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AUTHOR’S FOREWORD

I’m trying hard and failing to find words to say to my son, who has been awake most of the night in the emergency ward of a North Carolina hospital where his mother, my wife for thirty-two years until we divorced two decades ago, lies dying. Morning now where my son is, and he tells me his mother has survived and been transferred back to the senior-citizens care facility in which, despite her protests, her anger, her insistence she’s quite capable of taking care of herself, it has been necessary to commit her involuntarily for the past year while various illnesses ravaged her and she rapidly deteriorated physically and mentally. He tells me that after the frantic, exhausting, frightening ordeal of the ER, she appeared peaceful when he finally left her at dawn. A shower, a call to me, and he’ll return to her bedside in a room set up for hospice care. His mother off cumbersome life support now, heavily sedated, and he hopes she will remain pain free and calm for the hours or day or few days at most the doctors guess she may have left. But she’s still fighting, my heart knows Mom’s still fighting, my son says. Mom always a fighter. And I nod and agree, yes, oh yes, listening intently to my son’s voice coming from the phone. But I find I have nothing to say. Only ghosts of words. A suffocating, mocking flock of them, too little, too late, like any words I could summon up and say now to his mother, words that would trivialize both her and myself, words that would only demean our long, long separation, our long silence, if suddenly I found myself transported, standing at her bedside.

As hard to find words of support for my son today, on this particular morning for him that is a late afternoon for me, here across the ocean in France; as hard, hard to find words as it is sometimes when I’m speaking to my other son, my son’s younger brother, a prisoner in Arizona for over thirty years, beginning at age sixteen, until five years ago he was granted probation by the Arizona Board of Executive Clemency and released. Probation the board then chose for its own unreasonable reasons to promptly rescind after only nine months, re-incarcerating my son perhaps forever, the board free to never release him again since it has been granted absolute power by the laws of the state of Arizona. The power to be sole judge, jury, and executioner of inmate rights. Including an inmate’s right, following probation, to due process guaranteed by the United States Constitution. The board privileged not to be answerable to any other authority—legal, moral, ethical, on earth or otherworldly. Or rather, to put it another way, about as answerable at this moment as death is answerable to my elder son as he shepherds his mother through her final hours.

So I find myself with nothing to say. Except unbearable words I cannot dare to speak to him or myself. Except this autobiography, this fiction, these silent words I imagine and write. Imagined like the better me I wish I could imagine myself to be. In a world unimaginably different and better than this one we inhabit. Oh yes. Yes. A fighter.

My son’s worried. Voice pinched, out of breath. Anxious to return to his mother, so no way he’s going to allow an awkward pause, this slowing down of back-and-forth in an impossible conversation, to last one second more than it should. Too much at stake, too much to do. He’s not going to risk the unthinkable consequence of missing her final moments. Nothing I might say or anybody else might say worth suffering that loss. He knows it. I know it. Hurries off the line—Wish us luck, Dad. Emptiness, clutter of empty words rattles in a space between us now neither one understands how to fill.

We are mixed. All of us human beings mixed. Mixtures of everything unknown and known, inside or outside of us, or wherever else anything resides. What passes through us. Or what we pass through. Mixtures languages try to define with words. Words separating one thing, one moment from another. Words separating each one of us from the other one. Separating languages each person speaks. Each of us alone in vast silence beyond words. Beyond any language anyone speaks.



I considered titling this book—Slaveroad: An Autobiography. I still sometimes think that should be the title. If a man named Otto wrote a book about his life, would you call it an Otto biography. Or would you call it an autobiography. Wouldn’t Otto’s book be both. Or neither. Otto’s book simply Otto’s book unless you let someone distract you with silly wordplay. A dumb pun. A sound mixing up sameness and difference. But oddly enough, whatever you choose to call Otto’s book—poetry, novel, history, fiction, biography, holy writ, etc.—or call this book or any book before you pick it up to read it, can change the meaning of words printed on the book’s pages.

My name’s not Otto. Though, like Otto, I am a character, an author being imagined as he writes himself. Step by step. Going along to get along. Telling (and retelling) a story about his life. (Fiction/autobiography.) As word follows word, I am no more, no less make-believe than the character Otto I proposed above.

My fictional Otto with a fictional book he’s written about himself—his Otto biography or autobiography—bears, like me, no color I have named. If I wish readers to believe Otto is real and to pay attention to him, to me, should I attach a color to Otto and to myself. Don’t readers expect writers, sooner or later, in one fashion or another, to indicate the color of characters. Should I give Otto’s color a name. Name my color. Doesn’t color hover impatiently, inevitably, as each life story that we read or write commences. Color offstage perhaps, but forever anxious to be introduced. To assert an unavoidable presence.

Perhaps you have already chosen a color to call me. To call these words, this book, this life I’m imagining with you. This life shared in our heads, under our feet, while our bodies borne on a slaveroad created long, long ago and still here moment by moment while I, while you, ask questions about the color of characters who may or may not exist. Am I obliged (is my writing compelled) to attach color to people if I wish readers to believe that characters I’m writing about are actual people. People like them. Real. People with a color that separates and distinguishes one kind of person from another. People whose color is always part of any story pretending to be true.

To give weight (reality) to my words, to my story—and it’s always my story no matter what else the words seem to be—must my story, any story, identify and confirm presumptions of color that exist in a reader’s understanding. Expectations already formed, unshakable conclusions about who she or he or they are. Understandings imposed, in place for uncountable centuries before you begin reading even a single word of this story I’m imagining.

The words that follow are hoping to discover a different starting place. To ask how any person gets here. Ask the meaning of getting here, and what happens next. Words chasing the most ancient, most elusive storyline, far older than this slaveroad we ride. Words seeking to mirror time passing. Lost time. Implacable, uncolored time. Words pretending to spin time—that most familiar, least resolvable narrative—from air.

I don’t intend this book to be a confession. Confessions, when delivered voluntarily, imply sharing. Imply secrets, surprises, revelations of concealed and possibly incriminating information. Confession suggests the possibility of expanding mutual intimacy and trust. Confession may be driven by a wish, a desire, perhaps, to do better. Admirable intentions even on a slaveroad. Any confession I might offer starts with a confession: like you—my readers, my fellow sufferers—in this autobiography I am writing of a man on a slaveroad, I am incorrigible.

To any intelligent soul, this narrative and what it may reveal about me won’t be shocking, and certainly no revelation. I stink, bleed, lie, fear life and death almost equally, disguise myself from others, divide myself from others and from myself, have perpetrated unforgivable, grievously damaging acts that have injured uncountable strangers as well as the very few individuals whom I profess to love. These facts don’t separate me from my kind. So what’s to confess. Any observant, twenty-first-century citizen of the world is familiar already with the truth that you or I, any and all of us, including our designated leaders and saints, are capable of participating in the worst sorts of low-down, dirty, nasty, despicable business. All of us members of the unkind kind we entitle humankind. Unkind to one another. Unkind to every environment we inhabit.

Our unkind kind has demonstrated a willingness, even an eagerness, to do evil unto others. As if doing evil to others of our kind might preserve us from evil our kind would, if offered an opportunity, do unto us.

Hurt, subdue, and dominate others before they have a chance to hurt, subdue, and dominate you. Isn’t that the golden rule of survival. Understood bone deep, unequivocally, and practiced always whether we speak the rule aloud or not. Be cunning, lay low when necessary, and seem to offer no threat. But always be prepared to strike. Strike first if possible. Quickly, with irresistible force.

We have become at least as adept at destroying fellow humans as we are at nurturing and protecting humankind. We invented African slavery. Waged wars to kidnap Africans from their villages and force-march them in chains to fortified depots established by Europeans along the West African coast. Prisoners warehoused there until packed into ships that sailed across the Atlantic Ocean to a so-called New World of colonies and settlements Europeans were rapidly developing on Caribbean islands in Central, South, and North America.

The absolute power of their captors to torture and murder them compelled Africans to obey the dictates, desires, the will of those who had stolen them and consigned them to lifelong servitude. Submit or die was the choice passed on, generation after generation, to the offspring of Africans who had endured the pain, punishment, and horror of captivity.

The death of the last legally enslaved person didn’t stop the institution of slavery from continuing to proliferate. It has taken me many years to learn that simple fact, and would require many more lifetimes to express just how grievously I am still affected. Slavery’s consequences resonate in our daily lives, our personal and cultural memories. Slavery is kept alive by old and new suffering generation after generation. Suffering and pain passed on as riches are passed on by the rich to the rich.

Whether or not direct descendants of slaves, we all inherit the curses of slavery because we practice and embrace in our language, our personal habits, our social and governmental institutions, the idea that color not only identifies African ancestry but also signifies an intrinsic, unchanging difference in worth between some lives and others.



Color separates forever, we still believe. Still believe we are Coloreds and Whites. Two different colors distinguishing separate kinds and orders of human life. With such thinking we resurrect moment by moment, day after day the rationalizations that created enslaved and enslavers. Condemn our kind to be eternally both. Eternal slaves of a version of ourselves we invented when we invented enslavement.

What greater crimes lurk offstage, in the wings, awaiting a turn on this slaveroad. And confession or not from me, we are, you and I, already complicit. Guilty of aiding and abetting whatever crimes lie ahead.






WHO IS SHEPPARD

If asked to tell his story, what would William Henry Sheppard say. Dead now all these years. Nothing. He says nothing and I listen. Words begin. Pages turn.

Sheppard stares at the sea saying nothing day after day. Cold, cold ocean is what he sees. One more river to cross. Or a boundless expanse. Africans chained deep in the ship’s deep, black belly. If he asked them to tell their story, what would they say. Dead so long. And soon he, too, will be dead. Nothing then. Crying in the building soon be over, soon be over.

The dark ships move/the dark ships move, a poet will write. Passengers and cargo sailing across a cold sea. Cargo and passengers. When the ships dock, somebody will be in charge and separate one from the other: cargo from passengers. Captain, crew, passengers separated from cargo.

Color separates, the ones in charge decree. Now and forever after, they decree. Color, they decree, separates cargo from passengers. Magic, they decree. Now you see color, now you don’t, but color forever, they decree. Color and separation understood as a single word. You can’t say one without saying the other. You cannot see, cannot mean one without meaning the other. Color and separation as inseparable as cold and sea.

Whale-road, the bards called the sea, whale-road a figure of speech, a kenning, a poetic device whose name I’d learned in college from my annotated copy of Beowulf. Kennings a feature of English poetry before English was exactly English, English when it was young copying the habit of other Germanic languages that combine a couple words or maybe more than a couple words into one; a compounded, omnibus, agglutinated, portmanteau word whose meaning does not simply combine the meanings of words it conjoins but creates a new, different word, one that both retains the particular meaning of familiar words forming it, but also, just as the convention of marriage transforms each partner, a kenning changes the meaning of words which constitute it. When you see words linked together for the first time as a kenning (sometimes dashes serve as chains to connect a kenning’s coffle of words, sometimes not), it’s like seeing newlyweds for the first time the morning after they have taken their vows. You look and look again, guess and guess again, wondering who these people you thought you knew have become. Who they might be. Might have been. Will be.

Sheppard can consult no database to learn how many Africans have been kidnapped. No database has been organized, nor even conceived at the end of the nineteenth century. Plenty of counting going on always, but counting and accounting to keep track of profit, not of individual lives. William Henry Sheppard crosses the Atlantic during April of 1899, thus he can only guess how many Africans have been killed, captured, enslaved. How many imprisoned in fortified holding pens commanded by Europeans where captive Africans were bought and sold, then transported in shiploads to foreign continents and islands where they were bought and sold again. Merchandise like butchered animal carcasses or pots and pans.

Impossible for Sheppard or anyone else to number exactly the victims. Any number as unverifiable as the amount of suffering an African—child, woman, man—endured crossing this whale-road, this flesh railroad, and no contemporary database, no matter how sophisticated, can render today an inkling of that quantity, that quality of suffering either. So why bother to count. What do the numbers mean anyway, Sheppard might ask or guess or wonder or sigh or weep or moan. Better to imagine himself as poet, entitle himself to interrogate himself like those Olde English bards or Old Norse bards, with their kennings when they gazed at cold, endless expanses of sea, at the uselessness of all words they had learned to describe their sensations, their experience of gut, fingers, toes as they drown and disappear each time they confront the enigma, the infinity of an ocean’s icebound, unfathomable heart which certainly, after all, was not a heart at all, not any word known, so if you attempt to write the truth of it, best to pretend as poets pretend when they say they write from the heart, though poets understand very well that the heart they say is responsible for words they write is certainly not the warm organ inside them pumping blood through the body, not that heart any more than that piece-of-meat heart is what Sheppard searches for as he stares and stares over the ship’s railing at a cold, heartless sea, staring and looking for words as poets do when they write poems, on some good days anyway, when all things seem possible, and he attempts to invent a different word, another word, not heart, not mind, not exactly gut, toes, fingers clinging, not alive or dead, a kenning rather, a figure of speech, a slaveroad consisting of body after African body, and though he cannot say how many, surely more than enough enslaved bodies, one after another, laid head to foot, foot to head, to create a slaveroad crossing the Atlantic Ocean, reaching from Africa to this New World.

African bodies and some like his, mixed like him, William Henry Sheppard thinks, not exactly only African bodies, he’s sure, but sure all the bodies on the slaveroad are people’s bodies and you can try to count them for yourself if you disbelieve him, doubt his numbers, his count, count them yourself, one by one, stepping on them, in them if you dare, as I must dare and S must dare, to count them, touch them, no choice, the only accurate accounting must be step by step, body by body, bodying our way across the wide, cold Atlantic on a slaveroad that brought us here, all those bodies not alive, not dead either, but stretching across the sea. Bodies enough and more Sheppard guesses to form a multilane slaveroad all the way from one world to another, a slaveroad crossing oceans, bodies floating substantial atop the water, and he can go back and forth forever, on not a phantom highway but a slaveroad, persisting, timeless as time, never floating away, and every now and then traffic so thick, so sticky and stinky and sloppy underfoot you slip and slide and wince and cry out and groan as you watch others crossing, each one in a separate lane, glimmering or deeply shadowed lanes imagined so each body does not sink and vanish, a lane offering guidance, hope perhaps, that other bodies are alive or dead, coming or going to support your crossing.

And though you remain you, you and only you, you are also somebody so much like you that you can’t always tell the difference on this slaveroad. Captives bear captives within themselves. No one’s free. Doesn’t make a difference, coming or going, dead or alive, on this slaveroad afloat upon a whale-road that bears your weight, Sheppard’s weight, weight of others, the weight of feet, pain, clinging fingers, guts. On this slaveroad, the weight is yours, not maybe or maybe not, but certainly, absolutely, you are both you and the others, they are you, who you are, as always, and of course, they remain also who they are, and are you, me, each one of us a distinct word then another word, and more, more words, but also captives of a single unfathomable word slave, a body borne on a slaveroad, the kenning announces, and that kenning may help you dream you are alive, dream a new person, perhaps, if you can bear to say the word, go there, say the kenning, say it to yourself, or write it, step after step, body after body, from here to there, there to here. Slaveroad a new, different word, not an empty word like those I hear invented, repeated by voices mocking mine while I struggle, splash, spatter, crushing bones and meat, crossing a slaveroad, so many bodies, so much death underfoot to cross this cold sea. Captives of captives inside ourselves we are afraid to let go.

Appalled-abused-ashamed-unforgiving-maimed-guilty-lost-found. A second kenning I might construct. Another poetic device. Poetic license. How I got over, how I got over.

Sheppard stares. I stare. What do we see: Deeep blue sea / Veree deeep blue sea / Willyboy got drownded in the deeep blue sea. Women’s voices carry him away as he listens, carry him away on his stare. He wishes he could listen forever to the women singing, forever he wishes and understands or remembers as I do, and wants to listen forever to the women sing, or listen however much longer than forever it takes their lamentation to bring Willyboy home, however long or deep the voices must plunge, must sing before a lost son, their golden boy, returns, standing tall, walking on water, dancing on air as if he’s never forgotten those tricks.

Dead so long. Writing Sheppard is a kind of listening. A kind of resignation. Each word a lamentation. Each word erases him to remember him.

But I promised a story. So I will write Sheppard’s story. Stop wasting my time, a reader’s patience and time. Wasting words doomed to float and sink on this slaveroad.

Who is William Henry Sheppard. What does he see when he’s staring at the sea. Who is he to me. Who am I to him. Who am I. What is an autobiography? An Otto biography?



The edges of Manhattan Island sink into the sea. If I walk to an edge and hover there now, and stare down, do I see what Sheppard sees. Some days the women’s singing reaches you, plunges you beyond cold, beyond time, far, far deeper than most moments dangle you. So much city around you. Above. Below. How tall is it. How much does it weigh. How many hearts beating in a vast city surrounding you. A city that sinks fast, turning to nothing faster than you do as you listen and plunge faster than the slaveroad brings you here, brings the missionary William Henry Sheppard here to live and die and cross and recross the sea on missions to England to Kentucky to Congo to Virginia to Kuba Kingdom. Sheppard tells his story to you in an instant while you stand beside him and listen. Stare with him at cities, lives, ghosts drowned thirty or forty feet below your eyes, below your hands gripping a steel railing, down there inches away where cold sea licks at the edge of Domino Park in Brooklyn, at the Lower East Side edge of New York City.

Reality is the stuff I am made of and what I make of that stuff. Snips and snails and puppy dog tails. Or sugar and spice and all things nice. What do you think. Who are you. One or the other. Are you a little boy or little girl. Or colored girl or colored boy. Different and colored and separate according to whose decision, whose decree, whose words. When the ship docks, whose singsong, doggerel voice separates captain, crew, passengers from cargo. Snips and snails from sugar and spice. A nursery rhyme Sheppard may have heard in his century as I hear it chanted in mine. And which century, which city is this one I see now, these towers, bridges, tunnels, steeples, bodies sinking, rising from the cold, cold sea.

Born in one century, Sheppard dies in another. A fate I will share. Does he feel more at home in the century of his birth, then more like a stranger in his second century, after home, mother and father long gone. Him growing older, passing through time or time passing through him, inevitable transition, an almost effortless effort, daily business consuming him, vexing him, ordinary, casual, tedious business often, but mysterious beyond words as he tries to recall how it felt to leave behind one century, leave it and in an instant discover it’s lost and long ago. Him working to envision a second century looming on the horizon, time here, solid, solid, feeling it here, there, solid, just beyond what’s visible as Sheppard stands on a ship’s deck staring, centuries invisible, one century passed then another century passing, another on its way because someone has decreed it, and decreed that he surely will not reach the next century on its way, not stretch, not endure, not go to wherever, whatever’s there. Him still ignorant as a stone about time though he’s had two chances, life in two separate centuries to figure time out.

And should I concede that neither Sheppard nor I will ever figure it out. Helpless as words, as songs, as poems and novels.

Time does not pass. Time does not speak. Sheppard does not speak. He stares and listens. Voices of the singing women subside. Nothing. Willyboy does not stride nor boogey from the sea. Wrong place, wrong century.

Though on this slaveroad we are still enslaved, we are not slaves. Not me, not Sheppard, not Willy, the lost golden boy. Not Rebekah, your fellow missionary, she’s not a slave either, Sheppard. Rebekah a woman who traveled the slaveroad before you, Sheppard. Rebekah whose voice blends into the women’s singing that I wish some days I could listen to forever. None of us slaves. Each separate, each a very different person, one from the other, and the same person, too, though divided, too, each of us bearing many inside the one we happen to be at any given moment during this mysterious passage of time we’re allotted, our time and not ours, each of us a person encompassed inside by time’s silence, silence separate from whatever else we may be, the many, many voices always clamoring, singing always inside us that nobody else ever hears, except when we become them a moment, become one of the others we always are, the many voices speaking inside us, inside me. And each voice suddenly as lonely as I am when I am stricken by inconsolable aloneness and find myself asking, Is Sheppard here. Is Rebekah here. Ask because aren’t all of us always here, always different perhaps, always perhaps the same here, here on this slaveroad though each of us no one’s slave.

Have you heard her, Sheppard. Heard Rebekah’s voice singing in the chorus of women calling Willyboy home, Rebekah’s voice despite the fact some other facts would allege that R sailed across the Atlantic long before you were conceived, let alone born, Sheppard. Rebekah alive on the Caribbean island of St. Thomas, then crossing the ocean first time to Europe, west to east, same direction of your first Atlantic crossing to Africa, S, and years later she crosses it again, returns as you do, Sheppard, back to Africa, but she dies there and you are still not born.

Perhaps that’s where and when I should begin this autobiography. My missionary story. Not with you, Sheppard, but her. With Rebekah crisscrossing the slaveroad from the Caribbean islands to Europe, then back to Africa, and deciding to die in Africa, but never an end to her mission because, in a manner of speaking, it never ends for anybody—not for Rebekah, nor you, Sheppard, nor me. Those precarious crossings and recrossings, enslaved but never slaves, though dedication to a mission, a god, an art, a person, an idea, or simply dedication to the choice to survive, may unavoidably enslave us all, perhaps.

I stare, listen, study, bear witness to witnesses surrounding me who bear witness here and there on this slaveroad, this miry clay, this long, long road of bloody flesh, this unthinkable, unsinkable confusion that buoys and drowns me, my breath and bleeding thereupon.

Help me, Jesus: my mom’s better way of expressing all of the above.






WHO IS REBEKAH

Who is this Rebekah, Sheppard asks. Or rather, I have him ask in order to tell this story. His, mine, hers. This story of a slaveroad that sustains us to this day and time where we find ourselves. Or rather seek ourselves. Mourning our dead. Our deaths.

Allow this story to offer itself as if it’s news. As if reading it might be beneficial, as if the story’s source exists somewhere other than inside of me. As if the words also are another’s story, as if readers may discover themselves in this story and, if not exactly saved by it, are distracted by it from whomever they usually are or are not.

Rebekah Protten is buried, I believe, not far from the walls of Fort Christiansborg (aka the Castle), located near the Ghanaian city of Osu, north and east of your old Congo stomping grounds, Sheppard. Fort Christiansborg, citadel and castle, erected in the 1660s and prospering for centuries as a major holding pen and depot where captive African people were bought and sold. In 1902 Fort C became the seat of contemporary Ghana’s government, an obvious irony, given the site’s appalling past. Now Fort C serves mainly as a tourist attraction.

Once upon a time, back when Alex Haley’s Roots started to inspire many people to investigate their African descent, my very smart, lucky, firstborn son earned a fellowship that bought him a ride on the slaveroad and enabled him to cross the Atlantic, leave America, and study for a year in Ghana at an institute named in honor of W.E.B. Du Bois. You, Sheppard, like me, most likely too busy, too ensconced in your missionary duties to find time to visit, let alone learn the history of an old Danish fort in present-day Ghana. Were you as ignorant as I was of Fort Christiansborg’s centuries-old role as a hub in the African slave trade’s horrific commerce in human bodies. Ignorant of the extraordinary, chaotic careers of an African man, Philip Quaque, and two men of mixed African and European descent—Christian Jacob Protten, Rebekah’s husband, and Jacobus Elisa Johannes Capitein—who served as pastors and chaplains in a string of slaving forts along Ghana’s southern coast. Perhaps both of us unaware of Christiansborg’s intimate presence in our lives, and I remained ignorant until my son returned home from Ghana and began to educate me. You and I, equally in the dark, S, until just yesterday, until this writing and reading I need to share with you about me, about a slaveroad, about Rebekah, her possible grave beneath the stone walls of an ancient fortified city.

A minor miracle, it seems to me—and maybe not so minor the more I contemplate the wonder of it—that Rebekah discovered ways to ignore the decrees of harbormasters in St. Thomas or London or Nantes or Amsterdam or Accra or Madrid or Lisbon, the absolute decrees intended to separate absolutely and forever passengers from cargo. Decrees, I believe, mattering little to R, despite the often deadly consequences such decrees could entail. Whether or not she was abused, treated as chattel, as somebody’s property from the very first moments of her life, R must have understood somehow that freedom is the most primal, most profound and fatal separation. And thus the presence of other forms of separation and segregation decreed by her captors could not intimidate nor control R. Words spoken or written or enforced by others would not alter the image of herself she bore. Decrees of foreigners might doom African lives, doom their color, but did not define Africans. Another voice ruled, she was certain. Nameless, colorless, unbound by place and time, powerful beyond words any language could invent. A voice for R that presided within the vast, swirling darkness that rules oceans, fire, sun, moon, stars. Voice freeing her. Voice compounded of mysterious imperatives all creatures great and small obey. Voice unreachable by petty decrees of petty tyrants, by laws of mighty empires, by edicts of kings or queens. A voice impervious to all noises humans make, except perhaps the humblest whimper or prayer.

Rebekah, twice widowed, both her children long dead, one dead daughter from each of her dead marriages, and one leg dead now, too, as R totters below Christiansborg’s walls. She walks on one whole leg that’s left, drags the other limb, a wobble, a lean to keep from falling, a cane to preserve her balance on the leg that still works more or less as it should, the other leg withered, scarred, crooked, a wraith of dead weight that belongs to Rebekah, but only makes its presence known to her as fire burning or numbness cold as the cold sea.

Both legs equal and strong once upon a time, good legs that had carried her tirelessly to every corner of St. Thomas, all hours of the day or night, anywhere on the island she hoped she might find ears willing to listen, to attend a minute, an hour, a day to her words, hear the message it was her sacred mission to carry and share. Her mission despite the fact her words always disappointed her. Failed her. Never quite expressed what she yearned for them to say to other souls. Fumbling words. Faltering, inadequate words. Words shaming her.

But she would press on. Again and again. Failing or not failing, she would not concede. On a mission. Determined to speak to others the message, the words of the voice that burned inside her, though her heart understood she was unworthy, an impure vessel for carrying and rendering the voice driving her to spread its truth. Truth of the soul within her, truth the voice had revealed to her, truth lifting her, freeing her when unexpectedly, every now and then, her poor, plain words stirred a shout, a grunt, or when a line of scripture she recites is murmured, repeated louder, then a chorus of murmuring, almost a song from souls gathered round her in the darkness, truth propelling her from one end to the other of the green island of St. Thomas, farm to farm, plantation to plantation, hovel to hovel, on paths through forests, alongside cultivated fields, beside streams; streams a trickle in one season, then rushing torrents, changeable as the ground under her feet as earth rises, falls, carved, furrowed to climb hills or circle round them, familiar contours of the land rising visible against the horizon, or spreading before her in unfathomably gentle waves like the sea when it’s calm.

Not like the murderous surf constantly pounding Fort Christiansborg’s walls, but restful, murmuring blue-green sea that usually surrounds St. Thomas, the island she recalls that once surrounded her, a bright island her eyes could see plainly in daylight, then at night must recall and negotiate because she could not depend upon sight, only upon blindness, memory, guesses, the steadiness of her breath, her heart, their regular drumbeats her only company in utter darkness. Yet better than no company at all, she’d work to remind herself. Her body, the small squinting life inside her thumping away always, yet as meager, as feeble as that creature’s presence might feel, wasn’t it always there, surprising, freeing her some moments like thin moonlight that would occasionally open a way on the darkest night.

Most treks on St. Thomas undertaken alone, in darkness, as they must be, in order to avoid being observed by dangerous eyes as she pursues her mission, pursuing enslaved souls in the dead of night because she must. At night because other people’s eyes are more dangerous than eyes of hungry, prowling beasts, beast eyes scouring the dark for prey, and she relies on night to hide her from human eyes, depends on her silence, depends on her relentless strides, scrambles, stumbles, narrow escapes from falling or drowning to make her way from plantation to plantation, through vast darkness deepened by anonymous insect twittering, by sudden swooping birds, shrieks, an enormous, unpredictable dark swollen by unnamable threats, a terrifying silence containing worse terrors than anything a person able to hear or imagine.

But that vast silence is tame compared to a silence she felt once, draining and entrapping her, vast silence Rebekah might try to explain by telling a story to the two of us, to William Henry Sheppard and myself, story about silence engulfing a room she was cleaning in the baronial mansion of Master Boehm, a gentle patron of African suffering, Boehm who welcomed on his plantation the Moravian Brethren and Sisters and permitted a few local, unenslaved womenfolk of color, like me, Rebekah says, to assist the Moravians in their efforts to awaken and salvage souls of the island’s enslaved population, create a community of African Christians on St. Thomas. A community including, strange as it may seem, those who inhabited Boehm’s immense holdings. He allowed us to preach to his African laborers and servants, some bound to him for a term, others bound forever. Preach also to gangs of Africans passing through, residing on St. Thomas temporarily as workers on Boehm’s land and other plantations, Africans destined sooner or later to board again the trade’s evil, scavenging ships and disappear from St. Thomas, dying or born again in saltwater oblivion.

A stunning, deadly kind of silence it was, gentlemen, the silence in a room of Master Boehm’s mansion that assaulted me one awful day. Silence stifling, devouring me. No space for me, my breath, my heart, though my body captive in a room occupied by Master Boehm’s large, large Dutch wife, Mistress Boehm.

Only two of us in the room. Mistress B knitting. Me busy with broom and mop and bucket and rags at a task it was my duty to accomplish, scrubbing the parlor floor until its oak planks gleamed bright as a polished apple’s skin, but on that hateful afternoon, I felt a dizzying instant of utter weakness and exhaustion and it forced me to pause in my labors, attempt to address a few apologetic words to Mistress Boehm, words that I hoped might excuse my slowness, my need to pause, explain my distress. Words to which the response of Mistress Boehm was utter silence and a hesitation growing palpably more ominous to me the longer she chose not to speak. I feared that she’d begun to savor the silence she had initiated. That she wanted silence in the room to thicken, expand.

Finally her eyes slowly rose up from her knitting and fixed upon my face an unblinking stare. Her voice broke the silence. Her imperial, haughty, impervious, omnivorous voice drowning me, swallowing the world.

In her story as she relates it to us, Rebekah recalls Mistress Boehm’s words as a deluge, a flood, but now I think I would translate R’s words for flood and deluge—as slaveroad, if ever I transcribed them, because slaveroad is what I have come to understand R was describing, and I wonder what word or words, if any, Sheppard might have turned over in his mind while he listened to R say she was drowning in a flood… a deluge.

Sheppard, like me, grappling to grasp what R’s words mean. Though I must be honest here and admit that neither Sheppard’s American ears nor mine are able to compute reliably what the good, dignified, long-suffering old biddy Rebekah strives to communicate in her highly accented, idiosyncratic English, her polyglot of pidgins riddled with Danish, Fanti, Dutch, Ga, German, Akan, etc., producing in us amazement, curiosity, a yearning to decipher, but at best, only intermittent moments of comprehension. Bursts, flashes, intimations as we work to imagine what it might be R had experienced and is endeavoring to relate.

Silence, evil and enormous silence, filling the parlor, good sirs, until large Mistress Boehm’s large icy voice crashes it, trashes it as she mocks my voice, mocking me precisely as she accuses me of mocking her.

Upon your leave, you say. You dare say that to me. Upon your leave, Mistress, you say. How dare you, girl. How dare you steal my words, echo my speech, you pitiful parrot.

Upon your leave, you say. Upon your leave, oh blessed Mistress and kindest of benefactors. I am quite, quite weary, you say, and say, upon your leave, Mistress, may I rest, please, please, I must rest a moment, please, you say. Words spoken truly in a ladylike fashion, or rather the ragtag fashion of the lady you fancy yourself to be, day after day since arriving here destitute, starving at our back gate, begging alms or bread or a day’s work. You, abandoned, discarded there, an orphan, I hasten to remind you, not the lady you presume you are.

You forever presuming yourself to be far better than you are, wench. You presuming that our charity to you is matched or overmatched by the charity you extend to us by your decision to stay and serve us. Sharing yourself, displaying yourself as you imitate a lady, the lady you will never be, girl, though you curtsy and bow and slut yourself around here in my parlor when in fact I have granted you no such leave, neither to pause in your chores nor to address me as your equal. No leave, certainly, to sass and disobey, you presumptuous little bitch.

In which of my armchairs, by your leave, do you wish to sit and rest your delicate self, dear fatigued lady. Do you dare imply we share common ground. Dare to suggest that monthly pangs which do not spare even the noblest born of ladies are irresistibly sapping your strength today. That the seeping of your impure blood licenses you to do as you please. To defy me.

By your leave, please, Madame, I must abandon a few moments the labors that you require me to perform. Tasks imposing suffering beyond endurance. That’s what you believe, isn’t it, and thus you demand a bit of a rest before completing your duties. Oh, you poor, dear, tender, frail, imposed-upon, unfortunate, darling, ladylike thing.

After her menacing silence, Mistress Boehm’s booming, menacing voice floods the parlor, drowning me. Her words twist my words, as her voice skewers me, rattles on and on, resonating, crackling with mirthless laughter, shouts, giggles, until she stops. Then a second silence reigns, silence following her flood of words, absolute, seething silence she dared me to disturb, to enter, to challenge with even a single, solitary syllable. Silence like the mouth of a cannon loaded, primed, and aimed at my face. Silence prepared to thunder louder than her booming voice. Silence ready to blow out my brains if I spoke or not, spoke too soon or too late.

Silence reigns again until Mistress B grunts up from the chair consecrated as her knitting station and crosses the parlor, crosses much more quickly than I ever recalled having seen her move her bulk, darting from overstuffed armchair to fireplace, where she snatches up a poker leaned against heated stones, a mistake bringing a sudden yelp, a furious wringing of the naked hand that had touched warm iron, but undeterred, she swiftly, carefully, cursing like a trooper, grabs whatever she was knitting and wraps it round the poker so that she can grasp it comfortably in both fists to strike me, one, two… a third excruciating blow before I drop to the floor and receive the balance of blows and afterthought stomps from which I have never recovered.

My injuries treated by a ship’s doctor, a guest boarding in the Boehm mansion drinking himself nightly into a stupor courtesy of Master Boehm’s liquor. A surgeon he claimed himself to be, and kindly, generously demanding no fee, he cut into me, attempted to repair and refigure my bones, sewed me up while I was delirious, unconscious, fevered.
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