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Chapter 1


Dum spiro, spero (“While I breathe, I hope”).


—state motto of South Carolina
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Why did the mistress want to see him?


Never in all the thirteen years Michael had lived in the slave quarters of the big house on Tradd Street had Mrs. Lautrec asked for him.


Had she sold him? Was she sending him to her son’s plantation, Sotherfield, to sweat in the rice fields?


The questions echoed through Michael’s head. He stopped swabbing the floor and looked out from the highest arcade of Saint Michael’s Church, far above the red rooftops of Charleston. Mrs. Lautrec sent him to the church every morning to help Mr. Fitzhugh, the sexton. Swabbing the steeple balconies was his favorite task. Usually the sight of the vessels below him in the harbor was enough to let him forget the past months.


Early-spring breezes caught strands of his long, dark hair, worn, as a seaman’s would be, tied with an eel-skin thong at the back of his neck. Michael moved to the railing.


He could see all of Charleston, not just from the Cooper River to the Ashley River, but way out to the islands, where Papa had taught him fishing and the ways of the waters, and to the sea beyond. Michael blinked away tears. Papa had drowned in last September’s terrible hurricane. The swelling cargo of rice filling the ship Concord had burst the vessel’s seams open and taken everyone aboard down with it. That same day Mama had been crushed when high gales knocked the chimney of Mrs. Lautrec’s house through the roof. In one day that storm had taken both his parents.


He reached into his pocket and took out the small, smooth wooden fishing boat Papa had carved for him when he was small. “Every boy, no matter he be a slave, should have a toy,” Papa had said. And what Michael had wanted more than anything else, even then, was a boat. He had played with that boat constantly until he was old enough to know toys were only for little children, and had hidden it under his straw-filled pallet. After Mama’s and Papa’s deaths he thought of it again. It comforted him to feel the smooth wood under his fingers; it made Papa and Mama and the days when he had been a child seem closer. It reminded him that he had been loved.


Michael looked out again at the harbor. How could anyone live without being close to the sea? Masted vessels filled the harbor, their sails like the great wings of angels, carrying people safely from one shore to another. Tall ships under sail had the power to take you to other worlds. Most days the sight of them brought him hope. Today it reminded him of what else he could lose.


“Boy! Come down here this minute! There are other chores to be done!”


It was Mr. Fitzhugh. Michael shoved the boat back in his pocket and picked up the bucket of dirty water and the mop. Mama would have been proud of him, keeping his namesake clean for the Lord. He took one last look seaward and then scrambled down the steep stairs, slipping on the damp steps and spilling some of the dirty water from the pail as he came.


What did the mistress want with him? Sirrah, the cook who had replaced Mama, had said Mrs. Lautrec wanted to speak with him after dinner. The waiting would make for a long afternoon.




Chapter 2


Tomorrow’s sun will sure to shine, Turn, sinner, turn O!


—from “Turn, Sinner, Turn O!” a South Carolina spiritual 
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Michael swabbed the piazza and swept the garden yard and cut up onions and tomatoes for Sirrah’s chicken pilau, but the hours passed slower than the honey she poured into her sweet potato pie. Finally Anny, Mrs. Lautrec’s maid, brought word. Mrs. Lautrec wanted to see him in the parlor. Michael walked slowly to the front of the house.


“Michael, you’re a good boy, and you’re growing tall and strong. Your mama would have been proud of you.”


“Yes, ma’am. Thank you, ma’am.” As Mama had taught him, Michael looked down at his bare feet on the patterned carpet and not straight at Mrs. Lautrec. He didn’t want to be thought uppity. Whatever Mrs. Lautrec was going to say would change his life. He knew it.


But he mustn’t look afraid.


“Since your mama died, you’ve been helping Jim repair the damage that hurricane did to my house and garden. Now all has been restored, Michael, and I have no special need for you here.”


Michael ground his fingernails into the palms of his hands as he forced himself to be still.


“Your mama was special to me, Michael. I think she would have liked you to stay close to where you grew up. But it’s time you earned your keep and learned a skill. So I’ve decided to hire you out.”


He looked down at the tiny, gray-haired woman who owned him, and then down at the floor again, quickly, in relief. “Yes, ma’am. Thank you, ma’am.” Hiring out meant he’d be rented to another master who would pay Mrs. Lautrec for his work, but he’d still belong to her. Mrs. Lautrec was a good mistress. Michael had most feared being sold.


“Captain Arnold Linforth, down on Vanderhorst’s Wharf, runs a lighter service, loading and unloading shiprigged vessels too large to be docked. The captain tells me he could use a boy who knows a bit about the water and is willing to learn. Tomorrow you’ll go there and give him this note.” Mrs. Lautrec handed Michael a folded piece of paper. “You’ll stay with him a year, and then I’ll talk with him again. You do a good job for Captain Linforth, Michael. You can learn a lot from him.”


“Thank you, ma’am.” Michael bowed slightly. “Thank you very much!” He took a step toward the door but couldn’t help turning and grinning at Mrs. Lautrec, even if it was uppity. “I’ll work hard. I promise!”


He was going to work on the waterfront! Mrs. Lautrec could have sent him to a plantation. Or to be a gardener or a tanner or a barber or an ironsmith, or to learn any one of the hundreds of jobs for black men in charleston. But she was sending him to the very place he longed to be—the waterfront.


He was going to work on a lighter! that would mean hefting and toting heavy boxes and bales and barrels, as Papa had done for years before he had been freed and earned enough to buy his own fishing boat. A lighter was a sailing vessel in its own right and operated with a small crew. It was much bigger than fishing boats and canoes and pettiaugers. Lightermen learned the ropes as well as they knew the strain of heavy cargoes on their backs. The only job more exciting would be sailing a deepwater ship. This was a step along that road. He was going to work on the waterfront!




Chapter 3


All dem Mount Zion member, dey have many ups and downs; But cross come or no come, for to hold out to the end. Hold out to the end, hold out to the end, It is my determination for to hold out to the end.


—from “Hold Out to the End,’ a South Carolina spiritual
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That night Michael paced the garden in back of the big house on Tradd Street. Here he had sailed his boat in the cistern that collected water for the house and had listened to Mama tell stories of Africa. She had swept the hard, bare earth of Charleston as carefully as she had helped her mama smooth the land outside her home in Africa before she was captured by slavers. Here he had stood on a chair in the kitchen cutting up onions and okra for Mama’s spicy gumbo. Here he had learned to use a hammer and a saw and helped Jim with repairs to the house. But tomorrow he would live near the wharf. Or maybe even on one!


Jim came out of the kitchen door they had painted blue to ward off evil spirits. “You look as full of yourself as a dog’s full of fleas,” he said to Michael.


“Mrs, Lautrec chose the exact right job for me!” Michael spoke rapidly and kept walking. “Like she knew what was inside me; what I was dreamin’!”


“You don’t want for folks to know your thoughts. Not white folks, for sure.”


Michael slowed down. “That’s what Mama always said. She said, ‘Don’t be showin’ ’em what you know or what you think or what you feel. Person knows those things has power over you. Keep your power. Don’t let it be stolen from you.’”


“Your mama right. White man can own your body. But he can’t own your soul ’less you let him.”


“Mrs. Lautrec saw me wantin’ somethin’ an’ reached out and got it for me.”


“Boy, she didn’t get nothin’ for you. You got to get your life for yourself. Don’t be trustin’ the future. Today life may look fine, but you not the one makin’ the decisions. White folks is. Sure be nice when they decisions be what you want. Not so nice when they not.”


Michael stopped. “Mistress be sendin’ you back to Sotherfield?” Jim belonged to Master Harry, Mrs. Lautrec’s son, owner of the family rice plantation. Jim was in Charleston now only because his carpentry skills had been needed at the city house.


“In the mornin’. You goin’ to the wharves; I goin’ to the fields.”


“And Anny?” Jim and Anny had grown close during the winter.


“I love that woman like my life. But she be here and I be there, Sundays, mebbe, I can get a ride sometimes. Folks borrow Master Harry’s pettiauger an’ ask for a pass so they can come to Charleston, For church, you know,” Jim winked at Michael, “I ’spect I’s gonna get awful religious right soon now, I feels it comin’ on,”


“Then I be seein’ you and Anny, sometimes, Sundays,”


“I ’spect so, Michael, Not all times. But there be ways. As long as Anny’s in Charleston, then I be findin’ ’em,”


Anny stood in the blue doorway. She looked at them both, “Gonna be real quiet round here tomorrow,”


Jim went over and put his arm around her, “Don’t you be worryin’, girl. You ain’t seen the end of me. Or of Michael neither, I ’spect,”


Michael’s joy was too great for him to feel their sorrow. He headed for the room he shared with Jim and Sam over the carriage house. If he could sleep some, morning would come faster.


He sat on his pallet and held his small boat close, “Papa, my dream be comin’ true! I’m go in’ to work on the waterfront, I’m goin’ to learn the seas, jus’ like you.”




Chapter 4


Do come a-long, do let us go,
Do come a-long, do let us go,
Jesus sittin’ on de waterside.


—from “Jesus on the Waterside,” a South Carolina spiritual
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Vanderhorst’s Wharf was in the midst of Charleston’s waterfront. There black women from the plantations unloaded vegetables or flowers they had grown, or brooms or pottery they had made on their own time, after tasks for their masters had been finished. They sold their wares to black Charleston women, who in turn sold the goods on the docks or in nearby streets. Cooks sold extra cakes or breads or the crisp sweet benne wafers made with sesame seeds that were part of the African heritage of Charleston.


Men cried out their goods or services too, Oystermen and fishermen, like Papa had been, sold fresh seafood on the wharves or streets nearby. Barbers set up shop on street corners. Blacksmiths and coopers and tailors worked close to the wharves.


Shop owners were white folks; street merchants in Charleston were black. Most black folks were slaves, working for their master or on their own time, but there were a few who had bought their freedom or been freed by their master in thanks for some service.


Michael sat with his back against the side of Captain Linforth’s office, watching the bustling wharf. Inside, Captain Linforth stood behind a high cedar desk taking orders from ships’ captains and mates who needed help loading or unloading their ships. His inkwell must be the biggest in Charleston, and his pen the busiest, Michael thought. Linforth’s lightermen included four young men he had hired, like Michael, and another four he owned. They were seldom without duties.


Beginning before dawn, Michael had helped unload a ship full of mahogany logs ordered from Honduras by a Charleston cabinetmaker. Under the direction of Cudjoe, the slave who was the captain’s assistant and lighter pilot, he had helped sail Captain Linforth’s lighter, the Clarissa, to where the ship was anchored. For six hours they had passed the heavy logs up out of the cargo hold, hoisted them high above the ship’s deck, and then lowered them onto the lighter. After filling the lighter, the men had sailed back to the wharf, where they unloaded the logs and placed them on a wagon. It had taken thirteen wagonloads to deliver all the logs to King Street.


During his first few weeks working for Captain Linforth, Michael found his back and arms and thighs had ached, and the skin on his hands had bled from the salt water and the ropes. Now, four months later, his muscles were stronger and the skin on his hands was thick and callused. Michael was proud of those calluses. His hands were now the hands of a man. A lighterman.


Every day he was trusted more to set the rigging and handle the sails at the captain’s or Cudjoe’s directions. He knew the difference between a sheet anchor, a spare anchor, a bower anchor, a stream anchor, and a kedge. He knew how to strap a block so the rope lay even. He could splice a rope. He could tie a stopper knot or a shroud knot or a bowline without having to be told which knot should be tied where.


Michael took a deep breath of the salt air, full of the smells of the tides and the marshes where the ocean met the shore, and hoped for a breeze. July heat was heavy. The wharf was wet with sweat.


He and Cudjoe were mending a sail. The heavy canvas, stiff with salt spray, was spread between them as they sewed on patches with large needles and waxed sail twine. Michael pulled off his shirt. His hire badge, the copper medallion that hung on a chain around his neck to identify him, gleamed on his chest: #76, PORTER, CHARLESTON, 1805. He couldn’t read it, but he knew what it said. Someday maybe he would have a medallion like Papa had worn. The kind that read, FREE MAN. Papa’s father had owned him, but his will had given Papa his freedom. Papa had been saving money from the fish he sold to buy Michael from Mrs. Lautrec. More than anything, Papa had wanted Michael to be free. He always said, “You think toward freedom. You see a possibility, you take it.”


“Boy, stop dreaming. We got to get these sails finished,” admonished Cudjoe. “Captain’ll have you back inside polishing brass in front of him if these sails ain’t done right and fast,” Cudjoe was in charge when he was needed, but Captain Linforth made sure he had his share of simple work to do too. Wouldn’t want a slave to begin thinking he was better than the others. The captain was a fair man, but he expected full work from his people. Once he had made Michael start a task over from the beginning because he hadn’t completed it exactly right.


“When I be young like you, boy, I be lookin’ too,” Cudjoe went on in a softer voice, “Lookin’ at the girls and lookin’ at the ships and dreamin’ big dreams,”


It was hard to believe Cudjoe had ever been young. His hair was gray, his face was lined, and his skin was the texture of the canvas they were sewing—rough and hard. Marked by years of work in the sun on wharves and the sea.


“Did you really work on a coaster?” Coasters were small sailing vessels that carried passengers and goods between coastal cities. They had small crews and short layovers. Michael concentrated on the sail he was stitching. He knew Captain Linforth would check every stitch to make sure they were even. If wind could find a space between stitches, it could tear a sail, endangering a vessel and its cargo.


“I did. Many times,” Cudjoe answered proudly, “Been to Norfolk an’ Williamsburg, an’ even Philadelphia.”


“Philadelphia! That be far north!”


“There be farther. There be New York an’ Providence an’ Boston an’ Portland, Now bein’ north means somethin’, I hear African folks in Philadelphia be free now. When I be there, black folks in Philadelphia was same as here. But there wasn’t near as many of us up north as in Charleston.”


Most of the people on the docks were black—rivermen, porters, maids and cooks and drivers from the big houses, coopers delivering barrels, carpenters, smiths, and he and Cudjoe, More than half the people in Charleston were black.


“Who do the work in Philadelphia?”


“White folks does it,” said Cudjoe, “Up north white folks tote and carry and get their hands in the dirt. They even be doin’ pickup work.”


“You foolin’ me!” The worst job in Charleston was doing pickup work in the summer on one of the red horse-drawn scavenger carts. Men on the carts opened drains, picked up manure and rubbish, and cleaned out privies. The stench of horses was usual in a Charleston street in July, But the stench of the scavenger carts required shutters to be slammed shut for blocks around. Black men worked on the carts, of course. Michael couldn’t imagine a place where white men would do such work.


“It be true, sure enough.”


“Don’t they be wantin’ more black folks up there? To do such things?”


“It be different up north. Some of us there work for the white folks, like we does here, but they’s not owned. They gets paid to be workin’. Black men on the waterfront or workin’ at sea gets paid too. Not as much as white men do sometimes, but paid, just the same.”


Papa, too, had told Michael that in the North black men could sign on as mariners, like white men. Sometimes Michael saw those black mariners from the North swaggering proudly near the Charleston docks, drinking at the grogshops and tippling sheds, telling elaborate yarns and sea stories.
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