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The Christmas I turned eleven an alligator nearly ate my older brother George. For years afterward, the memory of that gator attack colored my birthday like blood oranges in ambrosia. That’s the special dessert we used to eat every Christmas when my mother, Ana Jai, picked the oranges with the bright red insides from her favorite tree.


Before the gator attacked George, my mouth would water as I waited for Ana Jai to dish me up a serving of ambrosia. I’d spoon a juicy bite of fruit, sugar, and grated coconut into my mouth and the orange would explode with a tart taste all its own, red juice squirting from my lips. Then my teeth would find the coconut, nutty but sweet, adding another level of delight.


A few days after the gator attacked George, I tried to eat Ana Jai’s holiday dessert. It landed in my stomach like a turnip. The ambrosia tasted same as always, but its bright, red color reminded me of the blood pouring from George’s ankle.


George wasn’t with us for that Christmas dinner. Neither was Father or our younger half-brother, Diego. It was only my older sister Martha and me—I’m Mary—and Ana Jai forcing us to eat. Martha and I felt like criminals heading for our execution.


It’s funny how food can take you back in an instant to another time, another place. In this case, ambrosia takes me back to December 1813, the time we fled from Ana Jai’s plantation in La Florida and headed for Amelia Island. That’s where we tried to find a treasure and almost lost George.


Our lives changed quickly in that single month, and in the years to follow we talked a lot about how that could happen. George believed it all started with the arrival of Gullah Jack. Truth be told, George never liked Jack all that much, and it figures he’d look to blame him. Jack, you see, is the one who told us of the pirate’s treasure buried on Amelia Island and there’s no doubt George and I and Diego were drawn to that treasure like mosquitoes to soft skin.


Still, I think our lives began to unravel when we fled Mandarin in the middle of the night. We ran from Patriots, real and imagined, because we were Loyalists to the Spanish crown. And Patriots from up Georgia way wanted to kick us out of La Florida forever, even if it meant they had to kill us.


I used to wonder why Ana Jai couldn’t just be a Patriot. We would have been a whole lot safer. But the older I got the more I understood why she could never be anyone but who she was.


In the end, Amelia Island finally gave us a treasure. It just wasn’t what we expected to find. This treasure, though, proved far more valuable than anything we ever dreamed of digging up.
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Ana Jai was like a storm back then, determined to control her destiny with a fury that could change the landscape. Maybe that’s why we never called her “mother.” Ana Madgigine Jai Kingsley is more or less the name her father, a king in Senegal, gave her when she was born. Minus the Kingsley, of course. That she got from my father, Zephaniah.


Ana Jai was a tall, black-skinned beauty when my parents met, a West African princess who was captured when warring tribesmen raided her father’s village. She was only thirteen and to this day she still wears the thirteen silver bracelets her father gave her on her thirteenth birthday. It was a sign of his royalty, his wealth, and his love. It was also the last birthday present she ever received from him.


After she was captured, her enemies sold her to European slave traders for guns and rum. The traders eventually put her in the hold of a ship and sent her to Cuba. Ana Jai said it’s a wonder she didn’t die of starvation.


“That journey filled me with hate. That’s how I survived. I ate hate.”


In Cuba, Ana Jai went on the auction block and my father Zephaniah, a ship captain and slave trader, bought her. He took her on another long voyage to Laurel Grove, his first plantation in La Florida.


“Mary, to love a king is not bad,” Ana Jai once told me. “But a king who loves you is better.”


“Did you make that up?” I asked.


“No, it’s an African proverb. My mother told it to me.”


It’s a great sadness for Ana Jai that she doesn’t know what happened to her mother or her father or the rest of her tribe when she was captured. So she calls George and Martha and me her tribe of mulattoes. We have light brown skin, not as dark as her own, but not nearly as white as our father’s.


“Your skin’s as sweet as orange blossom honey,” she used to say to me.


And not to brag or anything, but we are indeed pleasing to the eye. George, sixteen, is tall like Ana Jai, much taller than Father. Martha, fifteen, is prettiest, with Father’s bright blue eyes. And me, eleven, I have a head of ringlets that turn partly yellow in the sun. None of us, thankfully, have skin like Father’s that turns bright red and peels away when he forgets to wear his sun hat.


When she got to Laurel Grove, Ana Jai quickly learned English and Spanish, the two languages spoken in La Florida, and she learned to read. A Catholic priest from St. Augustine baptized her and taught her reading because he wanted her to read the Bible.


After seven years as a slave, my father freed her, as was Spanish custom. And he freed me and Martha and George then too. I was just a baby so I don’t remember much, but I know the day my mother got her freedom is the day she became a Loyalist. She was a big believer in the Spanish way of setting your slaves free after they had worked hard for you for a time.


Ana Jai became my father’s partner, helping him train Africans to wash and cook, spin Sea Island cotton, and run a household. They sold these well-trained Africans to rich people in New York City and Boston for a whole lot of money. My mother also owned slaves of her own who lived with us at Mandarin. Two worked inside the house, cooking and such. The rest worked the fields picking Sea Island cotton and oranges and making sugar from sugar cane.


I once asked Ana Jai how she could keep slaves when she was once a slave herself. A frown creased her brow.


“The work would never get done around here without them,” she said. “My father had slaves in Africa. I will free mine one day, just like him.”


She also knew firsthand that freedom wasn’t easy for freed persons. They often found themselves poor and in danger. Still, I think it bothered her, keeping slaves, even if she wouldn’t admit it.


At least Ana Jai actually freed her slaves one day, unlike that former president of the United States, Thomas Jefferson. Ana Jai said he discoursed about the evils of slavery, yet still owned 187 slaves. In anger, she took the “T” out of her original name, Anta. She didn’t want to have anything in common with Thomas Jefferson, not even the letter “T.”


“Are you getting rid of the ‘J’ you share with him too?” I asked.


“No, I must keep that. It’s all I have of my father.”


And because she planned to free her slaves, Ana Jai would not allow us to use the word slave. She did not like the word Negro either.


“These are Africans,” Ana Jai insisted. “When they earn their freedom they can return to Africa.”


So, we did as we were told. We called them Africans, even though some of them had never stepped foot in Africa and probably never would.
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We hardly knew Father back then. He lived on the west side of the St. Johns River at Laurel Grove Plantation with hundreds of Africans. We lived on the opposite side of that wide, wide river at Mandarin, a much smaller plantation with far fewer Africans. It was as far from Father as Ana Jai could get and still maintain business dealings with him.


Ana Jai named her plantation Mandarin because of the twenty Mandarin orange trees and one blood orange tree she planted there. The governor of La Florida, Juan de Estrada, gave Ana Jai the orange seeds and the land after Father gave us our freedom papers. The governor said it was Ana Jai’s reward for being loyal to the king of Spain.


But we didn’t move to Mandarin because Señor Estrada gave Ana Jai a present. We moved to Mandarin because of my half-brother Diego.


One evening, a long time ago, Martha told me what happened. We were catching zebra longwings, the black and white striped butterflies that flourish in La Florida in the summer when the purple passionflowers weave their way into the orange trees. Zebras sip the flower’s nectar, which sends bunches of these butterflies into a trance.


We loved to push them onto our fingers without waking them. I once lined up fifteen zebras, a herd of them, on every finger of my left hand, and held ’em steady for seven minutes until one woke up and startled his friends into flight.


“You were only just born,” said Martha, gently pushing a zebra off a flower and onto her forefinger. “Ana Jai heard another baby had been born to a Cuban woman named Isabel, whom Father had brought from Cuba. She was different from the rest. She wasn’t African; she spoke Spanish. Ana Jai went to find out more. When she got to the cabin, she got the shock of her life. There was Father holding Isabel’s newborn baby, just cooing at him and calling him ‘my son Diego.’ It made Ana Jai extremely jealous.”


I know how jealousy feels. I used to feel that way when Father paid more attention to Martha than me. Those two could talk for hours about finding an appropriate husband for Martha. Father wanted him to be “gentry.” That’s what you call rich people in England, where Father is from. But Martha always said she couldn’t meet any gentry living in the wilderness. That’s what she called Mandarin.


Martha and Mary. Our names may begin with the same letter, but we are very different. She loves needlework and sits for hours cross-stitching sheep on pillowcases or the initials “ZK” on Father’s handkerchiefs. I don’t have the patience for that. I prefer the wilderness.


“Ana Jai did not talk to Father for days after she saw him with that baby,” Martha said. “When she finally spoke, she said she was moving to Mandarin and taking us with her.”


I studied several zebras sound asleep on a passionflower.


“What was it like when Father lived with us?” I asked. That was a big question for me back then because I did not see Father much when we lived at Mandarin. I used to beg to spend more time with him.


“Ana Jai was happier. She smiled more,” Martha sighed, as she remembered a time I couldn’t recall. “Father seemed happier too. He didn’t travel as much. We ate dinner together and talked about what we did that day.”


It used to be that we’d only see Father several times a month, like when he crossed the St. Johns River to ride his white stallion, King Lear. He kept Lear on our side of the river because it was closer to St. Augustine.
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