to read English. My Kalinago daughter can speak both of their tongues, but they could not speak hers. I will get her.”

He left, leaving everyone around the fire in anxious anticipation. My father got closer to Malachai and put a hand on his thigh. “We don’t have to get the details. We have seen with our own eyes and suffered with our backs the brutality of this place. We’re safe here, among this people—our people. Don’t be blinded by revenge that is not even yours to take,” said my father.

Malachai grabbed my father’s hand from his leg and sternly slapped it onto my father’s own leg. “This is not about vengeance. This is our dignity—our pride,” he answered.

Just then, Dosil returned with his daughter, Mary. She resembled her father in the way she was slight, the dark flow of her hair, her moderately slanted eyes, dark and deep, telling of her brightness and curiosity. She greeted the men. My father stood up, giving her his seat on the bench next to Malachai. He would move and stand directly across from her, and there, as she sat, he watched her. I felt that he had seen her before, in another life perhaps, for her light attracted him and so did his to her. I was certain that she was the one. Mary, daughter of Dosil, the Kalinago girl from Wai’tukubuli, would deliver my Ogbanje spirit one last time.

She opened the book and carefully caressed the words with her index finger. “He started this in England,” she said, pointing to a date and location written at the top of the first page. “See? September 17, 1773, London, England.”

She explained the ships that carried my father and ilk from Africa did not start from there, that they came out of England, or France, collected slaves in Africa, and brought them to Dominica. When the ships left Dominica, they went back to England or France with sugar and coffee. All this she knew from her French friend.

“What does it say?” asked Malachai. “I want to know everything.” He was impatient, imploring her to read more. She acquiesced, slowly making out William Blackwell’s words, hanging on to the strings and curls of his cursive penmanship.


The governor has tasked me to lead in the building of community on this island of Dominica. The hateful French have lost the war, and the Treaty of Paris has ceded the island to His Highness, the Royal Majesty King George III. It is with great honour that I undertake what has been asked of me. His highness has blessed me with great generosity so I can build a home for Margaret and me, and our future family. I pray to our divine Lord for safe passage and for safety among the savage Indians there and the Africans.



She read it slowly enough that everyone around the fire heard her clearly. Most frowned and said that the book should be thrown in the fire.

“These people came to our lands,” said Dosil. “They put us in chains and treat us like animals, but we are the savages?”

It was not the first time the men had heard the term used in reference to them. But something about it being on paper, recorded in perpetuity, offended them.

“Burn it!” another man said. “We should burn down their houses.”

My father was quick to intervene, again calling for everyone to remain calm. “Brothers, we are here. Our women are here. So are our children. And we’re safe. The English won’t come up here because they don’t know the terrain. But down there, we don’t know what’s waiting for us. What we left behind is behind us. If they catch any of us, they will make an example of us and put our heads on a stake,” he said.

Mary read the following entry.


March 28, 1774, at sea

We have been at sea for twenty-two days. No land in sight, we saw a passing ship in the distance two days ago. Margaret has been ill with sea sickness and spends most of her time when not nauseated lying down in our sleeping quarters. Fourteen more days of sailing and we should reach our destination. My good friend Aldyne Browne and his wife are also on board, as is Mr. Forrester with his wife and children. I was glad to receive from his Majesty, a blade for my travels. It was a gift to His Majesty from traders who had visited the Americas. The handle is wooden with four stars on one side, four crescent moons on the other. The blade is the length of my forearm, slightly curved, a teepee and a man along one side and a teepee and a woman on the other. The detail is elaborate yet keenly primitive. I keep the blade sheathed in its cowhide leather, tethered to my chest, not trusting anyone not to part it from me.



As she finished reading, Mary’s mother called out to her. She closed the book and returned it to Malachai before stepping away from the group.

“I will get the knife. I will go and find him in the darkness. He won’t even know I had been there,” Malachai said.

My father simply shook his head, knowing there was nothing he could say to change Malachai’s mind. He woke up the following morning, thinking first to check if Malachai was still there and not disappeared in search of the knife. The mountain air was crisp. Small tufts of smoke filled it as people were boiling water for their coffee and tea, cooked eggs, and baked small breads. Malachai was nowhere in sight. My father checked all the places he felt he could be, even the stream that ran down towards the river. In his spirit, he believed he would not see Malachai again.

“Go in peace, little brother,” he said, as he turned around to head back to camp. “Go in peace. May the ancestors and the stars guide you, even if it is in the afterlife.”

When he returned to the camp, he found Mary sitting on a bench, the black ledger in hand. He approached her quickly and asked if Malachai was around, but she only shook her head.

“Did he give this to you?” my father asked.

“He must have entered the cabin while I slept and laid it next to my head. No one heard a sound, not even my father,” said Mary.

My father breathed a great sigh and was starting to leave when Mary grasped his hand.

“I’ve known you before,” she said. “Not in this life, though.”

He stopped and not altogether taken by what she had said, for he felt it too.

“Maybe we were stars,” he said, “or perhaps just full like the moon.”

“No, there is no strangeness with you, only warmth and belonging. I felt it the very first day your group arrived, even before you showed your faces. I knew even then,” she said.

My father felt what Mary said, but he did not know for sure what he felt. He was wrong about the stars, but several generations prior, they were man and wife, a Kalinago couple, two lovers bound by the seer, who had three boys and were told to expect a daughter. She feels it, not because I will it, but in the strangeness of time, there is always a magnet, be it love or hope, sadness, despair. It is a rope that binds us to one another. Like the tragedies that forever link us, it is so much more powerful than what we can reason. My own stars have aligned. I felt I would finally have my earthly body.

Several days passed with no word from Malachai. The entire group felt he had met a tragic fate at the hands of the British. My father and Jeremiah knew him best, and though they had no concrete evidence of his death, there was an uneasiness in their spirit. To make matters worse, Mary came by with the ledger and read them a diary entry.


November 27, 1794, Roseau, Dominica

Agnes died today at the hands of Ambrose. The good Lord finally decided to punish me for coveting another who was not my wife. And now I mourn that woman’s daughter—my daughter. Edith was so gentle with me, her blackness relevant only for moments, like when I was her master and not her lover. She never refused me or cared that I was wedded. My only regret is the knife I put in her heart. And now, it’s her daughter. Poor Agnes. I vowed to protect her from the grasps of unkept men and slave traders. She was safe here. Now, when the wind blows, it is her mother who haunts me. Her once kind spirit turned sour. I loathe Ambrose’s action, but I cannot hate him. It is my fault that she is dead, my fault that he felt humiliated. Like father, like son, he the daughter and I her bearer, he a noose, I, my most prized possession, my idolatrous and indeterminable knife. We will bury Agnes as we buried her mother, and they will forget, but not I. I shall always remember this pain now that I must relive it. Perhaps this is the nightmare I have dreamed so much, my bare hands drowning my child in the river.



Jeremiah and I looked at each other. Jeremiah was enraged. He pointed to the foot of the mountain and made sign that William had killed Edith, Agnes’s mother. He signalled by pretending to eat and then holding his throat and closing his eyes, his way of indicating that Edith had poisoned Margaret.

“Malachai was right,” said my father. “We cannot burn this book. I have to go back down, even if it means I don’t come back.”

Jeremiah nodded, pointing at himself and making sign of going down with the same index.

“I shouldn’t have let him go alone. We came here together. I pray he’s still alive. We’ll leave at first light tomorrow,” he said to Jeremiah, who nodded in agreement.
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Like the Moon

1493, WAI’TUKUBULI

Sometimes we meet people for the first time, and we remember them as if they were long lost kin. It is not in their faces or smiles, their hair texture, skin, or complexion. Rather, it is in the closeness of how they are, how they make us feel, the richness of their silence. Mary and my father were strangers in this life, but in another, several generations before, they were so much more. They had occupied the same space, breathed the same air, lived the same life. Their eyes had long observed each other, longing for the breath in each other’s lungs, searching their dreams for a repressed discovery, unearthing smiles and haughty laughter, speech from each other’s lips. Their hands had long held one another, their fingertips always last to say goodbye. There was memory between them, and this life was just another. They lived on Wai’tukubuli, in a sea village on the northern coast of the island. They were Kalinago and peaceful. The greatest threat to their lives were the Taino who moved from what would eventually be known as the Greater Antilles to the Lesser.

That time ago, she, Anacaona, was swimming in the river with her twin brother, Amaru. They were nearing twenty years of age and as close to each other as the river was cold. The inexplicable happened: Amaru went under the surface and did not return. When she did find him, his body had drifted downriver and gotten stuck between some boulders. She screamed for help, and no one came, except for Obuto. He was walking along the banks when he heard the screams. As he rushed in to help, Anacaona, despair on her face, screamed even more.

“Obuto,” she cried out. “Obuto, please help. Please bring him back. I think he’s dead. He’s dead.”

Obuto lifted Amaru’s head from the water and passed his hand over the young man’s face. It had turned blue, his hair sticking to his forehead and temple. He carried him to the riverbank and laid him down. He pressed on Amaru’s stomach a few times and turned him over on his side, at which point Amaru spit up water and coughed, taking in a deep breath, life coming back to him.

“Thank you, Obuto,” said Anacaona. “Thank you. I owe you a debt that could never be paid. What is the value of one’s life?”

Obuto looked at her and then at Amaru. He turned towards the river and then the trees, then pointed towards the sky. “If I wasn’t meant to be here, I would not have been. The ancestors know what they’re doing.”

He did not dismiss her, but he made her understand that he was a mere instrument. “Your brother needs rest,” he said, as he lifted Amaru over his shoulder and carried him back to the village.

The villagers were happy that Amaru had been saved from drowning. They laid him in his hut, his mother and sister looking over him. His father, Jala, joined Obuto near where they were smoking flying fish.

“I don’t have words for you, my friend, not any that will do you any good. But thank you for saving my son,” said Jala.

Obuto remained silent as he took in his friend’s words. They had known each other since they, themselves, were children. And now, Obuto was chief. He was a fierce warrior and defended his kin and his clan with his blood.

“You and I sat on the edge of the cliff not too long ago and saw the boat with its giant sails pass by us in the distance. We saw them row their small boat onto our shore. They were strange men. They hunted more pigs than they needed, leaving some on the beach to rot. From that alone, we knew they were not good men,” said Obuto.

“And they smelled,” said Jala.

“Yes, they did. But I fear we will be smelling more of them.”

The two men looked at the drying fish, the smoke pervading the space between them. Their conversation was not about fish or white men in boats with massive sails.

“What would happen if one day we woke up and no longer had our language?” asked Obuto.

“Why do you always ask such things, my friend?”

“If one day, you could no longer speak Karifuna, what would you do? If you could only call your daughter by the meaning of her name and not the name itself?”

“I would call her Golden Flower, for that is her name. I don’t understand what it is you mean, my friend,” said Jala. “Could I still think in my language? Would it matter? Would what I mean change? Would these fish still not be fish?”

He picked up a fish from the smokestack and rubbed it with his thumb, taking some of the flesh off it, and put it in his mouth. “Would this fish not taste good?” he asked, taking off more flesh and eating that too, throwing an entire fish at Obuto.

The men laughed, and ate, until Anacaona came outside to look after the fish. She was quiet and said nothing. She turned the fish over before heading back inside. The two men got serious again.

“The seer wants my Nayi to name his first daughter Kamaria,” said Obuto.

“What kind of name is that?” asked Jala.

“It’s from a far land, farther than where these white men come. It means ‘like the moon,’” said Obuto.

“Like the moon. Don’t we have that in our language? Is this why you asked me all that? Are we going to speak this new language now?” asked Jala.

“You were never the sharpest,” said Obuto.

Jala paused to reflect at Obuto’s words but said nothing.

“The seer wants my son, Nayi, to marry Anacaona, your daughter, and that their first daughter be named Kamaria,” said Obuto.

Jala’s face turned serious again. “Is your son ready for a wife?” he asked.

“Since when do we question the seer? I am your chief, yet I say this to you as a friend,” said Obuto.

Jala looked at his friend deadpan. “I will never argue with the seer. But what do I tell my daughter?” asked Jala.

“We can tell them together, after the harvest feast in two days. That will give you time to tell your wife.”

Jala looked at him as if they were not in the same situation. “My wife knows. She knows everything. I’m a chief in title only.”

When the feast of the harvest came, they sang, danced, and ate. Obuto’s role as chief meant he would preside over the ceremonies. He was their leader in the way that he was a warrior and spiritual elder, their connection to the seer and the afterlife. Their ceremony was on the beach, where a raging fire rose before them. They danced, their drumming rising with the flames. Then little by little, villagers took burning wood from the fire and tossed it in the water.

“We must always remember that the greatest might always has a weakness,” said Obuto.

He stood before them, encouraging young and old alike to partake in the redistribution of the fire.

“If we want peace, let us remember that greatness means we acknowledge our weakness,” he continued.

His son, Nayi, took wood from the fire and threw it in the ocean. As Nayi walked back, his mother grabbed him, led him to a place in front of the fire, and sat him down.

“We see the volcanoes, and we know their power. We have seen the wind and felt her power too. The sea is calm today but tomorrow she may not be. We give thanks to the elements for allowing us to grow crops and feed our children,” said Obuto.

When Anacaona took wood from the fire and threw it in the water, her mother took her hand and led her near the fire, where she sat next to Nayi.

“Most of all, our greatest strength is our seer. But she is weak without us. It is through us she has strength. It is our collective efforts that give her the strength she needs.”

As the fire became smaller, he approached Anacaona and Nayi, then made sign for his wife to approach, as well as Jala and his wife. The seer then, seemingly from nowhere, approached from the direction of the ocean, holding a wet piece of wood which she threw unto the fire. The fire cackled and popped, embers shooting from it. She then extended her hands to Anacaona and Nayi and walked them to the ocean. They walked in until the water was over their heads and then walked back, the two young ones each carrying wood that they in turn placed in the fire. The fire again popped, but continued to burn, taking the wood into its fold. The seer did not return with the two. In fact, she was not seen again that night.

Obuto reached in and grabbed Anacaona’s and Nayi’s hands and stood between them. At first, they faced the fire and then turned to face the other villagers.

“Our great Queen Mother has asked that our son, Nayi, and our daughter, Anacaona, be joined this night, under these stars and full moon. When they wake tomorrow, they will do so as one, and when they bring forth new life, they will bring for all of us,” said Obuto.

The crowd cheered on and reached out to the new couple, whose reactions were altogether muted. Surprised at their new engagement, they smiled and held hands. The fire behind them had been rebuilt again and burned brightly. In time, the crowd dispersed, the villagers headed back to their homes. The new couple was left to tend to the fire.

“Your brother did not look happy tonight,” said Nayi.

“If you had a brother, you would understand,” said Anacaona.

Nayi did not reply; instead he walked to the ocean with a woven basket, filled it with water, and returned to the fire.

“How many trips do you think I will have to make before the fire is out?” he asked, after he poured the water onto the fire.

“One should be enough,” she said.

He looked at her, clearly seeing the fire still burning. She looked back at him, and then digging her hands in the sand, threw it on the fire. She did this several times until only smoke was left. Nayi smiled, and she did too. They sat by the water and talked about what it meant to not only be a couple, but to be bound as one by the seer. In their young lives, they had only seen her once before, years ago, when Obuto became Kalinago chief. Since then, the seer was more of a legend, a sort of mythical creature that was heard of but never seen.

“Something about this moon doesn’t feel right,” said Anacaona.

Nayi looked up and then turned back to her. “My father says that we see the moon in ourselves. Whatever we see is a reflection of us,” he said.

She paused to consider his words. “What do you see?” she asked him.

Nayi glanced at the moon and then let his gaze land on her face. He was serious in his answer, the moonlight falling on his lips. “When I look at the moon, I see you. You’re beautiful. You’re full, bright, giver of so much light. Yet, you’re over there somewhere, maybe still playing in the river with your brother, catching crayfish and disturbing snakes. You’re like her. That’s what I see,” he said.

When they got back to the village, they went into Nayi’s hut. And for years after, they lived as a couple. They had three boys, each strong and boisterous, with warrior hearts. Then when they did not think they would have another, they had a girl. It was then that Obuto, now old and no longer strong on his feet, told them what the seer had said. They remembered the night, when they talked about the moon and its reflection, when Anacaona thought it did not feel entirely right, and Nayi felt it like her. They both remembered “like the moon” and so named their daughter Kamaria, a strange name from a distant land that neither had ever seen.

Not long after, Obuto passed to another world, and Amaru became chief and started spending long hours with the seer. Nayi adored his daughter. He taught her the ways of the Kalinago, to hunt and fish, to clean game before eating, to smoke fish, the different herbs, healing and poisonous. The two loved to swim. They played in the river as if they were of it, until one day, the same fate that befell Amaru befell Nayi. He lost his breath in the water and drowned. Kamaria tried to save him, but there was nothing she could do. It was her uncle Amaru, the new chief, who came and retrieved her father’s body from the water.

When his corpse was brought back to the village, his sons were tearful, as was his wife. They rubbed ash on his body, preparing to send him to the next world. It is then the seer appeared again and took Kamaria by the hand and led her away. Anacaona did not see her daughter for several weeks. She buried her husband and grieved both him and the girl. Then one night, as she lay her head to sleep, a figure on small feet entered her hut, knelt next to her and wrapped its hands around her face. She opened her eyes to see her daughter, but though her daughter’s face was the same, her skin had changed. She was now a deep, dark blue. Her skin felt like silk against her mother’s face, glowing in the light like sand made of diamonds.

“I am the seer now,” said Kamaria.

Her mother got on her knees and bowed at her daughter’s feet. “Queen Mother, I see you. Queen Mother, I am grateful,” she said.

Kamaria lifted her mother’s head and passed her finger under her teary eyes. She brought the finger to her own lips and tasted it.

“This is not the first life in which we have met, and it will not be the last. You will see your husband again. He will come from another land and have skin like mine. We will all meet again at a tree that is not here, but in another life. We are all queens, Mother, for we mother queens.”

Kamaria left and her mother followed her as far as the river, where she, watching her daughter disappear in the bush, fell on her knees and wailed, the moon glowing particularly bright.
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Jeremiah’s Song

DOMINICA, 1803

Day had hardly broken when my father, Jeremiah, and Oscar, another maroon, made their way down the mountain. As they approached the bottom, the coolness offered by the massive trees and ferns was starting to dissipate, and the smell of incoming rain was in the air. Even the way the trees and tall grass swayed, how they seemed to shiver like children after playing in water too long, faded. The men were careful, anticipating soldiers would be patrolling the clearing, the entrance of the woods even. Though no match for Oscar’s expertise of the rugged mountain terrain, having made countless trips back and forth, knowing the town well, including safe slave cabins for refuge, the soldiers’ rifles and their appetite for revenge or what they deemed justice was unrivalled. Any maroon bold enough to show their face would be apprehended and, in all certainty, killed. Their desire to find Malachai and bring him home could not be stronger than their own wish to return to camp. They were three men, my father and Oscar, both young and strong, and Jeremiah, much older, yet revered by the other two, his age proving his resilience, each day nearing death, and for each day air entered his lungs, he took a stand against the grave. Jeremiah’s age was never a concern to Oscar and my father. If anything, it was what they needed the most.

They waited until nightfall when the soldiers left the woods. From where they hid, they saw them leave one by one, traverse the tall grass at the foot of the mountains, and disappear into the town of Colihaut. The three men moved diligently and in silence, their shadows like shallow breaths. They knocked on a cabin door and were swiftly let in.

“Brothers,” said a man. It was firm but quiet. “This is much too soon. The governor and his troops showed up here and rounded us all up, but you were right, Oscar. Since none of us ran away with you, they had no reason to suspect we were involved. But the danger is not over. They’re sending soldiers up the mountain.”

Oscar shook his head, a wily smile on his face. “Those soldiers don’t go too far up,” said Oscar. “We saw them. If we had rifles, we could take this entire land back.”

“Did you see Malachai?” asked my father. “He came back. It has been several days and no word from him. He’s gone back to the estate,” said my father.

“That boy is a bullhead,” said Oscar. “True Fon clan for sure. It’s in his blood.”

“That is not a boy. That is a lion in a young man’s skin,” said the man. “Look at my face. Look at my hands. Look at what the sun has done to me. In all my life, I have not seen or felt such bravery. I am not afraid for this boy. Even he is not afraid for himself. Malachai cannot be human. That boy is a ghost.”

“You saw him?” asked my father.

“No, but everybody heard about what he did to William. Everybody in town is talking about it,” he said.

My father, Oscar, and Jeremiah looked on, impatient, waiting to hear the words about Malachai come out of their friend’s mouth.

“The day we should have burned the house down and cut William’s throat, the same day William whipped his own boy to death, the very day he buried his son and reburied his wife. This morning, I accompanied Augustin to Roseau to pay his respects to William and found them burying Horace and the mother again. Malachai had dug them up and sat each one in a chair on William’s front porch.”

Jeremiah’s and my father’s eyes opened wide, their mouths agape.

“How do you know it was him?” asked my father.

“He left Horace’s satchel over the corpse’s shoulder,” said the man. “And William was cursing the earth about a knife kept around his chest and how it was taken. He said that only the devil could have pried it from him, the same way they took his book.”

“So, he’s alive,” said my father.

“And he got the knife. How the hell did he get the knife?” asked Oscar.

“If it wasn’t him, it must have been his ghost. It was so strange to see that place. Only women and their children. No man left on that estate, except for the old man and Ambrose, who came back,” said the man.

The three men thanked their friend, and as they were about to leave, thunder broke as lightning struck, and the rain fell.

“The ancestors are protecting us,” said Oscar. “This rain is full of mercy.”

The three covertly made it to the ocean and rowed their way back to Roseau. I wanted to sing for them, but doing so would betray their stealth. Instead, I gave voice to Jeremiah. I came over him and filled him with the words he wanted to say, all the praises he wished to have, all the emotions he wished to arrange in a parlay. The rain beat down on them, but they held steadfast, buoyed by Jeremiah, who, though void of tongue, sang for his party of three. It was a song they had learned over the years in bondage, and though the words did not take form coming out of Jeremiah’s mouth, the melody was clear:


Be thou my wisdom, and thou my true Word

I ever with thee and thou with me, Lord

Thou my great Father, I thy dear child

Thou in me dwelling, with thee reconciled.



These men taken in the name of a god, their hearts were now singing for that same god in their act of rebellion. What type of deity must this be? What kind of people would pledge fealty to such a god? They must be one and the same. The god of these lands, of these white people, of this abomination of bondage must be like the people themselves. They must be in each other’s image, for they are of war, of hatred, and the lowest caste of men. Jeremiah sang until they reached shore, at which point they hid their boat on the water and made their way towards the Blackwell estate. His song had carried them through the night. He would sing again before night fell one more time, and this time I would join him.

As they approached the estate, Oscar led them to a detour where he, Malachai, and other maroons had gathered in clandestine preparation of their rebellion. It was a cave, hidden at the mouth of a tree, and unless one ventured in, it looked like forest brush.

“No peace for the dead,” Oscar said, as he entered the cave slowly. His voice was apprehensive and soft, almost like a whisper.

“No peace until we are free,” another voice responded. It was Malachai, who welcomed each one in an embrace.

“I knew you would come,” said Malachai to my father.

“You are brave and strong,” said my father. “Your youth is your only weakness. That is why I am here, so you can grow older than Jeremiah.”

The men laughed as they found a place to sit and rest.

“I want you to grow old too, Ivan,” said Malachai. “I think you and Mary should grow old together.”

My father smirked and only answered after Oscar said that my father’s silence was a telling sign that Malachai was right.

“I do not have a wife,” said my father. “I cannot talk about life with a wife.”

“You do not know death either, but you speak of it,” said Malachai.

“The ghost that is a lion speaks the truth,” said Oscar, and they all laughed, except for my father who, still smirking, shook his head.

Malachai’s face in the dimly lit space looked unto my father with much admiration. “I did not have a plan, but I knew you would come. Thank you, my brother,” he said to my father.

Malachai sat there, a tree within a tree, his face round and dark, glowing in the flicker of the candle’s light. “Thank you to all of you. Is your plan to rest here and return at nightfall?” he asked.

Before anyone answered, dogs could be heard barking in the distance. The men quickly put out the candle and stayed quiet, trying to decipher whether the dogs were approaching.

“If they come closer, they’ll catch us,” said Oscar.

“They can try,” said Malachai, brandishing William’s knife.

“A knife will not stop bullets,” said Oscar.

Just then, Jeremiah stood, looked each of the men in their face, grabbing them by the arms, placing his hand on their shoulder. They were confused at first but quickly sensed what he was doing. They tried to keep him from leaving, but with the strength I poured into him, he pulled away from them and walked out of the cave. The dogs grew louder until men’s voices were heard in the distance, shouting instructions to the dogs, who, at some point converged in rabid unison in the early morning darkness. Jeremiah was apprehended, bound, and dragged back to the compound. Once a loyal servant to William Blackwell, he was now a prisoner who would be castigated in the most horrific of ways, his fate tied to the darkness of the night.

“We must help him,” said Malachai, but the other men knew better. He played his part, the same way he sang his song, in the exact manner he brought my father and Malachai from Market Square that first day, the same way he taught them about the pigs, and how he took lashes for the old cripple. He started singing again, the same song he sang on the water.


Be thou my wisdom, and thou my true Word

I ever with thee and thou with me, Lord

Thou my great Father, I thy dear child

Thou in me dwelling, with thee reconciled.



Malachai was ready to act.

“He’s done this for us. We must go back to the boat,” said Oscar. “We cannot stay here until nightfall.”

Malachai was insistent that something be done.

“Jeremiah has no tongue. There’s no amount of cruelty that can make him talk. If they catch you or any one of us, there is no saying how strong our will,” said Oscar. “We must leave now.”

Malachai was hesitant but followed Oscar and my father out of the cave, the three sliding through the darkness like shadows until they reached the water. They were on their boat when I sang, and this time for Jeremiah. It was also a signal to them that their friend was dead. I watched him, noose around his neck from the tamarind tree. He opened his mouth to sing again, and though the words did not come, the song was apparent.


Amazing grace! how sweet the sound

That saved a wretch like me!

I once was lost, but now am found

Was blind, but now I see.



I joined him in my own song and felt the fear and cowardice of the Blackwell men and that of the patrollers. The dogs were howling, cowering, looking for cover, their tails between their legs. William appeared to think twice about hanging Jeremiah. He felt a malevolence surging through Jeremiah’s voice. At first, he started to back off, but something pulled him in, something he could not explain. He looked into Jeremiah’s eyes, and for a moment, the singing stopped. Jeremiah mumbled something and William, though he did not understand, felt the words in his soul. I started to sing again, and Jeremiah shouted the words again and again. No one understood, but I heard him. I heard the pain. I heard it as if it were a curse.

“Woe unto him that useth thy neighbour’s service without wage.”

William, still struck by the tone of Jeremiah’s voice, remained frozen in place, but Ambrose, irritated at the rain, the wind, Jeremiah’s grotesque singing, and my piercing cry in his ear, kicked away the bench from under Jeremiah’s feet, forcing him to swing as the air was cut from his body.

When the men arrived at Hilltop, sorrowful from Jeremiah’s demise, tired in their bones from a journey much too risky and arduous, they could do nothing but slump in a cabin and close their eyes. My father awoke the next day, Mary poking at him. He was startled to see her there.

“You are having a bad dream,” she said. “We can all hear you in your sleep.”

He lay his head back down and sighed.

“What is an Ogbanje?” Mary asked.

My father was confused.

“Where did you hear that?” he asked.

“You kept saying it, that the Ogbanje has come for you,” she said.

My father, still half asleep, was now not only confused, but surprised to hear talk of an Ogbanje.

“Come. Let’s go to the river. We will wash away the evil dream,” she said.

It was there, in the river—the White River—in the morning mist and cold water, that more than his evil dreams were washed away. He saw the woman in Mary. They stood waist deep in the water, where she, cupping both hands, scooped water and poured it over his head. She did this a few times before she started to wash his torso. Her hands moved in a circular motion, one clockwise and the other in the opposite direction. She then grabbed each arm, pulling on them at the fingertips, and washed them too. He stood there, motionless like a doll, swaying ever so slightly with every pull. The cold water did not bother him. She gave him a soft twig-like vine to chew before moving to the back of him where she washed his back the same way she had his chest.

“There’s evil in my mouth too?” he asked.

“Just chew it,” she said.

When she reappeared in front of him, she herself was wet, having submerged herself in the water. Her straight black hair was sticking to her face, her breasts full and noticeable under her wet clothes. He was surprised to see her so drenched and looked at her in awe while his face simultaneously expressed much distaste for the green vine in his mouth.

“You can spit it out,” she said. There was playful laughter in her voice.

And before he realised it, she had pushed him in the water. As he got back to his feet, he spat out the vine and green juice and washed out his mouth. He spat several times, repeating how disgusting the vine was.

“It is good for your teeth. Your gums will never be sore or bleed,” she said, as she ventured farther into the deeper water.

He was not sure what to make of her and gave her a look questioning where she was going, at which point she splashed him. He replied in kind and the two played like adolescents with unreserved inhibition. When they were finally close enough to each other and their feet still touched the bottom, my father took Mary by both arms and drew her into him. He looked in her eyes and realised that unlike him, the Kalinago woman in his arms was born of the Morne Diablotins mountain and the water of the White River, and she belonged to the land. He was brought there against his will. His own mountain was several weeks journey over the ocean, his river now only a part of his memory. But now, he could be part of this new land, and like Malachai had said, find a wife in Mary. He had his own will again—or so he thought. He kissed her. She wrapped her hands around his neck and there they stood in silence, their embrace tight, having for a short while disturbed the quiet of the morning.

Mary took my father’s hands, locked fingers, and they both watched as two dragonflies skirted the water, barely touching the surface, before flying up again. They observed until one landed on the other, their wings moving faster than that of a hummingbird, peacefully static, only to swing effortlessly to another spot over the river. Mary and my father smiled at each other, the water moving past them, rising to their chest, their lungs rising to meet it. Just then, a dozen more dragonflies approached them, swinging as if they were a hammock, their wings a charmed signal of acceptance and love. The water level receded, and the two breathed calmly again, only this time, their breath was in their control. It was there in the river that they made love for the first time. It was also there, as they dragged themselves over the river stones and gravel, their wet clothes weighing them down, that my father first encountered the seer.

“You cannot wash this away,” said the seer, as she continued her journey, every part of her body covered, her head under a shawl.

Mary put a protective hand across my father’s body, intimating that he should just let her pass. “Queen Mother, we see you. Queen Mother, we are grateful,” said Mary.

The seer was right. For many nights my father had a dream about the Ogbanje, the one who terrified him in his sleep.

“You must take me to the seer,” said my father.

“Tell me about the Ogbanje,” Mary replied.

My father explained Ogbanje, that it was a child who continuously died in its mother’s womb, haunting her like a painful memory.

“So why you?” she asked. “Why do you dream this?”

“Take me to the seer,” he said.

On their way, Mary felt ill, faint from the arduous climb farther up the mountain to where the seer lived, on more than one occasion stopping to throw up.

“We can turn back and do this another day,” said my father, though Mary insisted that they keep on, that the nauseating feeling would pass.

They eventually got to a flat area that my father felt had been trampled on by elephants. He thought this but did not utter the words.

“There are no elephants here,” came a woman’s voice behind them.

They turned around, startled to find the seer standing there, extending her arm and opening her palm to offer Mary a resin on which to chew.

“Queen Mother, we see …” Mary started to say.

“This will take away that discomfort at the bottom of your throat,” said the seer, interrupting Mary.

Mary took it, too shocked to continue speaking. She chewed on it and immediately spat it out, doubling over as she heaved violently all the contents of her gut until only bile poured onto the ground. When they looked up again, the seer could hardly be seen across the open space and into the woods. My father took Mary’s hand and led her to where the seer was. When they approached, they found her farther into the trees. This happened several times, like a game of cat and mouse, until they were back at the open clearing.

“When elephants fight, only the grass suffers,” remarked the seer, appearing behind them again, this time with a cup, steam emanating from it, and handing it to Mary.

Mary was apprehensive but still took the cup. She was about to drink from it when my father slapped it out of her hand, the contents spilling onto the ground. Mary looked at him, speechless, then looked towards the seer, who at this point removed her shawl, exposing several long braids and the most glistening shade of brown skin. My father’s eyes widened.

“Yes, I am African,” she said. “And yes, I know your questions before you ask them.”

Her face reminded him of his mother’s, long but soft, her eyes half-moons with pearls for irises.

“Come,” she said, offering a hand to Mary.

They followed her through a maze of trees until they came to a small cabin made of wood and thatch.

“The answer you seek, I cannot give it. The power that is the night sky and the stars will not allow it,” she said. “You shall know on the first day, but you will not want to believe it. It will be twenty-two years before you’re reminded of the first. It is then that you will finally admit to what you already knew.”

She poured hot tea into a cup and handed it to Mary. “This time don’t spill it,” she said.

Mary drank from the cup, raising her eyes to look at my father while doing so. He did not react.

“Did you escape too?” my father asked the seer. “How did you come to be here?”

“I have always been here. We have always been here,” answered the seer.

My father and Mary seemed confused.

“The Spanish explorer found us here, both Kalinago and African. This land may have a Kalinago name—” she started.

“Wai’tukubuli,” interjected Mary.

“Yes, Wai’tukubuli, but its spirit is of the cosmos. Africans are star people. Wai’tukubuli is but a fallen star,” she said.

Her words were spoken with much softness, bouncing off her tongue like chimes in an evening wind, a slight fracas before dusk. She got up from where she was sitting and went outside, motioning with her index finger that she would return momentarily. When she did, she was no longer African, but a Kalinago woman, her body full like the Earth, her eyes stars between the dark river of her hair. My father and Mary were shaken.

“You do not need to be afraid. The ancestors protect you, and the stars have spoken for you,” she said. “Go. And when she’s ready, bring her to me.”

Mary was about to ask who it was they should bring, but my father made a sign that she should not ask anything. They stood up and thanked her.

“One more thing,” she said. “Look for me in the ledger. I am there, by the tamarind tree.”
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Ogbanje

DOMINICA, 1804

Eight months had passed since Jeremiah’s death. The mountain folk prospered in their limited capacity. Hilltop was our hidden paradise, full of everything necessary to live, except for a clear, unhindered path to the ocean below. In those months, Colihaut, Roseau, Portsmouth, and other nearby towns were fortified with soldiers, though that never stopped Oscar and his band from committing what the British called “treason against the crown.” My father had become part of that band, and the British had no answers for them. When it thought it did, the sky turned dark, the air cooled, and the trees shuddered. I gave no peace to the British. I sang louder than their bugles ever could—farther and longer too. I especially sang at the Blackwell estate, seeing William scurry to his bedroom and lock the door. The wind blew so hard that it toppled his wife’s headstone. When I sang, the Africans would sit in the fields where they worked. They were not afraid, for our blood would not allow it. They only knew that something nefarious was happening somewhere nearby. Ambrose was the only one who stood bravely outside amid the wind and ghastly cry.

“Show your face, you evil coward!” he had said. “Shake as many trees as you need to, but I am not afraid of you. One day you will bow before me. God be my witness; you will bow before me.”

He shouted this with all his might, but his words, as convincing as they could have been, were muted by the wind. And little did he know the day would come when I would show my face, and he would not recognise me.

Mary was now also seven months pregnant. She and my father shared a cabin next to Malachai. She carried her baby low, and as such, everyone felt she would have a boy. Not quite fully gestated, but Mary was all but ready to deliver. Her father, Dosil, was not entirely for this union, but he did not discourage it either. Her uncle Cecil, however, showed blatant disapproval of his niece carrying an African man’s child.

“We are a peaceful people, Mary,” he had said. “Unlike them, who raid villages.”

“They are liberating their countrymen. You have gone on raids with them. The British don’t respect African or Kalinago. Uncle, why do you say these things? We are all the same here,” she said.

Mary searched her uncle’s eyes for a sign of understanding, feeling he was perhaps troubled that his only niece had taken house with a man.

“Ivan and his kin are peaceful people like us. They are forced to fight. Would you not do anything to save me if the British held me against my will within their cell walls?” she asked.

She stared at him, his frame not quite like my father’s, but muscular, nonetheless. His hair, like hers, fell on his shoulders. His eyes were set deep in his face, his nose strong and curved, his lips thin. He stared back at her, then grabbed her firmly by both arms near her shoulders.

“This is our land. We fought the Spanish, the French, and the English. Still, they keep coming. They fight over us like they are gods, and we are just some children who misbehave and need punishment,” he said.

He tightened his grip. “There was a time when our people roamed freely all over this land. But they came in their big boats, raped our women, killed our brothers, kidnapped our sisters to take back to their king, leaving us to die from their white diseases until just some of us were left. We are what is left of our people,” he continued.

“Africans didn’t do any of that. Ivan didn’t do that,” said Mary.

“You’re not listening, Mary. Your child will kill us. It will end our bloodline. You might as well put a blade through your father’s heart. Our Kalinago population will be no more. You would do well to remember your mother swinging for days in that tree before I cut her down against the wishes of the British. You would do well to remember the fifty lashes I got for daring to disobey them,” he said.

Mary wrangled herself free from her uncle’s grip. She looked at him scornfully, rubbing her arms where he had held her. “We are the same people,” she said. “Their struggle is our struggle.”

“Their struggle is our curse,” he said. “This baby you are carrying will curse our people.”

“Enough! You will let her be. A child can never be a curse, or we would all be damned,” said Dosil, her father, appearing from seemingly nowhere, his eyes burning at his brother. Cecil walked away, but not before he spat on the ground, swearing under his breath.

A month later, Mary now as full and round as the Earth, ready to lie down and give birth, her uncle still had no kindness to offer, just a silent side-eye interloping of my father and the unborn child. As for me, I prepared for my new self, a transformation of spirit and light, of cosmic rays and stardust. I would be born, and the world would not yet be ready. High winds blew that night, reminding my father of the Harmattan clouds of dust that would sweep in his village. But that wind did more than sweep through. It was a haunting wind. The trees provided much refuge, but the terrifying howling wind kept Mary from sleeping. She was sitting in a chair by the bed, hands around her belly. My father worried too, but knowing there was nothing he could do, he left it in the hands of fate and of the ancestors.

“It’s just a storm, Mary. For two days we saw the clouds become dark. We knew this was going to be more than just a rain,” he reminded her.

“It’s the child. I feel her. Our daughter will be here by morning,” she said.

“Daughter? It’s a boy,” said my father.

Mary shook her head. “Low-carrying or not, this is a girl,” she said.

My father initially shrugged her off, but seeing the disconcerting paleness of her face, he got off the bed and pulled a chair next to her and sat down. He put a hand on her belly. “Mary, a boy or a girl will be a blessing. But right now, it is too soon,” he said.

“I was born at eight months,” she said, suddenly grabbing near her appendix. “You must get Ajani. Go!”

My father was still shaking his head in disbelief of what could be happening.

“Go!” she shouted again. “Get her now!”

My father rushed to his feet. He slowly opened the cabin door, unsure if the wind would take it from him or push him backwards, only to find the seer standing in the doorway. In his shock, he jolted backwards, falling on the floor.

“I don’t make it my business to enter when I have not been invited,” said the seer.

My father was still on the floor, his brain rattled, confusion becoming him.

“Queen Mother, we see you. Queen Mother, we are grateful. Come,” said Mary, her breath short as she winced in pain.

The seer entered the cabin and walked by my father, who, still sitting on the floor, could only watch her pass. She was wet, though not as drenched as she should have been from the rain. Instead, her clothes and shawl seemed to have simply been touched by early morning dew. She approached Mary and lay a hand on her round belly. Mary grimacingly said, “Ivan, get up.”

“Lie still, child,” said the seer.

My father, who was getting up, sat back down upon hearing the seer’s words.

“Not you, Ivan,” said Mary, catching her breath.

The seer turned around to face my father. “You can stay there, Ivan,” she said, before facing Mary again with instructions. “Lie down, child.”

She turned around again to look at my father, who had still not moved, then turning back to Mary, she said, “This is why only women bear children. Men are blinded by such a light.”

When the seer took off her coat and other dresswear, hair and skin glowed from a dark wood ebony to a silky mahogany brown to a fair and pale translucence. There were scars on her arms, like stories, the history of mankind, of stars and planets, astrological beings, black moons and hidden suns. Her bracelets clattered against one another. As she placed her arms on Mary’s belly, I felt myself slip into unconsciousness, only to be back in Dahomey, at my mother and father’s house, pleading in silence for them to bury me, that I might find peace inside the earth and my flesh not let to rot at the mouth of the Evil Forest. I heard my father call on my brother who had been in the womb with me. In my mind I felt him raise my brother over his head, pride filling his soul.

“My child who was born after our visitor came. My child who was born after our Queen Mother visited,” he had said.

I wanted him to hold me up too. But now, it does not matter. I am here, flesh and blood again.

“Idiya,” said the seer. “Blessed be the girl, the future of queens, the mother of mothers.”

She tied the life cord between Mary and me—my mother and me—and cut it with a blade taken from her waist. She then lay me on my mother, the heat from her skin shielding me from the new uncomfortable cold. Air filled my lungs, and I knew I was here, that I would not be thrown out this time, my long-awaited journey finally having come to an end.

“This child is beautiful,” said the seer to my parents, as she took blood from my life cord and spread it into the palm of her hands. She then used her middle finger to gently trace the contours of her own face with the blood, going over the bridge of her nose, under her eye sockets, lips, and chin. “There is no resistance without blood,” she said. She then calmly put her clothing back on and her shawl over her head. Then, without saying anything else, she opened the door and left. The wind no longer howled, the trees had become still, and the rain had stopped.

“We need to wash her,” said my mother. “Boil some water and bring a cloth when you come.”

My father had only seen me from afar. Something in him made him keep his distance. But when he brought the warm water and cloth to wash me, there was a heaviness in him. He was glad and sad, and his face carried a shame he could not understand. He approached and when he saw my face, he jolted slightly. My mother looked at him with questioning eyes.

“The scars,” he said, “on her face.”

“Those are not scars,” said my mother. “I’m sure they’ll go away.”

He stood there and examined my body. There were scars on my face, my chest, my arms, legs, and feet.

“No, these are scars,” he said.

He wiped me with the wet cloth and wrung it in the water, which turned increasingly red with every wring. “She is my dream,” he said.

“Of course she is,” my mother replied.

“No. This is my dream—the Ogbanje.”

My mother froze. She recalled in the depths of her memories what my father had said about the Ogbanje.

“Is it because of the seer?” she asked.

“No. The children always return to haunt their mother. And each time, they are stillborn,” he said.

“I have never carried a child before this one, Ivan. I have never even been with a man before you,” she said. “You know that.”

My father remained quiet, still washing me and examining my scars, passing the warm cloth ever so gently over the creases of my scars. “This one lived. Perhaps it is me who is haunted,” he said. “The scars are from cuts to discourage the child from returning to the mother’s womb. This one returned many times. But now she breathes, her eyes open and close, her lungs fill with air. This child is special. This is perhaps why the seer called her Idiya. In my clan, Idiya is our Queen Mother.”

My mother seemed unsure what to think, except for what had occurred that night. The storm that raged had passed. The seer, in her ever-changing skin, had come and delivered me from my mother’s womb. And now my father spoke of me being an Ogbanje that haunted his dreams, an Ogbanje that was perhaps not an Ogbanje at all, or perhaps my father did not know. But one thing was certain, the seer—the Queen Mother—called me Idiya. She called me Queen Mother.




[image: nineteen]

A Tree Is Not a Tree

DAHOMEY, 1774

Bako cried in the night, not giving his mother a moment of sleep. She put him on her breast, but he did not wish anything except to expand his lungs. It was his grandmother who came in the middle of the night and took him from his mother so that she could rest. His father did not spend the night with his wife and two other sons. Instead, he slept in his own obi, away from the piercing cries of his son. When Bako’s grandmother walked and cradled him in the night air, he stopped crying long enough to open his eyes and see her face looking into his.

“Is that all you needed, air?” she whispered as she bounced him softly in her arms.

He stared back at her and then his eyes darted quickly between her face and the night sky. He was only two weeks old, but she knew him well, well enough to help her daughter in how to be with him. He smiled up at her.

“Don’t you start charming me or I will send you to build your own obi for you to sleep in,” she said. They were both smiling when she said, “No, no, no. I’m not Mama. But it’s alright, child, you can call me Iye. Don’t put your mouth like that trying to get milk from me.”

She brought him back to his mother who was sleeping. Choosing to let her daughter rest, she walked back outside, finding her son, Bako’s father, standing in the courtyard.

“A family of night walkers,” she said.

Amadin approached, stood next to his mother, and looked down at his new baby. “He is so peaceful. Why does he cry so much all the time?” he asked.

The woman pursed her lips.

“What are you going to tell me I should have done that I didn’t do?” he asked.

She handed him the baby, which he took and made disappear in his strong arms. “These are newer times, son,” she said. “Things are changing. The old way is not always the only way.”

“It is our way. Why should we change it?” he asked.

His mother looked at the baby in his arms. “For him. For his sake. Don’t you feel any remorse leaving that little girl for animals to feed on?”

He sighed, turning away from his mother and then back to facing her. “It is what we have always done, Mother. It is the way of our people,” he said.

“It is what men have always done. Did you ask your wife how she feels? Do you think that maybe your baby is crying because he is feeling for his sister, someone who was in the womb with him for nine months? Maybe he can’t eat because his mother’s milk tastes sour. Amadin, if you are not brave, you cannot exist in this world, and you certainly cannot change it,” she said.

He breathed in deeply, still embracing his baby. “Tomorrow, I will take him to the water. It has been a fortnight, and his navel has healed. I will bathe his nakedness in the salt, and when we return, this crying will stop. It will be like how we have always done,” he said.

“Amadin,” said the woman, “be careful what you wash away.”

She took the baby from her son’s hands and returned him to his mother’s breast. He fed as if he had not eaten all day, then closed his eyes until the early morning.

Bako was strapped to his mother’s back when my grandfather came looking for him late that morning. He had hardly cried, and his mother was relieved, feeling that perhaps Bako was starting to settle.

“He hasn’t cried a minute,” said his mother, Esohe. “You will take him there now and upset him.”

“Esohe, I’m not here to argue. My father will accompany me to the water. The same he did for me, I will do for this child. When it is time for him to do for his child, I pray that I am a witness,” said Amadin, starting to unwrap Bako from his mother’s back.

The grandmother arrived, kissed Bako as he was in his father’s arms, and wished them well. “Be wary of strangers. It’s not like how it used to be. Some of our brothers no longer behave like our brothers. They don’t even respect our Queen Mother anymore,” she said.

Amadin and his father left for the ocean. It was a long walk, so they brought food and water. On their way, they had to pass by the Evil Forest, where the Ogbanje’s body had been discarded. As they got closer, Amadin kept his head down, not wanting to see the body. His father, however, looked up to where it should be, catching but a small part of it in the bush.

“You must not be afraid to look, son. Fear weakens us. It is not the first time that we have put her there. If she keeps coming back to the same fate, it is not your fault,” said his father.

Amadin pressed on, clenching his jaw and fist.

“You must look, Amadin!” yelled his father. He grabbed Amadin’s arm, turning him, but Amadin did not look up.

“I will never be that strong,” Amadin said.

His father looked at him, stupefied. “You have a son now, a boy who will one day look after you and rule your compound. He will learn many things, as you have, but what he will learn the best is what you teach him.”

He let go of Amadin’s arm, and as they started walking again, Bako started to cry. It was a whimper at first but then turned into a full wailing. He cried the rest of the way to the water. Amadin wasted no time, stripping the baby of any clothing, and entered the water with him. Bako’s cry had subsided and was now mainly hiccups. He seemed to enjoy the warm sea water on his body, and the taste of salt on his lips. The two men were equally happy, passing the child between them, watching him be so calm, not crying, not even a whimper.

When they prepared to leave, five men from another village showed up at the beach. Amadin was holding his son. My grandfather’s face changed. The smile from the water was gone.

“It is better we talk and find our way home, than fight and never go home at all,” my grandfather said to his son.

Amadin heard him but did not acknowledge his father’s words. His eyes were set on the five men who had begun circling like famished hyenas. One held a chain, another, a piece of wood half the length of a walking stick. Another carried a rope over his shoulder and around his torso. One carried jugs of water and another a net. They descended quickly upon the beach, the one carrying the jugs dropping them on the sand, freeing his hands.

“These men are not here to talk, Father,” said Amadin, putting my brother down on the hot sand.

As the man with the chain approached, Bako started to cry. The man laughed, saying that a baby and an old man were the price to pay for good stock like Amadin. And then he swung, at first missing, but then he connected with Amadin. He was ready to pull back on the chain and swing again and realised that Amadin was holding on to it. He found himself pulled violently into Amadin who grabbed him and put the chain around his neck. Amadin ordered the other men to put down whatever they were carrying and to leave. They would not at first, but their companion who had held the chain motioned that they listen.

When the other four men left, Amadin and his father tied the man who had held the chain with the rope. He then tied the net to the chain and threw it as far as he could in the water. He then emptied their water containers and destroyed them with the stick that one of the men had carried. By that time, Amadin’s father had already picked up Bako from the hot sand. He had stopped crying and was content being held. They walked back, Amadin leading the way, Bako in his arms, the tied-up man behind him, and his father in the back, carrying the stick and holding the rope tethered to the man.

They came to the mouth of the Evil Forest, within which the Ogbanje had lain for a fortnight. Amadin approached the man who looked him square in the face, seemingly unafraid. Amadin handed his father the baby and took the man by the arm.

“We know your companions follow us and that they are near. We will not bring you to our village. We will leave you here,” he said.

The man smiled, seemingly content for his imminent freedom.

“We know you follow us,” shouted Amadin. “We know you are near. We also know that you do not know where you stand, nor do you know these woods next to us. You may reveal yourselves, brothers.”

One by one, the four men revealed themselves, approaching Amadin and his father.

“Stop!” said Amadin, as he pushed the man down and tied his feet. He then held him by his tied feet, giving the knot a sound tug. The man was on his back, feet in the air. “I have had many Ogbanje children,” Amadin continued. “And as you know, these children are not permitted in the belly of Mother Earth, so instead we leave them here in the Evil Forest.”

The man on the ground started pleading to be let go, contorting his body violently.

“Come and get your friend!” said Amadin as he dragged the man into the woods.

The other men fled, for fear of an Evil Forest they did not know. As for Amadin, he brought the man close to the body of the Ogbanje, he himself taking a firm look. He tied the man to a tree next to where the body lay and left. The man screamed for his life. Amadin, his father, and Bako were long gone, but could still hear the man’s haunting cry. When the darkness fell, he was still there, unable to free himself. I sang softly, sending cold air to his bones and flesh, reminding him that the ancestors still lived there, and my song was the last he would ever hear.

When the two men returned with Bako, his mother and grandmother were happy to see them. The men would each eventually share their story with the two women, but in that moment, everyone was joyous. The two older brothers were happy too. They had also done the trek with their father and grandfather, and one day, they would walk to the water too, the same way Bako should. They ate, and before long, they went to bed, Amadin choosing not to sleep in his obi, but to join his wife and sons. Bako did not cry that night. He woke up to feed with only a whimper, and when he was done and belched, he lay back down by his mother’s breasts and closed his eyes.

It would be twelve years later, when his mother’s womb had long dried, that the men would make the trip to the water again. My grandfather was old, and as he got sicker, he wanted to see the ocean one last time before he passed to another world.

“I want to smell my youth one last time,” he said.

Truth is, he wanted much more than that. A few days prior, he had told Bako how he not only wanted to taste tamarind fruit again, but that he wanted to pick them himself off the low-hanging tree on their way to the ocean. Once there, he wanted to put his feet in the hot sand and feel the warmth of the water on his body. He wished to taste the salt of the sea. Bako, impressed with his grandfather, accompanied him to the ocean, along with Amadin and his two older brothers. When they got to the Evil Forest, my grandfather stopped them. He walked in and did not come back for a while. The others were not sure of what he was doing. They did not follow him. He walked in far enough that they would not see him, and then he knelt on the ground, palms down, and kissed the earth. He grabbed a handful of dirt and lifted it over his head, letting the dirt fall as he rubbed his hands together.

“Queen Mother, I see you. Queen Mother, I am grateful,” he said.

He then sat on the ground and closed his eyes. When he got up, he walked back out to the group. They all stared at him, bewildered by his behaviour. No one entered the Evil Forest unless they were discarding something considered evil.

“There will be a time when people will only know this forest as one full of moss and trees,” he said. “Children will run in it and play. Men and their wives will stroll through it as they consider their daughter’s dowry. Times are changing, and I hope they change for the better. There’s nothing evil about this forest—just its tradition.”

No one responded. They just carried on in silence until they had reached a low-hanging but bountiful tamarind tree. The tree was not far from the water, and they could smell the sea air. My grandfather called on Bako to help him pick a tamarind fruit. When Bako gave him the long shell carcass, he broke it open and gave one of the fleshy seeds to Bako before putting another in his mouth.

“Bako,” he said.

“Yes, Epa,” answered Bako.

“This is not the prettiest tree. Its fruit looks like dry ant hills on a savannah. But the fruit is so tasty. It is sweet and sour, hard and soft. It has been here since before I was a child, and I am sure it was here before my father and before his.”

He held his grandson, gently grasping the back of Bako’s head and face while looking in his eyes. “We don’t know what that tree has seen, what storms, what rains. All we know is what we see. But how many mouths has this one tree fed? How many birds and ants? How many animals has it sheltered? A tree is never just a tree, my child,” he continued.

The others were eating fruit off the tree as the old man talked to Bako. And then they continued their journey, Bako close to his grandfather, who, upon seeing the ocean, adjusted his eyes to the glimmering water. He looked out to the horizon. It was the farthest he could see.

“The sea is never just the sea, Epa,” said Bako.

His grandfather smiled down at him and nodded in agreement before he got undressed and headed to the water. The boys wanted to help him, but he refused it. Amadin stood to the side and just watched, perhaps contemplating his own life. He would later join his father, as would the three boys. It was then that Grandfather explained their tradition of bathing their child in the sea after their navel had healed. It was also then that Amadin talked about the Ogbanje he had left in the Evil Forest. The older boys were aware, but Bako learned for the first time that he was one of two, and his twin had been an Ogbanje left uninterred in the Evil Forest.

When they returned, they were famished and ate as if the food, given a chance, would run away. When they had eaten, they gathered around the fire.

“My greatest strength is my greatest joy. And that is you, my family,” said my grandfather. “I am ready to join the ancestors, whenever they decide to come for me. You must not be sad. Be happy for me. And I will await you. Our Queen Mother is always among us. See her and thank her always. I am tired now, but before I go, I must warn you to heed the terror that is within us. Tradition helps us make sense of the world, but then when we understand it, we must rethink it. We cannot simply follow tradition for the sake of it.”

A few days later he went to sleep and did not wake up, in his hand, a tamarind fruit, still attached to its stem. He was buried and mourned for several days, as was customary.
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Marigold

DOMINICA, 1804

My father decided one day he should walk to the ocean and bathe me in the salt water as his father did to him and his brothers. The entire Hilltop thought he was mad, but he, feeling his grandfather’s spirit within him, was unmoved by their talk. Even when my mother suggested it would be difficult with a crying baby, he remembered the seer’s words, that the ancestors would protect them and the stars too. With that, he stood strong in his beliefs, which emboldened his actions. The world would not keep him from doing what he felt he should.

When he got to the water, he undressed me in the darkness, the moon just a sliver of her full self. The stars dispersed and were hardly observable through the clouds. He cradled me in one arm and gently poured water over me using the other, cupping his hand to lift the water onto my body. And as he poured it, he spoke to me about his father, Amadin, his mother, Esohe, his grandfather, Epa Ulamen, his grandmother, Iye Efe, and his two brothers, Oto and Amenze. He described them in a detailed whisper. After all these years, he had not forgotten them, the way they looked or their ways. He touched over my scars as he spoke to me.

“I wish I was old enough to see the Ogbanje that my mother birthed when she birthed me,” he said. “I wish I could see her cuts and compare them to your scars. When my epa talked about her that day on our way to the water, all I could think of was she was a part of me and that a part of me died so I could live. Part of me wants to believe that you are her, but it cannot be. So, if you are not her, then who are you, little child? And if you are, what is it you want? What evil have you come to claim?”

He then held me under my arms and lowered me in the water, no longer cupping his hands to wet me. First, my feet and then my legs and buttocks. As the water rose above his hands, I breathed deeply, the water pressing against my chest. It rose to my shoulders and stopped at my chin.

“If this water claims you, will your spirit return?” he asked.

He lifted me up and lowered me down again, this time faster, and once again stopped at my chin.

“Who are you, child? Are you not from here?”

He talked to me as if he knew I was able to understand his words, his questions departing his lips like thieves in the dead of night.

“Etta,” he said. “It has been fourteen days, and I wish to bless you the same way that my father blessed me, and his father blessed him. My epa said that back in Dahomey, I cried for those fourteen days until the day I reached the water. You hardly ever cry, Etta, hardly ever. And when you do, you have no tears. What spirit inhabits you?”

He lifted me up again, this time to his face, and before he lowered me down, he blew in my face and quickly submerged me completely, pulling me up immediately. The air in my face forced me to hold my breath as he submerged me.

“Etta, I, Ivan, born as Bako, son of Amadin and Esohe, in a coastal village in Dahomey, of the Fon people, born of our Queen Idya, welcome you to this world. This water reaches all waters, from Dahomey to here to the Americas. Let it be known that the water of all peoples has washed your skin. And, whatever your purpose here, be it to free us or take our lives, it is not in me to act on your fate. The seer watches over you,” he said.

He submerged me one more time before we left the water, where he wrapped me back up and carried me inconspicuously back to Hilltop, finding his way in the darkness with ease. My mother was awake, waiting for us, sitting on a stool near the cabin door, leaning against the door post. Seeing us, she jumped to her feet and took me in her arms, asking my father if I cried.

“Not once,” he said. “The seer blessed that child.”

“One day we will see the blessing,” said my mother.

“If we live long enough to see it,” he said, his tone dry, conveying distrust.

She climbed in her bed and put me on her breast, eyeing my father. “How do you know what traditions to keep?” she asked him.

He did not answer, choosing instead to raise his shoulders and sigh, with a slight shake of the head.

“You must know,” she said. “You risk your life to bathe your child in sea water after fourteen days, yet you’re not sure about leaving babies to die in your Evil Forest. You must choose somehow.”

“There are no Evil Forests here,” he said.

My mother eyed him further, pausing before sitting up, me still on her breast. “You risked our daughter’s life,” she said. “Soldiers and overseers could have seen you and recaptured you.”

She was angered by his lack of response, what seemed like a lack of care. Then my father said the most damning words she could have ever heard.

“Water is a source of life. It also takes life. She’s back. She did not have to be,” he said. His tone was dry, his voice soft although speaking so dark.

She looked at him incredulously, her mouth agape, her hand that was rubbing my head coming to a stop. She hung on his words, understanding their meaning. Her incredulity turned into anger. “You think she’s your dead Ogbanje sister? Well, she’s alive, so clearly, she can’t be. And from what you have said, the Ogbanje comes back to haunt its mother,” she said.

Fire was coming out of her eyes, anger consuming her. “Freedom is more about liberating your body. Your grandfather was trying to tell you that you must also liberate your mind and your spirit. Instead of leaving the Evil Forest, you carry it with you,” she said. “Just go! I don’t want you here anymore. You will not touch my child again or take her anywhere anymore.”

My father did not say a word. He simply left, not bothering to close the door. My mother got up and shut the door. She returned to her bed with me tight to her chest and wept.

The following day, my mother did not leave her cabin until late that morning. She did not say anything to anyone when she put some water to boil on the fire. Her uncle’s wife, Ajani, saw her discomfort and approached her.

“How’s the little one?” Ajani asked. “Did she give you some trouble last night?”

My mother shook her head, stoking the fire so that the coals could move or heat faster.

“What’s the matter, child?” asked her aunt.

“I don’t know, Aunty. Just Ivan and his traditions. Sometimes I don’t think Dahomey is a real place,” she said.

“Ah,” said Ajani. “Sometimes the only reality that we know is what we see. Other times it is what we believe in our hearts.”

My mother grabbed Ajani by the hand and led her to the cabin, where I was lying on the bed, eyes wide open. “When he came back from the water last night, he told me he thought of keeping her under water until she breathed no more,” my mother whispered.

Ajani’s eyes opened wide. “The scars and the Evil Forest?” asked Ajani, now holding on to my mother’s hands.

“Yes, he thought of not bringing her back up the mountain,” said my mother.

Ajani stopped, shaking her head. “Where is he?” she asked.

“I didn’t let him sleep here. I don’t know where he went, maybe to the seer,” she answered.

The women stood there in silence. Then my mother walked outside to the fire to fetch the boiling water, which she poured into a cup and handed to Ajani. She poured herself one too, then reached into a pouch by the door for some leaves, which she dropped in the cups.

“You know your husband, Marigold,” said Ajani. “Having thoughts doesn’t mean he would do any such thing.”

“It’s not the thought. It’s the tradition. What does he carry with him?” my mother replied.

“I wouldn’t worry. Seek your husband and invite him back under your roof. And for your baby’s sake, do not mention this to your uncle Cecil,” said Ajani, who put her cup down and came over to me on the bed. She picked me up.

“I haven’t heard that name in a while,” said my mother. “Mom would always call me that.”

“She refused to call you Mary,” laughed Ajani.

“One day I will reclaim my name again. Maybe when Etta has children. I will have them call me Marigold.”

She then walked over to the table as she held me in one hand and grabbed her tea with the other. She put it to her lips and the cup slipped, spilling the contents over my forearm and hand.

“Oh goodness, Mary. I just burned your child,” she said.

The two ran out the door, getting cold water and a cloth to compress my burning hand, except my hand was not burning. I felt no heat.

“Does this child not feel pain?” asked Ajani, as she removed the compress.

To their astonishment, my skin had not bruised, nor had it turned red. Instead, it remained as it was, a shade darker than my mother’s.

“O sacred Wai’tukubuli, help us make sense of this,” said Ajani. “It may be wise to keep this from Ivan—at least for now.”





Part II

And now that I am heard
I must also hear myself
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Sister Spirits

DOMINICA, 1824

My father loved me but could not see beyond my scars, what felt like fissures to him and between us. He dreamt in his heart that my face was as clear as my mother’s, that my body and limbs were not subjected to disfigurement. I could almost reach his thoughts; I wish I had been able to. No one shudders now when I cry, laugh, or sing. The trees no longer move, neither does the wind. I had become human, a combination of my father and mother, African and Kalinago. I still saw everything, though my birth had tempered my strength. Malachai saw me. He saw beyond the scars. It was no surprise that he saw the little girl too.

The child was taken on one of the raids on the coast, near the town of Portsmouth. Her father only had one leg and her mother had passed. He begged the men to take her and bring her back with them to the mountains. Had he been able-bodied, he would have taken her himself. By then, Hilltop had splintered into two. Another maroon settlement was erected as an increasing number of slaves ran away from the plantations. They called it Maroonville, and it overlooked the ocean. It was Malachai who brought the child to Hilltop and took care of her as if she were his own. He did not care that she had one blue eye and one brown, or that her skin lacked pigment in certain areas, like on her face and lips. Even her hair, near her forehead, had patches of white.

“Take my child,” the father had said. “Take my Dewey.”

Malachai, for all his hardness and war-like stance, for all his harsh words in argument, his strength in combat, had a gentle spirit. His heart was still that of his people. He was fascinated with the child.

“In my village,” he said, “before I was kidnapped and put on the boat, there were some villagers who looked like you.”

He paused and looked at her, admiring the curiosity in her eyes. “They had no colour to their skin. They were neither African nor white, though they looked like us. They were our brothers and sisters. One day an old man came into our village and said he had spoken to the Oracle of the Caves, and that the colourless, as he called them, would bring harm to our village. He said that we needed to sacrifice them for the safety and prosperity of our people and of our crops. We did not listen to him, because for years we prospered as they lived among us.”

He held his hand where he had been cut, undoing the bandaging as he prepared to replace it. “One day, the locusts came. They came in swarms, and at first, we were happy to catch them, put them on the fire, and eat, but our happiness soon turned to sorrow as more and more of them came. They ate all the vegetation and destroyed our crops. The man came back a few days later and said that he tried to warn us, but we did not listen.”

Malachai pulled on the wrapping of his hand, wincing in slight discomfort.

“What do you think happened next?” he asked.

The young girl, too afraid to say, lowered her head. Malachai, using his finger, lifted her head, urging her to meet his gaze.

“We ran that man out of our village and forbade him from ever coming back. The colourless were still our brothers and sisters. We grew up playing, hunting, and farming with them. We could not blame them for what an oracle had supposedly said. Just because you are different does not mean you do not belong here. And if anybody tries to tell you differently, they will have to deal with me.”

The young girl stared back at him and said nothing. She then turned her face as he let go of her, picked up a stick from the ground, and in silence edged drawings in the dirt.

Malachai walked over to the common area, where residents gathered to talk and rest. He approached his friend Jaro, an African from his village. “I do not want to live like this anymore. I do not want to grow old and hide atop a mountain. I do not want those below us to continue a life in bondage. That is no way to live,” said Malachai.

“There is talk about liberation of slaves all over the islands. Churches in England and in the Americas are against this. Maybe we will be free again in our lifetime, brother. Maybe we will get to see our brothers and sisters, our mothers and fathers back in Dahomey again,” said Jaro.

Malachai grew quiet and remained pensive. He turned to look at the little girl playing in the dirt.

“Do you think they are still alive?” Malachai asked his friend.

“At night, I look at the stars. I called them by my family’s names, and my neighbours, my friends. It is how I remember them. It is how I keep them alive,” said Jaro.

Jaro then looked down at Malachai’s hand. He saw the blood, clearly seeping through the bandage. “Unless you bleed to death first,” he said.

Malachai felt a tug on his pants. When he looked down, it was the little girl, Dewey. She was pointing at me and not saying a word.

“Etta? You want to go to Etta?” asked Malachai.

The little girl nodded. Malachai took her hand and brought her to me. I was sitting on a log stump unbraiding my hair. She took my hand and pointed towards the river. I did not question her. I got up and together we walked to the water.

“Dewey is a strange name for a girl,” I said, as we walked.

She did not answer, only keeping her sights on the river. There was something about her, something far beyond her skin. She bent down and picked up a rock. It was the smoothest I had ever seen and in the shape of a half-moon. We both admired the rock until she decided to throw it in the middle of the river.

“My mother is there,” she said, pointing to the water.

My earthly form impeded me seeing beyond her words. But I knew there was more—much more.

“My mother is there too,” I said. “She is my mother too.”

The young girl giggled and ran as I gave chase, her laughter resonating through the trees. We ran and laughed. We hid, stumbling over rocks, trees, and fallen branches, until she came to a sudden stop, the seer standing in front of her, her body covered to any who did not know her.

“Your name is the colour of darkness. It was given to you by the white woman with the cross. Remember the Celtic cross? But you are more than those things, and we shall name you what you are to be called,” said the seer.

The seer knelt next to Dewey.

“Your skin will one day find the colour of your people. And when it does, they will bring the prickly baccara flowers and lay them at your feet. You will be the first among many to carry that name. But it will be yours, given to you, by your people,” said the seer.

Before walking away, the seer gave Dewey one of her bracelets. “It will help you find the moonstone one day,” she said, and walked away, disappearing into the trees.

It was a surreal moment where I understood that Dewey was special to the seer, the same way I was. I could not, however, see beyond the seer’s words.

We walked back to the camp to find Malachai at the centre of attention, talking about his wound, how he cut himself on the knife taken from William Blackwell, although it was still sheathed. He had no explanation. My mother, hearing this, took to the ledger, saying she had read an entry when William also talked about being cut.


December 2, 1794, Roseau, Dominica

I cut myself today. I held the sheathed blade in my hand and the lower part of my palm cut open. I looked to see what part of the sheath it could have cut on, but I was unable to find anything. It was such a bizarre incident. Agnes wrapped it several times, and each time, she would remove the dressing, as it had soaked straight through. I was not even able to be myself today at the slave market. I do not know what had come over me to behave so ungentlemanly. Perhaps it was my madness of not understanding how I had been cut. I must break bread with Captain Edwards in the morning. In the meantime, I hope I sleep and that the new field hands are not a problem at all.



“Your blade is cursed,” joked my grandfather, Dosil.

“Anything from the Blackwell estate is cursed,” said my father.

“William’s hand was always bleeding. I think it was rotting from the inside,” said Jaro.

Malachai hesitantly put the knife on the table. Something about it felt transportive, like it brought us closer to time, if time itself were death. We all looked at it, and no one wanted to touch it.

“William Blackwell himself is cursed. His soul is damned,” said Jaro. “People think that William is afraid of the dark, but I believe it is more than that. William made a deal with the devil, and the devil has come looking for what is his.”

“That is what people say,” said Malachai. “I think he is just a coward.”

“No,” said Jaro, “it is more than that. It is worse. You were not there when his wife died. That is not being a coward. That is fear of the devil.”

“What happened?” asked Ajani.

“William Blackwell was always scared of the night. Apparently, Agnes’s mother poisoned his wife. He hanged her, whipped her, and then stabbed her in the heart. That man left her body there for Agnes to find. But something wicked happened that night. That tamarind tree glowed in the moonlight, and people say they heard spirits talk to William. He ran inside and now never comes out after the sun has set. You will never see William anywhere after dark,” said Jaro. “If something can cut you without cutting you, I think it can kill you without killing you.”

The crowd slowly dispersed as the knife lay on the table. Jaro, my father, Malachai, Oscar, and my mother remained. I sat on the stump again as Dewey helped unbraid my hair. As the men spoke, Ajani came over to Dewey and me. She was a stout woman, quiet most times, seeming more contemplative than decisive. As much as my uncle spoke for their household, we all knew that any words coming from my uncle’s mouth had been molded, reflected on, broken, and put back together between them, unlike the settler women in Roseau or Colihaut who seemed to blindly follow their husbands’ wishes.

“You look lost in thought,” Ajani said to me.

I sighed, pulling my head away from Dewey and returning to give her a kiss, which she evaded. “I want to think that if women had power, slavery would not be a thing,” I said.

She nodded. She looked at Dewey and the bracelet on the child’s arm. She then looked at me, her face inquisitive, but not wanting to ask. I looked back at her and nodded. She pointed towards high up the mountain, where the seer lived. Again, I nodded. She held Dewey’s hand.

“I never had a daughter … or a son. I used to wonder if I could love somebody that much to care for them and give them all they needed,” said Ajani.

Dewey looked up at her, entranced.

“But then Etta was born. And although she was not my child, I loved her as if she were. I took care of her. I bathed her in the river. I taught her how to swim. She would eat off my plate before she ate off the plate of her mother. I loved being her aunt. I still love being her aunt.”

Still holding Dewey’s hand, she lifted her shirt with the other to show a scar on her abdomen.

“A settler woman did this to me,” said Ajani. “She learned that I was carrying a child. In her jealousy of not carrying her own, she took mine from me.”

She let go of Dewey’s hand, and she too started to unbraid my hair. “They are all devils. They breed devils. They speak of their Bible and their God, of their heaven and their hell, but even a fool without sight can see there is no difference between their heaven and their hell. They are living it,” she said.

“Does it still hurt?” asked Dewey, putting her hand over Ajani’s shirt, where the scar should be.

“Not anymore. The only pain I feel is the memory of that day. But it does not last long, especially since I get to have more nieces … new ones every day,” said Ajani.

Dewey smiled. “Is Mrs. Brady a settler woman?” asked Dewey.

“Yes, she is,” said Ajani.

“She gave me my name. She said in Scotland it means black. She said that my African skin was hiding under my skin, that my spirit was African. She said African means black.”

“You don’t need black skin to be African. Anna over there is African, and she does not have black skin,” Ajani said, pointing to a Kalinago woman’s daughter.

“Is Scotland near Africa?” asked Dewey.

Ajani laughed. “I remember you being this curious,” she said to me. “Why is the river cold? Why are the stones so smooth? Why do snakes not have any legs? Why is the sun so hot?”

We laughed.

“And you never answered my questions,” I said.

“And I won’t answer your questions either, child with the name from Scotland.”

They finished unbraiding my hair.

“There. My work is done. The river awaits. Goodbye, my dear nieces,” said Ajani.

Dewey and I walked towards the river again. We brought a bowl made from the calabash tree and picked hibiscus along the way. Once there, we put the hibiscus in the bowl and mixed it with some water from the river. Dewey put her hand in the bowl and giggled as it had become gloop.

“It smells nice,” she said.

I then showed her how to pour the mixture in my hair, and together we massaged my scalp until it was time to rinse it. I fell backwards in the water, my hair fanning like tree branches.

“Come,” I said.

I put my hand out to her. She stood there, shy, hesitant to go any further.

“Come find the moonstone,” I said.

She walked in and let herself fall into my arms. We played for a while and then returned to the camp.

I was asleep that night when I opened my eyes to find Dewey standing in front of me. I was startled, surprised that neither my parents nor myself had heard the cabin door open.

“What is wrong, Dewey?” I asked.

“It’s Malachai. He’s making a noise with his throat. I’m scared,” she said.

As I got up, so did my parents, hearing the commotion. We went over to Malachai’s cabin and found him on the floor, gasping for air, his hand soaking in blood. In the darkness, he looked pale; his face had become thin, his facial hair like patches of black balls across his jawline. My mother lit the kerosene lamp, and as quickly as it was lit, it went out. She lit it again, and again it went out.

“There shall be no light,” said the seer’s voice, as she entered the cabin.

She walked over to the thatch that was Malachai’s bed and removed the sheathed blade from under it.

“This does not belong to you,” she said to Malachai, as he lay on the ground still struggling to breathe. “This blade is from the women of the Americas. It carries the sister spirits of their dead.”

She handed it to me.

“Until men can carry children, they may not carry the spirits of those who do,” she said.

She then held Malachai’s cut and bloodied hand, resting her other hand on his back.

He started to breathe normally again, fullness returning to his face.
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Church Pews and Morning Dew

DOMINICA, 1826

I wished I could still see the past, unravel people’s memories, embed myself within their person and understand their world. The future had always been a closed door, existing only on the periphery of my being, forcing me to feel within my spirit what could, and perhaps should, be. It was never opened to me. Maybe it was never opened to anyone, not even the seer. Or maybe she was the only one to hold that key. My birth had stripped me of some celestial powers. I could no longer enter the minds of people and trouble them. My humanity grounded me to the Earth, like a tree to its roots. It is why when I sat with Dewey by the river one day and told her a story about William as I initially saw it unfolding, I could not tell her anything about his thoughts, just his words and what came out of his foul mouth. To Dewey, I was simply telling her a story, or maybe it was not just that. I could not see her thoughts, only what was visible to me. And from Hilltop, although my mind’s eye saw it all, open to so many of William’s indiscretions, it was a far cry from what I saw before my birth.

William had grown old, his home and estate dilapidated. The number of Africans working for him had dwindled significantly. In the day, he sat on his front porch staring at the tamarind tree. He was transfixed, hardly drank or ate, let alone moved, until the sun started to set, at which point he moved inside to his bedroom, closing all his windows. Air barely entered his bedroom. It smelled rank, of sweat, disease, and death. Ambrose occupied the house with him, and where he could, he opened every door and window to allow light and fresh air to enter. The only other person allowed in the house was Pearl, a dark-skinned African woman, whose task it was to prepare meals for the Blackwell men.

One day at supper, as William and Ambrose sat to eat, Pearl stood quietly in the corner and out of sight. Suddenly William started to cough. He fell out of his chair onto the floor. Ambrose looked at Pearl, asking her what had she done. She replied that she had done nothing and she would never harm William. Ambrose stood and walked towards her, his demeanour menacing, his words vulgar.

“What did you do, girl?” he asked, his patience much thinner than his cowardly lips.

“Nothing, Mr. Ambrose,” answered Pearl. She was shaking and could hardly speak.

Ambrose stared hard at her, his breath hot against her cowered face. William slowly got to his knees and looked up at his son.

“Ambrose,” he said, “stop. Their spirits are not like ours.”

Ambrose looked at him strangely, shaking his head at the idea of Pearl’s African spirit. “Damn their spirits!” said Ambrose.

There was a knock at the door, and William covered his ears, shaking his head as if he had heard a most repulsive sound. He was feeble, looking around, not sure what he was hearing. The knock occurred again, and Ambrose rushed briskly to the door, pulling on it vigorously, only to find Captain Edwards standing there, accompanied by another man.

“Evening, Ambrose. I’m a little late, but I brought the doctor,” said the captain.

“‘Little’ suggests a few minutes, even a few hours, not days,” protested Ambrose.

“I told you I didn’t need a doctor,” said William, finally standing erect, hanging on to the table and to Pearl. He then swiped her hand away, only to take a few steps and fall face first onto the floor.

The men rushed in to help and brought him back to his bed. The doctor started to examine him. He looked at William’s bandaged hand, his face unable to hide his disgust. He had to put a cloth over his nose.

“I need him undressed,” said the doctor.

Ambrose shut the bedroom door on Pearl, and then he and the captain proceeded to undress William. William’s clothes stuck to him. It was possible that he had not bathed in weeks, possibly even months. As they undressed him, a grotesque, putrid odour permeated the room. All three men rushed outside to breathe. Even the captain, who had been in the hold of countless slave ships, could not hold the contents of his stomach. They returned inside and opened the bedroom windows to darkness and the tamarind tree standing so prophetically in the night. The men paused to look at the tree, somehow mesmerised by the way it seemed to glow in the dark.

“I have never seen anything like this,” said the captain, hands on his hips.

“Is it the moon that makes it glow like that?” asked the doctor.

“There is no moon tonight. That’s just the tree,” said Ambrose.

“Close that!” cried William. “Close that! She’s looking. She’s looking. Don’t let her look.”

William was overcome with emotion. He did not make much sense to the men, but it was clear that he was troubled. Perhaps it was his mind, maybe his spirit. Whatever it was, William was not right, and that was obvious for all to see. They tried to subdue him, but in his mania, he was strong enough to subvert their grasp. The doctor quickly put an ointment on a cloth and placed it over William’s face, forcing him to drop back onto the bed. When they examined closer, William’s chest was covered in lacerations, the deepest, the imprint of where the sheathed blade had laid across his chest.

“Was it poisoned?” asked the doctor. “Those American shaman and bush doctors have a way of poisoning people slowly. We will wash the wounds and apply some ointment.”

“You mean wash his body,” emphasised the captain, his face showing his disapproval of William’s hygiene.

The lacerations did not stop there. When he was turned onto his back, more of them appeared. It was as if he had received lashes that never healed. When the doctor finally unwrapped the bandage from William’s hand, blood, puss, and maggots fell from it. Ambrose and the captain again ran to the open window to vomit. William hardly had any flesh left that was not black and rotting.

“We must cut it off. There is no keeping it unless you want the infection to spread. I’m not sure how it has not yet done so,” said the doctor, showing how far up William’s arm he would have to cut.

“All that?” Ambrose asked.

“That or his life,” said the doctor.

That night, the three men cleaned William and applied the doctor’s ointment over his lacerations. Then the doctor proceeded to saw off William’s arm just below the elbow. William screamed in the night. He cursed his son, the doctor, and the captain. He cursed the tamarind tree and the graves of both Horace and his wife. More than those, he cursed the night. His shrieks, as much as they were piercing, still did not reach the heights of those who screamed as they were tied to the tamarind tree and lashed.

Dewey listened and never interrupted. I felt I was transmitting an oral tradition—stories that live in our minds and memories, that once learned are never forgotten. A few days later when William was back to sitting on his front porch, his left arm now but a stump at the elbow, I retook to telling Dewey the rest of the story. Her face was well lit with enthusiasm and excitement. The gory details did not seem to affect her.

“I wish both arms were cut off,” she said, her young face glowing.

William’s face was not glowing. But it was not as grey and deathly, and his cheeks started to look fuller. His teeth were decayed, but it was not like he ever smiled. Captain Edwards returned with the doctor to check the lacerations on William’s body as well as his amputated arm. It was late afternoon, with the sun casting much shade on the veranda. As the doctor examined William, William turned his attention to Captain Edwards.

“Tyrell, do you still journey halfway across the world to bring African labour here?” he asked.

“It’s the easiest thing I’ve ever had to do. All we do is show up and give them a few guns, powder, and trinkets, some rum here and there, and they give us their own people. We don’t go looking. Easy and profitable,” said the captain.

The doctor continued to examine the amputated arm. Seeing that it was healing well, he changed the bandages and asked William to remove his shirt so he could see the lacerations. William complied, his eyes still fixed on the captain.

“Profitable for whom?” William asked.

“I’m not sure I understand what you mean,” said the captain.

“It has been four years since our beloved King George III died. What did he gain by slavery?” asked William.

“An empire. His Majesty did the work of God,” replied Captain Edwards.

The doctor reapplied some ointment on the lacerations and said they would surely scar and helped William put his shirt back on.

“What if we’re wrong about this? What if the good Lord never wakes us when he comes again but instead throws us in the lake of fire and brimstone?” asked William.

“If it wasn’t meant to be, we wouldn’t do it. God made us in his image. We’re doing his will,” said the captain. “What is this about, William?”

William sat back down and looked towards the tamarind tree. “Have either of you gentlemen had tamarind before?” he asked.

Captain Edwards nodded, while the doctor showed a much more enthusiastic affirmation.

“For all the time you have come here, Tyrell, have you ever seen fruit on that tamarind tree?” asked William.

The two men looked at the tree, the captain shaking his head.

“Do you know how many slaves were tied on that tree and then given lashes until they were almost dead, if not dead? My own son died there. The woman who poisoned my wife died there. That tree is the tree of death and sorrow. Why should anything good grow on it?” said William.

“Maybe God meant it that way,” said the captain.

William stood quickly, pushing his chair backwards violently. “To hell with you and your king,” he said.

The captain stood in silence, made eye contact with the doctor, and put his hands up towards William as if to ask him to calm down.

“What am I doing here? What profits have I gained? How much have I given to the crown? I feel this way as a free man. How do you think they feel?” asked William.

The captain was about to answer when William interrupted him.

“Do not speak!” said William. “You are blinded by your place in society. George IV is our new king, and you continue to do his will. What is your will? You have no wife, no children, no dwelling to call your own, yet you give it all to a king who lives in a superfluousness of riches behind castle walls.”

William stopped to catch his breath. He wiped his forehead, his face, and the back of his neck, then sat down. “This place is a prison. Not of the body, but of the soul,” he said.

Pearl appeared and stated that dinner was ready. William paused and looked over at the two men. He was visibly irritated by the captain’s attitude but nonetheless invited them to stay for dinner. As they sat down to eat, Ambrose entered the room and took his place at the table.

“Doctor Brady, is my father healing well?” asked Ambrose.

“A bit too well, if you ask me,” said the captain. He laughed at his own comment. No one else laughed.

“Your father is doing well. The lacerations are healing fine, but they will scar. I will stop in more frequently to evaluate the arm though,” said the doctor.

The doctor was a slight man. He carried with him a black hat and a travel case full of medications and ointments. His hair was the colour of fire. His skin was burnt red from the sun.

“It is important that it is washed and the bandage changed twice a week,” said the doctor. “I can teach you or your servant girl to do it.”

“You can’t trust any African to do that,” said Ambrose.

“But you trust them to cook the food,” said the captain, again laughing at his own comment.

The table went silent as the men ate. Pearl lit the four kerosene lamps before, again, standing in the corner and nearly out of sight. She was a heavy-set girl. Her skin was fair, and her hair, though it had been cut, had looping curls. She was around fifteen. She did not sleep in the main house but rather in the slave cabin. She listened to them resume their conversations and talk as if she were not there.

“Pearl!” shouted William. “Take the plates and bring some pie.”

As Pearl cleared the table, Captain Edwards grew silent, his eyes darting from Pearl to William to Ambrose and back to Pearl, seeing a familiar resemblance.

“What is the nature of your anger against our king?” asked the captain.

William was caught off guard by the question, thinking the topic had been left on the veranda. “Our king doesn’t care about us. We are the children he pretends he doesn’t even have,” said William.

“Yes, children,” said the captain, looking in Pearl’s direction. “Is this truly about the king?”

The captain’s eyes were still fixed on Pearl. William and Ambrose understood the captain’s inference and were about to speak, when the doctor spoke instead.

“The wife and I never had children,” said the doctor.

“Well, you have Dewey,” said the captain.

It is then I stopped telling the story. I was blindsided by that revelation. I looked at Dewey, unsure of how to tell such a tale.

“Don’t stop,” she said.

I composed my thoughts and myself. She was sitting between my legs, looking out at the river, throwing small pebbles as I spoke.

“She’s Mother Nature’s freak show, one eye blue, the other brown, blotchy pigmentation,” said the captain. He shook his head and gave himself a slight shiver at the table.

I held her at the shoulders and gave her a light shake. She laughed.

“It’s natural. And I think she’s beautiful,” said the doctor.

“What kind of name is Dewey for a girl?” asked William.

“The Scots and the Gaels and their weird pronunciation of words,” said the captain, laughing again.

“Dubh,” said the doctor. He proceeded to spell it. “Rhymes with church pews and morning dew. It means ‘black.’”

“How fitting,” said Ambrose, uninterested. He turned towards his father and then glanced at Pearl, before returning his attention to the doctor. “Maybe in another life you would have the children you always wanted.”

“I will never know if it was because of Katherine or because of me, being I never took any liberties with the field hands.”

“Is there an assumption you need clarified, Dr. Brady?” asked Ambrose.

The doctor sighed and shook his head. “No, not at all,” said the doctor, looking around the table and then to the clock standing against the wall.

Pearl returned with the pies and Captain Edwards made a gesture to the doctor with a slight shake of his head to not look at her any further.

“Go! And don’t come back until I call you,” said William to Pearl after she placed the pies in front of the men.

When the captain and the doctor left, Ambrose looked at his father and admonished him.

“You are truly a despicable man,” said Ambrose.

William did not move, nor did he make any semblance of having heard what his son had said. Instead, he sat there and just looked ahead.

“How many more are there?” asked Ambrose. “Do you even know?”

Then in a fit of rage, William answered his son. “If I could have them trade places with you, I would bring them back this very instant,” said William.

He rose from his chair and approached his son. His demeanour was menacing, pointing his only hand at his son’s face. Ambrose stood to face him, slapping his father’s finger from his face.

“They didn’t deserve to die,” said William.

“And I do?” asked Ambrose, grabbing his father by the collar. “I know you wish it was me who had died instead of Horace, that it was me instead of your slave child Agnes. But I’m the only one you have left. I know you think because you fathered Pearl that she loves you, but you are mistaken. Just remember what you did to Helene. You hanged that poor woman and let her body rot as it swung from that tree for days. That was her mother—the mother of your child. If you think she won’t cut your throat while you’re wiping yourself with your one hand, you are not as smart as you think you are. I am the only one left. And regardless of what I feel about you or you about me, I am the only one who will keep this house from burning to the ground.”

Ambrose released his grip on his father’s collar and walked out of the front door.

“Demons in hell are better than you,” shouted William at his son. “You’re nobody! Nobody! I swear to God, I will bury you. You will not outlive me. I swear it!”
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Last One Standing

DOMINICA, 1826

It had been twenty-two years since I took this human form. I understood my power more, knowing much better how to use what I had instead of lamenting what I had lost. It felt that the settlers and their system were collapsing. It could not hold against their Bible and their thinkers. When ships arrived in Dominica, in addition to new slaves, they also brought news, and ears were everywhere. There was news about the king not being particularly well, and that perhaps his death, like that of his predecessor, would come sooner rather than later. There was also news about the war on slavery and the opposition it garnered. The two communities on the mountain felt they had sacrificed enough, that being stolen from one land and brought to another to toil, entitled them to that land. No more working for free. No more hiding. No more lashes at the mere behest of another. It was for this reason that my mother read us the following letter.


Dominica, July 7, 1801

It seems an eternity since I last boarded a ship. The Old World is more of a distant memory. The streets of London are ghosts. Do they remember me more than I do them? Would I even know how to pronounce them? Ghosts. All ghosts. So many cathedrals I no longer see when I close my eyes. Saint Paul’s, Westminster, Southwark, Saint George’s. I wonder if they still stand. Could they have burned to the ground? Could they have been rebuilt? Would I remember the cemetery lane to my father’s and mother’s headstones and where they are buried among the many? The New World is a promise gone woefully awry. What was a dream has transformed into an agonising night terror. What do I owe this new king? Have I not fulfilled my end of the bargain? Has the crown not gained more from me than I from it? I no longer want these slaves. I no longer have the will. But now I feel I have made a deal with the devil, and he is never satisfied, always wanting more. I have nothing left to give, not even my will. And these Africans are not as docile as they were presented. Had they been, perhaps I would feel less averse to wanting to burn them all. Ambrose was right. We must break them for their own good and for our peace of mind. For this reason, I flogged a young boy today. He had an air of superiority about him, and a strong-willed slave is a dangerous slave, and as such cannot coexist with the British. I also flogged him on behalf of the king. I am so tired. I feel death on the threshold off my front door and the misery that has inhabited my soul awaits it like a woman awaits her tormented lover after a war. Does the tormented lover kill the woman? Can I let these Africans outlive me? Shall I not be the last one standing?



Mary read this journal entry to us, and the Africans in particular understood the evil that was William. Their freedom was not solely theirs, for it belonged to all of them, even those still living on the plantation. It is then that Malachai talked about Enoch, the boy in the journal who was flogged. That the poor boy’s fate was tied to William’s tormented soul, how he saw Africans not only as property, but as less than the value of any cow, dog, or fowl. William’s desire to maim, as well as his unprovoked hangings, were all part of his diabolical, murderous, and villainous soul.

“It’s Enoch,” said Malachai. “The boy William mentioned. It’s Enoch.”

He looked around at his comrades, searching their eyes for some semblance of recognition and pity. Some nodded.

“William flogged him until he could not cry anymore, then hanged him and left him to rot under the tree,” said my father.

Enoch was barely twelve years old, stolen from his home, and had arrived on a slave ship not even a week before William pronounced that he was guilty of sinning against the king.

“What did it mean to sin against the king?” asked Malachai, understanding for the first time there was no such thing, that William simply wanted to take the boy’s life.

“What does anything mean?” asked my mother in return.

“Then to leave him to rot and threaten that whoever took him down would take his place,” said my father. “That tamarind tree has seen so much blood.”

That abundance of blood had made William become mad. Even Ambrose saw the madness of his father’s ways. It was the beginning of what would be the end of the Blackwells, their lives, their estate, their clout. Their fortune was about to fall, the same way empires crumble at the hands of madmen.

“It’s not just William. Ambrose is no better. He knew that his father had no reason to hurt the boy,” said Malachai. “But that wickedness those Blackwell men carry inside them would not let him save the boy. They can’t help but be evil. They are a curse to this earth. They talk about their god coming back with fire from the sky to cleanse it again like he did with the flood …”

“What flood?” interjected my father. “What flood? These people just make up stories to make themselves feel better. Flood, fire, Africans.”

“They don’t understand that they are what needs to be cleansed from the earth. Imagine a world without white people. Imagine how much better that would be. The earth would rejoice,” said Oscar.

They sat there, each one silently reflecting on the conversation. Then Jaro nonchalantly picked up his machete and looked at its glare against the sun. He seemed to admire it and pointed it towards the orange ball in the sky. He squinted.

“We must go back. We must free them all. I am willing to die, but not like that poor boy, not at the hands of people who burn at the sight of something that gives life. How can they be chosen, when they can’t be naked in the sun?” he asked.

His words were profound. They meant everything to all of us, because he was right.

“We should plant a hundred tamarind trees, just to remind William that death is coming for him,” said my father. “Let the sun burn those unnatural devils.”

They thus devised a plan to get back to the Blackwell estate, to rescue every able-bodied man, woman, and child, to march them in front of William and watch him do nothing as they walked to freedom. They decided this carrying out of justice would not be rushed. Instead, they would take their time, first sending a scout or two to survey the Blackwell homestead. My father volunteered, and thus their plan was set in motion. My strategy, however, was different. I wanted a freedom steeped in revenge as old as my father had been alive.
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Truce over Manchineel

DOMINICA, 1801

This would not be the first time that William paced on his front porch as he awaited the birth of his child with a slave woman. This time, however, his wife Margaret had already passed, so in essence he had done nothing wrong except to violate his own rules about not interfering with female Africans. He was silently pacing when he decided to head down to the slave cabins, his patience having run out. When he got there, he waited outside as the baby was being delivered. It was the middle of a hot day, and only the Africans who had any role in the baby’s delivery were on the premises. He heard the baby cry, and not waiting for an invitation, entered the room. The child’s mother, Helene, lay on the cot, blood heavy between her legs.

“What is it?” asked William.

“Take it and go,” said Helene. Her voice was weak, and she did not care to see the child.

“The bleeding has stopped, Helene,” said one of the African women who had helped deliver the baby. “It’s going to be alright.”

Beside Helene, who had told William to take the child, the other two acted as if he were not even there. William stepped forward briskly towards the child.

“You must put her on your breast, Helene,” said the other African woman.

“No. Mr. William can take her. I don’t want her,” Helene answered.

Hearing that the baby was a girl, William stopped his approach. He took off his hat and ran it through his hands. Then with a sigh, he turned around and left.

He was on his porch again that evening when he heard the celebrations coming from the slave cabins. He was waiting to hear something as that was the time that the Africans returned from the fields. He stood there, alone, waiting. He thought immensely about Helene’s words, that she did not want the baby. He also thought about Agnes, his first child with an African woman. He thought of her birth and then of her death. He thought of Agnes’s mother, Edith, and of how much he enjoyed her company at night. He then thought of her death, and then of his wife, Margaret’s.

“Oh, Margaret,” he said to himself softly. “You should never have come here. All this death would never be, had you not come.”

He looked down again towards the slave cabins, when his son appeared from inside.

“Did Helene have her baby?” asked Horace.

William nodded.

“What did she have?”

“Another bloody girl. I swear women are nothing but God’s wrath upon us,” said William.

Horace looked at him strangely, smirked, and shook his head. “You say this as if you never had a wife, a sister, or a mother. Mother is dead—” said Horace before he was cut off by his father.

“Poisoned by a woman,” said William.

“Mother was good. She’s buried right there by that tamarind tree. What if she heard you speak such words?”

“Your dear mother is dead. Let her rest in peace,” said William, before leaving the porch and retreating inside.

The following evening, William again went down to the cabins, where he found Helene, sitting up, with the child on her breasts. Her face was long and she was tired.

“Sonny asked me about you,” he said.

“I don’t know who that is.”

“Sonny. The overseer. The one who wanted to whip you until I intervened.”

“You should have let him,” said Helene.

She did not care to answer William or be in his presence. She did not even seem to have the will to live. As for William, he was unusually timid, as if afraid to be in the company of Helene.

“I will tie her to my back tomorrow. Mr. Sonny doesn’t have to worry,” she said. “Me and the girl will be there.”

William shook his head. “No, you won’t. You will work in the main house. The African girl, Constance, will help you. And you will name this baby Pearl. You will start tomorrow.”

He exited the cabin, and Helene started to cry. He could hear her as he started to walk back up the hill. He was not sure why she was crying, just that it made him feel something he never usually felt: pity. He walked up, and as he neared his home, he could have sworn he saw the tamarind tree light up. He stopped to look at it before heading inside.

When Helene showed up the next morning with the baby wrapped tightly on her back, William and Horace had already left for Roseau. She and the baby were greeted by Constance, another light-skinned woman, about thirty years old.

“I made a place over there in the corner for the baby, so you don’t have to carry her around the whole time,” said Constance.

“I will keep her on my back,” said Helene.

“Well, it’s there if you need it,” said Constance.

“I won’t.”

The women looked at each other, Helene with an unmovable stoicism, Constance with irreproachable care.

“As you wish. Follow me. I will show you where we start,” said Constance.

The two women spent the entire morning doing household chores, starting with William’s bedroom: emptying his chamber pot, making his bed, cleaning his bedroom floor, and opening his window that sunlight and air might come in. They then moved on to Horace’s bedroom and did the same. By mid-morning, they had done everything, including cleaning the outhouse latrine. They came back inside and prepared to cook breakfast for William and Horace, who could be back from Roseau at any moment. Most of the time, the baby was on Helene’s back. Twice, she unwrapped Pearl from her back to breastfeed her, and then put her right back there again.

Helene took Pearl down one more time to feed her. Pearl was whining but would not latch on to her mother’s breast. Constance came over to help. It is then she observed Helene’s breasts, her nipples cracked and red.

“It is not the baby who doesn’t want to eat, Helene,” said Constance. “It’s you. It hurts you to feed her. You put her on your breast, but you don’t want her there because it hurts you. There is a cure for that.”

Constance headed to the kitchen pantry and came back with what looked like soft lard. She applied it on Helene’s breasts. In the meantime, she took the baby from Helene and rocked her in her arms until she fell asleep. She laid Pearl down on the cot she had prepared in the corner. Pearl lay there and slept.

“Thank you,” said Helene.

“It’s the least I can do,” said Constance. “It could be me instead of you.”

“I wouldn’t wish that on anybody,” said Helene.

The two women sat there and shared a moment where they recognised each other’s womanhood.

“Do you have children?” asked Helene.

“Whenever I am with child, I take a small amount of manchineel bark in my tea. I could never have children for these white devils. One of them impregnated my mother with me. When I was born, he sold us to different plantations: my mother to the other side of the island, and me to a plantation in Colihaut. I was there until recently when Mr. William purchased me.”

Helene listened but was struck by the part about the manchineel root. “Have you used manchineel often?” she asked.

“I am at William’s mercy,” said Constance. “I do what he wants and what he says. He treats me kindly, but I am still his property. And when his old bones lie on top of me, I can do nothing but stare at the ceiling. Afterwards, the smell of the alcohol—”

“The tobacco,” interjected Helene.

“Yes, the tobacco, and the rotting gums and teeth stay with me for days. It doesn’t matter how much I bathe in the river or the sea, how much smoked fish or pineapple I eat. The stench remains there. And when days later, I bring up food or just feel sick in the morning, I don’t chance having to carry a child.”

“But manchineel?”

“I would rather die than have a baby with any of these men,” said Constance.

Pearl woke and started to cry. Helene picked her up and put her on her breast. Pearl latched on and fed. Constance started to make food for the Blackwell men.

When William and Horace returned, the women were at the front of the house. They had started from the front porch and had now moved to the flower beds. Pearl was asleep on her mother’s back. William disappeared to the latrines and returned angry, as if he had gotten bad news.

“Have Ivan and Malachai come yet for any pig feed?” asked William.

“No, Mr. William,” answered Constance. “They usually come right after lunch.”

William seemed bothered, as if he needed my father and Malachai in front of him as he spoke. Horace looked around, his eyes searching through the dry heat.

“What about Jeremiah, Father?” asked Horace.

“What good will that mute do?” answered William.

That lunch hour, when my father and Malachai came to the main house for the pig feed, William flew out of the back door, grabbed my father by his collar, and threw him to the ground.

“You,” he said, pointing at Malachai. “Go over in that corner!”

He approached my father again and attempted to kick him while he was on the ground, but my father moved.

“Mr. William,” my father said, “I didn’t do anything.”

“Like hell you did not!” answered William.

“Let’s hear him out, Father,” said Horace.

William regained his composure and allowed my father to stand back up. Neither my father nor Malachai had any idea of what the matter was.

“What is this?” asked William, showing pieces of manchineel root to my father and Malachai.

They shrugged their shoulders and said that they did not know.

“You two never know anything. People die all around you, but ‘I don’t know, I don’t know.’ If I make you eat it, would you know?” asked William.

William persisted in his questioning, but he did not get anywhere. Even when he offered open handed slaps and backhands with the threat of lashings, neither my father nor Malachai had an answer for him. His frustration grew.

“Perhaps it is not them, Father,” said Horace.

“Then who?” asked William.

“Me,” said Constance. “The manchineel that you found is mine.”

William stood quiet. Helene held her breath, because she had seen the evil that was William.

“What did you say?” he asked.

“It was for me. For me only. I swear it, Mr. William.”

William sighed a disappointed sigh, as if to regret a choice he had made. He motioned to my father, Malachai, and Helene to leave.

“It was mine too,” said Helene, wanting to stand in solidarity with a woman she had only met a few hours prior.

“I told you all to leave,” said William.

When they left, only Constance, Horace, and William remained. William left and when he returned soon after, Horace too was gone. He sat at his table with a cup of tea in front of him and invited Constance to join him. She approached, not sure what he had in mind, but deep down, she knew there would be punishment for the manchineel, for if ever William thought his life was in danger, or that anyone was plotting against him, his reaction was akin to burning down a house in retribution for someone spitting in his face.

“The poison was for you, yet here you are,” he said. “How do you explain that?”

She looked directly at him and did not even blink. Feeling the retribution was coming, her eyes started to pool. “I don’t want your children inside of me. Three times now you have put your demon seeds inside me, and each time I rip them out with the manchineel. I was always prepared to die, and I would rather do so than carry your children,” she said.

William smiled. “Thrice is the word you’re looking for. And that is thrice too many times,” he said. “Have I not been good to you?”

“There is nothing good about bondage,” she said. “And Helene was only trying to protect me. She had nothing to do with that manchineel.”

William offered her the cup of tea that was in front of him. “Drink. This is my offer of truce,” he said to her.

She did not believe him, and when she brought the cup to her lips, she smelled it. “Truce over manchineel. I would thank you, but I will not thank you for my death. Just know that death will come for you too one day. Pray that it is merciful.”

She drank the tea and walked outside to the back of the house. She then made her way towards the pig farm. William did not accompany her, nor did he stop her.

The following morning, Helene and the baby were already cleaning the main house. There was no sign of Constance. Helene feared something had possibly happened to her but did not wish to ask. Not long after, my father and Malachai brought Constance’s body to the back of the main house. When Helene saw it, she put her hand over her mouth. Soon after, William came out and ordered that Constance be buried right away. He then turned to Helene and looked her dead in the eye.

“If you ever lie to me again, or if I should have any problem with you, know that I will hang you on that tamarind tree and leave your dead body to swing in the dry heat for days.”
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Fon Song

DOMINICA, 1826

Sometimes, we hear and see what it is we want. Truth or reality does not matter, only our consciousness, and our interpretation. My father was well in Roseau, hiding in plain sight, surveilling the area. As the maroons prepared to raise a sudden attack on the towns of Roseau and Colihaut, my father especially wanted to face Ambrose, having talked of settling a score. He arrived and saw for himself what I did—what many residents on the Blackwell estate saw as well. It was something that human eyes were not allowed to witness, but somehow, they did. William was left paralysed with fear that day. All he could do was repeat the names of his dead daughters and ask God for forgiveness.

The sun came down as he sat on the front porch. It was his evening routine, when he could, which was most times, to catch the sunset, to watch it fall and eventually disappear over the horizon, the graves of his wife and son in the foreground, the thick tamarind tree not too far either. He watched as birds flew into the tamarind tree for the night, how they swooped in, flying low, as if jostling for position on a branch. What he enjoyed most were the final rays of sunlight as they met the tamarind tree, allowing it to seemingly glow. He sat there, sipping on his tea, and then he heard music coming from the slave cabins. He heard them singing and beating on a drum, a man’s voice singing loud exaltations in the distance. He looked over to where they were, walked closer, not wanting to be seen, and saw jumping reflections of an open flame in the distance. He walked back to his chair and sat down. He picked up his pipe, filled it with tobacco, put it to his lips, and lit it, inhaling deeply. The bowl of the pipe burned red as smoke rose from it.

As he sat there, the strangest of things happened. The thick-bark tree waved its body and swayed as if it had arms and legs, hips and feet. William sat there, paralysed. He was hypnotised by what he saw. It took him a little while to come back to himself, to reaffirm he was not dreaming. And when he thought long and hard about what he had just witnessed, he breathed in hard. He scoffed it off, that what he had seen could not have been real. Then, it happened again, and the tamarind tree began to glow. He took his pipe out of his mouth and stood slowly, his eyes transfixed, his heart pounding. A figure, like a shadow, dark against the glow, stepped from within the tree. The figure danced to the music and exaltations coming from the slave cabins. William dropped his pipe and fumbled his way back towards the door, his eyes never leaving the tree or the shadow. The shadow left the tree and walked in his direction. His eyes still fixed on the approaching dark figure, he reached the door handle, tried to turn it, but it would not turn. He tried harder, still nothing. The shadow got closer. Panicked, William turned around and tried to force the door. A cold wind blew in his ear.

“Your last breath will be here, where you stand, and from the shadows of the tamarind, we will watch,” said the shadow in the shapely figure of a woman, the voice so familiar, it seemed to scare him more than the idea of the dark silhouette itself.

William stood still, his pants wet with urine, tears coming down his face, his nose running wet, his mouth foaming. He tried again to enter, and the handle gave way easily, allowing him entry. He closed the door, locked it, and ran to shut his bedroom windows. He looked out as he closed them, to find several shadows around the tree. He secured the windows as quickly as he could with his one hand and sat under the windowsill which opened to the tamarind tree, his knees pulled into his chest. He stayed there until the morning light, at which point he walked down to the cabins and banned any music or singing or drumming.

The next day, he had Pearl accompany him to town and stopped in at Aldyne Browne’s establishment.

“Whatever you use to make black dye, I need plenty of it,” he said to his friend.

He received the mixture, to which he was supposed to add water. He thanked Aldyne Browne and went on his way, back to his property. On their way William repeated out loud what the shadow had said to him. He said it loudly as if he were possessed. Pearl started to cry.

“I have been good, Mr. William. I have not done anything wrong,” she said.

He ignored her, perhaps not even realising she was there or the confusion of his words.

“Your last breath will be here, where you stand, and from the shadows of the tamarind, we will watch,” he recited as he drove the carriage back like he had found the devil and was chasing it back to Hades.

It was a short enough ride, but he did it shouting at the horses and disregarding anyone else on the road. People had already been getting used to his eccentric ways, so for other travellers, his behaviour was not unexpected. As he got to the house, he parked the wagon in front of the tree and ordered Pearl to fetch a pail half filled with water. She did not hesitate, but her body reacted slowly to the uncertainty of what the outcome of what was being asked would be. When she returned, William mixed the mixture with water until the water itself turned black. He then handed Pearl a cloth and told her to dip it in the dye and paint the tree black. Again, Pearl was apprehensive but, unable to refuse, dipped the cloth into the pungent bucket of dye and slowly started applying it to the tamarind tree. Others on the property, including the few slaves still there, started to gather in increasing number near the tree, covering their noses to the foul odour of the dye. Pearl remained steadfast in her application of the mixture, although she struggled to keep her eyes from watering and her nostrils from burning.

Paul, a male slave several years older than Pearl, stepped in to help her. He brought clean water in which he dipped a clean cloth and rubbed it on her face. She was crying, unable to keep her eyes open. Paul brought her several feet from the tree and sat her down. William watched all this from his porch. Once Paul sat Pearl down, William shot up from his seat, which made the other Africans scurry along. He approached, grabbing a whip along the way. Paul had started to apply the dye on the tree. His nose and mouth were wrapped in a wet cloth, leaving only his eyes exposed. He saw William approaching.

“I just want to help her, Mr. William. The work is still getting done,” said Paul.

“And who’s doing your work, boy?” replied William. “If you don’t want me to skin you alive, you best leave well enough alone and worry about your own work.”

Paul put down the cloth and was about to kneel next to Pearl when he heard William’s whip crash next to him. “I mean it, boy,” said William. “Get up, girl! I need this done before dark.”

William’s tone was menacing, like that of a rabid dog who understood nothing but the immediacy of his need. He started to cough and wipe his eyes from the smell and acidity of the dye. He retreated, ordering Pearl once more to get on with the work.

Pearl continued, and people, both settler and enslaved, watched on from a distance as she did her best to paint the tree. When she was done, Paul and another woman carried her to their sleeping quarters, where she was washed and laid to rest her weary body. Her hands were stained black. She lay there crying, unable to open her eyes. I saw her that day. I wanted to save her, but I could do nothing but watch. Her fate was tied to William, the same way Horace’s and Ambrose’s were. Hers was tied to settler seeds and African birth canals, where truth hid in plain sight, where African women were the spoils of war and their offspring offered as cattle. I saw Pearl, and before she closed her eyes that night, I forced a whisper in her ear, hoping that all the celestial powers that be could bring it to her, that she could hear me.

“They do not see us, but when we sing, they fear us,” I said.

She moved her head. Then she moved it again, turning it as if it were on a swivel. “Who said that?” she asked.

“They do not see us, but when we sing, they fear us,” I repeated.

She heard me. She understood my words better than I could have expected her to. Against the advice of Paul and other friends, she got up from the bed and made her way outside. She could hardly see, but the path from the slave cabins to the main house was one she had walked countless times, and so she mustered the strength to do so again. Her friends and cabinmates asked her where she was going and tried to get her to return to bed, but she pressed on.

“I must sing,” she said.

Pearl repeated this continually until she, inadvertently buoyed by her companions, showed up in front of William’s house. The sun was setting, and he, William, had his eyes on the tamarind tree. It did not glow, nor did it dance, nor did shadows emerge from it, but it provided a backdrop for Pearl’s final stand. She stood in front of him, hardly able to open her eyes. Her feet were wrought with the weight of her struggle. After fifteen years, his own flesh and blood stood before him waiting to pass what seemed a final judgment.

“William!” she cried. “William!”

He rose from his chair, not sure what to make of her. “Watch your mouth, girl! Watch how you address me!” he said.

Pearl found more strength, her curved body now standing erect, her eyes squinting to see him. “Judgment day will come for you,” she said. “Every night you will run from the darkness. You will run and cower. If ever the darkness catches you, it will suffocate the life from your body.”

William retreated inside and when he reemerged, he was holding his rifle. “You lost your damn mind, girl,” he said.

The sun slowly disappeared, and Pearl approached him. In the background, the tree he had wanted painted black so badly started to glow again. Pearl’s companions retreated, seeing the tamarind tree glowing that way. Settler women started calling Pearl a witch, saying they knew she was not right. That is when Pearl began to sing. She sang in the language of her mother, in the language that was forbidden to her. She sang her Fon song until the tree began to sway again, until its branches began to move like limbs, its femininity on full display. William stepped backwards. Settlers on his estate fled to their homes. The enslaved also took flight to their sleeping quarters. Only Pearl stood in the yard in front of a terrified William. And as the tree danced, shadowed figures emerged from it.

“Return my child to me,” said the voice from the night before.

William stood rigid. When more shadowed figures started approaching, he retreated, finger on the trigger of his rifle.

“Mama,” said Pearl.

“It’s alright, my child,” said the voice. “You’re coming home. Sing, child! Sing!”

As Pearl sang, the shadow stood by her, giving her strength. She was able to open her eyes and see William clearly. The other figures approached, and when they met Pearl, a shot rang through the darkness. Smoke blew from William’s rifle, and Pearl lay dead on the ground. William watched as the shadows carried Pearl’s body back to the tree and disappeared with her. He stumbled through his door, locked it, and sat against it. He started to cry, the barrel of the gun under his chin. He sat there for a while. Every time he tried to pull the trigger, he did not seem to find the strength. He finally put the gun down, lay on the ground, and curled into himself.

“Oh, Pearl, sweet child. Agnes. God forgive me.”
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Wasted Tears on Rotting Leaves

DAHOMEY, 894

Years after the white man landed on our African shores, having desecrated our way with theirs, our gods with their God, our places of worship with their own, we offered them land. We made a pact with them, that they could live freely on the land with us, albeit in the Evil Forest, all the while knowing that nothing there survives. We trusted that all of them would be dead within a week. But everyone’s assumption was usurped. They cut down trees and built houses, stripped wood for their church. They were evil. They made us doubt tradition and question our past. They conquered us the only way they knew we would not last—they came between us. But in the many generations before their arrival, even before humankind announced its birth on this land, the Evil Forest had already grown a canopy. It had stood among the villages for hundreds of years and had seen the changing times. No one would have thought of what it would become, for the evil within it was cursed beyond any measure of wickedness.

“Hurry up!” said one boy to twins his age. “I don’t want to be late and catch my father’s rod again.”

“These plums are worth any amount of beating,” said one of the twins.

“Clearly you haven’t received any beatings from my father,” said the first boy.

They hurried through the bushes and arrived at a part near the forest where they would normally cut through it. It had fallen dark, and should they go through now, they would not be able to see their way in the forest. The twins, being boys, the arrogance in their ability to make it before sundown full on their chest, entered it regardless. The other boy did not. He took the long way instead. When the twins made it to the other side, they stopped in confusion and were forced to look around, thinking perhaps that in the forest darkness, they had taken a wrong turn and exited somewhere else, as the usual path had overgrown with bush. Then in the distance, they recognised the tall and large iroko tree and felt relieved they were not lost. As they made their way, they felt a strangeness come over them, as if the land had aged without them. They entered their village and found themselves the object of much scrutiny. Everyone observed the two boys as they made their way to their family compound, walking behind them as a sort of accompanying procession, whispering and holding their children close.

“My children, where have you been,” asked their mother, Ishan. “Where have you been? Were you taken?”

“No,” said Odowa, one of the twins. “Ise and I walked through the forest on the way back.”

“Yes, we know. Imaren told us he did not follow you there. But where have you been?” she asked again.

The twins were confused. They figured that their mother wanted to know where they had been before they entered the forest.

“We were looking for plums with Imaren,” said Odowa.

It is at this point that their father, Adesagbon, burst through the crowd. “Boys! Are you hurt? Did somebody take you? Where have you been?”

“We went for plums and then cut through the forest,” said Ise.

“It has been three moons,” said Adesagbon.

The boys were speechless. Their friend Imaren approached and waved lightly. The boys waved back.

“The gods listened to us and accepted our many sacrifices for the safe return home of our boys. They are back with us. The circumstances of their return matter little, except that they have returned,” said the father.

He ushered his wife and two sons inside the family compound. He would then get on his knees and offer one last prayer to the gods for returning his children safely. His words were terse at best. Though he conveyed a semblance of normalcy, deep down he was unsure of what to think.

In the days that followed, there was much talk in the village about what had really happened to the boys. People were unsure whether to believe them or not. The boys’ account, however, was simple and steadfast. And that was perhaps the strangest thing of all. Their story—for what seemed like several minutes to the boys—was a matter of three months for everyone else. If all they had done was take a shortcut through the forest, why had they shown up three months later? That was the biggest question on everyone’s lips, until the sudden and unexpected dryness came. Crops started to wilt away in the heat and die—so many hours of labour with nothing to show for it. Everyone became upset and anxious about feeding their families.

That pain was manageable for a while, until the livestock started to get sick and die. Whatever was wrong with the land, the earth spat it up. It is then that the villagers met to discuss their misfortunes at the village square.

“This is no coincidence,” said one man. “This is the work of evil. This is all because we have evil in our midst.” He looked around, his eyes searching for something or someone. When he did not find what he was searching for, he opened his palms outwards and shook his arms in despondency.

“And of course they’re not here. Adesagbon and his kin are not here,” said the man.

The crowd reacted with surprise at his tone.

“They are not here,” he repeated. “They are not here.”

His anger grew as much as his belief that there was evil on that land, and it needed to be expunged. “You think what I think. You feel what I feel,” he shouted. “Whatever came out of that forest needs to go back.”

The crowd erupted, no longer feigning sympathy for the twin boys and their family. Adesagbon, who had been nearby, did not show his face. Instead, he ran home to his family. The village had turned against them, and it was only a matter of time before it came for them.

“Leave everything,” said Adesagbon to his family. “They will want to purify the land with our blood. When they’re done, they will burn everything.”

“Ise and I will go back in the forest,” said Odowa. “It is because of us that we must flee.”

“No,” said their mother. “They can’t purify the land if we’re alive. Your father is right. We must go.”

They wasted no time, taking with them barely anything at all, some animal skins for the colder nights and some blades that they might eat and protect themselves. They had gotten by the iroko tree when they heard a man’s voice yell.

“Over there by the iroko tree,” said the voice.

The villagers were coming for them, and their only escape was to enter the forest.

The foliage underfoot felt wet, the ground heavy from rotting leaves. It did not matter now how far into the forest they went; the villagers would certainly catch up with them.

“Stop!” said the young Ise to the crowd at the edge of the forest. “If you enter you will die. I have lived here, and yes, this forest is evil. Only castaways and death live here. This is why we can be here. My brother and I have returned. She wanted us to come back, so she killed your livestock and your crops. But now that Odowa and I are back, she will not take from you anymore.”

He was resolute in his speech, his parents and brother watching on. Adesagbon and Ishan were not entirely certain if their son’s speech was a ruse or the truth, but it no longer mattered, for beyond the forest was certain death.

“Adesagbon, you and your kin are no longer of this clan. You will inhabit nothing, and the gods will surely turn their backs on you,” said the man from the village square. “Your compound and all that you own is already burning. I curse you and your kin. This place will now be known as the Evil Forest, and no man or woman shall enter it unless it is to die.”

He then turned his back and walked away with the other villagers. Adesagbon fell on his knees.

“Get up, Adesagbon,” said a woman’s voice.

They all turned in the direction of the voice to find the Queen Mother standing there, her face tall, with scars like moons under her eyes, her head shaven bald.

“Queen Mother, we …” they started to recite, but she stopped them.

“Get up, Adesagbon,” she said. “There is a star in the sky for each one of you. And among those stars, there is a house that belongs to you. It is not this forest that you will inhabit, it is the twelfth house in the sky.”

Adesagbon got to his feet. “I do not understand, Queen Mother,” he said.

“When I saw your boys, they looked so beautiful to me. There was not just one, but two, an exact replica of the other. It made me wonder if I could be more than the order of Queen Mother that had been bestowed upon me. I wondered if I could be a natural mother too. So, I kept them. I wanted to know what it felt like to be motherly. After two moons had passed, the oracle told me this would not end well and that I needed to let them go. I had wanted to show them all the things I have seen mothers show their children. But these were not mine to teach. After the third moon, I took them to the river, wanting to birth them new memories that aligned with the knowledge of the stars. But they became afraid and asked for you, Ishan. It became clear that I could not keep them, and I had to let them go. I took their memories and sent them on their way,” said the Queen Mother.

Adesagbon pulled his wife and children into him. “There is no evil here?” he asked. “My children did not bring any evil to the village?”

“Evil only exists in the hearts of men,” said the Queen Mother, shaking her head. “But now you must be on your way. You must walk until you find a small river. Follow it until it reaches the sea.”

Adesagbon, feeling relieved, embraced his family tighter. All four had tears in their eyes.

“Find the small river. Don’t waste tears on rotting leaves. Keep them for when you find yourselves up there with your stars,” said the Queen Mother before she vanished.
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Dark Ebony

DOMINICA, 1826

In the dead of the night, my father slowly opened William’s armoire. He opened it with much care as for it not to creak. He put one foot out, then another, and slowly closed it again. He then walked over to William’s bed, where he found him snoring, fully immersed in a dream. He approached William and stood by the side of the bed and looked over him. At first, William did not wake, but suddenly he took a deep breath and opened his eyes. It was as if he had been underwater holding his breath, and suddenly he emerged for air. William reached for a blade he kept under his pillow, only to feel the point of another against his neck. He removed his hand. My father stuffed a cloth in William’s mouth and tied him to the bedposts before moving on to find Ambrose, asleep in his room. In the same way he had done with William, he approached Ambrose and stood next to the bed, blade drawn. He slapped Ambrose over the back with the blade, forcing him to wake up.

Ambrose awoke, confused.

“You will die today, like you should have so many years ago,” said my father.

Ambrose, realising what was happening, lay his head back down and, seemingly unbothered, laughed.

“Were you and the old man in conversation? He couldn’t kill his own son this time?” asked Ambrose.

“You and your father will suffer the same fate tonight. This entire house will burn. And you will both watch it,” said my father.

Ambrose continued to laugh, the way someone does when playfully mocking a child. “Ivan, I remember when you first came off the boat. Strongest-looking thing we had seen here in a long time. I told my father to take a finger or an ear or something, but he wouldn’t listen. Now look at you, threatening to take my life and no one to stop you.”

Just then there was a ruckus from the other room, the sound of someone tumbling. “Ambrose!” said William, from the other room. “Ambrose!”

“It’s alright, Father,” answered Ambrose. “It’s just a ghost. Go back in your bed!”

The two men were eyeing each other until William burst into the room, rifle cocked. “Get away from my son!” ordered William.

My father walked away slowly, nearing the windows. Ambrose got up from the bed and started to approach my father, when suddenly my father hit hard on the windows, forcing them open. The moonlight started to pour in, the tamarind tree aglow, its light pervading the room. William, fearing the light, fired his rifle twice before quickly retreating from the room, leaving his son to cower by the window. When Ambrose got back up, my father was gone, having jumped out of the window. In his rage, Ambrose followed, but my father was nowhere to be seen. Ambrose swore that he would find my father if it was the last thing he ever did.

It would be a few days later that someone came running to us, saying she had seen soldiers nearing Hilltop. The direction and pace that they were approaching made it clear they would soon be upon us. We would be able to defend ourselves, but it meant that our location was compromised, and that the soldiers had now decided to trek the uncertain mountain. Our liberty was once again in peril. It is then that our Queen Mother appeared.

“My children,” she said, “be still.”

The soldiers approached, and Ambrose was with them. They got closer and eventually walked through our encampment. But they saw nothing. They did not see any cabins, fire, or firewood, no carcasses drying, no fish salted and smoking. All they saw was forest upon forest, tree after tree. The soldiers grew tired.

“They are not here,” said the colonel. “We come here and walk like fools in circles. We reach the river and the cliffs, and we repeat the same thing every time.”

“They are here,” said Ambrose. “Can’t you smell those disgusting vermin?”

The colonel slung his rifle onto his back and proceeded to walk towards the river, to his men.

“I said they are here,” said Ambrose, as he cocked his rifle, pointing it at the colonel. “You will stay and finish the job.”

The colonel turned around to find Ambrose’s rifle in his face. “There are twelve of us and one of you. Do you think that’s a smart idea? I could have you hanged for this treasonous act,” he said.

Ambrose kept approaching. “I told you that the vermin are here,” said Ambrose.

“Yes, on the mountain, but up, farther,” said the colonel, pointing upwards with his finger.

Ambrose started shouting my father’s name. “Ivan! Ivan! Show your face! I told you I will kill you! Mark my words!” he said.

When Ambrose lost his focus to follow the movement of the colonel’s finger, the colonel shoved the gun aside and punched him in the face, forcing him to stumble backwards. The colonel pounced on Ambrose, but the latter pulled his pistol from his waistband and fired at the colonel, piercing his heart. The colonel dropped instantly. Ambrose approached him, and seeing he was dead, shot his rifle twice through the trees.

The men, having heard the shots, scrambled back to find their leader dead, Ambrose holding on to him, urging him not to let go. The soldiers approached and Ambrose shouted commands at them, telling them that we were near, had shot the colonel, and then run deeper into the woods. The soldiers ran in the direction indicated by Ambrose. Of course, they would return empty-handed, not a trace of a maroon in sight. They gathered the remains of the colonel and made their way back down the mountain.

“Thank you, Queen Mother,” I said to the seer for shielding us from the eyes of the soldiers.

“Revenge is a terrible thing to need. This man came this whole way in search of revenge,” said the seer. She said this as if she were talking explicitly to me.

“They will be back,” said Oscar. “We can’t just wait for them. I say we head down this very night. We can take the boats into Roseau underneath the cover of darkness and finally deal with Ambrose and his father. They won’t see it coming.”

Everyone agreed, and it had now become a matter of who would go and who would stay. My mother was the first to come forward. She grabbed a blade, tucked it in her dress, and walked towards Oscar, as other men and women did the same. My grandfather, Uncle Cecil, Aunt Ajani, Jaro, Orly, a young African who had recently escaped from the Blackwells, and a few other men and women, both Kalinago and African, gathered around.

“Will the Queen Mother be here to protect the others while we’re gone?” asked Oscar, looking in my direction.

“They will not need me after tonight,” said the seer, appearing behind Oscar, forcing him to jolt. He bowed slightly, acknowledging her, then returned to the group.

We were ready, prepared for what might be the final stance against Ambrose and William. We made our way down and reached the water just as the sun was starting to set. We watched it from the trees, the moon readying herself to take its place. We all got in the boat and headed towards Roseau, and as we got far enough into the open sea, two boats full of soldiers flanked us, their rifles pointing in our direction, and forced us back on land. With nowhere to run or hide, we would find ourselves in chains again, our fate tied to the night, for in the morning we would surely be hanged.

It was not until we reached the shore that Ambrose revealed himself, standing there smugly, his arrogance so palpable, one could cut it with a knife.

“Get them loaded onto the wagon. We will head to Roseau right away,” he said.

A soldier refused and said it would happen in the morning, that the men were tired from being on the mountain all day and waiting in the water all evening.

“Your position as newly promoted colonel does not impress me. My family has ties not only to the governor but to King George himself. I can have you deposed,” threatened Ambrose.

The colonel looked at the men and saw their tired and weary bodies. “Which of you wish to accompany Mr. Blackwell and these maroons to Roseau? You would leave forthwith,” he said.

No one raised a hand to volunteer.

“There you have it. The prisoners will stay put tonight,” said the colonel.

“If you give the order, they will go,” said Ambrose. Then he looked at the men and spoke to them directly.

“I had a brother once and a mother. Those vermin sitting over there poisoned my mother. Another forced my father to give his own son—my brother—over one hundred lashes until he died. That one over there,” he said, pointing at my father, “broke into my home a few nights ago and tried to kill my father and me in our sleep. Do you want those people to be given a chance to escape tonight? We need to crush these African and native vermin. If we stay in Colihaut, there’s more chance of their people coming for them. They will come. And believe me, when they arrive, they will skin you all. These are not humans. Do you not remember what they did to your colonel up there earlier?” asked Ambrose.

“It’s surprising how quickly they all escaped,” said another soldier, as he cut his eyes at Ambrose and spat on the ground.

Ambrose approached the soldier, who got up on his feet. He towered over Ambrose, who leaned into him.

“Is there something you want to say?” asked Ambrose.

“You killed the colonel. You shot him dead. No one here believes otherwise. We should hang you for treason,” said the soldier.

“You best watch your mouth, boy, before—” said Ambrose.

“Or what?” interrupted the soldier. “Or bloody well what, you treasonous Blackwell garbage.”

“Enough!” said the newly appointed colonel, as the two men were starting to size up each other. “Llewelyn, accompany this man to town. No one else needs to lose their life tonight.”

Llewelyn, a young baby-faced soldier, stood hesitantly and made his way towards the wagon. We were rounded up and loaded on, our hands and feet bound to one another. It would be impossible for any one of us to flee. Even if we managed to jump off, we would remain chained to one another.

It was perhaps an hour’s wagon ride to Roseau from Colihaut, and as I lay on the wagon bed, I followed one star in particular. At times it seemed blue, and in other instances, red. I imagined my house in the cosmos, the stars of my people, the dwelling of my clan.

Ambrose held the reins, while the young officer sat next to him with a rifle in hand. “You have a first name, Llewelyn?” asked Ambrose.

“Peter, sir,” he answered.

“Where is your family from, Peter?”

“London, sir.”

“Married?”

“No, sir.”

“How old are you?”

“Nineteen, sir.”

“Brothers and sisters?”

“Three of each, sir.”

“The important thing is that you get back to your family. Nothing is more important than that. When we deliver these maroons, I will make sure that your name appears ceremoniously in the Manchester Courier, or John Bull, or even the London magazine,” said Ambrose. “We have foiled their rebellion. The king will compensate us generously. I will make sure that your name is remembered.”

The young soldier was listening but also half occupied by something he perceived oncoming ahead in the distance. He lifted his hand intimating that Ambrose should stop. Then it became clear that a man on horseback was approaching. The young soldier shouted at the man on horseback to stop and identify himself.

“Olivier Dubois, son of Augustin Dubois. I am heading to my homestead in Colihaut,” said the rider.

Ambrose signalled to the young officer to lower his rifle. “Quite an ungodly hour to travel, Mr. Dubois,” said Ambrose.

The young horseman smirked, as if to show the hypocrisy in Ambrose’s words, as he was also traveling at an ungodly hour.

“These are heathens,” said Ambrose, making sign to the back of the wagon. “I am doing God’s work. They will be hanged in the morning, and we will all sleep better.”

When the lone traveller continued on his way, I set my eyes on the star again.

“We know what you did on the mountain,” said Malachai. “We saw you put a bullet through the colonel’s chest.”

Ambrose pulled hard on the reins, forcing the carriage to come to an abrupt stop. He stood and faced us. He was about to speak, when Oscar smashed the chains binding him against the metal of the carriage and let out a piercing yell, unnerving the horses. Ambrose lost his balance and fell into the back of the wagon. The men pounced on him, dragging him, themselves, me, to the ground. The young officer shot his rifle in the air, and commanded us to let Ambrose go, but my uncle had the chain around Ambrose’s neck.

“Free us!” said my uncle.

Ambrose was trying his hardest to break free, until Malachai approached him and searched his pockets for keys. The young officer stood there, ordering us to let Ambrose go.

“Your name will not appear in any paper. Ambrose is a liar and a cheat. Why do you think you never found a trace of us in the mountains? It’s because he shot the colonel. If you fire that gun, you will both die today,” said Malachai.

Ambrose was quiet, not even putting up a resistance to deny Malachai’s accusation. My uncle found the key and began to free us, but then a galloping horse could be heard coming from the direction of Colihaut. Shots from the horseman rang loudly past us and struck into the back of the wagon. It is at that moment that Ambrose used his might to snake out of Oscar’s grip. He slammed my uncle with his shoulder and made a quick dash to Peter Llewelyn and ripped the rifle from his grasp. Those of us who had been freed found cover in the woods, but my father, mother, Ajani, Jaro, and Orly were not as fortunate. Ambrose turned to the young soldier and without saying a word shot him in the chest, killing him instantly. The horseman arrived.

“I heard the shot,” said Olivier Dubois, looking at us and at the body of the young officer on the ground.

“Those bloody maroons again,” said Ambrose. “They ambushed us. They came out of nowhere, like demons. They got young Peter here. They got him.”

The two men worked together to secure anew the remaining members of the group to the wagon and lay the dead officer at my father’s feet. Then they were on their way, with Olivier Dubois riding his horse behind the wagon. Their arrival in Roseau was quiet, with only the jailers coming out to greet them, before my father and company were forced into a cell. I followed them and snuck within their walls. Something strange was happening to me. I could not understand what it was. It felt as if I had come all this way for nothing, only it was not nothing. The stars limited my understanding of what I did not know. They limited everything that I could see.

The following morning, the prisoners were marched to Market Square, chained to each other in single file. My father walked the same way he did back on the beach in Dahomey. He kept looking back for something, someone, maybe for me. He did not see me, but I was there, well hidden in the back of a decommissioned wagon. My heart burned; all these years of wait were for nothing. The revenge I wanted was about to be taken from me, only now, it did not feel right. I remembered the seer’s words from the day before: “Revenge is a terrible thing to need.” I wondered again if she were talking to me. And as the prisoners paraded, I decided to jump from the back of the wagon and put my knife through my father’s heart. I was about to do so, when the seer stepped in front of me.

“Come, my daughter,” she said. “No one will see.”

I stepped out. My father got closer, and I put my hand on the blade, ready to unsheathe it. The seer put her hand across my waist.

“Daughter, the son of the soil of Dahomey is not your will,” she said.

I stood frozen, the heat in my veins turning to volcanic lava.

“You need to reveal yourself to your father. And you need to let the soldiers take you. No harm will come to you.”

Immediately after saying this, she vanished, and I found myself being wrestled to the ground, my blade taken from me, and being marched with the others to the gallows.

“Etta, why did you come back?” asked my father.

We mounted the platform, and my mother started crying. We were six in two rows, facing each other.

“The seer was wrong,” my mother said. “How can this happen?”

“No,” I answered. “The seer brought me here.”

My father looked up, his eyes expressing some hope.

“Are they here, Malachai and the others?” he asked.

Meanwhile, William Blackwell spoke standing on the floorboard of the gallows. “For twenty years, I have searched for this man,” he said to the crowd that had gathered, referring to my father. “For twenty years, my son, Ambrose, led expeditions up that mountain. And for twenty years, he came back with nothing but some mountain chickens. But today, we will forever crush their rebellion.”

“Do you still not know me?” I asked my father.

He looked confused. The headsman, the one responsible for the execution, walked by and tore off the shirts of those about to be hanged. He ripped off my father’s, who did not even wince.

“Etta, you are my daughter,” he said.

The headsman approached my mother and ripped her top off, exposing her breasts.

“That day in Dahomey by the Evil Forest,” I said.

The headsman had reached me and tore my top, taking skin off my back in the process. My father’s eyes opened wide.

“Yes, you were lifted into the air, and your name was given—Bako, the one birthed after a visitor—our Queen Mother had visited that day,” I said.

“We shall not waste the bags and cover their heads. They shall see us, and we shall see them,” said William. “We shall see their nakedness. They shall feel shame.”

The crowd was cheering at his words, happy to see an end to what they deemed as African terror.

“It was you, the Queen Mother. You have come to deliver us. Like you said, we will not be harmed, for the stars have spoken for us,” my father said.

“No,” I answered. “You will be stars among the heavens. You will inhabit, like I have, the dwellings of the Twelfth House.”

My mother, finally coming to the realisation of who I was, gasped loudly as the noose was placed around her neck.

“It is she, the child. The Ogbanje. The seer said in twenty-two years it will be revealed to us.”

My father looked at me, tears rolling down his face. The crowd laughed as William, noticing my father’s tears, told them of the so-called brave African warrior who was brave no more, the one who snuck into his home and tried to kill him and his son, but would try no more.

“It is you,” he said.

“Yes, it is me, left to rot and consumed by vultures and wild beasts, not allowed entry into the bosom of the earth—not allowed any peace,” I said.

The headsman pulled the first lever and a loud clunk and thud echoed. Orly’s body swung below us.

“You shall hear your companions struggle until all breath has left their body,” said William. “I hope you defecate yourselves in anticipation of your demise.”

The crowd cheered on, drowning any noise from the first hanging. And then another clunk, as another lever was pulled, and Ajani fell.

“You are she—my stillborn sister, my twin who held me in our mother’s womb. Your sacrifice for me was more than any life I could give you,” he said.

Another lever, and Jaro swung below us. Only my parents and I were left standing on the gallows, nooses around our necks. It is then that time stood still for me, when despite all my knowledge of the stars, of my travels, of the countless forms and bodies I had inhabited, that the words of the seer made any sense to me. “The son of the soil is not mine to will.” It was written in the stars. It was our ancestors’ will. For the first time in my life, I felt what it was to cry, to have water run from my eyes down my cheeks, and onto my lips. It tasted like when river water meets the sea. The sky turned pink as the sun disappeared. I felt words under my tongue, bursting to be free. Rain came from nowhere, as there were no clouds in the sky.

“Thank you, Etta, for allowing me to live,” my father said. “Were you born with me, we would have both been thrown into the Evil Forest, for our existence would have been bad luck to our village.”

He had hardly finished speaking when his body dropped below us. I screamed with all my might. I wanted to save him. I heard nothing from him under the boards below. My mother stared at me, looking intently over my body.

“Goodbye, dear daughter,” she said. “You belong to Queen Mother now. Your scars—”

Clunk! My mother dropped. I searched for her, where she had been standing. I called out to her. I heard her wrestling to breathe and then there was silence. The rain stopped, and the sun returned as suddenly as it had disappeared. Only I stood on the gallows alone with the headsman and William Blackwell. William stared at me eerily and approached me like he had seen something extraordinary. He grabbed my arms, observed them, lifted my breasts, looked me over, looked at my back, held my head with one hand firmly grasping the back of my neck. I looked at my arms too and at the parts of my torso that I could see. My scars were gone. Then I felt the wind—her wind—the kind I used to blow. And when she sang, I heard that too—we all did. People did not wait. They scattered, for the song was grossly familiar. It was the sort of song that any human being would think was the devil’s soul pouring out of hell. It was a song for the wretched who had inhabited the earth.

William stopped, looked at me, closed his eyes, and gently shook his head. He removed the noose from around my neck and untied my hands. I walked from the gallows and did not stop until I was well into the woods. The song lasted for as long as it took for me to get back to the camp in the mountains. My uncle was the first to see me. He rushed in, and I collapsed in his arms. When I awoke, I was dressed and lying on my uncle’s bed. Malachai and my grandfather were standing over me.

“I am sorry,” said my uncle. “I’m sorry for all the years I have pained you.”

He bent over to kiss my face, and I grabbed his head and kissed him back. When I let go of him, I saw my arm was no longer the fair complexion of my uncle, or of my Aunt Ajani, or of my mother. Rather, it was a richly dark ebony, like that of my father, but with a hue of sun.

“What do you need?” said my grandfather.

“The seer,” I said. “Take me to see her.”
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Dark Flower

DOMINICA, 1834

I was there, having barely announced my arrival at her cabin, and stunned by the question.

“Why have you not looked for me?” asked the seer. “Some time ago I told you to look for me in the ledger, by the tamarind tree. Have you forgotten?”

I put my head down. I had not forgotten. I had not quite yet understood what that meant.

“Come, daughter, sit and rest,” she said, offering me a cup of hot tea. “Drink. I know it wasn’t yet time. It was not time.”

I put the cup to my lips and slowly sipped on it. It tasted like ginger and bitter tree bark.

“The first time I offered this to your parents, your father hit it out of your mother’s hands. The second time, your mother spat it out. It took her three attempts to drink something that would make her feel better,” said the seer.

We sat in silence. I sipped on my tea and she, seemingly amazed, looked strangely at me. She brought her chair closer to mine and, turning her hand over, rolled her index finger on my skin, starting on my arm and forearm and then bringing her finger to my face.

“The stars did not miss,” she said. “I can see the sun’s rays when I look at your skin.”

I did not say anything and continued sipping on my tea. I was quiet in front of her, yet comfortable, not feeling any rush or need to talk. She put the ledger on the table.

“Look for me, daughter. Look for me,” she said before getting up and leaving.

As she closed the door behind her, I jumped to my feet and rushed to the door. I opened it and ran outside, only to find myself alone in a sudden darkness, where a star above burned blue and then red. Taken aback, I tried to re-enter the cabin, but it was no longer there.

“Queen Mother!” I shouted. “Queen Mother!”

I was met with silence. When I turned around again, the sun was scorching hot, and I could hear a baby crying. The baby was in a bed of thatch, slowly coming down the river. The river looked familiar, and I reached in the water to grab the thatch and pulled it near me. I looked in to find the child, but to my horror, it was dead, its face pale and wet, as if it had drowned. I pushed the thatch back in the water, and when I stood, I was then suddenly near the ocean, alone, with three ships sailing away in the distance.

“Queen Mother! Queen Mother!” I screamed.

I called out for the Queen Mother several more times, only to be awakened by my grandfather.

“You’re having a nightmare, child,” said my grandfather.

“The seer,” I said. “You were supposed to take me to her.”

“Malachai and I did. We took you there. You were there for several days. You only came back last night,” said my grandfather.

I shook my head in denial. “No. This is not right,” I said, shooting up from the bed. And as quickly as I shot up, I lay back down, an excruciating pain in my head forcing me to stay as I was.

I lay there and no one came in except for my grandfather to check on me. I slept for two days, and when I awoke, I was myself again. I started to remember the last few days in pieces, starting with saying goodbye to the seer as I left her cabin, and her telling me I would need to rest for a few days, that the history passed down to me must also be passed down to Dewey, that the stars were tired and they themselves needed rest, that our memories needed to be more grounded in the earth, passed down from trees and rivers, rainfalls and mountains. I opened the ledger and meticulously scanned the entries with mentions of the tamarind tree. I landed on a date. It was a few months before Ivan and Malachai arrived on the estate.


June 1793, Dominica

The tamarind tree in my front yard is so large that nothing within several yards of it ever grows. It has never produced fruit, yet tamarind trees provide the most delicious fleshy matter. They are not the most appetising to look at, but they are appealing to the palette. I have scorched through biological record books of trees on the island, and I have yet to find a conclusive answer to my question about the origin of these trees. Are they endemic to the island? I fear I may never know the answer, the same way I don’t know why this one never bears any fruit. It has seen its share of African whippings and death, but I don’t believe that trees have breath, nor do they have memory. If they did, we should all fall on our knees and beg for forgiveness, for they are everywhere, see and hear everything, keep everything. The most bizarre event happened earlier today, as I returned from the pigpens to look after Medicine-John, whose ribs had been broken from a kick by Ambrose. There was a woman by the tree, saying what seemed to be a prayer. She was a Kalinago woman, and when I asked her what she was doing, she said preparing for her daughter to find her, that times were changing and it was the trees who would tell all the stories, since it was them who had long inherited the earth. When I asked her to leave my property, she looked so deeply into my eyes that I felt I had known her all my life. It was not until she had long left that I realised when I first spoke to her at the tamarind tree, she was Kalinago, but as I talked with her further, she had become African, and I had not even noticed. I feel that I saw a witch today, or perhaps it was the devil. But my thoughts on cutting the tree that kills everything near it have been thwarted. I do not wish to find out what bush sorcery she put on that tree.



I smiled. “There you are,” I said. “I found you.”

I reread the entry and agreed with our Queen Mother about something she had said when she asked why I had not looked for her. “It was not time, Queen Mother. It was not time.” So much memory came rushing back in, not just from the cosmos, but from the earth, the trees and the water, settler and African. I held them all. I felt they belonged to me, though they were not of me. It was as if I had been blessed to keep the universe’s deepest secrets.

“Etta,” Dewey said, her voice sounding meek and full of play.

I went to open the door and found her holding hands with the seer. They came in. In the short time I had known Dewey, I found she had matured right in front of me. It was as if I was not there at all and only saw her after each full moon. Her blue and brown eyes accentuated the patches on her skin, lips, and neck. She had grown, and within the week, she would grow so much more.

“I found you, Queen Mother,” I said.

“Are you sure?” she asked.

I paused, wondering why she would ask me that.

“What exactly did you find, Etta?” she asked.

“You asked me to find you in the ledger, by the tamarind tree,” I said.

She nodded. I became confused, not sure which part of the assignment I had done incorrectly.

“Yes, I was there,” she confirmed. “He wanted to take an axe to the tamarind tree because it impeded his view of the workers in the fields—his slaves, as he called them. I warned him not to cut it down because that tree had been there longer than he and his father had been alive. He looked at me and shooed me away. He said I was nothing but a native and if I was not careful, he would put me in chains. So, right in front of him, I took the appearance of the man in his dreams stranded on the deserted island. Then I became him as that man. He turned every shade of fear. Then I took the appearance of the woman by the river who drowned her baby. He dropped the axe and retreated in fear, falling over himself. His heart nearly stopped when I became him as that woman. I repeated that he may not cut that tree. And yes, before I left him, I was African. But William is not an honest man. He has never been. Even in his darkest memories, he cannot bring himself to tell the truth.”

She looked at me and then, passing her hand over Dewey’s face, sighed deeply, as if the weight of the world depended on her thoughts.

“Men like William are tied to us in ways we cannot always explain. Sometimes, the earth goes one way and the moon another, other times our ancestors cry and the stars laugh. But men like him are here, breathing, existing, taking space just as we are. And what do we do? We cannot save every tree. What is important is that we find what part of us is tied to those men. For as women, we are the guardians of this world. Nothing can enter it without us, nothing is blessed if we do not bless it, nothing leaves if we do not let it go. We must always find that connection, and when we find it, we must root ourselves in those trees.”

When she spoke, her words came alive, and it was not until she and Dewey both approached me as if this was something they had rehearsed, that I understood what she meant. It all came together as she pronounced the words.

“In three days, the British will sign their Slavery Abolition Act, putting an end to this darkness that has plagued us for far too long. On that day, you must reconcile what it is that is between you and William. Etta, my dearest daughter, you found me at the tamarind tree, but I ask that you leave me in the water. Give life to she whose name, Baccara, means dark flower,” she said.

It is then that it all came to me. It was all so vivid and clear. I knew it all. I imagined I always had.

The seer left, leaving me with Dewey.

“Can we go to the river?” asked Dewey.

I extended my hand and mirrored her expressive smile. “Come, Dark Flower.”
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Ledgers and Dancing Trees

SPAIN, 1492

Guillermo Moreno, a crewman, boarded the Pinta on August 3, 1492, headed to the Indies. In truth, he and his crewmates would find themselves in the Americas, oceans away from where they had intended to land. When the Pinta left the Palos de la Frontera, Guillermo thought his troubles were over, that the money he owed to all from whom he had borrowed would be returned, the women with whom he had relations other than his wife would forget him, the thievery and assaults committed in the dark would never be tied to him. Most of all, he thought there was a possibility the ship would sink, and that then, none of it would matter in the end.

Several days before he set sail, Guillermo had his last drink at the local tavern. He had been there all evening and finally said to the tavern owner that he was heading home and this would be the last time anyone would see him in the tavern again for a long while. The owner sucked his teeth and told him to pay up or he would find trouble. Guillermo reached in his pocket and pulled out a piece of silver and slammed it on the table. The man who was sitting next to him grabbed it and asked him where the rest was.

“That was not for you,” said Guillermo.

“Do I look like I care? Where is the rest?” asked the man.

Guillermo stood to leave, and the owner shouted at him to pay up. Seeing he had no options, he ran out, drunk and stumbling, only to wake up and find himself in an alley with people passing him by. It was high noon then.

When he entered his home, his wife, Ysabel, pushed him back out, telling him he would need to sleep on his ship or at one of his many mistresses’ homes, or the tavern even.

“This is no longer your home,” she said. “You’re leaving in a few days anyway, so just leave now. After three years, we can hardly afford to eat, and all you do is drink. And it’s not like we have any children anyway. So, go! Just go. Let the water take you to the Indies and find all the rum and spice and gold of your heart’s desire.”

As she said this, a man appeared at the door. “Are you her guardian, Carlos?” asked Guillermo.

“Leave now,” said the man, Carlos. “Juan and I will stay here with Ysabel. Our sister deserves better than this.”

Carlos reached inside and picked up a small pile of clothes and slammed it against Guillermo’s chest. Guillermo threw the clothes down and tried to pull Carlos outside, but the latter freed his hands and punched Guillermo in the mouth before shutting the door. Guillermo banged on the front door, calling his wife’s name, yelling that she should let him in. After a while he stopped.

“When I come back from my voyage, forget you know me,” he said. “Your brothers cannot do for you what I can. They never will.”

The following evening, Guillermo reappeared. He had cleaned up and put on fresh clothes. He brought flowers for his wife and a plate of albondigas, balls of meat mixed with herbs. When Ysabel opened the door, he offered his apologies and said he was sorrowful, acknowledging that his actions over the years had been shameful, saying he wanted to part ways amicably. He insisted that after dinner he would go away and not bother her again. Reluctantly, Ysabel invited him despite her brothers’ protestations. They ate. When they were done, he said goodbye as agreed.

“This is my promise to you,” said Guillermo. “After tonight I will never bother you again.”

Ysabel felt caught because she had loved him once, but her brothers assured her that it was another of Guillermo’s mind games, and he meant none of what he said.

“See that cheat for what he is. Don’t be fooled by a bouquet and some stale albondigas,” said Carlos, closing the door behind Guillermo.

Guillermo came back the following morning. He had no key, so he wiggled the door handle in a way that loosened the lock, and made his way in. He was very nonchalant in his way, seemingly having no fear that the brothers would pounce on him and kick him out. He saw the two of them lying on the floor, their mouths open wide, vomit dried to their clothes and over their face. He walked past them as if they were not there. He went into the bedroom where he found Ysabel, half off the bed, blood and vomit everywhere. The place smelled deathly, but Guillermo did not seem impacted at all. He ravaged the room for any valuables he could find. There was nothing except for a few pieces of silver and some trinkets with which he could possibly trade.

When satisfied, he left and headed straight to the tavern. He walked in and offered the owner a piece of silver and asked for a drink.

“Who did you murder to get this?” asked the owner, certain that it was stolen.

“Dead men can’t lie,” answered Guillermo.

The owner eyed him for a moment, wondering what truly happened, never one to trust Guillermo. He still poured the drink.

“I will need three more of these,” said Guillermo.

“You will get the hell out of my tavern,” said the owner. “You’re lucky you’re getting anything at all.”

Guillermo tried to argue, but something about his attitude annoyed the owner to the point that the latter grabbed him by the collar and physically escorted him out, throwing him to the ground. He reached in Guillermo’s pockets until he found the trinkets and other piece of silver. He tossed away the trinkets and pocketed the silver. Guillermo was trying to free himself, but the owner was a thickly built man, and Guillermo had no chance, as much as he tried. He made the mistake of taking a swing at the owner, who slapped him with his open hand.

“Go home to your wife. It’s too early for this nonsense today,” said the owner.

Guillermo got up, and as he wiped himself off, spat on the ground, blood having mixed with his saliva. He cursed at the man and swore that when he returned, he would find him and beat him in the mouth until he had no teeth left. He then proceeded to the wharf to board his ship, for in four days, they would depart, but in the meantime the crew were responsible for stocking the ship with grains, water, food, and other necessities for the voyage.

It was a fleet of three: the Niña, the Pinta, and the Santa Maria, the Pinta being the fastest and the one he boarded. For several hours he worked until there was no sunlight left. As he had nowhere to sleep, he slept on the ship. The following day, at midday, officers boarded the Pinta looking for him. When they found him, they charged him with the murder of his wife and her two brothers. As he walked across the plank from the ship to the dock, he could see the tavern owner with a few others waiting for him.

“Yes, that’s him. That’s that piece of garbage who murdered those people,” said the tavern owner. He walked up to Guillermo and punched him in his mouth. “That’s for threatening me. Don’t you ever threaten me again.”

Guillermo would have fallen over had he not been held at each arm by an officer. He was dragged to the jail and held there until such time his crime was investigated. He sat in his cell alone for two days, all the while thinking of a way to escape. But in his thinking, he also wondered what good it would do. His only true escape would have been to flee to the Indies, but now that opportunity seemed long gone, and he nearly resigned himself to having nothing. Although he did not regret the murder of his wife and her brothers, he wholeheartedly regretted going to the tavern that morning, thinking if only he had not given the tavern owner a reason to suspect anything, he would have been clear to be on his way to new adventures and riches. He vowed to himself that should he ever be freed, he would never let his arrogance get the better of him again. If only he had one last chance, he thought.

When the guard came to offer him water, Guillermo told him that life was not fair, and that that sour barkeep’s word should not be the only judgment against him.

“When is the execution?” Guillermo asked.

“Tomorrow night at sundown,” said the guard.

Guillermo sighed deeply. “I should be leaving port tomorrow night,” he said. “Does that seem fair to you, that I am killed because of the words of a madman?”

The guard looked at him and spat on the ground, unmoved by any pity sought by Guillermo. “Your claims are not my concern,” said the guard. “And unless you want the end of this stick in your mouth, I suggest you say no more.”

Guillermo became silent. He listened as the guard approached other prisoners in the distance. When the guard came by his cell again, Guillermo asked for one last wish.

“I do not grant wishes. I am only a jailer,” said the guard.

“Maybe so, but you are the last decent interaction anyone here will have before we are hanged or burned at the stake,” said Guillermo.

“What do you want?” said the guard, his patience thin, his frustration at the end of his baton.

“I did not kill anyone, but I would have had every right to do so. They took my home from me. And she, my wife, went along with it. She gave her brothers everything I had. I was done with them. I was sailing the world in a few days; I did not care about them. I may be a drunk and plenty of things, but to murder three people in the manner that I am accused is not right,” said Guillermo. “But it would have been my right. If there was a court to hear my case and pass judgment, who would convict me? Who? If the Inquisition could deny Jews, Muslims, and other non-believers, if it could strip them of their way of life and religion, if it could kill them, why couldn’t I? I could have. And it would have been my right.”

“You could have, because you did. You sound like a madman,” said the guard. “These were your own people, your kin—Spanish blood like yours and mine.”

“Spanish blood only matters to those who want it to matter,” said Guillermo.

The guard shook his head. “You keep talking like that and they will burn you with the rest of the heretics,” said the guard.

“I speak the truth,” said Guillermo.

The guard cracked a smile and said, “Yes, the truth, a liar’s favourite word.

“You will see no one else until tomorrow evening when you are taken outside for your execution. You will hear the crowd outside as they come to watch the heretics burn. If you’re lucky you will be hanged and not burned with the rest of them. But now, you will be silent, or I will make you taste the end of this baton,” said the guard.

Guillermo ignored the guard’s comment and started to rage, screaming at him that he should follow through on hitting him in the mouth, for it seemed that was all people did.

The guard approached Guillermo and threatened him, this time unlocking the cell and entering. Guillermo put his hands up in fear of him.

“I’m not a murderer,” he said.

“Tell that to the arch angel,” said the guard, as he raised his baton and crashed it over Guillermo’s head.

The latter, feeling the pain and already full of rage, became overcome with emotion and charged the guard. They fought on the cell floor, Guillermo taking the upper hand and eventually using the guard’s baton to crush his windpipe, snuffing the air out of the guard’s lungs. He lay over the guard until he stopped moving, then collapsed to the ground, tired and weak. He took a moment to regain his composure, exchanging clothing with the guard, whom he put against the wall of the cell in a corner. He waited and left.

Guillermo snuck out of the jail and headed to where he had hidden the last pieces of clothing thrown at him by his wife’s brother. He changed into them and discreetly made his way to the Pinta. He wanted desperately to head to the tavern and take revenge on the owner, but he resisted, telling himself the tavern owner was bad luck and that having gotten this far, it would be foolish to tempt fate. He proceeded directly to the ship, and when he got there, he was stopped and questioned by the ship captain who had witnessed his arrest.

“They kept me for three days in that rotten place until they realised I was innocent. They didn’t explain anything to me, just said that I was free to go. I didn’t wait around and ask any questions,” said Guillermo.

The captain was unsure.

“This is the first place they will come looking tomorrow morning,” said Guillermo, knowing full well that the prisoners would not be seen nor checked on again until dawn.

“Very well,” said the captain, as he let Guillermo on. “You will help get the remaining barrels of water on board tomorrow. We depart an hour before sunset.”

Guillermo was happy to oblige, and the following morning he did as he was told by the captain, getting up early and helping to bring the remaining barrels of water on board. By mid-morning, however, he had quietly disappeared. Afraid to be seen by anyone who might recognise him and cause trouble for him, he found a place to hide on the ship, his intention to stay hidden until the Pinta left port.

An hour before sunset, the Pinta set sail along with the other two ships. From where he was, he could hear the crowd cheering outside. He left his hiding place and joined the others on the deck. He saw them waving to the crowd and their loved ones, but he did not participate. He simply stood there. He looked around and into the crowd and eventually noticed a few guards heading towards the wharf. But the Pinta was far enough now that it did not matter. No one could see him from where he was, and the ship would certainly not turn around amid all the fanfare. He had gotten away, but now he only had his life, because he could never return to Spain. He turned his head and found the ship captain looking at him. The captain looked towards the crowd, his face solemn and thinking that perhaps he had made an error allowing Guillermo back on. He looked back at Guillermo who was still looking at him. Their eyes locked, until Guillermo, feeling the heat from the captain’s stare, looked away and left.

That night, when Guillermo went to sleep, and for several other nights on the perilous voyage, he had the same recurring dream. He dreamed of a man and his wife, centuries before, near the Nile River in the Kingdom of Makuria. It is where a mother, at her third attempt at delivering a boy for her husband, gave birth to yet another girl. The mother, not satisfied with what lay between her child’s legs, drowned it in the river, letting the child sink to the bottom. The child would eventually resurface and be pushed gently downriver by a timid current. Three times this happened, until her husband, enraged at the discovery of his wife’s acts of savagery, had her interred, with only her head out of the earth.

“You don’t belong in our Earth Mother’s womb,” the husband would say, as he would then unbury her, and finding the pain of losing his daughters too much, would bury her again.

He did this repeatedly, each burial like a drowning, wanting nothing but for the pain of her betrayal to be final, to rest, breathe no more, and be replaced with peace. But each time, his own soul deceived him, giving him anger instead, chipping away at his life and humanity. Guillermo could not make sense of this dream. He thought it was perhaps his conscience and also his feeling that the captain was aware of his deceit and of his crime. He wondered if all those feelings impacted his dreams.

They would eventually reach land. Their rejoicing and celebration of having found the Indies was cut short upon realising that they had not reached India, but a new land. In their disappointment, they stayed on the island for a few days, hunted fowl and pigs, and replenished their water. The ships did not come close to land, and only row boats made it ashore. As they prepared to leave the island and journey on, the captain informed Guillermo that he would not accompany the crew any further.

“There is darkness around you, and I don’t want it on my ship. Maybe you’re guilty of the charges levied against you back home, maybe you’re not. I often thought of making you walk the plank while at sea, but I don’t want to send an innocent man to his death, nor do I want to hurt my crew’s morale,” said the captain. “So, this is the best I can do. There is everything you need here. Maybe the people will embrace you, who knows. But you still have your life. Keep your darkness with you.”

And with that, they rowed back to the Pinta, pulled anchor, and sailed on, leaving Guillermo at the mercy of nature and the native people already there.

It would rain that first night. Guillermo would barely make a shelter to protect him from the rain as he slept through the night. Again, he had the same dream, even waking from it in the middle of the night. What Guillermo did not know, however, was that we carry our past lives in our dreams, that our memory is forever fused to our souls, that centuries and generations apart cannot unbind it from us.

When Guillermo looked up in the sky that night, the rain having stopped, he saw the night sky clearer than anything he had ever seen in Spain. If he understood the stars, he would understand that history is written in the cosmos, linked forever by such unimagined tales of life and death. His eyes landed on one particular star which seemed to flicker blue one instant then red the next. He wondered whether the star had indeed changed colour or if it was him seeing it that way. He was neither right nor wrong, for his soul was harrowed, and in many inconceivable ways a tormented soul can never be whole, the records of its fragmented existence held together by time among unreachable stars. Sometimes, though, those records were found in ledgers and dancing trees.
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Whispering Trees

DOMINICA, 1834

I saw them coming. From their first step onto the mountain, I felt their presence. I watched from my cabin, eyes floating between the many trees that masked the mountains over Colihaut. I took a long look at Ambrose, this man who had become more than a monster to my family and Hilltop community. The last time I saw him up close was that fateful night when he and the soldiers captured members of our clan. The following day on the gallows, I saw him, though he was not front and center as his father had been. The two did not resemble each other much. Ambrose was short, whereas William was tall. Ambrose had a round face, whereas William’s was long. But in their character, they were the same person, hungry for everything material they could possess, even the souls of living men.

One of his companions was Captain Tyrell Edwards, the man who brought countless Africans to Dominica, including Malachai and my father. He had not turned grey, but his fiery red hair was now a light shade of yellow, almost white. His movements were laboured, and I was not sure why he decided he would make the trek. It was not an easy climb in his younger days, and it was certainly not an easy climb now. They both used walking sticks, each carrying a satchel over their shoulder with food and water. Their rifles hung over their other shoulders.

As they got closer, I took Dewey’s hand and ventured to meet them. I got to a place that was flat, where we would often rest on our way to Hilltop. It was on a flat where the river transformed from a stream into a pool, wide enough for many of us to swim at the same time and deep enough that we could not reach the bottom. I sat there, on a rock with Dewey, waiting for them to show themselves and find us. Ambrose was the first to see me. He reached at Captain Edwards and silently signalled to where we were.

“The trees do not like silence,” I said. “They love movement and sound, otherwise they cannot record our history.”

They approached, with Ambrose looking around, sensing that perhaps Dewey and I were too comfortable, and their safety had been compromised.

“You have nothing to fear,” I said. “We did not come here with anyone.”

The two men remained quiet, still unsure of how to proceed.

“Is this not what you wanted?” I asked. “To finally see the mountain?”

“Where is your camp?” asked Ambrose, his arrogance cutting through the trees.

Dewey and I got off the rock. We approached them, she standing behind me.

“We are civilised, Ambrose. We have a community here—two, in fact. We don’t camp,” I said. “This is our home.”

The captain had still not said a word; instead he proceeded to walk towards the river. When he got to the rock, he sat down and wiped his face.

“Where is this civilisation? All I see is a river and a bunch of trees,” Ambrose said.

Dewey and I were now caught between the two men. She stayed stuck behind me as I approached Ambrose. I had gotten close enough that I could see the grey, not only in his hair, but on his forearms. His skin, like the captain’s, had been burnt by the sun, and over the years had turned a reddish-yellow hue.

“We live farther up, much farther. You were within touching distance the last time you came, when you decided to shoot the colonel,” I said.

He ignored my comment and spat on the ground. The captain did not appear fazed by it.

“You did not come here to kill anyone with only the two of you. You certainly did not come here to drag anyone down the mountain, as in a few days your country will sign into law the abolition of slavery there and abroad. What is it then that you want?” I asked.

Ambrose retreated a few steps, not content with me questioning him or being so close. I then turned my attention to the captain.

“Are you happy with your life’s work?” I asked. “Do you sleep at night knowing that you stole people—human beings—from their land and brought them here to toil without mercy?” I asked.

He looked towards me, still sitting on his rock.

“You have no answer,” I said, turning to Ambrose. “Do you not care that you beat, maimed, raped, and killed innocent people to satisfy your pleasure?” I asked.

“The law is not signed yet,” said Ambrose. “Mind how you talk to me.”

“I will do no such thing. Even at this point, you still find it in you to impose your will. Even when we moved far away from you, you still come looking for us. And why? Have we not given you enough? Are you still hungry despite all the ways we have fed you?”

The captain seemed uneasy and kept looking in the direction of where Hilltop was. He then broke his silence.

“This has never been personal. It was work. And if I didn’t do it, someone else would have. I had to eat too,” he said.

“And you have been eating for a very long time,” I said.

The captain paused to reflect on my words. He seemed unsure whether to take offense. “But I am tired, and I don’t have it in these legs to go any further. Ambrose, we are not young anymore. We should leave this mountain before it decides to keep us,” said the captain.

“You should listen to your companion,” I said.

Ambrose refused. Instead, he grew agitated, as if we had broken into his home, sat at his dining room table, ate his food, bedded his wife, and fathered his child. The captain had moved back towards him, his satchel and rifle over his shoulders. He was encouraging Ambrose to return down the mountain with him.

“Do you not have a conscience? You have benefitted far too much and for far too long from us. And you still want to see our camp?” I asked.

“That’s the least of what I want, you witch,” said Ambrose.

I saw the hate in his eyes. He called me a witch, but there was no greater witch than the one within him.

“Follow the river,” I said.

My nonchalance gave him reason to pause. I repeated what I said, showing him the direction with my open palm.

“I despise you Africans,” said Ambrose. “My brother is dead because of you people.”

“What about the countless others who are dead because of you?” I asked.

Ambrose threw down his satchel and cocked his rifle, pointing it at me. Dewey grabbed onto me and buried her face in my hips. I held on to her.

“I should shoot you dead right here,” Ambrose said. I could see his eyes lower to find Dewey before coming back up to me. “You’re coming with me up that river. I will have justice for my brother. I will flay Malachai the same way he did to my brother.”

Without taking his eyes or his rifle off me, he spoke to the captain. “Tyrell, you’re just a coward. Go back down. You can tell my father I will be there shortly with the king of all prizes,” said Ambrose.

The captain was about to head back when suddenly Dewey stepped out from behind me.

“Talk to your brother,” she said, looking out in the trees.

Ambrose shot his rifle, and I felt the heat and wind of the bullet pass near my face. It shocked me, and I breathed in deeply. That’s when Dewey began to scream into the woods.

“Talk to your brother! Talk to your brother!” she screamed.

Ambrose’s face turned pale as his brother’s voice spoke clearly through the trees.

“This is not justice, brother. Do not seek injustice in my name,” said Horace, his physical body appearing in front of us.

Ambrose stepped back but did not flinch. The captain, however, became immobilised by what he saw and started to quietly recite the Lord’s prayer.

“This is what they do, Tyrell. This is their bush magic. I told you she’s a witch,” said Ambrose.

And then another voice spoke through the woods. “In all the years these people have been on the mountain, only four shots have ever been fired. They were all by you, the first one piercing my heart,” said the voice of the dead colonel, his physical body also appearing before us.

“Enough!” screamed Ambrose. “Enough of this devil work.”

The captain looked at him and he at the captain. The captain was starting to retreat when my father’s voice rang.

“In every life you’re given a chance to atone for your past one. You were given a chance in this life, and see what you did with it?” said my father, as he appeared with razor thin lines of blood pouring from his shoulder onto his arm and chest.

At this, the captain stumbled backwards, falling onto the ground in disbelief of what he was seeing. “Let’s go, Ambrose,” said the captain. “This is not any revenge or justice that I want. This is not where I want to take my last breath.”

An increasing number of voices emerged from the woods, each showing themselves and giving testimony of the pair’s actions and brutality. The captain was insistent that they head back down the mountain, but Ambrose would not hear of it.

“It’s only sorcery. Don’t be fooled by what you see. She’s a witch, and the dead cannot hurt you,” he said.

Then another voice spoke out in the crowd and stepped towards Ambrose. “You can still make this right,” said Medicine-John. “Under the stars, we are one, and this is a place where power lives within. Be with the earth, the wind, and the water. Be with the trees. May they keep you forever.”

Ambrose approached Medicine-John and, using his rifle, pushed the old man down. The crowd reacted in unison, angered, as if they had all been pushed.

“Ambrose,” said another voice, as the figure bent over to pick Medicine-John up off the ground.

Ambrose’s eyes widened to see Jeremiah standing in front of him. “These are whispering trees, and they have informed us that only one of you will leave the mountain today. The other will stay with us and atone for his crimes. The justice he seeks, he will get, but it will take five hundred years,” said Jeremiah.

Ambrose was now a raging ball of fire. He tried to use his gun, but his hands had become stiff. He looked down, and his feet had taken root. They had become dark like tree bark. He shook violently, cursing at all in front of him. Then he suddenly stopped. He saw a face he had not seen in what seemed a lifetime. Agnes stood in front of him, solemn, as if she herself were a procession. He wanted to hear her speak, but she did not open her mouth. She simply stared at him and offered him nothing but silence.

“Agnes,” he said. “Is it really you? Agnes, please help me from this. I am sorry. Agnes, please.”

She stared back at him. We all watched as his body slowly took on the form of a tamarind tree, his arms and fingers becoming branches.

“You will live here. You will feed the hungry, give shade and rest to those who need it. For the next five hundred years you will bear fruit and be what you could not in this life,” I said.

His eyes closed, and all those who had appeared vanished, leaving the captain, Dewey, and myself. “Go,” I said. “Make sure you tell William about the tamarind tree in the mountains. Tell him I will see him in two days.”

Whether the captain heard what I said or not is questionable. He left his rifle and satchel and started his descent down the mountain. He stumbled, fell, and got back up. He would look back now and again and utter, “Don’t make me a tree.”

Malachai, my grandfather, and my uncle arrived, having heard the gunshot. They were worried, but I assured them that we were alright. “No one else will come looking for us,” I said.

As we were leaving, Dewey took my knife from my waist, approached the tamarind tree, and carved the shape of a crescent moon into it.

“So the moon knows to make it glow at night,” she said.
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Lost Children

DOMINICA, July 31, 1834

The oncoming freedom tasted stale, like the jelly of a coconut that had not yet hardened fully, left in the open air. The Africans in Roseau, Colihaut, and other towns had all learned of the news, and though they were happy, for us on the mountain, it did not feel particularly celebratory. We were the lost children of the lost children, perhaps even the forgotten. The following day, slavery in Dominica would become illegal. Every man, woman, and child would be able to freely walk down the mountain and into the towns, through Market Square without fear, join their relatives, and in some instances begin the search for them.

My grandfather and another elder from Maroonville felt that the moment could not simply come. They felt that even if it were not commemorated, it should at least be celebrated, for we were not bystanders in the fight. We fought the British with all our might. We had the scars to prove it and even the memories of our dearly departed to remember because of it. As outcasts, we owed it to ourselves to celebrate not only our endurance, but our resilience. The elders decided that both communities should celebrate together as one, and the celebration should take place in Maroonville, as that community overlooked the ocean and gave a renewed sense of freedom and new life.

On that night, I am sure that anyone who was looking up the side of the mountain from below thought that it was on fire. The flames rose into the sky as if wanting to float with the clouds. Our faces held court to the dancing flames, the heat traversing our skin the same way our kinfolk had traversed the ocean. We danced. We sang. We clapped. We beat our drums. In all our joy, we did not forget those who were not with us.

Patience, the leader from Maroonville, stood and asked that we reflect on the centuries of pain we had endured. She was an African woman born on the island. She and her family fled to the mountains after the Colihaut Rebellion. She had a thin frame, and her skin was tight against her face. When she spoke, she spoke through her teeth, but it was not soft or unclear. She spoke in a manner that commanded respect, and everyone listened.

“They took us from the rest of us, and now that they are done with us, they don’t even have the decency to take us back to us,” she said.

She looked at the many faces surrounding her. She saw the bright light of the fire reflected in our faces, the same way we saw it reflected in hers. She moved around the fire like the planet Mercury moves around the sun, her eyes landing on each of ours but for a moment, seeing us, reflecting us.

“I remember my mother’s last breath. We buried her not far from here. She told me not to stop believing that we would be free again someday. She said the old country was always with me and that as long as I remembered her and my father, as long as I remembered the ancestors, kept community with my kin, drank from the river, offered the skin of my back to the sun, and nourished the trees, that I would be free—we all would. And I did all those things. I never stopped believing. And here we are,” she said.

She said nothing more and sat back down. We clapped and shouted her name as she waved to us and smiled.

When it was my grandfather’s time to address us, he stood, and his face became long and his eyes teary.

“Please remember that we are one. I don’t care if you are African or Kalinago. We have fought together and died together. Some of us have become husband and wife and given birth to children together. As we move forward to whatever this next stage will bring, we cannot fight one another. We cannot claim that one is better, or one belongs more to the land than the other. If we can unite as we have in struggle, we must continue to do so in uncertainty. We should not be fooled into believing that because slavery is over all our problems are going away. I fear they may just be beginning. But that is why we need to keep the bond that binds us. We are so much more than where we are from, so much more than our hair texture or the colour of our skin. The British are not leaving. They will continue to see us as they have always done. Let us show them how much better we are. I too remember when my mother and father closed their eyes for the last time. I also remember seeing my daughter walk down this mountain for the last time. I don’t even know where she is buried after the British hanged her. I remember my brother’s wife as she walked down as well, never to be seen again. But I can’t even stop there, for there have been so many. I remember them all, Kalinago and African, children of Africa and Wai’tukubuli, keepers of this mountain. My kinfolk, I say to you to remember the sacrifices that we all have made, and move forward together, because together we are stronger,” he said.

He sat down, but unlike Patience, the elder from Maroonville, no one clapped or shouted in cheer. There was silence and for a while no one moved. His words had been so perspicacious, that the most meaningful response we could have possibly given was to salute him with a silence just as profound. It was not until the other elder, Patience, walked over to my grandfather, knelt before him, and kissed his hand, that we burst in celebration. It was then that we clapped and shouted with praise. We watched him put his hand in the air as a sign of acknowledgment and smiled. The moon was but a small sliver of light in the sky as we continued drumming and dancing well into the night. Small children and babies lay at their mothers’ feet, no one wanting to go inside their cabins or trek back to Hilltop. It was a joy that we needed to know we could have, one that we needed to feel.

Unexpectedly, the fire began to grow. It grew so large we feared it would engulf the trees. Then it shrunk again, and when it did, our Queen Mother stood among us.

“Queen Mother, we see you. Queen Mother, we are grateful,” we said in unison, bending as if we were trees caught in a fervent wind.

She took off her shawl and unwrapped her hair, letting it fall far below her shoulders. Her braids glistened in the fire’s light, her skin reflecting what looked like shards of gold. “Tomorrow, a new era starts,” she said. “You will hear these words as you have already heard them said: Slavery Abolition Act.”

Queen Mother paused, and like the elder, Patience, before her, she looked around, taking her time to see us, as if to acknowledge us listening to her. “They will tell you that some great white men somewhere fought with their magnificent minds and wide-open hearts to put an end to this tragedy that we have lived for nearly two hundred years. They will tell you that these men are important, because without them we would not be free.”

She walked the length of the fire, turned, and went back the other way. “It is those very same men who will tell you that only slaves under six will be freed and the rest of you—of us—will become apprentices, meaning we will work as we learn to do the hard labour that we have been doing all this time, and they will pay us just as little for it,” she said.

The crowd responded in kind, upset at this new revelation.

“These same men will wait another six years to finally declare that we are all outright free. Hear me, my children: in a free world, you do not have to be anybody’s apprentice. You have apprenticed enough,” she said.

The joy of the celebration was dampened, and our spirits saddened, but our eyes were opened. We were not to be lost children, passing time aimlessly like one does when watching tides. She wrapped her hair again and put back on her shawl. As she prepared to leave, she looked in my direction, at me and then past me, at Dewey, asleep in Malachai’s arms. She walked towards us and extended her arm that I might take it and stand, only for she, affirming her truth, to speak once more to the crowd.

“We are queens of mothers and mothers of queens. Tomorrow I will lay so she may rise,’” she said.

She did not let go of my hand; instead, she held on tighter and pulled me through the trees.
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From the River to the Sea

WAI’TUKUBULI, 1394

The winds howled in such a way that no one dared venture outside in the dark. A storm battered the island, and for the villagers on the coast, it felt like the winds circled them like starving animals do with prey. They were prepared, having not only felt the air around them change, but having seen the birds take early flight. They knew this was going to be far more than falling rain from the sky. Inside their hut, the chief, Onai, spoke to her daughter, telling her the story of Bakwa, the Spirit Serpent, and how in times like these, he shows himself among the coral reefs.

“You do not ever want to be in the clenches of any boa. It is a snake which wraps around you and constricts itself so tightly that it takes your breath away while crushing your bones,” said the chief.

A sudden current of air hit against the hut, making a sound akin to one slapping a stick against hollow wood.

“There are many in these forests, and no one hunts them. No one can, for Bakwa is the Spirit Serpent that claimed Wai’tukubuli. He rises from the ocean depths and protects us. Right now, he is protecting us,” said the chief.

“Protecting us from what, Mama?” asked Yara, the daughter.

Onai sat with her daughter and passed her hand over the child’s face. “Do you know why I call you ‘Small River’ sometimes?” the mother asked.

“Because that’s what my name means,” replied Yara.

The mother laughed gently. “Yes, but why?” she asked again.

Yara did not answer this time.

“Because all rivers empty into the sea. And when I look at you, I see all the ways that you are perfectly full, just ready, like a small river to give to the sea,” said Onai.

The two smiled in the darkness, able to see semblances of curved lips and cheeks, flashes of white teeth.

“The seer told me that my child will carve the moon into a tree that does not even grow here. She said it would happen the day after a night like this, when the white teeth of Bakwa carve into the flesh of those trying to get to us,” said the chief.

The following day, the storm having passed, the villagers looked down onto the beach from the seaside cliff. It was clear that the rain had indeed brought more than they wanted, that Bakwa had sunk his fangs deep into the flesh of the many whose bodies lay on the beach, some still in the water, half submerged. In the distance, their ship lay wrecked among the white teeth of the shallow coral reefs.

“We must clear the dead before the birds and crabs do,” said the seer, as she stood tall and majestic, her shawl wrapped around her shoulders, her long black hair dancing in the wind. “Burn them and bury the bones. Give thanks to their spirits.”

She had not taken her sight off the beach as she said this, until she made a sudden move with her head, turning and tilting it slightly. She removed her shawl from over her shoulder and let it fall to the ground. She focused her eyes on the beach.

“That one just moved,” she said, still looking in the direction of the beach. “That one is alive.”

She and the villagers walked down to the beach. Death was scattered around them. Using long wooden poles, they would jab at the men and women in the sand, anticipating any movement. Yara stood with her mother and the seer on the upper part of the beach, where the sand was still damp from the storm. She watched as the others approached the sailor whom the seer said was alive. They heard him cough. They stopped from approaching any further and watched as he hoisted himself onto his knees. He looked up at them and pulled his hair from his face, his long, bare torso facing the trees. He extended both arms wide at his side and laughed. When he was done, he got on his feet and pretended to be menacing. Yara held on to her mother’s leg, just as the man was hit over the head with one of the wooden poles. When he fell in the water, he was dragged out and laid on the wet sand. The seer made sign with a nod of the head that the man should be brought to the village. She then turned to Yara.

“Small River,” said the seer. “Sharpen your knife so you may draw me a moon tonight. Our Spirit Serpent has done its part, now is yours.”

She gently caressed the child’s head before walking away. Yara smiled at the seer and then looked at her mother. “It’s like you said last night, Mama,” said Yara.

“Yes, child, though I am not sure what this all means,” answered her mother.

The seer, hearing them speak, turned around. “Tonight, a stranger will grow roots, the moon will shine upon itself, and a river will become an ocean. We are a lost and forgotten tribe, but we are here. As long as there is a river, there will always be a sea. From the river to the sea,” said the seer.

She then turned back around and walked in the direction of the village. Yara and her mother looked at each other and smiled. Onai raised her shoulders and scrunched her lips. She reached for her daughter and pulled the child into her embrace.

“We will sharpen the knife when we get back,” said Onai, pressing the child against her chest. She looked towards the beach where the dead lay in a pile which was set on fire.

Back at the village, the man rubbed the back of his head as he sat on a stool near a smoky fire. He had slept most of the day and finally had energy to sit up. The sun would soon set. He spoke to the villagers in a language that none understood. Onai, as chief, brought the stranger a bowl of crayfish soup and cassava, along with a large cup of water. The man took the water first and drank it. He then inspected the bread-like cassava and smelled it before taking a bite. Without hesitation he dipped the cassava in the soup, taking mouthfuls of soup in between. When he was done, he handed the bowl back to Onai who had stood there and watched him eat. They had all watched him eat. And he had been oblivious to them until then. When he noticed them looking at him, he smiled wide and laughed his gregarious laugh again.

No one moved nor did they laugh. Onai retreated before throwing the bowl and cup into the fire.

“We may feed the stranger, for he is hungry and has not harmed us. But we won’t eat with him until he’s earned our trust,” said Onai.

The man did not understand her words, but seeing her action, stood up briskly only to find his foot tied to a spike in the ground. He tried to free himself by kicking away violently from the spike. He did so a few times. He became angry and shouted indiscernibly until the tether gave way. Again he assumed the menacing, low growl he had done on the beach. Onai stepped back farther as several Kalinago men with sticks and spears approached the man. He towered over them, but they brought him down quickly. This time, they tied both hands and feet and tied his body against a wooden post. The seer appeared.

“Our Spirit Serpent, Bakwa, has protected us for generations. He, along with the white teeth of the sea, has eaten this man’s vessel. The truth of his and his companions’ motives can only be interpreted by his behaviour. We rescued him, fed him, and gave him drink, yet he felt it best to want to show us his teeth,” she said.

The villagers listened, looking on. Onai had her daughter who was now holding a sharpened knife.

“I have seen beyond tomorrow, and this man’s shame has no limit, for his legacy is that of violence and war. Today, we will give him life forever, one where he will suffer as much as he gives,” she said.

She asked a few village men to stand the stranger up before she approached him. As she approached, she raised her hand. “We cannot stop what is coming. The reefs and their white teeth cannot stop all of you, neither can our Spirit Serpent. But we can curse you,” she said.

The sun started to come down behind the man.

“You will become what you seek to destroy. You will become life, forever,” she said.

She pressed his head against the post. He moved it away from her, not realising that her hand at his face was but a distraction for his feet. She stepped backwards and looked down at his feet. He followed her eyes and stared blankly in horror. His feet had taken root and had become a massive trunk.

“You will be this tree that you don’t have in your own land, one that will not come here for another hundred years,” she said.

He tried to move but was unable to. His body absorbed the wood as it grew wider and taller, his ribs snapped and cut into his torso, becoming branches, his arms falling to the ground in support of his massive trunk. He tried to speak, but the words would not come.

“There are many trees like you where you and your kind will do your greatest thievery. And there will be many more here. You are cursed to watch them be planted and grow and bear fruit. You are cursed to be inhabited by the souls of the dead. You will glow by the moonlight,” she said.

She then looked at Yara and instructed her to come forward. “Your time is now,” she said to the child. “I need you to carve a moon for me.”

Yara approached and, with her knife, carved the most perfect of crescent moons into the tree. The moonlight wasted no time shining onto the tree, illuminating it in the darkness. It stood tall, its light reflecting over the whitewood trees and the red leaves of the sprawling bwa kwaib.

“This Small River is now our Queen Mother,” said the seer, as she knelt to Yara and kissed the girl’s feet. “Queen Mother, I see you. Queen Mother, I am grateful.”

She then put one hand across her chest and looked at Chief Onai. “We are just one of many from a distant land, a lost tribe but not forgotten. From the river to the sea,” she said and disappeared into the tamarind tree.
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Baccara

DOMINICA, AUGUST 1, 1834

The day had come. It was the official day of the end of this wretched and sinister life that the British cast on African people. When I left the seer, I stopped once more at Hilltop. I could hear whispers about me becoming Queen Mother. They knew that the slavery of African people becoming illegal was just one change we would see in our community, and the other involved our Queen Mother and me. And so they whispered, and I heard them all.

Over the years I had become a mystery to many. The only ones guarding the truth with certainty were our Queen Mother and me. Now I had to inform Dewey, for there would be much change after today. For certain, I would not see her beautiful face again, nor would I enjoy the laughter in her belly and her small hands in my hair and over my face. I walked inside Malachai’s cabin. Dewey was sitting, reading William’s ledger. Seeing me, she put the book down and jumped into my arms. I picked her up, swung her around, and laughed with her. She held me tightly, like she always does.

“Please don’t leave anymore,” she said.

She grasped my face between her two little hands while I held her. I did not answer. Instead, I kissed her cheek. I kissed it long enough to inhale all that was of this beautiful little girl. I smelled the hibiscus in her hair, the smoke from the smoking fish on her skin.

“You’re leaving again, aren’t you?” she asked.

“Yes,” I said. “My time here is done. I have done all that I was supposed to do except for two things. The first is to tell you goodbye. The second is to see you come up for air.”

She understood the first, but not the second.

“Is this about the Twelfth House?” she asked.

“Yes, Dewey. It’s exactly that. Tonight, as the sun is setting, I want you to listen for my voice. Do nothing but listen for my voice. Whatever I tell you to do, you must do it. Do you promise to follow my direction?” I asked.

“Yes, Etta. I promise,” she said.

We hugged again, and this time tears rolled down her face. I kissed them, and I remembered the first time on the gallows, when I first cried and tasted my own.

“Etta,” she said.

“What is it, Dewey?” I asked

“Are you the Queen Mother?” she asked.

“Dewey, you sweet and precious child. We are women of Dahomey. And as women, we are mothers. Whether we bear children or not. For without us, no child can ever be born,” I said.

She looked at me and wiped her tears. She hugged me again.

“I love you, Etta,” she said.

“I love you too, Queen Mother,” I said, smiling at her.

I put her down and left the cabin. As I left, the community came to see me. It was as if they knew that I was not coming back. Many came to hug me. Among them, Malachai, my uncle Cecil, and my grandfather, Dosil. Malachai was the first among the trio to hold my hand.

“I remember the day you were born, full of scars and red like the sun,” he said, laughter in his voice. “And now, though you are darker than me, you are still bright like the sun to me.”

“Take care of the little one. She is special,” I said.

“I won’t stop now,” he replied, as he kissed me on the cheek.

He left and my uncle then came to take my hand. “Your aunt is looking at you every day. She’s here. I feel her. Come back to us in whatever way you can. I feel a change is in the air. I feel that only you can make it,” he said.

“I feel her too, Uncle. I am here because of her,” I said.

I let go of his hand and stared deeply into my grandfather’s eyes. He approached and hugged me tightly. “I know you’re not coming back. That was your mother’s greatest fear—that you would leave one day. This land is so much better because of you. Wai’tukubuli is so much better with you,” he said.

“Goodbye, Grandfather,” I said, holding his hand. “I have no words except that Wai’tukubuli is in all of us.”

I let go of him and started to walk away and felt a tug on my skirt. I looked down to see Dewey taking my hand. I let her and walked with her for a while until it was time to head down the mountain. I stopped. She let go and allowed me to continue on my way. I did not look back, but I know she was there, looking at me. When I was far enough away and knew she could not see or hear me, more tears came, and I let them. I leaned into a tree and cried an entire generation of tears.

I reached the bottom of the mountain and kept to the woods. The ocean was not an option and certainly not the open road. It was hot that day, even if among the trees. I continued the few hours’ trek until I reached Roseau. Once there, I made my way through Market Square. Though I passed by quickly, it still reeked of copper, and I could taste it in my mouth, so much of the blood of Africans and Kalinago had been spilt there.

From there, I walked the water’s edge until I reached the Blackwell homestead. The sun was starting to set, and William was sitting on his veranda as he usually did. Seeing me, he returned inside, and when he reappeared again, he had a shotgun. He pointed it in my direction, and without warning or hesitation, fired the first shot. He missed. I kept on walking. He fired again. He missed again. When I was close enough to him, I grabbed the gun and threw it down. He could not fight back as he would have had he had his other arm. He smelled of rum and medicine from an apothecary.

“Today is our time, William. The deaths of your children were necessary to balance our great universe,” I said. “Today, every man, woman, and child will walk as free people off this property. You will not stop them, nor will you make them any miserly apprentice. It is over.”

People had started to come to the courtyard. They saw us standing there, facing each other, holding on to one another as if we were one. And we were. For many generations we were the reincarnation of one another. We should not be face to face, but in the fabric that is time, with me forcing my will to be born, I disturbed the universe. I shocked the stars into aligning in ways that were unnatural. The house of Pisces and Neptune could no longer hold me.

William looked into my eyes, his hatred of my existence something I have seen more than I cared to remember. He spat in my face.

“You are free!” I shouted. “You are free! Slavery is over. Don’t let him or any other white devil make you stay as any kind of apprentice. Just do nothing for him anymore. Burn this place down! Burn it!”

I looked back at him just as fiercely and wiped off his spit.

Those in the courtyard were unsure of what to do, but they knew to believe me. They took off their aprons, dropped their tools, and put down any white baby feeding on their breasts.

“You will die before the sun sets, before that tree dances and lights up the night, before the shadows come from it and pull you to your grave,” he said.

“At least I won’t hide from it, you coward,” I said, and looking him dead in the eye, I sang my song—one last song. The air got cold, and William, becoming more anxious and agitated, screamed at me. He then used his stump to jab me in the face before he plunged the knife given to me by the seer—the one removed from my possession before I was taken to the gallows—into my stomach.

“I am here!” I said, my voice calm and nearly quiet.

“Yes, you are,” said William.

“I am here!” said Dewey.

“The moonstone. Find it!” I said. “Tell me what you see when you do.”

“Shut your mouth and just die already,” said William.

“What do you see?” I asked.

“Your blood on this knife,” said William.

“I see her, the seer. I see our Queen Mother,” said Dewey.

“Queen of love, Queen of Mothers, Queen Baccara,” I said. “That is now your name. Queen Mother, I see you. Queen Mother, I am grateful.”

“For the love of God,” said William. “Just die!”

He took the knife and pierced my heart with it. I fell to the ground. “I knew I would get you. I knew I would.”

I lay there, my eyes turning towards the tamarind tree. I saw my grandfather in Dahomey next to it, extending his arm with the tamarind fruit in his hands. He smiled and said, “Times are changing. You have changed time.” And then I started to smell smoke. I turned my head slightly to see William’s house ablaze. Then my eyes went far away from the Blackwell residence, back to the mountains, at the White River.

I saw the Hilltop villagers burning fragrances of the earth, letting them rise high beyond the far-reaching leaves. The fragrances climbed beyond where bees hid their hives and kept their honey, where the Sisserou parrots painted their feathers in silence, away from the gaze of peering children. As the fragrances burned, the Hilltop became drunk in fantasy, unsure of what it was they saw, their memory not really theirs anymore. Dewey and the seer sang in the river. They watched the water recede as if the river itself was afraid. The tree branches recoiled at the sound of their tune. They stopped singing and watched the water return and the trees be still. When the seer held Dewey’s hand and started to sing again, I remembered that song. It was the same one I sang when my father first boarded the Duke of York. From where I lay, I joined them, my lips with barely any strength to move.

They stopped singing again, and the water rushed back past their knees and navels, reaching as high as their breasts. Dewey and the seer watched as Hilltop residents basked in joyous ceremony, seemingly aware of the ritual, like birds dancing intricately for a mate, or a bullfrog croaking at the sound of water. They were not told to be there, nor were they invited, but they knew.

“My daughter,” said the seer. “Remember all that I have told you. The current will take me, and I will be no more. You will submerge with me and rise as she.”

The seer approached Dewey, her breasts against the child’s, their noses and lips closer than their shadows. The seer’s eyes were deep, burrows of worlds upon worlds.

“Goodbye, Daughter,” she said.

“Goodbye, Queen Mother,” said Dewey.

They embraced, and eyes closed, submerged in the waters of the White River. When Dewey resurfaced, she felt herself different. Dewey, my sweet Dewey, had become our new seer, our new Queen Mother. Her star was directly above us. It burned sometimes red and other times blue, but it was her star, her connection to the house of all things dreamed and unknown, of spirituality and secrets, of things hidden and of things revealed. It was her dwelling, like that of Dahomey, like that of the Fon, like that of the great water connecting our many clans, and countless others spread across the earth. She walked to the riverbank, no one moving or saying a word. She turned around to face the water. It was empty and calm, the steady current running towards the falls. She exited the water, a new knowledge having been bestowed upon her and made her way through the crowd where she extended her hand to a Kalinago girl.

“Come,” she said, and they vanished into the woods.

When I came back to, my breath shallow and ready to leave my body for good, William fell. He looked for me, but I was nowhere to be seen. He had no idea that his fate was tied to mine, that he was the final piece of this unnerving struggle. If only he had known that an assault on my life was an assault on his, for our fates were tied, for we were one. He looked around, bewildered, short of breath, looking for me, but all he found was the knife deep in his chest. My earthly consciousness was fading, and the tamarind tree danced once more, it’s light hot like a fever of the soul. The shadowed figures came from it and dragged William’s body back to the tree.

The world had indeed changed. What I thought I knew, I realised I did not know. I did not understand revenge, for the kind I had imagined was not real. The revenge I knew was rooted in what I did not know or understand. In my knowledge, my world system, my stars, my suns, my moons, in all my celestial powers, I was blind. And now I sing not to deaf men, but for me.
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Discussion
Questions



These suggested questions are to spark conversation and enhance your reading of The Twelfth House.


	How does the title pull the text together? Is there a payoff now that you have read the book?

	How appropriate are the epigraphs at the start of part I and part II?

	Looking back on Margaret’s origin story chapter, “For Husband and Fealty,” do you feel she could have/should have stayed with Preston? When Margaret saw Preston for the last time, was what she did love, or for love?

	In the chapter “Whispering Trees,” did Captain Tyrell Edwards deserve more than to run down the mountains over Colihaut in fear for his life? Explain your answer.

	In biblical terms, the “mark of the beast” is interpreted as Satan’s mark on earth, and any who are branded by it belong to him (Satan). If William is marked (presumably), can an argument be made that his friend Aldyne is also marked?

	There are several instances of violence in the book. Would you say those are overkill? What reasons would you give?

	Considering what we know about the origin of the tamarind tree, does the fact that it glowed at one point and danced for William represent anything?

	Had the maroons and Kalinago on Hilltop chosen not to fight and rebel, would that have been their right?

	In terms of structure, how did you find the return to the origin story of some characters?

	What are your thoughts on some of the non-human characters (the mountains, the tamarind tree, the Evil Forest)?

	How satisfying was the ending, if at all?

	Who is Etta to you?
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