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We whisper the names of the ones we love like the words of a song. That was the taste of freedom to us, those names on our lips.


Mary Grace, Micah, Thomas Augustus, Cherry Jane and Mercy.


These are the names of her children. The five who survived, only to be sold to other plantations. The faces Rachel cannot forget.


It’s 1834, and the law says her people are now free. But for Rachel freedom means finding her children, even if the truth is more than she can bear.


With fear snapping at her heels, Rachel keeps moving. From sunrise to sunset, through the cane fields of Barbados to the forests of British Guiana and on to Trinidad, to the dangerous river and the open sea.


Only once she knows their stories can she rest. Only then can she finally find home.









For Mum, Dad, Cal and Jeanette
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A voice is heard in Ramah, mourning and great weeping, Rachel weeping for her children and refusing to be comforted, because they are no more.


Jeremiah 31: 15


Break a vase, and the love that reassembles the fragments is stronger than that love which took its symmetry for granted when it was whole.


Derek Walcott, ‘The Antilles:
Fragments of Epic Memory’









The soil on the island was fertile, but everything laid down shallow roots. When the hurricanes came, they ripped up even the sturdiest trees; and when the white men came, they tore children out of their mothers’ arms. And so, we learned to live without hope. For us, loss was the only thing that was certain.


Many of us had already lost one home. A home of deep roots and of ancestors delved down into history. Those roots did not save us. Those roots rotted in the hull of the slave ships, in darkness and filth. We had little left to plant in the new world, and whatever we had was the white men’s for the taking. So we tried to live only on the island’s surface. We planted cane, but nothing of our own. Mothers turned their heads when a baby was born, refusing to meet its eyes.


We tried to glide through this half-life, this life without history or future, but our endless present had ways of stretching itself out, lying across time, until our lives had movement and colour again. At night, we whispered stories to the children of old gods in our homelands, in a tongue the white men couldn’t understand.


Still the hurricanes came. Still the children were taken away and sold across the sea. But they were sold with a little seed inside them that sang to them of another life.


Everything laid down shallow roots. But what couldn’t go deep went wide, tapping the oceans, tunnelling to the islands nearby, where others were also trying and failing to live without memory of yesterday or thought of tomorrow.


Without roots, things die. Many of us did die, at the hands of the white men or in the heat of the midday sun. The soil ran rich with our blood, and the roots fed on our bodies. It made the roots strong. Shallow, but strong.


There was hope for this new world, after all.
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Barbados


August 1834
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IT WAS THE BLACKEST PART of the night and Rachel was running. Branches tore at her skin. Birds, screeching, took flight at the pounding of her strides. The ground was muddy and uneven, slick with the residue of recent rains, and she slipped, falling hard against the rough bark of a palm tree. She slid down to the soil, to where ants marched and beetles scurried and unseen worms burrowed through the earth. With ragged breaths she gulped the heavy, humid air into her lungs. She could taste its dampness on her tongue, tinged with the acidic bite of her own fear.


What had she done?


She looked behind her. Looming in the darkness was the outline of the mill on Providence plantation, its arms splayed out like four sharp-edged daggers marking an angry cross into the sky. Terror clawed at her throat, as if the mill itself had eyes and could whisper to the overseer what it had seen.


It was not too late. She could still climb back over the wall and creep through the fields of half-planted cane, where gaping holes awaited young green stalks. She could return to her hut, one wooden square among many, and lie back on the sleeping mat that was worn thin from forty years of use. She could wait for dawn and another day of labour . . .


Scrambling to her feet, she kept running. Her legs plunged her deeper into the half-formed shadows of the forest.


Her chest ached. She wanted to collapse, but could not; her body, unbidden, carried her further and further away from Providence. Every snap of a twig sounded like a gunshot; the murmuring of cane toads became the distant cries of searching men. She must keep running.


Alone, mud-streaked, with weariness sinking into her very bones, a question haunted her –


Was this freedom?


The empty forest. Her fleeing, sick with dread. Was this what they had hoped for, all along?


The day before, all the slaves of Providence had gathered outside the great house. A stone-faced set of white people waited for them – the master, on horseback, flanked by the overseer, with the master’s wife and three children standing on the steps of the house. The white people stared at the slaves. The slaves stared back.


They all knew what was coming. Some of the slaves even smiled. Rachel was among those who didn’t. She was old enough to remember other times when there were whispers about the end of slavery. She would not believe it until she heard it for herself from the master’s own mouth.


The master’s balding forehead glistened with sweat in the heat. As he brought his horse forward, Rachel caught a glimpse of his wife’s face, her lips pressed into a line of seething contempt. It was this sight, more than anything, that weakened Rachel’s resolve. She dared to hope.


The master kept his remarks short. He told them that the King had decreed an end to slavery. As of the following day, the new Emancipation Act would come into effect.


They were free.


Some people cried. Others yelled and danced in delight. They were a mass of shouting, sweating bodies, a river bursting its banks. The master and the overseer barked useless orders, unable to be heard over the noise. Eventually, the master rode his horse through the crowd at a gallop, just to get them quiet again. Its hooves kicked one woman’s head in, and she died instantly. But she died free.


There was more, the master said. They were no longer slaves, but they were instead his apprentices. By law, they would work for him for six years. They could not leave. When the sun rose, Rachel and all the rest would be going back out to finish the planting. They would tend to the cane until the next harvest, and the harvest after. Six years of cutting and planting and cutting again.


Freedom was just another name for the life they had always lived.


An ugly hiss went through the crowd. The overseer, gun slung over his shoulder, reached to bring it down. A hundred pairs of eyes watched the arc of his hand. The master’s horse blew air through its nostrils, its reins pulled taut.


The hiss died, and the crowd was still.


Rachel heard the news of hollow freedom in silence. For years, she had lived in perpetual twilight. Those she loved were long gone. Her life had shrunk to the size of the plantation, the routine of endless toil, and the long shadows of what had once been. So, there was sense to it. Freedom was an emptiness that could only be filled with sugar cane.


That night, everything was the same. The press of the ground on her back. The shape of her limbs, thin and knotted with sinew. The musty smell of her hut. Days of labour lay ahead, her life as neatly ploughed as the furrows in the field.


In sleep, she dreamed of her mother. Or, maybe it was the idea of a mother, an outline of warmth and kindness. She couldn’t remember her own mother.


The mother was there in front of her, but somehow Rachel knew that she was also not there. She was somewhere far across the sea. She was fragile, a wisp of smoke. She could not stay long.


The mother spoke a name, and Rachel knew that it was her name – the name she was meant to have before some white man called her Rachel. What the white man gives, he can always take away. But this other name – this was hers. Rachel repeated it. The syllables felt strange in her mouth, but as the thrum of speech vibrated through her, they gave her strength. She was able to stand without stooping. She could feel the pleasant weight of her body, solid and powerful.


The mother stepped back and began to dissolve, one drop at a time, soaking the earth underneath her. When she was gone, the soil glistened a deep, rich red.


Rachel had awoken in pitch darkness – wild, trembling, and glistening with sweat – and her body could not be stilled. It moved without her asking it to, it moved on animal instinct alone, crawling out of the hut, unfurling, and flinging itself out of Providence and into the night.


In the forest, Rachel asked herself again: was this freedom? A violent rupture, a body driven to flight, a mind paralysed with horror as it watched things unfold beyond its control?


The trees had no answer. Their leaves whispered in the wind, and Rachel imagined them taunting her –


What now?


Her body moved beyond the range of thought, with a desperate will of its own.


She kept running.


She had no way to mark the passing of time on that moonless night, but by the burning in her legs Rachel knew she had travelled an hour or more when she heard it. So faint she thought she was imagining it at first. Singing.


She saw a speck of light, flickering between the tree trunks. She advanced slowly, her mind filled with thoughts of ghosts and night-time spirits. But as the singing swelled, accompanied by drumming, filling the forest with sound, her fears receded. The noises were joyful and human and drew her in.


A clearing. A tight circle of bare earth in between the trees. At its centre, dozens of people were dancing round a crackling fire, with still more lingering at the edge. As the dancers spun past, Rachel heard snatches of different words and melodies all blending into one. She heard some English, but also other languages, older languages that spoke not to her ears but to her bones.


Rachel stood in shadow, watching. She had been to dances before, as a younger woman, but not like this. Those dances had always been folded into plantation life. They took place in the slave quarters, or in the market square of a nearby town. At any time, a white passer-by could appear, or the face of the master in a window of the great house, reminding all present that their joy was not boundless; it could not overflow the confines of slavery. The clearing sparkled with a different kind of magic. With no prying eyes to break the spell, the dancers moved with an unencumbered grace.


The insistent pull of the drums drew Rachel closer, closer, into the light. She found herself one body among many, swaying in time to the beat. She began to tap her foot and hum a song of her own.


A woman threw out her arm, her eyes wide and white, with glittering circles of firelight at the centre. She seized Rachel by the wrist.


She sang the command, her voice low and sweet. ‘Dance!’


Rachel was swept into the throng. In an instant, she lost all sense of her self. She had no end and no beginning, no edges or limits at all. Her whole body dissolved into the rhythm. The dance rippled through the crowd as if through water, and Rachel gave herself up to the music.


Every ache in her body eased. She emptied her lungs of a song she had not even known was inside her. Someone was holding Rachel’s hand; she reached out and grabbed another’s hand, who grabbed another’s hand. As the flames leapt into the sky, Rachel thought she could see the chain of hands climbing to the heavens, a line of people through time and space, united by a single drumbeat.


As the last embers of the fire died, everyone stopped dancing. The dawn was beginning to break, grey light leaking through the trees, and the rising sun brought an end to whatever magic had bound them together. People began to leave, most of them tacking west, the sun on their backs, returning to their plantations. Hovering at the edge of the clearing, standing between two broad oaks, there was a moment when Rachel wondered if she should follow them. Her absence on Providence might not yet have been noticed. But she hesitated too long. Soon, everyone was gone and she was alone. She slipped eastwards, back into the forest.


All of the running and the dancing weighed her down. She ached everywhere. It forced a slow pace. The terror of the first flight had faded to a kind of daze, and she stared up through the canopy at the sky. Somehow, the darkness had been easier – it had a kernel of mystery to it, a sense that the night held many possible worlds, their boundaries worn thin, so that anyone might pass between them. Sunlight was a reminder of the endless march of one day into the next, the unstoppable passage of time to which Rachel had been enslaved all her life.


Still the question plagued her –


What now?


It had a weary edge, a hopelessness. Her run from Providence had been pure survival. Now, she wandered aimlessly through the undergrowth; there was no path, and she stumbled over exposed roots. Her head throbbed with thirst and her limbs were heavy, but her body kept carrying her forward, away from Providence. Apart from the soft thud of her feet on the bare earth, the only sounds were the chattering grackles that flitted overhead.


She climbed the gentle slope of a hill. When she reached the top, suddenly there was the sea. The sight of it spread out below stopped Rachel in her tracks. She had reached the limits of the island.


The rising sun dipped its lower rays into the water on the horizon. Against the grey sky, the sea was a shocking shade of blue, dappled with white-gold sunlight. Its burst of colour cut loose the fear that had wrapped itself around Rachel’s throat the night before. As if she had plunged into the gently rolling waves, she felt at peace.


All her life, nothing had belonged to her, not even the children pushed out of her own body. With her world boxed in by Providence’s walls, and its perimeter patrolled by the overseer’s whip, it had seemed as if there was nothing the white men did not own. But now, here was the sea. Vast, defiant and unowned, for who, even white men, could claim it? However much they grasped at it, its waters would run through their fingers and plunge back into the depths.


At the plantation, Rachel had always been made to feel small. With the sea spread out in front of her, she felt small in a different way – not small in herself but a small part of everything that surrounded her. Immersed in the infinite sea. There was freedom in this new kind of smallness, an exhilarating sense that she was in the world, and not just passing through it at a white man’s pace.


The question came to mind once again –


What now?


This time it had a new quality – it looked forward, outwards, across the water. Not back over her shoulder to anyone who might be pursuing her.


Her lungs opened; she could breathe again. Her gaze wandered from the horizon down the hill. At first glance, the hillside was deserted. And yet . . .


She leaned forward a little, shielding her eyes against the sun. Nestled among the trees, about halfway down, she thought she could see the sloping roof of a hut.


Then rough hands seized her from behind, and her head was stuffed into a sack that smelled of smoke and damp earth.
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THERE WAS A MAN ON Providence who had tried to run. He was the only one Rachel had ever known who did. Of course, people talked about running – night-time whispers, and quiet mutterings as they limped back from the fields – and there were always rumours of someone who knew someone on another plantation who had done it. But Barbados was small and densely settled. If you did run, where would you go that the dogs would not follow?


So, throughout her childhood, Rachel saw running as something beyond thought – an idea, too abstract to be made real. It seemed impossible until, suddenly, it wasn’t. They woke up one morning, and he was gone. Rachel was ten years old.


Atlas was his name. He was a private man – quiet, ever since he lost his wife, who was sold away with his child inside her. Rachel had never heard him talk of running. He just slipped away.


For a whole day, the plantation felt different. The boundary walls looked weaker, and the cane no longer seemed to tower over their heads. Men and women stood up straighter. Something sparkled in their eyes. The overseer and the foremen saw it and they feared it, were even freer with the whip than usual. White and Black alike felt like the world could change – until Atlas was dragged back at dusk, a seeping wound on his calf where a dog had seized it. The rupture in the expected order of things was only temporary; Rachel understood then that they could run but they couldn’t hide. Their bodies would always return, dead or alive, to Providence.


Atlas had his nose sliced off as punishment. The wound had grown infected, and he died with foul pus oozing from the gaping holes in his face.


This memory – of Atlas, his flight, his capture and his agony – came to Rachel as she retched, the coarse cloth of the sack filling her nose and mouth. Calloused palms held her wrists tight – besides twisting her head and scrabbling against the earth with her aching feet, there was no way she could struggle. She had no sense of where these hands were pulling her – forwards, backwards, or apart, ripping her in two. She tried to cry out, but she had no voice, and besides, who would hear? Who would come to her aid? Like Atlas, she had attempted the unthinkable, and the world must be put to rights.


She was no longer moving; the hands held her still. Rachel’s breathing was ragged, catching on her fear. Something told her she had been brought inside – although she could not see the walls, she felt them pressing close.


There was silence. The grip on her was like iron. Fear kept her limbs twisting in vain – she could not free herself, however hard she tried.


Over the sound of her own heartbeat, Rachel heard soft footsteps.


A woman’s voice – deep and close – said, ‘Well?’


A man’s voice came from next to Rachel’s ear.


‘We find her near the forest.’


‘A runaway?’ the woman asked.


The man gave no reply.


Rachel no longer struggled. She no longer even breathed. The course of her life was not in her hands. She waited.


The woman said, ‘Let me see her.’


As quickly as it had descended, the sack was ripped away, and Rachel was left blinking, a shaft of harsh sunlight shining on to her face through an open doorway. They were in a hut, as small and anonymous as any in the slave village on Providence. But something was not right. The scent was not like Providence, where everything smelled of sweet cane and brutal despair. Fresh, salty air blew in from outside. And when Rachel craned her neck, she saw that the hands that held her were dark, like her own.


Before Rachel stood a tall woman, her hair shorn tight to her skull. Her skin was smooth, unlined and ageless, but something in her eyes betrayed that this woman had seen many years of life.


This woman looked at Rachel. Her gaze had a sharpness to it, something piercing. Rachel felt naked before it, whittled down to the barest elements of herself.


‘You running?’


Rachel didn’t dare speak.


The woman ran her eyes all over Rachel, taking in every part of her body. She nodded slowly. ‘Release her.’


The hands did as bidden. Rachel tumbled forward, her knees sinking to the floor. She stared up at the tall woman, whose face was as impassive as if it was stone.


The woman took Rachel’s chin in her hands. She had rough, worn palms, and her fingers were slightly cool against Rachel’s skin.


‘Me know why you here.’


Rachel’s voice was small, barely a whisper. ‘What you mean?’


‘Me see it in your face. Your pickney. You want to find them.’


The hut filled with ghosts. All of Rachel’s lost children, crouching in the shadows. She did not have to turn her head to see them. She knew if she tried to look at them directly, they would disappear. They had been her companions, in the corners of her vision or on the cusp of sleep, for many years.


She counted them one by one. Eleven children in all.


Micah. Tall and strong. Taken from her before he’d even turned ten, because they knew he could pass as old enough for the first gang at the market.


Mary Grace. Never spoke again after the night the overseer ambushed her in the fields. Sold because they took her muteness as a sign she was damaged beyond repair. No good could come of a silent slave, who cannot say yes, massa, no, massa and right away, massa.


Mercy. Almost as tall as Micah and also sold young – as soon as they saw a ‘breeding look’ about her.


Samuel. Dead of a fever just after his second birthday.


Kitty. Dead at five of the same disease.


Cherry Jane. Taken up to work at the master’s house on account of her honey-coloured skin. Rachel saw her only in glimpses – riding in the cart with the other house slaves on the way to market, or tipping a pail of water out of the kitchen door. One day, even these occasional sightings ceased. Cherry Jane was gone.


Thomas Augustus. Small. Overlooked. He’d stayed with her longest of all, until he was fourteen, when they finally realised he was almost a man. They grumbled as they took him that he wouldn’t fetch much of a price.


Then there were the unnamed ones. One born backwards with the cord wrapped around its throat. Three that died inside her; blood-babies that ran out of her body into the ground.


Their round, watchful eyes prickled on Rachel’s skin.


Is it true? she asked them. That you are the reason I left?


The instinct that had driven her from Providence was still coiled inside her like an animal. Rachel closed her eyes, tried to reach into herself, to understand. The sight of her children had not dulled this animal but roused it and caused its fur to stand on end. In her legs, worn down from running and dancing, she could feel the muscles tighten. The faces of the children who might yet live – Micah, Mary Grace, Mercy, Thomas Augustus and Cherry Jane – were etched behind her eyelids.


When Rachel opened her eyes, the ghosts were gone. The old woman was still standing in front of her. She nodded to the man behind Rachel.


‘Me can take her from here, Gabriel.’


Rachel turned, saw a stocky man bow his head.


The old woman held out a hand, with knuckles gnarled like tree roots.


‘Come.’


‘Me name is Bathsheba, but they all call me Mama B.’


Outside the hut, the older woman paused, allowing Rachel a moment to take in her surroundings. They were on the hillside, close to the sea. There were indeed dwellings here, as Rachel had glimpsed from the top. A large wooden house sat in the centre of a circle of smaller huts, all supported by stilts on the sloping ground. Around them, the soil showed signs of cultivation, but not of the regimented, plantation kind. The furrows meandered, changing course to allow a few palm trees room to grow among the crops.


Rachel kept her arms folded tight across her chest. She felt Mama B watching her, waiting for her questions. A few men and women were at work weeding, moving between the huts, but there were no white people in sight.


‘What is this place?’


‘It was a tobacco plantation,’ said Mama B. ‘A small one. The massa get in some kind of trouble. He leave a few years ago, and we hear nothing since he gone.’


Rachel watched a young boy, no more than ten or eleven, skip out of one of the huts, with the pang she often felt when she saw children of a certain age.


‘This your family? Your pickney?’


‘No. Me have no pickney.’


‘Then how come—’ Rachel caught herself. There had been a sharp edge to Mama B’s reply, and she didn’t want to pry.


The older woman looked sideways at Rachel. ‘Then how come they call me Mama B?’ Quite suddenly, she smiled, and deep lines formed across her face – the lines of someone who smiled often. ‘Me mother to no one, and so me try to be mother to all. Me mother, Betsy, had twenty pickney. They call her Mama B before me, so in a way me inherit the title. Since the massa leave, me try and keep this place for them folks that have no place to go.’


Mama B took Rachel into the main house. Rachel followed her slowly, carefully, ears still pricked for a sign that this was all a trick, that at any moment white men would come barrelling out from the bushes with guns raised, ready to drag her back to Providence. Trust did not come easily to Rachel, but what choice did she have? There was nowhere left to run. The sea marked the outer boundary of Barbados – beyond it was nothing but deep water and sky.


The front door led to a large room, with a wooden table surrounded by chairs, stools and upturned barrels. A woman sat in one corner, pounding spices in a mortar and pestle. A few sleeping mats were pushed up against the walls, some empty and some still occupied. Two doors to the left and right signalled that the house had more rooms still, and through one door Rachel could hear the murmur of voices.


Mama B clapped her hands once. Activity in the room ceased, and heads were raised from the sleeping mats, eyes half open. A man stepped through the door to the left, looking curious. Rachel, standing behind the older woman, felt hot under all these gazes. She stared down at her feet.


‘This is Rachel,’ said Mama B. ‘She looking for her pickney, lost long ago.’


From the way some of the faces in the room twitched, Rachel knew she was not the only one to have lost family, and perhaps not the only one to have tried to find someone again.


The woman in the corner had put down her pestle. She stood slowly – she was slight, young, and her hands were twisting together.


‘Me think . . .’


Rachel’s heart lurched.


‘Yes.’ The woman came close, her eyes roving over Rachel’s face. Her voice was light and gentle. ‘Me think . . . you have a daughter?’


Rachel nodded.


‘Yes,’ the woman said again. ‘Me think me did see her. A few years ago, in Bridgetown. Your face have the same shape. Me remember because she don’t speak.’


Rachel did not move. She felt weak and light-headed. Her mouth was dry and her lip trembled. The image of Mary Grace flashed before her – a stronger, sharper picture than she had seen in years, more solid now that Rachel knew she existed in a particular place. Bridgetown. The other end of the island. In that moment, it felt an insurmountable distance away.


Mama B rested a hand on the small woman’s shoulder. Then she turned to Rachel.


‘Me planning to go down to Bridgetown. Me can take you. We can go tomorrow.’


There was a hardness to the older woman’s voice that quelled the protest rising in Rachel’s throat. This was not an offer, it was a command. Rachel, her limbs slack with exhaustion, accepted it.
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THE NEXT MORNING, THE RAIN came. Rachel and Mama B had not yet reached the top of the hill when it began to fall, hard and angry, fat droplets boring holes into the ground. Soon, they were drenched, sinking step by step into the sodden earth, water clinging to them like a second skin. On the horizon, sea and sky bled together into the raging grey of an approaching storm.


‘We must turn back,’ said Mama B.


Inside the house, the rooms were crowded but quiet. Rachel joined a group of women standing by a window, and stared out to sea. She took small comfort in imagining her daughter, Mary Grace, on the other side of Barbados, staring at the same forbidding mass of waves and hearing the same wind moaning as it ripped through the island.


By evening, the storm had blown itself out, but the rain lasted for three days. The thudding of water on wood began to make Rachel’s head ache. To try and distract herself from the thwarted journey, she studied every inch of Mama B’s house. There were three rooms in all – the main room with the broad table, and two side rooms, one filled with sleeping mats and the other serving as a food store. Rachel started in the corner of the store, and made her way around the house clockwise, tracing her hand over every crack and groove of the wall. She found the spots where water seeped in and dripped on to the floor. She found the places where the planks were uneven, or blackened with soot from candles. Next to the front door, she found a mark someone had carved into the wall – it looked like the beginning of a picture, curving gently back towards itself in a half-formed spiral, about the size of Rachel’s palm. The line was deep and smooth, and it was the same dark colour as the surrounding wood. A healed scar, not a fresh cut.


When the walls had no more secrets left to divulge, Rachel turned to the people. Many had unfinished carvings of their own that she glimpsed when they rolled over while sleeping, or turned to the window to watch the rain. Puckered skin patterned out the memory of whips, while the unmarked corners of backs and shoulders showed where freedom had cut short the process of searing slavery even deeper into their flesh.


Mama B was the centre of the household. Everyone seemed to bring her their questions and their fears. Rachel often saw the older woman in hushed conversation with some frowning man or forlorn-looking child, someone who had braved the rain to come over from another hut and seek her counsel. These people always went away with their faces a little less downcast, thanks to whatever Mama B had said.


Mama B would nod to Rachel if their eyes met. One time, she came over and put a hand on Rachel’s shoulder and asked if she was all right. Otherwise, Rachel spoke to no one. Being trapped inside made her uneasy – confinement felt similar enough to life on Providence that she reverted to her old self, withdrawn and quiet. For their part, the other occupants of the house paid her little attention. They seemed used to reticent strangers drifting in and out of the edges of their community. Rachel kept to the corners, kept out of their way, and waited for the rain to cease.


On the morning of the fourth day, Rachel woke to the sound of silence. The rain had finally passed.


Mama B was already up, sitting at the table, the hard obsidian profile of her face turned towards the sea. She did not seem to notice Rachel rise and take a seat beside her, waiting to hear if they might soon depart.


‘One of the pickney sick,’ said Mama B, without turning to look at Rachel. The sentence rolled out of her mouth ready-formed. These words were not strangers to her. ‘A fever. It come in the night. We can’t go to Bridgetown today.’


Rachel nodded.


‘Me must go into the forest.’ Mama B stood, taking a small sack from the table and tucking it into the waistband of her skirt. ‘There are some herbs that can help him. You can come with me if you like.’


After days inside, Rachel was restless and eager for fresh air, but Mama B’s mention of medicinal herbs made her pause. Rachel herself had never had that kind of knowledge, but on Providence there were a few who were rumoured to be skilled with potions or spells. When she was a child, there was a man who everyone said was a witch in his homelands. He spoke very little English, and his unfamiliar words might have been attempts at conversation rather than curses, but people avoided him in fear. Rachel could still remember his eyes, the whites of them yellowing and bloodshot, with dark irises punched like holes in the centre. Some of the other children said if you looked into them too long, you would drop dead. And Rachel had heard that once, when an overseer was galloping towards the man with the whip in his hand, the horse reared up and its rider was thrown backwards, breaking his neck.


But Mama B’s eyes did not look like they held the power of death, and through the window, the world looked inviting – pools of rainwater were scattered across the still-wet ground, glinting in the morning sunlight. This was enough to ease Rachel’s childhood superstitions, and she followed Mama B out of the house.


They walked up the hill and into the forest. The early morning air was damp and humid, and everything smelled fresh. Under the canopy, the leaves dyed the sunlight a mottled green, and Rachel had to strain her eyes to avoid the roots that criss-crossed their path. Her head knocked against the low-hanging fruit of a calabash tree, and the fronds of ferns tickled her shins.


Mama B led the way by her hands, pulling herself from trunk to trunk. She was always touching something – bark, leaf, fruit, flower. At one with the forest. Rachel, who kept her own hands clasped behind her, watched the older woman at work. There was a language Mama B could speak that Rachel could not. Rachel was attuned to the rhythms of cane and the yams and cassava of the slave plots. Away from cultivation, the wild trees had shapes and secrets she did not know.


They came to a thick, knotted tree which had carved out a space for itself in the undergrowth; around it, nothing grew. Mama B patted it, as if in greeting, and turned to Rachel.


‘Here.’ She held out the sack. ‘Take the bark.’


Rachel stayed a few paces back. ‘You want me to do it?’


‘Yes.’


‘But me don’t know anything – about herbs, trees. How to heal.’


Mama B laughed from the middle of her chest, and the sound vibrated through the earth around them. ‘You don’t need to know all that. You can still help.’


The warmth of Mama B’s chuckle caught Rachel off guard, pierced her defences. And why not? Where was the harm? Her long-held fear of obeah still cast a shadow, but Rachel shook it off and took the sack from Mama B.


Even under the shade of the canopy, the constellation of dewdrops on the tree’s trunk shimmered. Resting a hand against it, Rachel could feel its age – hundreds of years of growth twisted into the rough wood, spiralling towards the sky. A sense of reverence overcame her at being in the presence of something so ancient. The tree pre-existed even her distant ancestors, and would remain long after her own death. She found a chink and peeled loose a small strip of bark, dropping it into the sack. Then, almost without thinking, she traced the naked patch of yellow-green trunk she had left behind. The wound was clean; no sap leaked from it. She exhaled, satisfied. The tree would be fine without what she had taken.


Mama B was smiling at her. ‘You see? You don’t need to know. You feel it.’


‘What?’


‘The connection between all things. That we can’t just take, we must also give.’ Mama B, too, touched the place on the tree where the bark had been peeled away. ‘All healing start from there.’


They continued to forage through the forest. Mama B was more forthcoming now, crouching down and pointing out to Rachel the tiny shoots poking out of the earth, or pulling down fruits and flowers and pressing them into Rachel’s hands, telling her to notice their colour, shape or size. They filled the sack with roots, petals and leaves until Mama B was satisfied.


‘We must head back,’ she said. ‘The pickney may not have long.’


Inside the house, Rachel could smell the sickness in the pallid air. The child had been laid out on a mat in the corner, eyes closed and skin glistening with sweat. Rachel glanced at him, then looked away. He had the same feverish sheen of Samuel and Kitty as they slipped into death, the same shallow breaths. He reminded her of everything she had lost.


Mama B took the wooden mortar and pestle and sat at the table. Beside her, Rachel emptied the sack of the things they had gathered in the forest. A knot of people drew close around them. Rachel picked out the child’s mother by her tear-stained face, and the sight made her breath catch in her throat. It was the small, fragile woman from before, the one who had seen in Rachel’s face an echo of Mary Grace, and who now stood to lose a child of her own.


Mama B took a flower, bright red at its heart with petals that faded to soft pink around the edges. She began to grind it into the mortar. Its sweet fragrance soon cloyed into sickly fumes that stuck in the back of Rachel’s throat. Mama B then added handfuls of the other herbs they had gathered, which tempered the scent of the flower with an earthier smell, like freshly cut wood. Finally, she added a handful of berries that burst under the pestle, their dark juice running like veins through the mixture.


Mama B leaned over the bowl. Her nostrils flared as she inhaled deeply, eyes closed. She murmured something under her breath in a language Rachel didn’t understand, but the phrase had a warm familiarity like the face of an almost-forgotten friend.


Through the window, a fresh breeze pierced the stale air of sickness in the room. Mama B sat upright.


‘It ready.’ She looked at Rachel. ‘Bring the bark.’


Mama B knelt beside the child, whose eyes flew open as he sensed her approach. The little boy triggered a flood of memories that Rachel could no longer hold back. She saw Micah in the angle of his eyebrows, Mercy in the fingernails on his small hands, and Samuel in the way his ribs rose and fell. She saw them all. Time bent back on itself, and suddenly it didn’t matter that the boy’s eyes did not have the glassy, vacant look of the dying, or that his lips still sucked air greedily into his lungs. The cycle was doomed to repeat itself, over and over. Sickness and death. Tears pricked Rachel’s eyes. Only loss was certain. Nothing would change.


A touch on her arm pitched Rachel out of her memories and back to Mama B’s house. The child’s mother was beside her, pressing the strip of bark into her hand. The vice-like grip of past grief loosened its hold on Rachel, and the little boy no longer had the look of her own children. He was someone else’s son, and his future had not been set.


Rachel took the bark, and gave the child’s mother a small smile. The younger woman’s lip was trembling, but her eyes shone with hope – hope that Mama B had the cure, but also hope that Rachel could help. Stirred by this trust, Rachel knelt beside Mama B.


‘What can me do?’


Mama B instructed Rachel to lay the bark across the child’s forehead. The older woman guided Rachel’s finger into the herbal mixture, and then had her trace a line across his top lip and another down the middle of his chest. Finally, Mama B poured the remaining mixture into his mouth. The child gagged slightly at the taste but did not resist. Mama B rested a hand on his shoulder, her expression so tender and full of love that Rachel felt she had to look away – it was too private a moment to be shared.


‘Sleep,’ Mama B whispered.


The child closed his eyes. The room stayed still as his ragged breathing slowed. Only when he had been asleep for some time did Mama B move. She touched Rachel first, a gesture of thanks, then stood and took the child’s young mother into her arms. Those who had gathered to watch began to disperse, heading back out to work, or off into the other rooms. A few muttered prayers; one man crossed himself, his eyes cast towards the ceiling. Rachel also lifted her gaze and silently willed the child to live, though she had lost faith in praying years ago. Something about the moment, about the innocence of the child’s face, rekindled a tiny spark of her faith.


For the rest of the day, everyone moved slowly and spoke in hushed tones. They waited. The child slept. Rachel took one of the blue-black berries Mama B had not mixed into the medicine, and rolled it between finger and thumb, careful not to let it burst.
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THE CHILD LIVED. AFTER A day of feverish sleep, he woke up with a smile that cracked the dried herbal mixture crusted on his lips. Everyone in the house allowed themselves a brief moment of celebration – the gripping of another’s arm, or the raising of eyes skywards in thanks. The child’s mother held him and wept softly into the dark curls on his head. Watching them, Rachel felt a weight being lifted. The wheel had broken. The endless tide of seasons spent planting and harvesting and planting once more – the cycle of harsh life and early death – these had lost their power. There was nothing inevitable in the child’s survival, but there was nothing impossible in it either. Things were not so set as they had once seemed.


Rachel and Mama B set off for Bridgetown. Stepping outside the boundaries of the old tobacco plantation, Mama B’s little sanctuary, Rachel felt uneasy. The road to Bridgetown would take her back towards Providence. Were they searching for her? Did they have dogs following her scent? But then the cool shadows of the forest swallowed her and she felt, not safe, but hidden. Shielded from the exposing heat of the sun.


The forest path was close to the cliffs. Rachel could not see the sea, but she could hear it, breaking gently against the rocks below. Mama B led as they picked their way through the undergrowth. They said little to each other, but there was a comfortable ease between them. The child’s sickness had brought them closer together. Rachel recognised in the older woman a boundless capacity for love that she had once felt herself, long ago. But Mama B also had a steel to her, a quiet strength that Rachel admired. She had the hardened edges of a survivor, but she had also helped others to survive. For Rachel, who had tried to teach herself to love less, help less, close herself off from others, this expansive survival offered hope. There was another way.


They turned inland and, still sheltered by the trees, headed for the hills. The path began to widen; branches had been hacked away to allow people to pass by easily, and on either side the trees grew into one another, interlacing to form a barrier against the road. As the forest shrank back, so Rachel’s fear grew. They walked now in a bright strip of sunlight, and Rachel kept seeing movement in between the trees, or hearing the sounds of leaves whispering. For a sickening moment she imagined her former master bursting from the shadows. She took short, shaky breaths, trying to calm herself, trying to rid herself of the feeling of being watched. The only eyes on them were the eyes of a solitary snail kite, nesting in the branches on the verge of the road, its head twisting to stare at them as they passed.


Rachel and Mama B reached the top of a hill, and quite suddenly all the trees fell away. Below them, sugar cane fields spread like a rash across the flat landscape. No inch of land had been spared – it had all been forced to submit and produce. The cane was the white masters’ dominion over the island made manifest. The sight of the plantations made Rachel sick with fear.


‘What if we seen?’ she whispered.


‘We might be,’ said Mama B. ‘But this the quickest way to Bridgetown. You want to get there, you gon’ have to travel this road and take the risk.’


As Rachel stared at the cane fields, imagining white men descending on horseback to drag her by a rope back to Providence, something else rose inside her. A kind of longing mixed in with her fear, tugging at her heart, pulling her back to her old plantation. Back to familiarity, and the soil that held the bodies of Samuel, Kitty and the stillborn child. There was certainty in their bones, unlike the vast unknown that lay ahead. A weary ache settled over her. She felt the old smallness again – a sense that she was nothing, had nothing, except the buried bodies of her dead children. Whatever else she had lost was lost for ever.


Rachel turned her head. Mama B was looking at her, without impatience or expectation. There was no command any more; Rachel knew that if she asked to turn back, they would. And yet something about Mama B’s face, immovable as rock but carved with kindness, gave Rachel the strength she needed. She breathed in, feeling her chest expand. She took one step, then another, until they were walking again.


They went down the bald hillside and followed the road between the plantations. On either side, great houses squatted over the workers in the fields, watching. There was little shade, and the morning sun was burning fiercely. These were places made for surveillance, and Rachel felt observed. She kept her head down, her hands across her chest, keeping herself as small as she could.


No-longer-slaves tended the cane. Rachel watched a man walking with a bucket balanced on his head – he was close enough that the smell of fresh dung wafted on to the road, making her gag. She knew that smell. She knew how it felt to walk through the fields with excrement on her head.


Some of the workers glanced over as they passed, their eyes glazed with exhaustion. Most never looked up. There were so many fields, and so many faces, that they all began to blur together. The lurch of terror each time Rachel saw someone look their way faded to a background hum of quiet dread. She almost felt resigned to her fate. If someone saw her who knew her – who shouted out what she was, a runaway – then so be it. She would be dead. Until then, all she could do was keep walking, staring numbly ahead at the road, letting the identical scenes pass through the corners of her vision.


Close to midday, with the heat from the sun unrelenting, Mama B slowed their pace. Rachel’s mouth was dry, her head pounding. The island seemed vast – infinite rows of cane, and a wall of blue, cloudless sky.


‘We must rest,’ said Mama B.


Rachel looked at the road ahead. It, too, was endless, squeezed between the fields and sky, narrowing into a single speck in the distance. ‘How long to Bridgetown?’


Mama B squinted into the distance. ‘Three hours or so. But we gon’ go quicker if we get out the sun a while.’


Mama B walked off the side of the road, towards the nearest field. With a careless irreverence for the boundary of the plantation, she slipped under the thin fence. Rachel waited for the shout of a foreman or an overseer, but none came. The workers ignored Mama B, who continued around the edge of the field towards some stone buildings on the far side. It took the older woman turning and waving impatiently for Rachel to follow her.


When they reached the buildings, Mama B sat and motioned for Rachel to do the same. The sun was directly overhead, and they had to draw their legs into their chests to keep themselves in shade, but it was noticeably cooler, even with the stone radiating some of the day’s absorbed heat into their backs.


Mama B shared out some provisions – mashed yams, salted fish, plantain – and they ate in silence. Being back on a plantation, even one so far from Providence, left Rachel rigid with fear. Her shoulders, neck and jaw were clenched tight, and she kept glancing around for any sign of trouble. She noticed a man in the field stop working and lean against his plough, staring in their direction. Rachel dropped her gaze quickly, afraid to meet his eyes. When she dared to look up again, he was already halfway over to them.


He made his way slowly. By furtive glances, Rachel noticed that he limped. From far away, his height and breadth had led her to assume that he was young, but as he drew closer she realised she was mistaken. He was at least a decade older than her, if not more. His flesh had withered on his large frame, leaving behind sagging skin, but age made him even more imposing, as if strength had set straight into his bones and had no more need of muscle. In spite of an ankle that was swollen, he looked powerful. A long scar ran down the left side of his face, cutting through an eye that was milky white. He stopped a few feet short of Rachel and Mama B, and his right eye regarded them shrewdly.


‘Bathsheba.’


Mama B looked up from her food. ‘Tamerlane.’


The man’s face split into a grin, his scar curling up towards his ear. Laughing, Mama B leapt up and they embraced.


‘Rachel.’ Mama B released the man and turned to her. ‘This is Tamerlane. Me brother.’


In spite of their skin – Mama B’s smooth and Tamerlane’s heavily lined – when they stood side by side, Rachel could see the resemblance between them.


‘Hello, Rachel,’ said Tamerlane. ‘What bring you and me sister this way?’


Rachel forced herself to focus on his good eye, and not on the ruined left one twitching in its socket. ‘We going to Bridgetown.’


In the pause that followed, Mama B did not supply any further detail, and Tamerlane did not pry. Rachel was glad. She sat with her knees guarding her chest. She bore no ill will to Tamerlane, but the thought of speaking her quest out loud, naming the true purpose of their journey, chilled her. She was afraid – of capture, of failure, or even of judgement for not having been brave enough to attempt the search sooner.


Mama B brushed Tamerlane’s arm tenderly. ‘Come. Sit.’


He joined them in the thin strip of shadow. Mama B and Tamerlane sat with their bodies almost touching. In spite of the knot of anxiety still in her stomach, Rachel was entranced by their closeness. She let one of her legs stretch out, her ankle and shin slipping into the sunlight, though she kept the other against her like a shield.


‘We grow up together,’ Mama B said. She spoke to Rachel, but also partly to the world. As if she had to speak to fix this truth in time, to defend it from some white man going back and stealing Tamerlane away from her. ‘On a plantation outside Bridgetown.’


Tamerlane picked up the thread of her story and continued. ‘There were so many of us in the old days. The whole plantation talk of our mother’s strength, giving the massa so many pickney to work in the fields.’


Rachel said nothing, but she sat up slightly, straightening her back and leaning in. She was curious. She wanted to hear.


‘We were happy as we can be,’ Mama B continued. ‘But one year, things get bad.’


‘Yes,’ said Tamerlane. ‘The massa in debt.’


‘He decide to sell two of our brothers.’


Their sentences flowed into one another, matching in cadence and tone, as if coming from a single mouth.


‘The loss of Ishmael and James kill our mother,’ Mama B continued. ‘We don’ lose brothers and sisters to sickness before. But these were sons that live with her for twenty years – it was too much for her to bear.’


‘She pass away of grief. And there was worse to come.’


‘A few months later, the massa have our brother Samson drag out of his house and beaten. He say that Samson plotting a rebellion to get revenge for our mother and brothers.’


‘They arrest Samson and execute him for his crimes.’


The rhythm slowed to a funeral pace. Each syllable thudded like a drumbeat. They told the story with a practised air – this was not the first time they had spoken of it. And yet Rachel could hear the roughness of their grief that could not be smoothed away through retelling.


‘After that, the massa vow to sell us all,’ said Mama B. ‘He don’t want any more trouble from we.’


‘Me was brought straight here.’ Tamerlane gestured to the fields around them. ‘Me been here ever since.’


‘Me start out in Bridgetown,’ said Mama B. ‘When that massa die, me sold again to the north. Me lose hope that me gon’ ever see me family again.’


They lapsed into silence. Rachel, drawn in by their tale, could not bear the pause. ‘What then? How you find each other again?’


Brother and sister exchanged a smile.


‘It was three or so years ago,’ said Tamerlane. ‘Me working in these fields and me see two people walking along the main road. The sun in me eyes, but me know it Bathsheba by the way she walk.’ He chuckled. ‘We sometimes call her “mistress”, she walk so tall and proud. Me was ready to run to her, but with the overseer watching, me don’t dare. She go past and she don’t see me and me sure me never gon’ see her again. Me don’t know where she come from or where she going. Me think that one glance was all me get. One glance for all the years of praying.’


‘Tamerlane don’ see me and the massa walking down to Bridgetown,’ said Mama B. ‘The massa had business in town. We due to stay a week, but the massa hear that his wife sick. He hire a horse, and tell me to walk back.’


‘This time, we lucky. When she pass, the overseer inside, and the nearest driver at the other end of the field. Me was still watching the road every day, though me try not to hope. When me see her, me run over, calling her name.’


Tamerlane and Mama B closed their eyes for a moment, lost in the memory of their reunion. Written on their faces was the joy of the moment, mixed with the bitter-sweet taste of all the years they had lost.


‘Since that day me come here when me can,’ said Mama B.


Tamerlane rested his hand on top of his sister’s. Between them, stronger than the midday sun, burned the heat of a bond that no master could have broken.


Tamerlane got to his feet, supporting his weight on Mama B’s shoulder to spare his bad ankle. ‘Me must work.’ He fixed his good eye on Rachel and nodded. ‘Take care, Rachel.’ Then, turning to his sister, ‘Me gon’ look for you on the way back.’


‘Yes. Me gon’ see you again.’ Mama B savoured the certainty of her words.


As Tamerlane walked back into the fields, Mama B glanced at Rachel. From the glint in the older woman’s eye, Rachel knew that the effect of the story had been intentional. The warmth that she felt, the sense that the impossible could become possible – that damage, once done, could be undone – all of this Mama B had planned. Rachel was thankful for it.


When the two women rose to continue their journey, Rachel kept her head down, and fear still quivered just below her skin. Still, they might be followed. Still, she might be found. And yet, her strides were a little longer. Barbados no longer seemed endless. With every step, Bridgetown seemed to be just beyond the horizon – and in it, Mary Grace.
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