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        “Hell is empty, and all the devils are here.”

        WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, THE TEMPEST

      

      

      

      
        
        “We wear the mask that grins and lies,

        It hides our cheeks and shades our eyes⁠—

        This debt we pay to human guile;

        With torn and bleeding hearts we smile,

      
        And mouth with myriad subtleties.”

        PAUL LAWRENCE DUNBAR, WE WEAR THE MASK
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        The door is always ajar

        Yet you hover in it sideways

        Never coming or going

        No matter though

        Even if there is or is not a choice

      
        I’ll always be the moon haunting your stars.

        KRISSIE K. WILLIAMS
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      The dirt loosened all around us. Our bodies began to stir uncontrollably. We did not know why. We did not want to awaken. We did not want to visit the place that caused such misery. We wanted to sleep in our graves, where we were in a state of numbness. Nonetheless, we were tied to the coins—this dark binding that trapped us. But once arisen, we were again filled with the acrimony and displeasure that beckoned us from the past.

      And so, we arose. We arose. We arose.

      Our story with Promise Land began a long time ago.

      It was a beautiful morning; thus, we decided to venture deeper into the woods. We were nervous, for there had been rumblings among our red-faced friends that there were ships spotted on the horizon.

      No outsiders bothered us, nor had any found this place that we called home. We had been living here, in peace with our nature, undisturbed for years. We lived quietly in the shadows. My sisters and I gathered what we needed to nourish ourselves; we picked berries and grew corn. There was plenty of meat from the deer, rabbit, and fox for us to eat. When the air became cold, we used the wood we had cut from the trees to warm ourselves. We did not use more than we needed to. Our ways were of the old. Our mothers taught us to worship the woods. They taught us to bind ourselves to the land. They taught us to protect it.

      One day, the ships in the harbor had dropped anchor closer to the shore. I peeked from behind the trees, trying to get a glimpse of who was to come. The last people who arrived were enemies. We were not alive when it occurred, but we heard from our red-faced friends what happened. They turned on each other, greedy and jealous. We were afraid. If we met them, would that be the outcome?

      Would they be our friend or foe?
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      Promise Land, Massachusetts, 1723

      I adjusted my shawl against the slight chill in the air. I hurried to the tavern to pick up my post, nervous that I would not arrive in time to send the weekly mail. It was always crowded on Saturdays, no matter the time. As I opened the door, I sensed the heavy air inside. Scattered voices snapped at each other while I waited in line. There was only one topic on their lips.

      Death.

      My ears caught snippets of conversations around me.

      “I heard they found him with a knife in his chest,” a man said. “Horrible way to die. They are saying he did it himself. If so, he’ll never get a pious burial. Such an abomination.” He caught my eye, then hurriedly pointed his cane toward the thin window pane. “’Tis a storm coming. Maddening snow. I can tell from the bleak color of the sky, see there?”

      Two women nodded in response.

      “I’d best be getting home to put the livestock away before it arrives.” He bundled himself up, put two letters in his bag, and left. He didn’t look at me as he brushed past; I could tell he had become nervous the moment I came in.

      Conversation turned into a flurry of whispers as more people realized I was there. Sentences hung in the air as I waited in line. I craned my head to hear. The two women who had been speaking to the man now muttered something about the family of the victim.

      “I do not see them enduring past the next harvest,” one said. “Most likely they will sell to the Beechams. I do hope they pay them a fair price and not take advantage of their situation.”

      “Agreed, agreed,” the other woman said. “They are already behind on many debts. People were warned not to do business with them, for they had a reputation of not paying. Of course, ’tis not entirely their fault—the last few harvests have been quite dreadful.” The lady speaking stepped in front of me to get to the door. She didn’t even excuse herself as she bumped into me. She had ample space to find another way to leave the post, yet she purposely put herself in front of me. Her body language spoke for her. There was arrogance in the way she carried herself.

      “Good morrow. What may I help you with?”

      I hadn’t even noticed that I had reached the counter. “Good morrow,” I said as I stuck my hand inside my bag. “I have some letters here. One for a cousin and another for a friend.”

      The postmaster wore a sympathetic look as I pushed the letters over to him. “My deepest condolences for your family’s loss, Mistress Orphelia. Very sorry.” He referred to my dear uncle, Goodman Robert, my mother’s brother.

      “Thanks be, Goodman Corry.” I smiled politely, though I was distracted by the whispering.

      He coughed. “Er, do not worry about what others in the village say.”

      I looked at his enormous chest as it rose and fell. He was a burly man, with stark white snowy hair and a scraggly beard. His thick stubby fingers drummed on the counter for a minute. “Will that be all?” He peered over my shoulder at the looming line of customers behind me.

      “Ah, yes, that will be all.”

      “You would do best to head home now, Mistress. The sky is foreboding. Something terrible is coming this way… I fear in more ways than one.”

      I nodded, gathered my heavy shawl around my neck, and put my gloves on again. I bustled out into the wild air. There was truth in his statement; a storm would arrive today. The wind had been especially mad for the past two days. Now it was simply a matter of time before the gray mass above us opened like a hole in the sky and poured ice and rigidity on this cursed earth.

      I hated the winters here. I should be accustomed to it by now. Each year, the season seemed to stretch longer and longer. I didn’t call it winter—I called it the dark time. As soon as the first leaf fell, it felt like a mad, quickening series of moments before the pleasing autumn air turned into a thing of dread. Wherever I walked in the winter, every cracking twig I stepped on brought another chill through my hands. I felt that way now, and was not happy with my race against dusk to get home.

      There was something else I was afraid of encountering after dark.

      There had been whisperings since the beginning of the summer, whisperings that something from under the earth might be lifting out from the grave. We had had a bad harvest this year, and many feared their food and provisions would not last until spring. They said whenever this happened, it was sure to forebode death.

      One did not hear this from proper Puritans—rather from scraps of people in the street. People who frequented the tavern, after dark. They were the kind of people I only ran into when I was at market. Or when I heard gossip from Settie.

      I finally reached the hill where our house was located. My favorite tree, the one I planted flowers by in the spring, stared at me menacingly, as if it were I who caused this impending disaster. Its bare branches stuck out like knives waiting to assault me.

      I looked at the barn and saw my father’s tall hat and beard rippling in the wind as he secured it for the coming storm. “Father, art thou coming into the house soon?” I called.

      He did not answer yes or no, but merely tipped his hat toward me as I continued walking up our pathway.  I reached the door as the first few flakes fell on the tip of my nose.

      I immediately felt the warmth from the hearth as I stepped inside. Mother sat in her favorite chair, sewing the hem on a dress. Bits of cloth were strewn around her.

      “Ah, Orphelia,” she said and smiled at me.

      “Peace be to thee, Mother,” I responded.

      She looked up. Her tired face was lit by the fire’s flickering glow. “I am glad thou arrived before the storm.”

      I noticed the tremor in her hands with each stitch. It seemed they were becoming more and more withered with each passing day. I unfastened my cape and set it aside.

      “Where hast thou been?” she asked.

      I held my tongue for a moment. I knew I needed to guard my words so as not to cause suspicion. Mother loved to gossip.

      “To the tavern to post,” I replied. “I mailed out a letter to Cousin Mercy.”

      “Thou didst not need to do that thyself. I could have sent Settie. She was going into the village anyway for me.”

      I did not respond. I knew Settie was going into town for her; however, I needed to run this errand myself. I needed the time. There are things I do that she must never find out about. I adjusted my skirt.

      “I suppose thou sawest many people in the village,” Mother continued. “They must have been fretting around gathering provisions for the weather.”

      “Yes, there were.”

      “Didst thou see anyone interesting?” she asked.

      This was her way of asking me if I saw anyone with any bits of information I wished to share with her. I held back about the conversation I overheard at the post about her brother’s death. It might upset her.

      “I do believe I’ll have some tea to ward off the chill,” I said. I went to pour some, wanting to divert the conversation. I peered out the window at the snow falling listlessly as I stirred some sugar in the cup. The fading light in the sky had turned black.

      “We shall eat soon. Thy father instructed us not to wait. What he is doing in the barn in this foul weather is beyond me. Why is he still out there? The animals should be secured by now.” All of a sudden she winced and sucked her teeth. “I have pricked my finger three times with this needle. I must get another candle. My eyes are failing.” She began to get up.

      “Fret not, Mother,” I said and motioned for her to sit back down. “I shall get it for thee.” I went to the kitchen and found another.

      I wondered when Settie would be home. It would be nice for us to play a game of sorts this evening. I missed her company lately. This morning, I had not seen her before she left to do Mother’s errands. It seemed as if there was a barrier between us. I hoped I had not offended her in any way recently. At times I could be a bit abrupt with my requests from her. Sometimes there was an invisible closet where she hid. I pried, but not too much. I let her shut herself away. I did not know what it was like to live in her existence. Besides, we all have our secrets.

      “I am going to go to my room quickly before supper. There are some sewing materials I purchased that I wish to put away.”

      If she was upset that I took my leave without imparting any new gossip, she did not show it. I flew up the stairs, took out the key to my room, and sat at my writing desk. I unfurled the shiny little bauble I obtained on today’s excursion from the red cloth I had wrapped it in. The light danced off the silver from which it was made.

      As I said before, there are some things I do that Mother must not know.
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      I did not like being late for the evening meal; however, the weather impeded me from getting home. I had been fighting the building snow as I walked. Thankfully, I had already started preparing the porridge before I left home.

      Saturdays are the only day that Master Dudley allows me to go visit my mother, and I have to keep my pass with me at all times. I am often stopped by patrol, who eye me with suspicion when I present my paper. They know me—they know who my Master is, and they know which family I belong to. Yet they continue their tirade every time.

      Today was no different. They stared at me, one of them ripping my skin off with his gaze. The other snatched the paper out of my labored hands.

      “How are the Dudleys?” he asked sternly as he scoured my pass. “I was sorry to hear about Mistress Dudley’s brother. Terrible way for him to die. Please give them my condolences.” He feigned sympathy as he studied my face, looking for any emotion. He was looking to see if I had any reaction that would reflect that I knew the true nature of his death.

      “Yes, sir,” I replied, not looking him in the eye.

      The other snorted sarcastically and turned his head. Their faces appeared like stiff white rocks against the background of the gray sky.

      He handed me back my paper. “Be on your way.”

      I adjusted my bundle and left.

      I called them the Bone Pickers. They lay in wait for any scraps of information they could carry to their families, something delicious to make their wives and daughters cackle during their sewing circles. I learned from these people that no matter how much they claimed to revere God, it was gossip they revered even more. My Mistress could also fall prey to this disease at times, but she was harmless. She was simply looking to pass the time. Others in the village were mean-spirited, using the information with ill intent.

      It was strange to navigate this environment as a person with dark skin. I had been here my entire life, and yet I still was not used to it. At home, with the Dudleys, I felt somewhat safe. The shackles were there but less secure. I moved through the house quietly, free to voice most of my thoughts, within reason. Even Master Dudley confided in me from time to time.

      The sun began to set behind the clouds when I arrived. I pushed the door in, still fighting against the howling wind.

      “Ah, Settie, thou hast arrived,” Mistress Charity said as I entered. “I trust everything went well? And thou wast able to see thy mother? Is she well prepared for the storm?”

      “Yes, Mistress, I was,” I replied. “And yes, she has provisions. I brought her what she needed. Thanks be.”

      I set my basket down, full of sewing materials for a new quilt, and unfastened my cape. This winter had been an especially harsh one, and the draft from the wind seeped in through the thin windowpanes to seize my body. I shivered under my blankets nightly, which is why I decided to make another quilt for my bed.

      I went to the kitchen and began filling bowls with heaping piles of stew—turkey, vegetables, and sliced potatoes. The room soon swelled with a savory aroma. I broke off bits of bread and placed them on smaller plates for the family to share. When I emerged, the Dudleys had already seated themselves around the table.

      “Settie, wilt thou be joining us tonight?” Mistress Charity asked.

      “Yes, Mistress. If ’tis not any trouble. I’d like to get something warm in my belly before I fall asleep.”

      “No trouble at all,” she said. “We do enjoy thy stories from when thou goest into the village. Anything of particular interest that occurred today?”

      “No, Mistress,” I replied. “Everyone was fairly quiet and busy.”

      I continued serving everyone. In the meantime, Jupiter, the Dudleys’ other slave, came in, washed his hands in the basin, and took a seat next to Master Dudley.

      Master Dudley scratched his beard nonchalantly, staring into the fireplace and the stack of wood next to it. I could tell he was satisfied with the amount of firewood we had to sustain us through the storm, though he appeared on edge, as if he were shaken by some unknown burden he was carrying—and I could
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