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ILLUSTRATIONS


“Look at the stars, Belle,” Mau Mau said.

“Sold!” the auctioneer yelled.

Robert was dragged away. Belle was left weeping.

Belle listened to the new baby wailing from the basket hanging from a tree branch.

Belle had never been in such a fine building, among so many whites, but this was for her son—and God was on her side.

Belle met friends who seemed to do nothing but good.

“My name is Sojourner Truth because from this day I will walk in the light of His truth.”

At last Sojourner got to see the president.

“Stop! I want to ride! I want to ride!”

Women should be able to vote, just like men.
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Home in the Cellar


“Will it ever stop raining?” Belle shivered in her thin cotton shift. She stood next to her brother as he watched guests arrive at Master Hardenbergh’s inn in Rifton, New York. The white people stepping out of the carriages were wrapped in cloaks and furs against the chilly fall air. Most of them didn’t bother to notice the slave children standing at the corner of the porch. A few greeted them in Dutch, “Goedenavond.” Belle ducked her head, not daring to answer. One woman called, “Good evening,” then turned to her husband. “Why, aren’t they just the cutest little things?”

“You know how I feel about slaves,” the man said. “Why, its 1806! Slavery should be outlawed, even out in the country like this.”

“Hush, dear,” the woman scolded. “We’re guests here.” And they went in through the door.

Peter pulled on Belle’s hand. “What did they say?”

“I reckon ‘good evening’ is English talk for ‘goeden avond.’” Belle drew a circle in the cold mud with her toe, then added, “I cain’t guess what all the rest of those words meant. That lady sounds squeally as a piglet, doan’ she? “Peter giggled and Belle let herself smile.

Master Hardenbergh’s angry face appeared at the open top half of the door. “Get to bed!” he snarled. The slaves scampered back around the corner but stayed close enough to peek at the strangers. No one else came, so the children walked around to the back of the house. Belle cupped her hands to catch some of the water dripping off the eaves. “Maybe it will be sunny tomorrow,” she said softly. “I could get dry and warm.”

“Winter comes before warm,” Peter said.

The two slave children stood in the shelter of the eaves, gazing out through the rain in silence. Beyond the yard and a tidy stone wall, Black Creek swirled wide at the base of their hill. Past the empty fields stretching into the twilight, misty hills rose over a ragged tree line. In the distance Catskill Mountains loomed darkly. Somewhere out there the Hudson River flowed, deep and dangerous. Belle shivered again.

“We share a blanket tonight,” Belle told her brother. In the window over their heads light flickered from inside the room. There was a lantern lit in there, a fire, and hot food. Belle could hear the laughter of Master Hardenbergh’s guests and the clink of glasses. She stood on tiptoe in the mud and reached up to press her hands against the crack under the window. It felt warm against her fingertips.

“Puddle!” Startled by Peter’s voice, Belle stepped back. Her bare foot sank ankle deep into cold water. She stared. By the light from the window she saw a puddle lapping at the cellar step.

“We’ve got to stop it!” Together the children pushed the mud into dams and dug channels, trying to keep the icy water from running down toward their beds.

Hands shoved the window open. “Belle! Peter!” Master Hardenbergh said. “It’s getting cold in here. Close the shutters. Be quick or you get a licking!” The window slammed shut and the curtains were drawn. Belle and Peter reached up to unhook the heavy wooden shutters and swing them closed. Belle had to stretch to her full height to turn the latch that held the shutters. They moved to the next window, and the next.

“Children?” A tired voice called up from the darkness.

“Yes, Mau Mau,” Belle answered promptly.

“Come inside.”

Peter and Belle shuttered the last window, then padded down the stairs. Between them a thin trickle of water found its way over the sill and dripped downward. “Quiet now,” Mau Mau said from the far corner of the floor. Only eight, Belle was slender, graceful, and so tall she had to duck her head under the timbers of the ceiling above. Faint lantern light shone through the cracks in the floor of the inn. Even on the darkest night Belle’s feet knew the path back to her family’s sleeping space in the corner of the cellar. To either side a dozen slaves lay snoring or whispering together in their places under ragged blankets. Mau Mau and Baumfree were talking quietly in the darkness.

“Is there a cover for us?” Belle whispered.

There was no answer. Belle and Peter began pushing damp straw into a pile on the floorboards near their parents. Their mother tossed a tattered quilt their way as the children settled down on the bedding. “Thank you, Mau Mau.” Belle sighed. Soft murmurs and a steady dripping sound filled the cellar around them. Belle leaned against Peter’s bony back and shivered again. He rolled away and pulled the cover off her shoulder. “Hey!” Belle yelped in surprise. “That ain’t fair!”

A sudden thump of hobnail boot on the timbers overhead made everyone go silent.

“Well, it ain’t fair, Mau Mau,” Belle grumbled.

Mau Mau hissed. She reached out in the darkness and slapped her daughter. “You hush your voice!” Belle froze in embarrassment, but her mother wasn’t done. “You mind the story of the Master and the baby?” she asked.

Belle nodded and squeezed her eyes shut. She’d heard the story often enough that it came to her in nightmares, but now Mau Mau told her again. In a whisper barely louder than the rain outside, she began, “One morning a slave mama could not make her baby stop crying. The Master sighed. He looked mean at the little black baby. He scolded and he slapped the mama, but she could not make that baby be quiet. So you know what the Master did?” Belle held her breath. Peter’s back had gone stiff.

“Well, now,” Mau Mau went on as if she were telling the story to herself. “The Master took that baby by the feet. He swung him, bam! into the wall. Then he handed the body back to the mother. And that baby never did make another sound. Now you both go on to sleep.”

Belle tried to make her body go limp on the straw. A crack in the boards beneath her shoulder pinched her skin, but she didn’t dare complain. She shifted her weight, and the mud beneath the board made a sucking sound. Sleep? How could she sleep after that story? She couldn’t get the picture of that baby out of her mind. Why did Mau Mau have to tell that story again? The only worse one was about Belle’s sister being stuffed into a box and sold one winter day. Ten brothers and sisters gone—all of them sold before she was born. Mau Mau just kept telling their stories over and over. Plus the one about the crying baby. Belle’s eyes filled with tears, but she didn’t dare cry. That made her nose run. She sniffed, then had to sniff again.

Her father’s bed boards creaked. “Let’s say the Jesus prayer now,” he murmured.

Mau Mau took a deep breath and the four of them whispered together, “Our Father, who art in heaven …” Belle wondered briefly who that Jesus person was, but it didn’t matter. The chant of familiar words calmed her mind. Her body relaxed at last.

“Amen,” they finished the prayer together, and Belle slipped into sleep.

“Move!” Belle waved her arms at the sheep the next afternoon. The flock climbed the steep hill toward the barn. “Shoo!” The ram turned and glared, his horns gleaming in the slanting rays of the sun. Belle hurried to the far side of the flock across rocks and damp leaves. “Woof!” she barked, and clapped her hands to spook them. She bent down, pretending to pick up a rock. The nearest sheep broke into a trot and the others followed. The whole flock clattered up the stony hillside rushing for the safety of the barn.

Other slaves were milking the cows and pulling down hay. One of them swung the gate shut behind the panicked sheep. “What did you do to them?” he asked, grinning.

Belle shook her head. “I jus’ know what to say to them,” she teased, and scampered back down the hill. Peter had the chickens gathered in for the night too. He was waiting at the foot of the hill.

Together they ran out to help their father in the field. They wandered up and down rows of dead corn stalks, digging rocks out of the soil. They carried the ones they could lift to the edge of the field. A wall was forming there, made all of dug-out rocks. When they found a rock too deep to dig out themselves, Peter called out “Baumfree!” Belle watched her father hurry over with a big stick to pry the rock out. It was no wonder where he’d gotten a name that meant “tree.” He was the Hardenberghs’ tallest slave. Baumfree’s hands were long and thin like Belle’s; his legs and arms were built long too. Belle looked at her fathers back, bent beneath years of labor. His hair was gray as ashes. “Peter and I can tote that rock,” she told him. “We are strong as mules.”

“My first wife was like you,” Baumfree told her. “Young and strong—and stubborn, too. Always pushing me aside to help, leastways until she got sold away.”

Belle leaned close. “Was your second wife like me too?”

“Only had her a little time afore she was sold. Don’t rightly remember her.” Baumfree wiped his forehead, then glanced up at the house before going on. “Now, your mau mau, Betsey, she never slacked once, through all those babies. And before the ol’ Master died and give us to Master Charles, why, we had us a cottage and a little garden. Oh, and weren’t we s’posed to keep it too.” Baumfree was standing straighter Belle noticed. “Your mau mau and I, we …”

“What are you telling them about me?”

“Mau Mau!” Belle dropped the rock she was carrying. She wanted to hug her mother, but one look at her face made Belle step back. Mau Mau had been crying again.

“Go and play,” Belle’s mother said, her voice dead tired.

Peter and Belle stared at each other. Play? But there was still a little light in the sky. Surely there was more work to do! “Shoo,” Baumfree said.

They ran to the creek bank. Belle pushed her way through the dried cattails to a space she’d cleared back in the summer. Wind whispered through the reeds standing stiff on the far bank. Clouds gathered over the mountains. A fish jumped—kersplash—right in front of them. The two slaves sat on the smooth moss trying to guess where the fish would jump next. It felt strange to sit still. “What’s that?” Bell stood up and pointed.

“An otter.” Peter was on his feet too. They watched it dive and tried to hold their breath until it came up again. The otter surfaced nearby with a fish wiggling in its whiskery mouth. In the last of the sunset light, the fish’s scales gleamed gray-silver, its gaping mouth was bloody red. The otter tossed it up and caught it again with a flash of sharp white teeth and a ka-runch that carried over the water. In an instant, the fish was gone and the otter dove again. Belle swallowed hard.
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