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Black Stone

On the sea trip to Gorée Island,

I watched Senegalese boys who swam

Near the sides of the boat, catching coins
Tossed by the passengers.

Some boys caught them between their teeth.
Their glee in the sport belied the danger.

The scene repulsed me.

I am once again on the streets of Dakar
Witnessing the twisted beggars

Whose pretzeled deformity earned them
More than other cripples.

Even though I knew

That the boys reached and grabbed,
In the shark-ready waters,

Out of need, I hated

The history that brought them there,
And the corruption

That fixed them in place.

Soon, we were in sight

Of the Door of No Return

Where the boats, anchored

In the roadstead,

Barely bobbed in the bluest water.

The Maison des Esclaves stood

Just beyond the port.

The pink and turquoise building

Was freshly painted for the tourists’ gaze.
A tour guide waited,

His frame gracing the portal,

His clothing sand colored

Against his ebony skin.



We followed him up the stone steps

To the entrance of the house.

The walls were washed in rose pink.
The rooms were mostly bare,

Only a few pieces of ornate furniture
To suggest a former opulence.

We ambled slowly to the upper rooms,
With their arched hallways,

And looked over the balcony to the yards.
Surveying the expanse of sand
Interrupted only by patches of grass,

He said casually, “On this side

The men were exercised,

While the women and children

Were kept here.”

But all I could see were naked

Bodies ravaged by a succession

Of Dutch, British, and French

Gold seekers.

All I could hear were the Mande cries
Cursing the Dyula people

Who traded in souls.

The guide took us to the back stairs.
The pastel walls disappeared,

And exposed stone

With the look of centuries

Lined our way down.

There is no color in the dungeon,
Only dirt floors and narrow openings.

The spaces were not meant for breath.
The guide practiced in telling the story
Told how thirty or forty were crammed
In rooms no bigger than a nursery.
The porridge placed in pots

In the narrow in-betweens

Was eaten by the strongest.
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Many died with sustenance
Only a few bodies away.

The other tourists went on,
Following the voice of the guide.
I stood there in that small space,
And for a few minutes

I could feel the crush of spirits
Speaking to me. I was not afraid
Just acutely aware of the sadness.

Though the dirt was long since cleansed
Of the fetid odor of bodies,

I imagined that I could smell

Resilience mingled with the stench of fear.

Alone with this human tragedy,

I knew I would never unsee it.

I needed something to honor

The visitation of spirits that I witnessed.
I pushed my body through the square
Opening in the cellar

Onto the rocky shoreline

And picked up a black stone

The size of a petite loaf of bread.

I wondered how many had tried

To save themselves,

How many had crawled

through the opening to the sea
With nowhere to go but the crashing
Waters of the Atlantic,

Too weak to swim the distance.

I put the black stone in my handbag.

I would carry it, barnacled with the ruined cells
Of my ancestors. I would take it

Past the places they had walked in Senegal.
Cote d’Ivoire, Ghana, Nigeria.

It would go with me home,
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Safely across the Atlantic,
Over sanctified bones.

The black stone would remind me
Of those who were marched

To the Door of No Return

And made it across.
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