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  West Africa, 1787


  Hot, dry harmattan winds swept across the African savanna and awakened the yellow-brown sand, whipping it up with wild gusts that swirled and soared high into the air. The sandy clouds that blew in with the first shards of daybreak to shroud the dawn in grit refused to release their grip, and by late afternoon a thick layer of dust coated the entire landscape. Irritated goats paused in their search for edible blades of grass to stomp and shake themselves, and the children who herded them scratched at the itchy grit in their own eyes and hair. On the road, donkeys turned their heads away from the sandy wind and refused to pull their loads. Impatient masters swiped at their own faces as they whipped at the donkeys’ flanks, but all that accomplished was to send still more billows of dust into the air.


  Sand whistled through banana leaves thatched atop clusters of mud huts in villages, and it settled over the decks of ships as they rocked idly at anchor in the harbor. Even at what was mockingly called “the London house,” with its ostentatious glass windows locked tight and European bolts securing its imported doors, gritty wind found a way under and between and beneath and into.


  Twenty-year-old Grace Winslow, who had claimed the plumpest of the upholstered parlor chairs for herself, shifted from one uncomfortable position to another and sighed deeply. She reached out slender fingers and brushed a newly settled layer of sand from the intricate lace trim on her new silk taffeta dress and resigned herself to the day.


  “The ancestors are angry,” proclaimed Lingongo, Grace's mother, from her imposing position beside the rattling window shutters. Silky soft kente cloth flowed over her in a kaleidoscope of handwoven color, framing her fierce beauty. Lingongo made a proud point of her refusal to sit on her husband's English furniture—except when it was to her advantage to do so.


  “Ancestors! Sech foolishness!” Joseph Winslow snorted … but only under his breath. “Wind jist be wind and nothin’ but wind.”


  “Maybe the ancestors don’t want me to marry a snake,” Grace ventured.


  No one could argue that the first harmattan of the season had roared through on the very day Jasper Hathaway first came to court her. He had swept through the front door and into the parlor in a blustering whirlwind of sand, his fleshy face streaked with sweat and his starched collar askew. He stayed on and on for the entire afternoon. Only when it became obvious that no one intended to invite him to eat supper with the family did he finally heft himself out of Joseph's favorite chair and bid a reluctant farewell. When the door finally shut behind him and Grace's father had thrown the bolt into place, Lingongo had turned to her daughter and warned, “Snake at your feet, a stick at your hand. So the wise men say. Keep a stick in your hand, Grace. You will need it with that snake at your feet.”


  Surely, Grace had thought, that will be that. Never again will I have to endure such an agonizing afternoon. And yet, at her parents’ insistence, here she sat.


  “Perhaps it angers the ancestors that white men insist on settling in a country where they do not belong,” Lingongo said, her black eyes fixed hard on her husband.


  But Joseph was in no mood for arguments. Not this day. So, turning to his daughter, he said, “Ye looks good, darlin’.” And he meant it too. He fairly beamed at Grace, bedecked as she was in the new dress he had personally obtained for just this occasion. The latest fashion from the shops of London, Captain Bass assured him when the captain unwrapped the package and then carefully unfolded and laid out the frock he had secured in London on Winslow's behalf. Captain Bass said it again when he presented the shop's bill of goods, with the price marked out and double the amount scribbled in (“To account fer all me trouble,” Bass explained).


  In the end, Joseph had been forced to turn over two of his prize breeding slaves to pay for the dress. But, Joseph consoled himself, it would be well worth his investment to get a son-in-law with extensive landholdings, not to mention endless access to slaves. A son-in-law with enough wealth to flash about, to impress the entire Gold Coast of Africa and no doubt dazzle the company officers in London, too … well, such a bloke merited the calculated investment he had made in his daughter.


  “Ye looks almost like a true English lass, me darlin’,” Joseph exuded. “Yes, ye very nearly does.”


  Grace sighed. In her entire life, she had met only one true English lass. Charlotte Stevens was her name. And if Grace Winslow knew anything, she knew she looked nothing like Charlotte Stevens. Small and dainty, with skin so pale one could almost see through it—that was Charlotte. The she-ghost, the slaves called her. Charlotte's hair was almost white, like an old woman's—very thin and straight. In every way, she was the opposite of Grace. Tall and willowy, with black eyes and thick dark hair that glinted auburn in the sunlight, Grace was a silky mocha blend of her African mother and her English father.


  Charlotte's father ran a slave-trading business down the coast. Grace had never been there, although she had seen Mr. Stevens on a number of occasions when he came to see her father on business matters. Charlotte never accompanied him, though. She and her mother mostly lived in England and visited Africa only two months every other year. The few times Grace and Charlotte had occasion to be in each other's company, Charlotte had treated Grace as though she were one of her father's slaves. Never once had she even called Grace by her given name.


  “Mr. ’Athaway—now there's as fine an Englishman as ye could ’ope to find, Daughter,” Joseph Winslow continued. “English ’ouse ’e ’as too. Even finer’n ours, if ye kin believe it. An’ ’e ’as ’oldin's all up and down the coast, ’e ’as—”


  “I don’t like Mr. Hathaway,” Grace interrupted.


  “You do not have to like him. You only have to marry him,” Lingongo replied. “You are a woman, Grace. Tonight, you will tell the Englishman what he wants to hear. After you are married, take what he has to give and then make your life what you want it to be.”


  Grace stole a look at her father. A deep flush scorched his mottled cheeks and burned all the way up to his thinning shock of red hair. Embarrassed for him, she quickly looked away.


  Outside, the wind grabbed up the aroma of Mama Muco's cooking and swept it into the parlor. It was not the usual vegetable porridge, or even frying fish and plantains. No, this was the rich, deep fragrance of roasting meat. Forgetting his humiliation, Joseph blissfully closed his eyes and sucked in the tantalizing fragrance. A smile touched the edges of his thin, pale lips, and he murmured, “Mmmmm … good English food. That's wot it be!”


  Lingongo's flawless cocoa face glistened with impatience and her dark eyes flashed. “Where is Mr. Hathaway?” she demanded. “He keeps us waiting on purpose!”


  Grace and her parents had endured one another's company for almost an hour by the time Jasper Hathaway finally blustered in, full of complaints and self-importance and, of course, a tremendous appetite. He talked all through dinner, not even bothering to pause as he stuffed his mouth with roasted meat, steamed sweet potatoes, and thick slices of mango.


  “… so I sent detailed instructions by the next ship to London inquiring about my various and sundry holdings,” Hathaway said. Little pieces of sweet potato fell from his mouth and settled onto his blue satin waistcoat. “I should have gone myself. It is the only way to get things done right. But I do so hate the long sea journey. I am not of your kind, Joseph.”


  Here he stopped his fork long enough to cast his host a look of pity.


  “Aye,” Joseph said. “Sea air. ’Tis wot keeps me lungs clean and me ’ide tough!”


  “No, no!” Hathaway said with a dismissive wave of his fork. “That isn’t it at all. I mean, you can be away for a year at a time and no one misses you. That is, your work in Africa does not suffer in the least in your absence. Not so with a true businessman such as myself. Why, if I were to be away so long—”


  Grace stopped listening. The truth was, she had absolutely no interest in anything Mr. Hathaway had to say. And as for his demeanor, she found that absolutely disgusting. So she allowed her mind to move her away from the table and nestle her down in the mango grove, to settle her in her favorite spot where the wind rippled through the branches above her and she could lose herself in books. There, Grace could leave Africa and travel to wonderful places around the world. One day, she promised herself, she would see all those places for real—London and Paris and Lisbon and Alicante … the mysterious cities of the Orient … yes, even the New World. Oh, just to be outside her parents’ walled-in compound!


  “… a business agreement, of course,” Mr. Hathaway was saying. “And as a husband … well, as I am quite sure you know, I have a good deal to offer your daughter. A very good deal, indeed!”


  Mr. Hathaway glanced at Grace and flashed a leering smirk. With a start and a shudder, Grace jerked her attention back to the table.


  “Now once again I have come to your house—and under miserable conditions, I might add—for the sole purpose of seeing and of permitting myself to be seen,” Mr. Hathaway continued, his voice tinged with pompous irritation. “If there is to be a marriage, as I have been led to believe, I insist that we talk terms immediately. Of course, the business of Zulina will be a necessary part of those terms.”


  Outside, the trees groaned in the howling wind. Suddenly, a great jackfruit, scorched hard by the sun, smashed through the shuttered window and crashed onto the table. It shattered the hand-painted English platter and sent roasted meat juices spewing across the linen tablecloth. Grace screamed and jumped to her feet and then stared in horror as a dark stain spread down the front of her new dress.


  “This is not the time to discuss such things,” Lingongo pronounced. “The ancestors are much too displeased. We will talk another time.”


  “Now see here—” Mr. Hathaway blustered.


  “Another time!” Lingongo repeated. Her tone made it clear the discussion was over.


  Jasper Hathaway judiciously turned his attention to his waistcoat. The close-fitting satin garment might be the latest fashion in Europe, but Hathaway's fleshy body proved too much for it, dangerously straining the seams. Sighing deeply, he tossed fashion to the wind. He undid the buttons and freed his ample stomach.


  “The ancestors are invisible, Lingongo,” Jasper Hathaway stated as if to a not-too-bright child. “They have already collected what was due them in their own lifetime. Now they have nothing more to say. You need not fear the ancestors.” Shifting his gaze to Joseph, he added, “Fear the living, present threats to your well-being, my dear lady, not powerless shadows from the past.”


  Joseph Winslow flinched and paled.


  At long last, Mr. Hathaway, jovial and flushed in his flapping waistcoat, and far too familiar toward Grace, sent for his carriage and bid his farewells. Yet even as his carriage clattered down the cobblestone lane toward the front gate, he leaned out the window and called back, “I will not be patient for long, Winslow. Time is running out. And as for Zulina—” The rest of his words swirled away in the harmattan winds.


  As soon as the door was closed and bolted, Grace announced, “I refuse to marry Mr. Hathaway!”


  Joseph Winslow stopped still. Never in his twenty-one years with Lingongo had he dared speak to her in such a way. Oh, he had wanted to. How many times he had wanted to! But the most he had risked was a mumbled opinion under his breath. Nor had Grace openly contradicted her mother before. But the harmattan winds blew harder than ever. They rattled the shutters and sent jackfruit clattering down onto the roof. And when such a wind blows, anything can happen.


  “And just who are you to tell me what you will and will not do?” Lingongo challenged.


  “It's my life, Mother, and I … I—”


  I will what? Grace thought with a sudden jolt of despair. Undoubtedly, the same question occurred to her mother because a mocking sneer curved Lingongo's mouth into a twisted grin, and all Grace's bravery failed her.


  “Do you really think I will allow you to stay here forever, playing the part of a useless idler?” Lingongo demanded. “Why should you live like a princess when you bring absolutely nothing to my house? Even a princess must do her part, Grace. Especially a princess.”


  Grace opened her mouth to answer, but Lingongo wasn’t finished. Her voice dripped with bitterness as she said, “You, with your washed-out skin and the color of rust in your hair! You, with your English clothes and English ways and English talk. Oh, yes, Grace, you will marry Mr. Hathaway. You will marry the snake. You will because I command it of you!”
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  “Mama Muco?” Grace called softly. She poked her head through the doorway of the inside kitchen, her ruined dress rumpled over her arm. “Mama?”


  No answer.


  Grace dropped her dress down on a chair in the empty inside kitchen and headed out to the low entryway. The outside African oven still burned hot from breakfast.


  “Mama Muco?” Grace called out a bit louder. “I need your help!”


  Still no answer.


  Grace followed along the entryway all the way to where it opened onto the stone courtyard. There she stopped and shaded her eyes against the blast of swirling sand. Something wasn’t right. Then in the shadows she saw Mama Muco on her hands and knees, scrubbing hard at the courtyard stones. “Mama?” Grace asked in confusion. “What are you doing?”


  Muco paid her no mind.


  Grace, hands on her hips, positioned herself directly in front of Muco. “Mama Muco!” she demanded. “Talk to me!”


  Mama Muco, her face grim, tipped her bucket over and poured soapy water across the stones. With a silent vengeance, she renewed her scrubbing.


  “What is all this?” Grace asked, pointing to the dark stains splattered around her feet.


  “Blood,” Mama said.


  Blood? On the courtyard stones? Why, Lingongo would never allow such a thing. No. She would… .


  And then in a flash, everything became horrifyingly clear. Dinner last night. The tender roasted meat laid out so generously before the insatiable Jasper Hathaway.


  Grace fell to her knees and shrieked, “Bondo!”


  Mama, her hair flying wild, rose to her feet and flung her black arms wide. “I told her I would not do it,” she said in a voice pulsing with controlled fury. “No, I said, not Grace's own gazelle. I will not put it to the knife, I said. Not even for fear of the whip, will I do that.”


  Bondo! Her dear pet! Grace covered her face and dissolved into wracking sobs. So great was her distress that she never noticed the shadow pass in front of her and stop.


  “So I did what my slave refused to do.”


  Lingongo stood over her.


  “Stop that this instant! I will not have such foolishness at my house!”


  Choked with grief and shaking with rage, Grace stood up before her mother's crushing presence. But when Grace opened her mouth, her words tumbled over each other, and the best she could manage was to stammer out a tangled, “How ever could you dare to …” and “You had no right …” and “It isn’t fair … !” Always it was the same. Grace, overwhelmed with passion. Grace, mute with fury. Grace, helpless before her mother.


  Poor Bondo. Back when the monsoon rains flooded the fields, Grace had dared defy her mother and splash out to sit in the relative shelter offered by the canopy of mango trees. A flash of black and brown—that's what first caught her attention. But as she looked more intently, she saw a flicker of white. When she crept close, she found a tiny gazelle trembling in pain and paralyzed with terror. Too injured to run away, it cowered in the trees, resigned to its fate. Grace reached out and picked it up.


  “Attacked by a caracal is what I guess,” Mama Muco had said when Grace carried the injured animal to her. Though how so little a one could possibly have survived such an attack even Mama couldn’t imagine. “Sometimes a creature is just supposed to live,” she said. “No way to explain it except that's the way God wants it to be.”


  “How do you suppose the gazelle got over the wall?” Grace asked.


  “It did it because it had to,” Mama told her. “No wall is high enough to block out cold, hard desperation.”


  At Mama Muco's direction, Grace had run back out into the pouring rain to gather fruit from the ghariti tree while Mama built up a fire in the African oven. Then under Mama's supervision, Grace had boiled the oil out of the fruit to make a healing poultice that she tenderly pasted onto the gazelle's wounds. Bondo survived, and with no more to show for his ordeal than a lame leg. And as the gazelle healed, he also grew tame. Grace could grab a handful of fresh millet from the storage huts, and Bondo would walk up to her and nibble the grain from her hand.


  Now, as Grace glared at Lingongo, she demanded through trembling lips and clenched teeth, “Why, Mother?”


  Lingongo's eyebrows arched in mock amazement. “Why? A true daughter of Africa would never ask such a question. That creature was weak and useless. Surely, even you know that. It was put on this earth to be a gazelle and nothing more. A gazelle does not make a good plaything. But it does make an impressive dinner for an honored guest.” Turning to Mama, she added, “Roasted to perfection, Muco. I thank you and pass along compliments from our guest.”


  Mama Muco, her jaw clenched tight, glared at Lingongo.


  “So, you see, Grace, nothing is completely worthless, despite how it may appear,” Lingongo continued. “It is all a question of how it is put to use. Remember that lesson, Daughter. It will serve you well.”
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  Blinded by tears and spurred on by fury, Grace sprang from the courtyard and sprinted across Mama Muco's kitchen garden. She bounded through the squash and jumped over the calabash gourds, then ran past the millet fields and out into the barren land beyond.


  The last of the sweet potatoes had already been dug from the fields closest to the house. In the distance, Grace saw a line of slaves working the field with hoes. Perhaps because she knew how much it infuriated her mother when she talked to slaves, she walked directly toward them. Old men … lame men … young boys … women. Not prize workers, any of them, which was precisely why they made up the majority of the slaves at their compound. Except for planting time and harvest, Joseph Winslow saw no reason to work valuable young men in his fields when he could sell them to the slave ships at inflated prices. That was why Grace immediately noticed the muscular young slave at the head of the line who was doing twice the work of anyone else. When she got closer, she saw something that snatched her breath away—this muscular young slave had just half an ear on his right side.


  “Yao!” Grace gasped.


  Slaves came and slaves went. In the busy season, many worked the fields. Harvest time, too—always strong young slaves aplenty then. Soon they disappeared, though, and Grace never saw them again. But Yao … she had spent her childhood with him. He had grown up working in her father's fields, and to Lingongo's dismay, the two of them had devised all types of ways to play together. One day, as they climbed the ghariti trees, just when Yao was pointing out the village path to his mother's house, Lingongo happened by. Immediately, her whip had knocked the boy out of the tree. How Yao had howled! When he took his hand away from the side of his head, it was covered with blood and half his right ear was gone.


  After that, Grace didn’t see Yao again. For months she mourned the loss of her playmate, but she was not allowed to so much as mention his name.


  That was years ago. Now, here he was, back working in the fields—tall and proud, and not at all like the child she had run and played with.


  Grace made her way toward the line of slaves, all of them swinging their heavy hoes up over their heads and then heaving them down onto the dry dirt clods, all chopping in rhythm. She stopped behind Yao.


  “You are with slaves,” Yao said without breaking rhythm. “Your mother will not be pleased.”


  “She doesn’t know I’m here,” Grace said.


  Yao's hoe thudded down. A gust of wind snatched up the freshly chopped dirt and tossed it high into the air. His head didn’t move, but his eyes shifted toward a stand of trees off to the side of the field.


  “Does anything happen here that your mother does not know?” he asked.


  Grace followed Yao's eyes. The overseer—a slave named Tuako, though Joseph Winslow called him Tuke—stretched himself in the late afternoon shade and gazed back at her. An immense feeling of despair washed over Grace. No, not one thing did happen without Lingongo's knowledge. Not one. Fighting back tears, she surveyed the sandpapered land before her. Hopelessness was never clearer than when viewed through a cloud of blowing sand.


  “The harmattan winds … ,” she began. “Some say they tell of dangers.”


  “Bubuanhunu,” Yao said in rhythm with the chopping of his hoe. “Dangers too many to count. They hide in the places you least expect.”


  Dangers, yes! Grace wanted to scream. On our own courtyard! But instead she blustered, “Well, maybe I won’t be waiting for dangers to come to me! Maybe I’ll leave this place. Maybe I’ll follow the road down into town, or perhaps I’ll board a ship and sail across the sea to England.”


  “No. You will not,” Yao said.


  Chop. Chop. Chop.


  “And just how do you know what I will or will not do!” Grace demanded.


  “You will not leave this place because you are a slave here,” Yao said.


  “I am no slave!”


  “A slave is exactly what you are.”


  Chop. Chop. Chop.


  “You are the slave, not me!” Grace shot back.


  What a thing for Yao to say! Angry and perplexed, Grace glared hard at him: his back, crisscrossed with scars from Lingongo's whip … his ankle, bolted into an iron manacle … Yao's entire black body glistening with sweat. He swung the heavy hoe all day long, even in the sweltering noonday sun. Nothing like Grace's family. Oh, no. They all sat inside when the sun was high and entertained guests with food cooked by their slaves, and then they rested and sipped cool drinks and waited for the air to cool. But Yao, he worked through the blistering heat, and he would go right on working until the sun sank into the sea—even longer if his master desired it. That was what slaves did.


  “You make no sense at all,” Grace protested. “Just look at you!” She pointed to the scar on Yao's shoulder where her father's branding iron had seared the Winslow property mark into his flesh. “Right there! Anyone can see it's you who are the slave!”


  “The weak only make the strong stronger,” Yao replied.


  Chop. Chop. Chop.


  “What is that supposed to mean?” Grace asked impatiently.


  Tuke called out to Yao, and Yao put down his hoe and moved to the outer edge of the field. He hefted a barrel of oil onto his shoulder. As Grace watched in sullen silence, Yao toted the barrel over to a pile of dry vines, tipped it on end, and thoroughly doused the vines. Though it took some doing, Tuke managed to strike a flint, and Yao set an oil-soaked rope against the spark. When it flared, he tossed it onto the pile. With a whoosh and a roar, flames leaped into the air. Grace let out a cry and jumped back, but Yao did not flinch.


  “You belong to my parents!” Grace insisted. “So you are the slave, Yao! You, and not me!”


  For the first time that day, Yao actually looked at Grace. The quiet control of his voice didn’t come close to matching the fierce flames reflected in the depths of his black eyes.


  “I belong to your parents? How is that different from you?” he asked.


  Grace stared at him. She wanted to explain … to argue … to prove her case. But the winds whipped the fire into a roaring field of flames, and its heat beat her back.


  “The road divides, and each of us chooses our own way,” Yao said. “You will stay a captive here forever because you need all this. I need nothing but my wits, and so I will not stay. I will go to the place of my choosing, and then I will—”


  The roar of the fire swallowed Yao's words. Grace jumped away, frightened and confused. Tuke called out orders, and the slaves bunched together. In the gathering dusk, Grace could no longer see Yao.


  “Will what?” Grace called. “What will you do?”


  But no one answered.


  Because she had nowhere else to go, Grace walked back to the house. Not through the vegetable garden, though. She refused to look at those stains on the courtyard stones again. Instead, she went around the garden, all the way out to the cobblestone road and then up the path that had carried Jasper Hathaway's carriage away the night before.


  When Grace opened the front door, Lingongo met her with simmering rage. “This is my house!” she informed her daughter before Grace could shut the door behind her. “My compound! Everything here and everyone in it belongs to me! I can and I will do exactly as I please with any one of them.”


  Grace stole a glance at her father, who nervously busied himself shuffling through a stack of papers. He physically flinched as though he had been hit in the face. Grace said nothing. Nor did she look her mother in the eye. But Lingongo had hit her mark, and she knew it.


  “I paid dearly for what I have,” Lingongo added. “If I must live in this English house, at least it will be mine.”


  “Me darlin’—” Joseph began in what he meant as a conciliatory voice, although it came out as more of a wheedling whine.


  “And you, Grace Winslow. Why did I ever expect more of you?” Lingongo pronounced. “However you may look, your heart is English!”


  Grace said nothing. She turned and walked up the stairs and then closed the door behind her. From the corner window she could gaze across the wide expanse of Winslow land. Grace knew every square foot of it—every corner, every field, and every tree. She knew the slave shacks, too, although Lingongo had strictly forbidden her to go there. Even when she was a little child, the groves surrounding those shacks had been her favorite place to hide. The musical jumble of tongues as the slaves called out to one another had so fascinated her that despite the threat of Lingongo's whip, she would hunker down among the trees and listen for hours on end. In time, the languages began to sort themselves out in her ear. Then to Grace's delight, she found she could understand words, only a few at first, but as she grew bold enough to venture among the slaves, more and more words shaped into meaning. Now she could understand most of the slave languages. She was even able to speak many of them.


  But while Grace was intimately acquainted with just about everything on her parents’ land, she knew next to nothing beyond the stone wall that cut off the Winslow compound from the rest of the world. That wall—as thick as two men standing beside each other shoulder to shoulder and higher than the head of the tallest slave—had two gates, both of which were kept bolted and locked. Only Lingongo and Joseph had keys. The back gate, which opened out to the flat savanna and stretched endlessly eastward toward Africa's inland plains, was overgrown and rusty with disuse. Everyone used the front gate—the one out to the road that led uphill to the villages in one direction and downhill to the sea in the other. Even now a wagon rumbled up that road and stopped beside the storage shed.


  “’Ere now, Yao!” Joseph called out from down below. “Load ’em all!”


  Grace watched as Yao jumped down from the wagon and set to work emptying out the entire store of cassava and groundnuts from the storage shed. He loaded them into the wagon and then piled in freshly dug sweet potatoes, taking care to fill every empty space.


  “Git started early in the mornin’,” Joseph said. “Give yersef time at the baobab tree. They's always traders there lookin’ to buy.”


  It was so dark now that Grace could no longer see either of them.


  “An’ don’t be rushin’ ’em buyers, neither,” Joseph ordered. “Ye won’t ’ave so much to carry to market.”


  As the fully loaded wagon clattered toward the gate, Grace closed the window and sank down on her bed. “The road divides … each of us chooses our own way.” That's what Yao had said to her. He was going to choose a way for himself. She was sure of it. What about her? She could choose her way too!


  The baobab tree! I can meet him there.


  Yes, Yao would see her waiting at the baobab tree. He would take her to town with him, and she would be away from the compound forever—away from Lingongo and away from Joseph Winslow. And away from Jasper Hathaway. The whole world would be open to her. She could go to the harbor and find Charlotte Stevens's father. Those wonderful places she had always dreamed about—she could see them all!


  Grace opened her door into a dark and quiet house. “Mama,” she called in an urgent whisper. “Mama Muco, I need you!”
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  Far up the road outside Joseph Winslow's stone wall, past where it winds into a narrow village footpath, dawn broke over a clutch of mud huts. It awakened fathers and mothers and children and grandparents and aunts and uncles and cousins because they all slept together under ever-expanding roofs of banana leaves. Already, blowing dust sanded the savanna countryside. Just the day before, village men had filled the storage huts with harvested millet, which was why wild pigs snuffled and grunted around in such determined exasperation. For them, the millet harvest usually meant full stomachs. But this year the villagers outsmarted the wild pigs. They piled sharp-thorned acacia bushes in front of the entrances to the storage huts. It worked. The pigs’ snorted displeasure was proof of that.


  By the time the sun was fully awake, the comfortable crackle of cooking fires arose from in front of every hut, and on each fire, a pot of millet bubbled. Already the men drifted together, their bows and arrows and slingshots and digging sticks in hand, restless to head to the bush. There were edible roots to dig up and tender wild plants to pull and frogs to catch and lizards to bring home, all to toss into the stew pots. Perhaps someone would even catch a larger animal, which would mean a feast for the entire village. By the time the sun was hot enough to bake the earth, each family's porridge would be thick and tasty. Everyone would fill a calabash and then stake out a place in the shade to enjoy the day's big meal. And for the families of the most fortunate hunters, a special treat—a handful of beetles to toss into the dying coals to toast up deliciously crisp and crunchy.


  Just outside the village gates, a group of monkeys chattered and scolded, demanding a handout. But no one paid them the least mind.


  Several women gathered up the sticks and branches their children had collected and tied them all into huge head loads to make them easier to carry to the market to sell as firewood. Other women wrapped up gourds, or beeswax and honey, or even eggs they had gathered. Anything they could sell, they could carry to town on their heads. Older women prepared to spend the day in the village weaving cloth as they minded the little ones.


  Speedy girls settled their water pots on their heads and waited for the slower ones to catch up so they could all go together to fetch water. They ignored the boys who chased each other to the goat pens.


  “Tread softly on the ground so as not to disturb the ancestors who lie under it,” the village elder admonished the rambunctious boys from his place under the great baobab tree around which the village had been built. Because the young respected the wisdom of the old, the boys immediately stopped yelling and walked reverently the rest of the way.


  The elder sat alone under the baobab tree. Some days, he had no business at all. It was, after all, a peaceful village, and his job was to settle any differences that came up. When a difference was brought to him, he always began the same way—by chanting, “We are one. We are of one opinion. We love each other.”


  Another day had begun. One more day in the comfortable familiarity of what had happened every other day that anyone in the village could remember.


  As the men headed for the bush, their eyes to the ground where the frogs and lizards hid … as the women turned down the path toward the next village, and the next, and the next, and then finally to the marketplace … as the giggling girls adjusted empty water pots on their heads … as the boys tugged at the staked gate of the goat pen … as just another day began in the village, men from a distant tribe swarmed out from their hiding places and encircled the villagers. They entangled them in great nets, like flies trapped by human spiders.


  The village men were strong and brave. They did their best to put arrows in their bows and stones in their slingshots and to take aim at their captors, but what good are such weapons against the white man's fearsome firesticks? An ear-blasting roar and a man fell to the ground. He lay still, looking as though a lion had pounced on him and tore parts of him away. Then another roar and the villager's brother fell beside him. Still the village men fought. But what could they do? The strangers charged them with clubs and beat them unconscious.


  Before the women could comprehend what was happening, strange arms grabbed them and forced them to the ground. Then ropes wound around their necks. If they struggled, they choked until they couldn’t breathe, and so they stopped the struggle. Instinctively, the girls ran to their mothers, but when they did, the strangers snatched them up one by one. Perhaps the boys could have escaped into the bush if they hadn’t been so confused that they hesitated too long. When they finally did flee, they ran right into the strangers’ arms.


  By the time the sun had moved overhead, when the villagers should have been taking their calabashes of porridge to their favorite shady places to enjoy a delicious meal, the men, women, and children stood in a long line—hands tightly bound and a rope tied around each neck—all lashed together into a line of misery. The strangers looked at the sobbing children and heard the mothers’ whispered words of comfort, and they shouted for the villagers to be quiet and start to walk. And not to dare stop. Or to be too slow. And to demonstrate that they meant business, they aimed a white man's firestick at the young boy who sobbed at the end of the line, and they made it roar. The boy fell down dead.


  And so the line started to move—awkward and slow at first. But as the slattee's fighting men's lashes slashed across one back after another, the villagers’ feet managed to pick up a rhythm, and the line of people disappeared down the road. Hopelessness faded into a cloud of blowing sand.


  All that remained in the village were bubbling pots of porridge, a handful of stunned old women who had started out the day weaving cloth but now were left to comfort a flock of sobbing babies, and one toothless elder who wept alone under the baobab tree as he begged the ancestors for help. But before he begged, he chanted, “We are one. We are of one opinion. We love each other.”


  Because that was the way he always began.
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  Before dawn cast its first streaks of pink across the sky, Grace pulled her bird-wing blue cotton day dress from the bottom of the pile of clothes heaped in front of her empty wardrobe and slipped it over her head. Mama Muco's usually certain fingers fumbled with the buttons up the back, and Grace brushed out her skirt and straightened the bodice.


  “Yes, I suppose this dress will do,” Grace said.


  “The road is just on the other side of the wall,” Mama instructed. “Follow it down to the baobab tree.”


  Grace tugged at the ends of the puffed-out sleeves. “I hate these silly things!” she complained. “Does anyone outside the wall wear English clothes?”


  “Makes no matter,” Mama said. “English clothes is all you got.”


  That was true. Joseph made sure of it. And this dress was by far the best of her choices. The pale yellow gossamer frock with lace appliqués? That silly thing immediately wilted in the African sun. And the silk brocade waistcoat decorated with rosettes? The first time she wore it, buttoned up over her green linen skirt and high-collared shirt with ruffled cuffs, the slaves had actually covered their faces and laughed at her! No, the day dress would have to do.


  “Wagons and animals and people on foot, they all gather under the great spirit tree,” Mama said. “You certain about Yao?”


  Grace grabbed up a handful of her skirt and examined the fabric. “These silvery filigreed ferns woven into the background. Do you think people will notice?”


  “No, Child,” Mama answered with a sigh. “No one will know how much that cloth cost your father, except for every white man who ever walked into this house and was forced to listen to his boasting.”


  The wind snatched up the screeches and buzzes and chirps and yips of the savanna, whipped them together with the echoes of moaning cries and then stirred them into a cacophony that soared into the air and gusted through the window of Grace's bedchamber. She cocked her head and listened. For as long as she could remember, those cries had prowled with the wind and haunted her dreams. As a child, she had trembled at the ghostly sounds.


  “Wind,” her father always said in response to her cries. “Jist the wind. Only a fool is afeared o’ the wind.”


  Lingongo had a different answer: “Warning from the ancestors. They are unhappy. Their howling means trouble is on the way.”


  Grace knew better than to mention the cries to Mama. Their sound always upset her. The only answer she gave to Grace's questions was, “Do not ask, Child. You be better not to know.”


  Grace stepped into dark blue embroidered kidskin slippers, then she followed Mama who was making her silent way down the stairs.


  Long into the night Grace lay awake, thinking. Slave to my mother. Slave to my father. And soon, slave to Mr. Hathaway. No, that I will not be!


  Whatever was beyond the wall had to be better. And surely whoever was out there could be no worse than Mr. Hathaway.


  Joseph Winslow was a sea captain, although he seldom went to sea anymore. Grace knew he was an important man— important, but not respected. Admiral Joseph Winslow: that's what he insisted people call him. And he truly did not seem to notice people's bemusement when they visited the admiral in his London house. Glass windows, the house had, and heavy carved furniture shipped over from London—fancy brocade upholstery and richly colored carpets.


  When the hidden snickers and rib-poking jokes grew too obvious, Joseph shrugged his shoulders and said, “They's jealous o’ me good fortune, is wot!”


  On the rare occasions when Grace accompanied her parents to a party or rode in the wagon with her father to the market, he seemed oblivious to the mocking salutes and whispered ridicule his company produced.


  As for Lingongo, although she constantly referred to herself as a princess, never once had Grace seen any of her mother's people. Oh, she had heard many tales of gold and riches. Certainly, Lingongo proudly draped herself in luxurious royal clothes. Grace heard stories of Lingongo's father, the great king, who with a single word had the power of life and death over entire villages. But other than slaves, Lingongo was the only African whom Grace had seen at the London house.


  Across the inside kitchen, through the entryway, and on to the outside kitchen, Grace followed Mama Muco's sure steps. At every turn, she braced herself for the slash of Lingongo's voice, but the call of birds awakening in the trees and her and Mama's soft footfalls were the only sounds.


  When Mama stepped onto the courtyard, Grace glanced down in spite of herself. Not one spot remained on the newly scrubbed stones. Mama hurried across the courtyard until she reached the gravel road. But then she stopped and grasped Grace's hands in her own. Those large, calloused hands that had wiped away Grace's baby tears and rocked her fever-wracked body. Those scarred hands that had more than once stopped Lingongo's whip from ripping into Grace.


  “Please, won’t you come with me?” Grace begged.


  “I am a slave, Grace,” Mama said. “You are not. Find Yao. He will take you away.”


  “Mama—”


  “Your Bondo … I did not do it. I would not. She brought him to me already prepared for the oven,” Mama said.


  Blinded by tears, Grace kissed Mama on the cheek and took off running across the mint patch in the far corner of Mama's garden and toward the scorched field. The African savanna was dry and barren, yet cadres of slaves managed to coax fields of sweet potatoes and groundnuts and cassavas from the reluctant soil. Groves of trees peppered the compound grounds as well— papayas and mangoes, jackfruit and cashews.
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