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            In the Blue Mountains, Parish of St George

         

         The raid had been a mistake. The redcoats were after them, crashing through the trees and undergrowth.

         The cows Quao and Johnny Rain Bird had stolen would be useful, but not if they all ended up dead. Nanny told the men to go east and circle back to town; she and Yaw and the pig – Michele – would go west.

         But she had been running for so long and the redcoats were still coming. The thorns cut her feet, tore at the skin on her legs, and vines whipped her onwards. Behind her the soldiers snapped branches, 10 shouted threats. Birds flew up, calling, yelling. As she ran, the cutlass – as long as her thigh – slapped and bounced against her leg.

         The boy and the pig galloped ahead.

         She had been hunted before. So had Yaw. The times she thought she had escaped, only to be dragged back, punished with shackles and chains and beatings. She would not let them catch her now. She would never go back to the cane fields, to the lash and the overseer and the buckra. Never. And she had responsibilities now, to the village, to her new family. She should never have agreed to taking the pig with Yaw. Had she ever been a child? She could not remember.

         Yaw looked back at her, grinning. This was all still a game to him. Her heart was beating so hard and so fast she thought it might leap out of her chest.

         ‘Run, Yaw!’ she called.

         Then a sharp crack-crack. She thought it was a branch, at first, breaking. Then another, a hard, dry snapping noise. Then another sound, a whirring – a bird, a hornet? No, something else cut the air past her face.

         Bullets. They were shooting at them.

         Another whistled past. Her skin stung: it had grazed her, made a red line across her upper arm.

         They would kill them both. She heard them reload. Up in the trees a monkey screamed.

         11 ‘Yaw!’ she yelled. ‘Faster!’

         ‘Stop! In the name of the King!’ The soldier’s voice bounced off the leaves and the hills.

         She had caught up with the boy now. The pig, head down, was almost pulling him along.

         ‘They cannot catch us, Nanny,’ Yaw said. ‘The gods are on our side! We stole Michele and we will take her home. We will—’

         Another crack-crack-crack and Yaw pulled up, stock-still. Then, as the world stopped, he crumpled to the ground and Nanny watched open-mouthed as he folded in on himself in the way the shamey plant leaves curl up when you step on them. A red flower bloomed above his temple and his eyes turned up inside his head.

         Nanny reached him as he let go of both the rope and the pig, his hand loose, his fingers useless. Michele stopped too; she snorted, her white flanks heaving. Nanny halted, bent over Yaw’s body as another volley of bullets cut through the air right where her head had just been.

         ‘Yaw!’ Nanny cried out. She felt his pain like a blow to her chest.

         She looked up and could see the flashes of red and gold where the soldiers moved between the trees. She knew she was next.

         She gathered him up in her arms. The charms he wore on a string in a tiny cloth bag around his neck hung loose. His head was all meat now. The soldiers were closer. 12
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         13Nanny blinked; her hands were wet with sweat and Yaw’s blood. She had to put him down but she whispered into his one whole ear, ‘I will not leave you, Yaw.’

         Then before the redcoats came any closer, she wiped her palms on her plaid cotton dress and shinned up a soursop tree. Clinging and flattening herself on a branch directly above the body of Yaw – lying on the forest floor, one eye ruined, one staring up at the blue sky – she shut her eyes and tried to imagine his spirit floating past and flying home across the wide ocean.

         Michele, the pig, stayed close, nudging Yaw as if he might get up if only he had some encouragement.

         Then suddenly the soldiers were upon him. Four men burst upon the track like monsters, pink and red-and-white and gold, their whiskers bristling, their weapons dark. They smelled of gunpowder and sweat and death.

         One kicked the boy as if he were nothing. Michele squealed and went for the red-faced soldier before running off into the bush. Another cursed and aimed for the pig with his gun, but Nanny was pleased to note Michele was too fast.

         The tallest soldier bent over Yaw and pulled his shirt down off his shoulder.

         14 ‘He’s one of the Fairview slaves,’ he said. ‘From over Mount Vernon. There’s the mark there, Captain Shettlewood.’

         Yaw’s shoulder bore a lumpy raised scar. Nanny blinked. She remembered the pain when the hot iron had seared those same letters and the shape of a heart onto her own skin.

         ‘Good shooting, Geoffrey,’ the redcoat called Shettlewood noted. ‘Only a few more to round up, although Mr Noach would rather have all the property returned alive.’

         ‘Yes, sir.’ The soldier tried to click to attention. ‘Pig’s alive, though.’

         ‘Lost in the bush?’ The captain poked at Yaw with his foot. ‘That animal’s as good as dead.’

         ‘What should we do with him? The boy?’ The soldier wiped the sweat off his face.

         ‘Leave him,’ the captain said, bending over Yaw’s body. ‘The ants will soon eat out his eyes. A warning to the others. We’ll find her soon enough too.’

         The soldiers looked around the clearing as if willing her to appear. Nanny put her hand on the hilt of her cutlass. But there were too many of them…

         ‘When the reinforcements arrive, Private Geoffrey’ – the captain said, standing up – ‘we will wipe those Maroons from the face of the earth. We know their village can’t be more than a few miles from here. It’s only a matter of time.’

         15 ‘Yes, sir!’

         Nanny wished she had a gun. She wished she could rain down all the worst things on those men’s heads. She prayed to bring down the shit of every bird, the vomit of all the monkeys. She stared. She sent all the hatred that flooded through her body down onto those soldiers.

         As the men walked away, Nanny saw one of them slip, heard him curse with pain as his knee turned over. Perhaps it was Obeah, the old magic? Perhaps the gods had not forgotten them after all.

         She felt the anger rise inside: if they were here, then why was Yaw dead?

         When she was sure they had gone she carefully inched down the soursop tree, almost holding her breath just in case the soldiers were still there. Then she heaved the small boy’s body across her shoulders and disappeared into the bush along the faint whisper of a track the soldiers had not seen.

         It was hard going, running and hiding through the bush with Yaw’s body on her back. When she reached their makeshift village, Nanny laid the little boy down outside his hut. She took the old cow horn trumpet, the abeng that hung from the hog-apple tree and blew as hard and as long as she could.

         First Efua and Helen came out from the gardens where they were tending sorrel and callaloo, then Johnny Rain Bird and Quao came from the forest 16 where they were cutting wood to make a pen for the cows. Soon the whole town was there. There were some tears when they saw Yaw lying still and dead, but most of her fellow Coromantees had seen suffering of one kind or another.

         ‘It was redcoats, from the fort at Bagnall’s Thicket.’ Nanny looked out at the faces of her comrades. Some of the little children were still weeping. ‘Now he is free.’ It felt like a lie. He was not free. He was dead and gone. She took a breath. ‘It should not have been. I should have stopped him. I should not have encouraged him.’

         ‘None of us stopped him,’ Quao said. ‘Yaw would have gone back for that pig on his own if he could have.’

         Efua began to sing – a sad song from home that Nanny knew. All the town joined in, sending the song up into the air, chasing Yaw’s young spirit back across the ocean.

         When the song finished Nanny spoke again. ‘There will be no more raids for pigs. I learned one thing from the soldiers. More are coming. They want to destroy us. To wipe this town, our town, from the face of the earth.’

         Someone in the crowd shouted, ‘No!’

         There were more shouts and stamps.

         Nanny put her arms out for quiet. ‘We must work hard,’ she said. ‘They will have men. And guns.’ She held up Yaw’s gris gris: the 17 charms he had worn around his neck. ‘These will not protect us alone. We need guns and cutlasses too.’ She looked over her fellows, each one, she knew, willing to give their blood to live free. ‘And most important, we must know when they come before they put a foot on our mountain. We must cut the buckra down before they take us and break our backs.’

         Then the drum beat and the abeng blew out a final farewell to Yaw. Nanny bent down and took the hand knife the boy had kept at his belt and tied it onto her own, then she whispered into his good ear, ‘I will never forget you. As long as I wear your knife at my belt, you are with me.’

         Then the singing began again and Nanny returned Yaw’s body to sleep in the red earth.
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         The only one in the Maroon village who’d seen the soldiers’ camp at Bagnall’s Thicket was Quao. ‘I dig redcoats’ latrines for a week,’ he said. ‘Them have outbreak of flux down there. Smelled like hell come out of them mans’ bowels straight down into the earth.’

         ‘You seen how many of them were there?’ Nanny asked.

         Quao shrugged. ‘More than countable.’

         Nanny sighed. ‘We have to find out. We have to be prepared.’ She would have to take him with her.

         Nanny knew the place was on the far side of Albany, a town along the trail that led from Kingston in the south to the sea at Port Antonio in the north. It was a place where local people came down once a 19 week to sell produce, and where the local plantation owners stopped to see the occasional coffle of slaves fresh come off the boat. So this morning, a market day in September time, the two of them made their way down from the village in the mountains towards town. The tracks were hard to find – the bush grew so fast and so strong, it kept the village hidden. Even though the island was a place – mostly – of death and sorrow, everything was so alive, so green and vital. As they came to the river, the whirlpool at the foot of the waterfall glittered and shone.

         ‘We best not cross too near,’ Quao said. ‘I seen a calf pull down to die in there one time.’

         Nanny nodded. She remembered that too. She wondered about Michele, Yaw’s pig, and hoped for the best.

         Once they reached the main road Quao was uncomfortable, dragging his feet like he was a little boy and not a grown man. He had on his good shirt and carried a basket of guinep and pawpaw. He stopped to shift the load and felt for his gris gris, the charm of herbs and ground-up bones he wore around his neck.

         ‘Why we bother come this way?’ he said. ‘You know I don’t like coming into town, plenty of people know me from the plantation up Mount Vernon, see me, steal me back.’

         Nanny carried her basket of fruit on her head. She was uncomfortable too: wearing the wide, full skirts 20 in the English style meant her cutlass thump thumped against her leg as she walked.

         ‘Hush up, Quao,’ she scolded him. ‘Keep your head down and your ears open. How we going to find out how many redcoats they have if we don’t look with our own eyes?’ She wished she had taken Johnny Rain Bird or Mary or Hester Jane with her instead.

         Quao went on, ‘I don’t see why I couldn’t have gone to the Thicket while you in the market. Save time.’

         ‘I need you. We look like farmers, come down from the hills. Free people. And we need some buckets, and iron nails for fixing up tools. And Hester say she need some good twine, not the home-made kind. I can’t carry everything on my own.’

         Quao kissed the charm and muttered a prayer to the old gods.

         Nanny had been thinking about Obeah since Yaw’s death. ‘Sometimes I reckon those old gods shut up their ears. If they were listening, do you think any of us would be here? So far from home? Scratching a living and hiding from folk who want to kill us or worse!’

         Quao tucked the charms away. ‘Obeah is powerful magic!’ he said, his voice low. Nanny rolled her eyes. ‘And is a comfort, Nanny.’

         Nanny kept walking. She sighed. She wished there was more of a comfort in the old gods for her. Instead 21 she thought of her cutlass and, tucked inside her cotton skirts, Yaw’s knife, small and sharp and ready. ‘Only comfort for me is the edge of my blade,’ she said grimly.

         
             

         

         It was still early when they found themselves out of the forest and down from the mountains on the track just outside Albany. The sun was up but the heat wasn’t burning yet, even though the moisture in the air made it heavy going.

         In the small square in the centre of town some of the locals were already setting out their wares on banana leaves or on mats. Men and women, all shades from yellow to ink dark, spread out oranges and almonds, bananas and breadfruit, plantain and okra. There was even an old straggle-haired white man with some goats tethered to a post.

         Nanny and Quao set out their produce. Quao pulled his old straw hat down over one eye. ‘Just in case buckra from Mount Vernon hop into town to buy some goat,’ he said.

         From across the square a tall woman carried four chickens, two in each hand. They dangled by their feet, wings out, scarcely flapping. They knew their fate. Nanny nodded at her: she and Ophelia went back a long time. Ophelia had bought her own freedom when the old white man who kept her as his wife died, and now she lived up in the mountains 22 towards Bog Walk. She was dressed all in white this morning, from the scarf wrapped round her hair, to the skirt that grazed the ground at her feet.

         Nanny nodded hello. ‘That’s Ophelia,’ she said to Quao. ‘I know her a long time. She always a help to me.’

         Quao turned to look. ‘Ophelia? She have strong Obeah, I heard. She can talk to plant and tree and rock.’

         Nanny laughed. ‘Obeah?’ She shook her head. ‘She simply clever,’ Nanny said. ‘That’s all. Cleverer than the whitest Englishman that ever live. Once her husband die and she live alone, she had to find a way to get people to leave her be. She tell stories. And she tell them so people want to believe them.’

         Quao huffed. ‘It Obeah. I heard it, seen it…’

         Nanny didn’t argue. She had believed it all once. But since Yaw had died…

         
             

         

         It was a few hours later, close to noon, Nanny reckoned from the angle of the sun, when two white men – one with an expensive yellow straw hat, one with a long gun – came into the square leading a coffle of slaves.

         Five men, one woman, all, yoked together and shuffling. The saddest kind of dance, Nanny thought. Then behind them, not tall enough to fit in the yoke, two small boys, one tinier than Yaw, his belly 23 stretched round – not with food, Nanny knew, but with hunger. They were all shining, the oil rubbed into their skin to make them look healthy. Their eyes all empty, like walking dead folk.

         It was as if a cold wind blew into town. The market folk quietened.
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