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1 

VERY BIG 

I’m twelve years old today. 

A jubilee year, says Papa. 

Because when you’re twelve, 

you’re big. 

Mama braided my hair, 

and she even tied it with a bow. 

I got white gloves 

and a new dress. 

Blue with beads. 

I also got new shoes. 

White patent leather with high heels. 

Now I look bigger. 

The dress is pretty, 

but I don’t have breasts yet. 

And girls are supposed to have breasts. 

I pushed the bodice up. 

Mama won’t let me do that. 

The bodice has to be smooth. 

That’s the style, darling. 

It looks so small, I said. 

Mama shook her head. 

You’re my big Mary. 

Just look in the mirror. 

I won’t look. 

At least not now. 
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2 

PARTY 

Mama gave me a necklace. 

Little sparkling pearls. 

It fits my neck perfectly. 

Papa didn’t give me anything. 

Just wait, he said. 

I was so excited. 

It was mysterious. 

Fun. 

The slaves danced and sang. 

Suddenly I saw how black they are, 

And how beautifully white I am. 

3 

PRESENTS 

Grandpapa and Grandmama are old. 

They can’t stay long at parties. 

That’s why they came late. 

Grandpapa and one of the slaves helped 

Grandmama out of the carriage. 

They gave me a Bible 

with a golden clasp on it. 

Aunty Amy gave me perfume. 

Aunty Elisabeth didn’t give me anything. 

It’s still a secret, darling. 

It belongs with the present from Papa. 

I’m so curious. 
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I forgot all about it, though, 

because Aunty Erda gave me a handbag. 

An almost-big-lady-handbag. 

I’ll take it with my everywhere. 

4 

SURPRISE 

The party got better and better. 

The slaves brought in champagne. 

I got a glass, too. 

My first! 

Papa proposed a toast. 

To me. 

Also my first! 

Everyone looked at me. 

I felt almost like a grown-up. 

Especially when Papa gave me his arm. 

We walked to the front of the dining hall. 

The table was beautifully set. 

The candlelight glistened in the glasses,  

the plates looked as if they were made of gold 

and the fragrance of flowers was everywhere. 

Papa pulled out my chair 

so I could sit down. 

There was lots and lots to eat. 

Seven courses, I think. 

And all of it was delicious. 

Everyone was happy. 

Grandpapa was glowing, too. 
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Sometimes he even laughed. 

Papa gave a speech. 

He talked about how big I was now, 

how sweet and industrious, 

a daughter to be proud of. 

Then the flowers were taken off the table. 

Four slaves brought in a covered tray. 

The biggest tray we have. 

Heavy and made of silver. 

They put it in the middle of the table. 

Papa is strong. 

He picked up the lid himself. 

There was a little person. 

It sat folded up double in the tray. 

It stood up. 

It  was wearing a blouse and a kind of apron. 

It could have been a boy or a girl. 

I couldn’t really tell. 

This is Koko, said Papa. 

A slave for our Mary. 

Then Aunty Elisabeth gave me a little whip. 

It didn’t fit in the handbag. 

Too bad. 

5 

KOKO 

I was happy with Koko. 

I had never had my own slave before. 

In the morning he laid everything out for me. 
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The towel for my hands, 

The towel for my face, 

The towel for my feet, 

The towel for my bottom 

and my silver comb and brush. 

He straightened everything up very nicely. 

At breakfast he stood next to my chair. 

He gave me everything I wanted. 

All I had to do was point 

and there it was. 

After two days he knew everything. 

I didn’t have to explain anything anymore. 

But he was so boring. 

He never laughed. 

He kept looking straight ahead. 

Just like Grandpapa. 

He looks harsh. 

Koko looks dazed. 

As if he sees something that isn’t there. 

It irritates me. 

That makes me angry. 

What are you looking at? 

He didn’t say anything. 

I got angrier and angrier. 

I almost hit him. 
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6 

STRANGE 

Koko, where were you born? 

Don’t know. 

Where do you come from? 

From the market, miss. 

Where’s your father? 

Don’t know. 

Your mother? 

Don’t know. 

He doesn’t know anything. 

Stupid stupid stupid. 

7 

AUNTIES’ DAY 

Mama loves it  

when the aunties come. 

So do I. 

Then suddenly everything is different. 

They come once a week. 

Always on Wednesday. 

My new dress was already old.  

I’d worn it three times. 

And still no breasts. 

He’s precious, said Aunty Amy. 

Matches your complexion perfectly. 

I didn’t like hearing that. 

My skin is an ugly yellow. 
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Koko stood behind my chair. 

Stand up straight, said Mama. 

Your back isn’t a hoop. 

You should know that, Koko. 

You must be seven at least. 

That’s right, Mary, said Aunty Amy. 

Train him well. 

If you give them too much leeway 

you’ll regret it later on. 

That’s true, said Aunty Elisabeth. 

Don’t forget: 

they come from Africa. 

That sounded far, far away. 

I’d like to go far away. 

Somewhere completely different. 

But not Africa. 

Africa is for slaves. 

8 

CLOWN 

There’s a painting hanging in the parlor 

with a clown in it. 

He has a red nose 

and a big, white mouth. 

He’s wearing a checkered jacket 

and a pointed cap. 

Suddenly I had an idea: 

I’ll turn Koko into a clown. 

I’ll teach him to dance, 
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to stand on one leg 

and to pull funny faces. 

And to pretend he’s crying. 

The aunties will like that! 

I wasn’t able to tell them, though. 

Aunty Erda was furious. 

Her slave had dropped a cake. 

She ran into the kitchen in a panic 

and didn’t come out. 

I’ll get her, hissed Aunty Erda. 

Mama wasn’t in the mood for fussing. 

Koko, lick it up. 

Right now. 

The aunties thought it was marvelous. 

Aunty Erda forgot her anger. 

Koko sat on the floor. 

He bent over and started licking. 

Just like a dog! shrieked Aunty Amy. 

The afternoon flew by. 

9 

DREAM 

My canopy bed is wonderful. 

It’s soft and warm. 

And safe. 

I always dream about later on. 

What I’ll be like, 

what my breasts will be like. 

I want breasts like Mama. 
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Mama is dignified. 

Her breasts are impressive. 

I can’t stop looking at them. 

It was so quiet this morning. 

As if no one was home. 

I dreamed about far away, 

about something that was very beautiful, 

but I didn’t know what it was. 

Until the door opened. 

And shut. 

The dream was gone. 

The bed wasn’t soft anymore. 

It wasn’t safe anymore either. 

I sat up. 

The pillows slipped away. 

Koko stood in the room. 

He’s black, 

so he didn’t turn pale. 

He can’t. 

He did start to tremble. 

He saw how angry I was. 

The whip wasn’t next to my bed. 

If it had been I would have hit him. 

For snatching away my dream. 

Gone. 
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10 

PAPA 

Papa has bought a new slave. 

He brought her home today. 

She is very young, 

very beautiful 

and very quiet. 

But Mama isn’t. 

She screamed. 

Papa glared at her. 

He didn’t say anything. 

He turned around. 

I saw how he looked at his slave. 

I can’t describe it. 

It shocked me. 

Papa brought his slave outside, 

to her hut. 

Mama cried. 

I closed my ears, 

but they stayed open. 

Koko came up to me. 

He gave me a questioning look. 

I gave him a slap. 

I ran to my room 

I tried not to hear anymore. 
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11 

MAMA 

Mama cries all the time. 

She cries very quietly. 

The tears running down her cheeks 

and leave dirty stripes. 

I often put my arms around her. 

Papa isn’t here to comfort her. 

He can’t. 

Poor, poor Mama. 

Mama usually pushes me away. 

Those filthy slaves. 

She picks up her embroidery. 

Her needle goes up and down. 

Up, down, 

up, down. 

Mama embroiders houses of tears, 

a sky full of sorrow. 

Poor, poor Mama. 

Sit up straight, Mary. 

There’s nothing worse for a girl 

than bad posture. 
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12 

LATER 

Later, says Mama. 

She doesn’t mean: 

when you’re big. 

She means: later, 

when you’re married. 

I’d like to marry Lucas. 

He’s Aunty Erda’s son. 

He’s tall and exciting. 

He has big hands 

and eyes that look right into you. 

He teases. 

He teases in a nice way. 

I don’t mind when he teases me. 

With Lucas I’m never bored. 

It’s too bad he’s so old. 

Mama says, but that’s good. 

A man should be older. 

I don’t see why. 

Lucas always makes me laugh. 

Almost always. 
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13 

OUT 

It was warm that morning. 

Too warm to go outside. 

But I went into the garden anyway 

with the handbag I got for my birthday. 

I have a parasol with a long shaft. 

Koko’s supposed to carry it. 

He carries it with great elegance. 

He walks like a girl. 

Hurry hurry hurry. 

KOKO! 

He started walking normally again. 

We didn’t go too far. 

I wanted to go to the summer house. 

I went there to sit down  

and listen to the slaves. 

They sang as they worked. 

Monotone songs. 

They bored me. 

Koko, the parasol. 

The aunties are coming this afternoon. 

14 

AUNTIES’ DAY 

Aunty Erda ate a pastry. 

Aunty Amy a cookie 

and Aunty Elisabeth drank tea. 
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Mama looked to see if everything was going well. 

I didn’t eat anything. 

I wasn’t hungry. 

I looked at the aunties, 

at their hands 

and their breasts. 

Aunty Erda has the biggest. 

They lie on her chest like balls. 

I don’t want breasts like that. 

Aunty Elisabeth has tiny little breasts. 

You can’t even see them. 

I still don’t have anything. 

Sometimes I’m afraid. 

Afraid I won’t get breasts. 

Koko, said Mama. 

Don’t just stand there. 

You’ve got to keep more of an eye on him, Mary. 

Aunty Elisabeth put her cup of tea down. 

A slave like that isn’t for her. 

Just like a man to think up something like that. 

A girl should have a female slave. 

One who can give her a massage, 

do her hair 

and take care of her clothes. 

But she already has Koko, said Mama. 

Just sell him then. 

That was new. 

I hadn’t thought of that before. 

What a good idea. 
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15 

SICK 

Grandpapa has had a stroke. 

That’s something like a slap in your head, 

not on your head. 

It’s very serious. 

He can’t walk any more, 

can’t talk 

and can’t eat by himself. 

A slave has to feed him. 

All sorts of things have to be worked out 

and Papa has to do it. 

He’s leaving today. 

He doesn’t know when he’s coming back. 

The bags are being loaded into the carriage. 

Papa is taking three slaves with him 

to take care of him. 

His new slave is staying here. 

Mama is beside herself. 

She loves Grandpapa very much, 

but she’s putting on a brave face. 

Will you send a telegram every day? 

she asked Papa. 

He promised he would. 

He came up to me for a minute. 

He gave me a kiss on my forehead. 

Papa said I had to take good care of Mama. 

I brought him to the carriage. 

Mama was already standing outside. 
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Papa got in. 

The carriage drove off. 

Papa waved. 

The road was so dry and dusty 

that you soon couldn’t see the carriage any more. 

It disappeared in a cloud. 

16 

MAMA 

Mama is the head of the family now. 

You can tell. 

She goes outside every day 

to the coffee plantation 

to inspect it. 

She looks to see if everyone is working hard. 

If everything is running smoothly. 

This morning I had to go with her. 

The overseer bowed to us. 

I could see he was afraid. 

Not of me. 

Of Mama. 

The slaves were picking coffee. 

Most of them didn’t look up or around, 

but some stood up 

and bowed. 

Back to work, shouted Mama. 

We have no use for slackers. 

The overseer wasn’t accustomed to a lady boss. 

He didn’t know what to say. 
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He clenched his whip nervously. 

Anyone who disobeys should be beaten, said Mama. 

Don’t forget. 

Right near the summer house, 

between the garden and the plantation, 

there’s a little stone hut. 

That’s where Papa’s slave lives. 

Mama walked past it with her head held high. 

As if it didn’t exist at all. 

17 

THAT’S THE WAY IT IS 

Papa has been gone a month already. 

He send a telegram every day. 

Grandpapa is not doing well. 

There’s nothing they can do for him. 

He’s going to die, 

but no one knows when. 

Papa is keeping an eye on his affairs 

and he’s helping Grandmama. 

They pray for an hour every day. 

The family and the slaves. 

It doesn’t help. 

Every day Grandpapa gets worse, 

says Papa in a telegram, 

but it can go on for a very long time. 
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18 

BEAUTIFUL 

Papa’s new slave doesn’t work. 

She doesn’t lift a finger, says Mama. 

She walks around as if the plantation were hers. 

Sometimes she comes into the kitchen. 

Then she asks for food 

or gets something from the cupboard. 

This afternoon Mama and I looked outside. 

The slave was walking to the house. 

To the back door. 

Mama and I waited for her. 

I noticed again how beautiful she is. 

What are you doing here? 

The slave said nothing. 

Don’t look so impertinent! 

Mama’s anger boiled over. 

I’ve never seen her move so quickly. 

She bent down, 

took a shoe off her foot 

and hit the slave in the face. 

The high heel bored into her cheek. 

The blood flowed out. 

The slave screamed. 

Mama pushed her off the step. 

There, she said with satisfaction, 

at least she’s not beautiful any more. 
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19 

AUNTIES’ DAY 

The aunties thought it was wonderful. 

They laughed till they cried. 

I can see it all now, shrieked Aunty Amy. 

Serves her right, said Aunty Elisabeth. 

Her breasts shook with laughter. 

I thought of Papa. 

What would he think? 

He probably won’t be as delighted as the aunties. 

Aunty Erda said, 

I have a little slave for Mary. 

She’s obedient, reliable 

and submissive. 

And she can give massages! 

I don’t need her anymore. 

She’s perfect for Mary. 

Perhaps you’d like to take her over. 

Mama waited a minute to respond. 

Is she young? 

Sixteen, I think, 

but she’s not very pretty. 

A little pockmarked and fat. 

The aunties laughed. 

But not Mama. 

I don’t need her, I said. 

Koko is enough. 

She knows everything about ointments, 
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said Aunty Erda, 

she makes them herself. 

She rubs something into your face 

and your skin shines like gold. 

Really something for you, Mary. 

And for that slave of your father’s, 

roared Aunty Elisabeth. 

Mama laughed, too, 

but not really. 

20 

DELICIOUS 

This afternoon, during dinner, we heard 

an awful screaming. 

It came from outside. 

The slave serving us started trembling. 

What’s going on? asked Mama. 

A slave had run away. 

He had been caught by a neighbor 

and brought back. 

Now he was being given twenty lashes. 

Mama shrugged her shoulders. 

His own fault, she said. 

The screaming didn’t stop. 

We were eating dessert. 

We both thought it was delicious. 

I wanted a little more. 

The slave serving us was sweating. 

I can’t stand it, she whispered. 
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It’s so awful. 

Mama looked annoyed, 

but she didn’t say anything. 

21 

BACK HOME 

Papa’s coming home in about ten days. 

Grandpapa is doing poorly 

but he’s not going to die. 

Even the doctor is hopeful 

that things will improve a bit. 

The telegram came this morning. 

I was so happy 

that it cheered me right up. 

I play the piano for an hour. 

Mama was happy, too. 

We laughed about the slave. 

She has a big scar on her cheek. 

She looks horrible. 

And Papa won’t even care. 

I think. 

22 

TERRIBLE 

I was right. 

Papa doesn’t look at her anymore. 

He’s got his mind on other things. 

Botherations, he calls them. 

And one of those botherations is me. 
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I’m getting a governess! 

She has to teach me languages, arithmetic and 

geography. 

You’re already twelve, says Papa. 

It’s time you got more of an education. 

It’s terrible. 

Mama just laughs. 

Everyone needs an education, she says. 

I had a governess when I was six. 

Poor Mama! 

23 

ULA 

A telegram from Aunty Erda. 

She asks if we still want Ula. 

Otherwise she’ll sell her. 

Mama isn’t sure. 

I’m not either. 

Actually I want to keep Koko. 

Mama is thinking about it. 

Ula isn’t expensive 

And she can do more than Koko. 

Let’s go ahead, she says. 

And Koko? 

We’ll see. 
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24 

YES! 

The decision has been made. 

Koko is being sold. 

The Scar is, too. 

Soon there’s going to be a slave market. 

Papa is going. 

I really want to go with him, 

but I’m not allowed. 

I give Papa the sweetest of looks 

and try to act sort of meek 

and very cute. 

I can go! 

25 

THEN... 

I hope Ula’s here soon. 

Then I’ll learn everything about 

Lucas! 

Although... 

Better not. 

I still don’t have breasts yet. 
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26 

TO THE CITY 

The Scar and Koko don’t have 

to walk to the city. 

Better not, says Papa. 

If they look worn out 

they’ll fetch a lower price. 

The carriage had been ready for a while. 

The slaves had to sit on the box, 

next to the coachman. 

Koko was wearing his blouse and apron. 

He looked like a girl. 

He and The Scar were tied together 

with a rope 

so they couldn’t run away. 

The coachman held the door open for us. 

First Papa got in, 

then me. 

We started out right away. 

The windows were open a crack. 

We had to close them quickly  

because the red dust was blowing inside. 

The carriage was like a little room. 

So cozy! 

The kitchen maid had packed a basket of goodies. 

Thin sandwiches and little cakes. 

And there was a bag of almonds 

and a box of candy. 
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Papa was so sweet. 

Each time he would pick something out for me 

and then ask if I liked it. 

The ride was supposed to take hours. 

We were there much too early. 

It wasn’t even busy yet at the market. 

Papa went straight to the trader. 

He first bargained over The Scar. 

The trader examined her from head to foot. 

He walked around her three times. 

He shook his head. 

She’s not strong. 

Not a good worker 

and ugly, too. 

Then Koko. 

It that a boy or a girl? 

He pulled his apron up. 

Papa and the tradesman roared with laughter. 

We could all see 

that Koko really is a boy. 

27 

THE SLAVE MARKET  

When the sale was made 

Papa wanted to stay a bit and watch. 

The slaves stood on a platform, 

close together. 

They didn’t look at anyone. 

They were old and young, 
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some were still children. 

They couldn’t run away. 

They were chained together 

at the legs. 

The traders walked around, examining them. 

Papa went to the female slaves. 

They stood a bit further away 

in a covered hall. 

They stood there stock-still 

with their heads held high 

as if they couldn’t see us. 

Even the children stood still. 

In the back, in a corner, 

so that everyone could see her, 

was a young female slave. 

She was incredibly beautiful. 

She had a lovely face, 

not black and not white 

and hair with a red sheen. 

Papa went right up to her. 

He laughed and said something. 

She didn’t laugh back. 

Papa pinched her bottom. 

She pressed her lips together 

but she didn’t say anything. 

Papa looked as if he was in love. 

I thought of Mama 

and grabbed him by the hand. 

Come on, Papa, come on. 

We have to go home. 
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It was as if he just woke up. 

Yes, yes, he said. We’re going. 

A little while later we were sitting in the carriage. 

Papa was very sweet to me again. 

But I didn’t think it was as cozy 

as it had been before. 

I was happy when I saw our house. 

28 

WHEN? 

I wish Ula would come. 

I have one of Mama’s slaves, 

but everything goes wrong. 

I don’t get anything on time. 

My washing water is almost cold, 

the towel for my feet is never clean, 

there are hairs in my brush 

and the silver is never polished. 

Yesterday I used my whip. 

It didn’t help. 

Only moaning and screaming. 

Mama just got a telegram. 

From Aunty Erda. 

She’s having Ula sent over tomorrow. 

I’m happy. 

Maybe Lucas will come, too. 
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29 

BUT NOT COMPLETELY 

Ula came in. 

I was shocked. 

She’s tall, 

she has a face like a horse 

and big startled eyes. 

She wears a big loose dress 

made of rough gray fabric, 

just like a sack. 

She looks sick. 

Peevish. 

I put her to work right away. 

She did her work well 

but slowly, 

with lazy, sluggish movements. 

She drove me crazy. 

I scowled at her and said, 

Now hurry up. 

There’s a lot to do 

and it’s got to be done soon. 

I picked up the little whip I got from Aunty Elisabeth. 

She started working harder right away. 

She did everything well. 

And neatly. 

Mama thinks she should sleep near me, 

on the floor in front of my bed. 

I don’t like that idea. 
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What if she snores! 

Koko always slept in the hall outside my bedroom door. 

That was better. 

At night I keep the whip right next to me. 

I don’t want to have to listen to her. 

30 

OBEDIENT 

Sometimes I complain about Ula, 

but Mama doesn’t think that’s fair. 

She’s obedient and humble. 

She does her work quickly and well. 

And she’s quiet. 

Like a gray mouse. 

But you can sell her if you want, said Mama. 

She’s your slave. 

31 

SHOCK 

The kitchen maid saw it first. 

She came screaming into the parlor. 

Ma’am, ma’am, 

Ula’s had a baby! 

Mama was completely bewildered, 

and so was I, even more. 

A baby without a fat stomach? 

That’s impossible, isn’t it? 

In the garden, ma’am, 

under the linden tree. 
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The kitchen maid pointed outside. 

Mama stood up. 

She walked to the window. 

A few minutes later she looked at me. 

That explains the loose dresses, she said. 

I understood. 

We all went outside. 

Ula was standing under the linden tree 

with the baby in her arms. 

She walked up to us. 

Nothing ever bothers me. 

I can just keep on working, ma’am. 

And that brat? asked Mama. 

What am I supposed to do with that? 

Ula looked down. 

She didn’t say anything. 

That made Mama furious. 

She gave her a couple of good hard slaps. 

Ula stood there motionless. 

Mama pulled me back inside. 

The slaves, who had been looking on silently, 

went back to work. 

Inside Mama dropped into a chair. 

The kitchen maid brought her smelling salts 

and later a glass of Madeira. 

This will do you good, ma’am. 

Oh dear, oh dear, 

what a shock. 

Later on I went to my room. 

I looked for the baby, 
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but it was nowhere to be found. 

I called for Ula. 

She came. 

She acted quite normal. 

Just like she always does. 

Straighten up this mess, I said. 

There was no mess. 

Yet she said, Yes, miss. 

I could have hit her. 

32 

HERE TO STAY 

The baby was put in a crate in the kitchen. 

When Ula has to work 

the kitchen maid will look after it. 

It was Papa’s decision. 

Mama is against it 

but she doesn’t say anything. 

And Papa’s right, of course: 

in a few years 

it can go to the plantation. 

There’s plenty of work, 

even for children. 
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33 

BETTER! 

Grandpapa’s getting better! 

He can walk a bit 

and even talk a little. 

It’s not easy, 

but he’s getting there. 

The doctor is pleased. 

He says every day 

will bring improvement. 

Yesterday the telegram came. 

Papa laughed with joy. 

He had a bottle of champagne 

brought up from the cellar, 

and Mama called for a festive dinner. 

I was allowed to stay up very late. 

I even got two glasses of champagne! 

34 

AUNTIES’ DAY 

The aunties couldn’t believe it. 

But Erda, said Aunty Amy, 

how could you not have noticed? 

Aunty Erda turned red. 

Her face seemed to swell up 

and I though she was going to choke. 

No, she said, I didn’t. 

I really didn’t. 
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Aunty Elisabeth understood. 

Those girls are so clever, she said. 

They always try to fool you. 

Yes, but they won’t fool me. No, sir. 

I won’t be taken in. 

After that the conversation turned to the weather 

and how difficult things are for Grandmama. 

Because Grandpapa is much better. 

He bosses her around all day long 

as if she were a slave. 

And he can hardly talk. 

He taps his stick on the floor 

and she has to come, said Aunty Amy. 

After tea we heard Ula’s baby. 

It was screaming bloody murder. 

Fortunately it quieted down quickly. 

But Mama wasn’t at all happy. 

If that goes on any longer... 

Oh, said Aunty Elisabeth. 

You ought to do something about it. 

Remember that time I went rowing? 

My slave’s baby had been carrying on... 

Unbearable. 

I remarked about it three times. 

Finally I lost my patience. 

So I picked it up 

and held it under water for a while. 

That made it settle down, 

I can assure you. 

Aunty Amy nodded. 
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Slaves are a disaster, a disaster. 

Mama had the tea things cleared away. 

And how is Lucas doing? 

He’s spending a year abroad, 

to gain some experience. 

Wise, said Aunty Amy. 

Very wise. 

35 

LUCAS 

It’s strange: 

I almost never see Lucas anymore, 

yet I think about him all the time. 

How he looks at me, 

what he says to me. 

Recently I dreamed about him. 

I heard his voice, 

I saw his hands. 

I could hardly wake up. 

A year is a long time. 

Lucas isn’t coming to say good-bye. 

I’m glad, 

I still don’t have breasts yet. 
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36 

PUZZLE 

A baby grows in your belly, 

that much I know. 

But how does it get there? 

That I don’t know. 

At least not exactly. 

What I also don’t understand is 

how it comes out. 

And I don’t dare ask. 

Mama refuses to talk about such things. 

37 

WHITE 

Ula isn’t wearing a loose dress anymore. 

Now she has a blouse and skirt on. 

With big breasts underneath. 

They practically pop right out. 

It’s from the milk, says Ula. 

She did my toenails. 

And then my feet. 

She’s supposed to massage them. 

Do you mind, miss? 

I have to nurse him later. 

Him is her baby. 

Fine, I said. 

But do it here. 

I wanted to have a look. 
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I sat on my bench 

and Ula sat on the floor. 

She laid the baby in her lap 

and opened her blouse. 

Out came an enormous black breast, 

with a big nipple on it. 

The nipple was brown. 

The baby started sucking right away. 

I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. 

There was also something strange, 

something I didn’t understand. 

But suddenly I realized what it was: 

the baby wasn’t black, 

it was almost white. 

So it couldn’t be a slave’s baby. 

Ula, I said severely. 

Whose baby is it? 

She didn’t say anything. 

Her mouth started turning down at the corners. 

I want to know, I said. 

NOW. 

No, miss, she cried. 

I can’t tell you. 

No? 

She bowed her head. 

It was almost resting on the baby. 

Look at me, I said. 

Whose is it? 

She started to cry. 

She looked at me with an imploring look. 



D O L F  V E R R O E N  –  M Y V E RY O W N  S L AV E  

NLPVF • For information purposes only • All rights reserved 38

If you don’t tell me, I said, 

I’ll take it away from you. 

Oh, miss, miss, she screamed. 

Not my baby. 

It’s not your baby. 

It’s my baby. 

I can do whatever I like with it. 

If you don’t tell me 

I’ll give it away 

or sell it. 

Now she had to tell. 

Her lips were trembling. 

Mister Lucas, she whispered. 

It’s from Mister Lucas, miss. 

Everything began to spin. 

My mouth dropped open. 

I felt it 

and I knew how stupid I looked, 

but I couldn’t help it. 

Go, I said. 

NOW. 
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38 

LUCAS 

I never want to see him again. 

That lout, that scoundrel. 

Making a baby with a slave, 

while he was looking at me so sweetly. 

I was so insulted 

that I didn’t want to tell anyone else. 

But I couldn’t keep it inside 

so I told Mama. 

She was sitting in her room doing needlework. 

And she kept on working 

as if nothing was wrong. 

The needle just went 

up, down, up, down. 

That’s life, she said. 

Sit up straight, Mary. 

There’s nothing worse for a girl 

than bad posture. 

39 

NEW 

It may sound strange 

but I haven’t thought about Lucas anymore. 

Because tomorrow Miss Green is coming, 

my governess. 

Papa just told me. 

She’s Aunty Amy’s second cousin. 
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She’s poor. 

She has no money and no slaves. 

She also has no house of her own. 

That’s why she has to work. 

I’ve never had a governess before. 

I think it’s exciting. 

Completely new. 

40 

THE END 

Miss Green is as old as the hills. 

She’s forty! 

But she’s nice. 

We worked the whole morning. 

She’s quite satisfied. 

Mama said, 

After a few years with Miss Green 

you can go to a proper boarding school. 

In Switzerland. 

I don’t know where that is, 

but I don’t care. 

I’m going to go on a trip 

and have all sorts of experiences. 

Wonderful! 
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AFTERWORD 

MY VERY OWN SLAVE 

In 1976 Miep Diekmann asked me if I would like to go with her to Suriname. I 

refused. The tropics didn’t interest me. “The tropics give you another view of the 

world,” she said. “You really should come along.” I refused. “I guess you’re 

right,” she said resignedly. “A writer of children’s books has to believe that the 

world ends at his own front door.” 

I decided to go. 

Suriname was once a Dutch colony. The people there still speak Dutch, along 

with Surinamese. 

So it was easy for me to make contact with them. 

The day after my arrival I got up very early and went to the covered market. 

Everyone there was black except me. No matter how friendly the people were, I 

still felt like an intruder. I suddenly realized what colored people feel like when 

they come to live in a white society for the first time. 

During that first visit I got to know Suriname rather well. Not only the capital 

of Paramaribo, but also the interior territories that you get to by going down the 

river in a proa. 

Your arrival is announced by tom-tom. If you listen carefully, you can hear the 

roll of drums accompanying you from the jungle villages. 

What fascinated me most was Mariënburg, a plantation on which hundreds of 

slaves had once worked. The machines were still there. I wanted to write a book 

about it, but it never took shape in my head. 

My second visit to Suriname was different. I got to know the people better. 

They told me stories from their past. I started reading about the history of the 

slaves, the traders and the slaveholders. As a child of the Second World War it 

was a shock for me to learn that the cruelest slaveholders were Jewish families. 
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Suddenly they switched from being victims to being perpetrators, which was hard 

for me to understand. 

It’s easy to make friends in Suriname. When I left there were many parties. 

Almost everyone did something. I felt so at home that I actually wanted to live 

there. Until someone said to me, “No, Dolf, you’ll never be a real friend to us. 

We come from slaves and you’re a descendent of slaveholders.” 

I just didn’t get it. I tried to defend myself: in my family no one ever kept or 

sold slaves. But they just shrugged their shoulders. 

And they were right. 

Only much later did I realize that each person is a tiny part of a bigger history. 

Because of my white skin I’m on the wrong side with respect to black people. 

And it’s still true: I live in a country that to a large extent owes its thriving 

development to the slave trade. 

 

A few years ago I was asked to go to Ghana to tell Dutch children and their 

parents about my work. I gave a lecture in an enchantingly lit garden of the 

embassy. 

The next day someone showed me Fort El Mina. 

El Mina is on the coast. It’s a large building with splendid rooms for the 

governor. Below this are dungeons where the slaves were locked up. There were 

hundred of people packed together so tightly that many of them died − until 

another ship came. The slaves were then herded into the forecastle of the ship and 

transported to countries like Suriname and America. There they were sold at 

market. 

 

The person who had shown me the fort told me that it existed almost five hundred 

years and asked me if I wanted to write a book about it. 

“No,” I said. “I wouldn’t be able to do that.” 



D O L F  V E R R O E N  –  M Y V E RY O W N  S L AV E  

NLPVF • For information purposes only • All rights reserved 43

Until one day I laid my hands on a book that had forty short chapters. That 

form fascinated me, and suddenly, just like that, I sat down at my writing table 

one morning and out came the story of Mary. 

I didn’t know it was in my head. 

All the people in that story are made up. I don’t know where it takes place, yet 

all of it really happened. 

History, I now know, is something to remember. History teaches you where 

you come from and, if it’s any good, where you’re going. 


