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Chapter 1  
 

This place so strange.’ Petra’s calves felt as if someone had lit  

a bonfire inside them.They’d been walking for hours, and the ground underneath her 

feet was soft and unstable. She caught a ragged breath and looked around. She could see 

slices of blue sky through the heavy tree cover, but there was no escaping the shroud 

of deep, dark forest that enveloped her.  

‘Mark! Slow down!’ Her cousin Mark patiently turned around.‘You writing this all down 

while you’re walking? No wonder you’re all out of breath,’ he scolded. ‘No need to 

write down everything I say, Petra. It’s just folklore stuff, superstition. No one 

really believes it.And it’s always rainy up here; that’s why the earth is so soft.’ 

Mark had recently returned home to Dominica and was starting a touring company. Petra 

had agreed to go hiking with him for the exercise and to relieve the boredom of the 

summer holidays.  

‘But it’s so interesting...and it could be true...’ Petra wiped her brow with a cloth 

and turned a page in her notebook. ‘Whew. OK. Let’s start walking again. Slower. But 

you don’t think this place is...eerie.’They were midway up a mountain. Trees with 

golden leaves surrounded them, hiding most of the sun and casting a golden shadiness 

over the grass. Petra looked off in the distance and thought she saw a shadow moving 

through the forest, but Mark’s voice interrupted her thoughts.  

‘It’s supposed to be eerie.This is the only place on the island 1  

‘  
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where you’ll find these trees.They were supposedly planted here by a slave.’  

‘Right, the same slave who got this treasure chest from his master and buried it around 

here somewhere.’There he was again! A tall, dark man wearing an off-white long-sleeved 

shirt and a big hat.The rough material of the shirt stood out to Petra as did the 

looseness of the man’s pants, which seemed to be held up by a cloth belt. His hat was 

large and old-fashioned; clearly its main purpose was to fend off an unforgiving sun. 

She had seen the type of shirt before. ‘Osnaburg,’ her father had called it. His 

great-great-grandfather, a slave, had been given such a shirt by his master on a 

plantation. But this particular man was just standing there staring at them. Petra 

looked over at Mark but he didn’t appear to notice the man.  

Mark shrugged. ‘So the story goes. But it’s more likely that the slave owner deeded 

this land to the slave and his descendants. I don’t think there’s any treasure or 

anything magical about this place. Doesn’t matter much anyway. No one wants to live up 

here.’  

‘So, what’s that man doing here, then?’ Petra said. She nodded in the direction where 

she’d just seen the man.  

‘What man?’ Mark followed her gaze.  

The figure wasn’t there anymore. ‘I just saw a tall man standing between those trees. 

He was just there!’ She looked around.There was no man. No one else but she and Mark.  

Mark narrowed his eyes at her.‘Maybe you should have some more water. Dehydration can 

cause...’  

‘I know what I saw!’  

‘OK. Maybe, it’s one of the villagers just taking a walk,’ Mark said.  

Petra sighed, angry at Mark for not believing her.‘It’s spooky up here. Maybe 

there’s evil spirits up here.’  

Mark laughed.‘I’m telling that to the next group of tourists I bring up here.They’ll 

love the thrills of a haunted tropical forest with underground spirits.’When it came 

to Dominica there were plenty of crazy stories but this hike was built around the 

craziest story Petra had ever heard.  

‘OK, so tell me again so I can write it down,’ Petra said. ‘It’s going to be part of 

the history book I will write someday that will make me famous. Oh, and wait till James 

and Jerome hear about this.They will not believe I found out about this before they 

did!’  

Mark looked at his thirteen-year-old cousin and shook his head. ‘OK, Petra. You really 

need to stop this battle with those two boys.’  

She shrugged.‘They started it. Now tell me the story.’  

Mark nodded. ‘So. Jeremiah Mackey was a very wealthy man,’ Mark said effortlessly as 

he bounded over tree stumps and rocks. ‘That’s the slave owner,’ Petra wrote as 

quickly as she could,  

taking care not to trip on the rocks as she followed Mark. ‘Jeremiah Mackey had been 

one of the most successful plantation owners in the Caribbean. He owned hundreds of 



slaves, many houses, businesses. Rich men, poor men; everybody  

knew his name. One day, while walking through his cane fields here in  

Dominica, he saw a group of slaves, laughing, around noontime, I guess – the time when 

the sun was highest in the sky and the slaves were less likely to want to cut down the 

cane.  

He tried to listen to what the group was so excited about. He heard the small voice of 

a boy, rising above the laughter. What was he was saying? Reciting some sort of poetry? 

Jeremiah listened closer.The boy’s voice rang out over the crowd.The boy was reciting 

words that sounded familiar: it was The Sermon on the Mount, from the Bible.  

Jeremiah thought the boy had excellent delivery! He must have been about eight years 

old, yet his voice was clear, mature sounding and his confidence probably made him 

sound much better than the priests Jeremiah heard during Mass. He listened and 

listened. Everyone was clapping as the boy finished speaking.  

‘Do it again,’ some of the men cried.‘Say it again!’  

‘Jeremiah wondered who this boy was, how he’d learned and memorised this passage, and 

who taught him. So he asked.When the overseer saw his boss standing nearby he 

immediately ordered everyone back to work. The slaves scrambled, as the whip cracked 

the air, leaving only the overseer and the little boy in Jeremiah’s presence.  

‘Who are you? And where did you learn that?’ Jeremiah asked the boy.  

‘My Papa taught me, sah,’ the boy said.  

‘Who’s your Papa?’ Jeremiah asked. The boy answered. His father, Abraham Mackey, was 

the preacher who held services every Sunday at the edge of the field. Jeremiah knew the 

man – one of his best slaves but an agitator who was always asking for favours on 

behalf of other slaves. It pained Jeremiah, who thought himself a fair master that a 

man who carried his own name could be conspiring against him with the other slaves. 

Abraham was also well known for being a hard worker and a man of God.  

‘What is your name?’ Jeremiah asked the boy. ‘Abe Mackey, sah,’ the boy said 

confidently.  

‘Mackey is my name too,’ Jeremiah said smiling.  

The boy nodded. ‘I know. My Papa told me I might never know my real name so I must 

carry yours because you are my owner.’  

Jeremiah flinched briefly at the sting of the boy’s words. ‘Well...you clearly are a 

smart young man,’ Jeremiah said.‘Will your Papa mind if you come to my house this 

weekend and recite for my dinner guests?’ Mackey asked the boy.  

That Saturday evening, little Abe Mackey recited the Sermon on the Mount in Jeremiah’s 

lavish plantation house before a group of planters, who beamed over their cognacs and 

smoking pipes as he performed his act full of righteousness.They clapped and laughed 

and asked him to do it again and again.  

And this is how Abe Mackey became Jeremiah Mackey’s personal poet, his entertainer. By 

the time Abe Mackey was a teenager, he’d learned how to read the Great Books that were 

in Jeremiah Mackey’s library – even ones the master himself had not read. He was 

writing poetry and the stories of his fellow slaves at night after a long day of 

working in the fields. He read his poetry to the master’s friends and they all agreed: 

this was one fine, young entertaining fellow.  



When Abe Mackey got older and married, the master gave him a new house, and said that 

his wife did not have to return to work in the fields until her babies were old enough 

to walk. By then Abe’s father had died and he had become the voice of the slaves.  

One day, he asked for his family’s freedom. The talk of emancipation was everywhere; 

news of uprisings in Jamaica and Haiti had spread to Dominica. But Abe’s request 

bothered Mackey because he did not want to lose his favourite slave.  

Jeremiah Mackey was now so rich that he felt that he had accomplished everything there 

was to in life.All he wanted was to hear Abe’s poetry; the soothing dark-as-night 

sound that never ceased to assure that a reward awaited his soul in heaven.  

He made a deal with Abe: ‘Stay on the plantation and I will pay you to write and 

recite poetry for me.’Abe agreed on one condition – that his children would be free. 

Jeremiah Mackey thought this was a huge sacrifice. He did not want to anger the other 

slaves but he felt he had no choice.Abe’s poetry had often hinted that he thought of 

running away to a faraway land where a man could be free to be himself. Jeremiah 

reluctantly agreed.’  

‘So he stayed?’ Petra asked.  

‘Wait.That’s not the end of the story,’ Mark said. ‘On Jeremiah Mackey’s dying bed, 

he’d called for Abe and told him that he was leaving him his most valuable possession 

to be passed down through Abe’s family for generations and generations.And every twin 

in Abe’s family line would be greatly enriched by it as long as they show that they 

have the character and strength to own it.’  

Petra stopped to take a breath. ‘Wait. So why twins?’  

Mark looked back and shook his head at Petra’s sweaty face. ‘You really need to get 

in shape, cousin.’  

Mark continued: ‘Jeremiah Mackey had two sons.Twins. But they were horrible kids. I 

guess he was hoping for a better legacy by leaving the treasure to Abraham’s line.’  

Petra wrote this quickly, thinking that she was almost out of pages in her well-worn 

diary. But it was worth it. Her goal was to document her entire childhood on paper 

because she believed without a doubt that she was headed for great things. And people 

would naturally be curious about every moment of her amazing life.  

‘So,’ Mark continued as they trudged on. ‘Old Jeremiah Mackey died. By the time the 

lawyers and Jeremiah Mackey’s sons were finished with the will, all Abe Mackey got 

were his little house and a few pounds that kept him comfortable in his old age. He 

never became rich. He never found out what this ‘valuable possession’ was. On his 

dying bed he told the story to his son and the story passed down for some generations. 

But then it got forgotten and no one talked about it anymore.’  

Mark took a long swig from his water bottle.  

‘That’s it?’ Petra looked around. They were in a kind of meadow surrounded by those 

yellow-flowering trees. She stayed close to Mark as she searched between the trees, 

looking for that man.  

Mark nodded. ‘Yep. If the story’s correct then this is where the treasure’s 

supposedly buried. Somewhere around here. Matter of fact, Jeremiah Mackey’s plantation 

was on this land right here.’  

She cocked her head to the side.‘Do you smell something?’  



He nodded. ‘It’s those yellow trees. Sometimes they give off this smell. It can be so 

overpowering it can cause people to faint. See why no one lives up here now?’  

Petra nodded vigorously, wrinkling her nose.‘This is sooooo interesting. So you think 

the slave Abe planted those trees here to keep people away?’  

Mark shrugged.‘It’s likely.Again,assuming this is all true.’  

Petra breathed excitedly. ‘It has to be true! I want it to be true!’  

‘Right. Chapter one of your historic masterpiece.’ Mark winked.  

She looked down, not looking forward to the hike ahead.  

‘Make all the jokes you want.’ ‘We should get back to the village before it gets 

dark,’ Mark  

said. She looked around twice, three times but saw no one. She  

forgot all about that man in the long-sleeved shirt as they walked down the mountain 

kidding each other.  

Later that night, Petra re-read all she’d written that day as she rubbed her aching 

legs. Oh, how much she hurt. She left her diary on the desk near her window, as she 

heard her mother’s voice calling her to supper.  

She didn’t hear the laughing outside her window. Nor did she see the hand that moved 

swiftly through the open window, deftly grabbing the diary that Petra wanted no one to 

ever, ever read. Until after she became famous.  

 

Chapter 2  
There's treasure buried here. Treasure buried here, somewhere,’ James sang as he made 

long backstrokes into the placid, emerald river. A strong swimmer, his smooth movements 

barely disturbed the invisible current that pulled the green sheets of water steadily 

downward. ‘I’m go’n make a rhyme out of this.Treasure, leisure, pleasure, forever.’  

Jerome lay back on the big rock in the middle of the river and stared upward at the 

bright, blue sky.They’d christened the ten-foot high mass of stone the Rock of Ages, 

because Granny said it had been here since her great grandmother was a slave on the 

cane plantation across the river.  

Treasure.The sky was so much more interesting.What lay beyond all that blue and would 

he ever get a chance to go there? Jerome’d been hearing his twin brother sing this 

song for a whole week now and he was growing more irritated each time James’s off-key 

singing assaulted his ear. It was probably just another trick. James was full of jokes 

and pranks and games – all of which inevitably left him, Jerome, the victim.  

‘You don’t believe me?’  

Jerome ignored his brother. Instead, he looked up to the sky and waited for that one 

doughy cloud to move. It’d been in that one spot all morning. Move, cloud. Move!  

‘Father Mackey told me about it.’ ‘Uh huh.’ Bald-faced liar! But Jerome wouldn’t 

even say that.  

He’d just ignore, ignore until James got tired of this little game. In July, the 

weather could change in an instant and it was all about keeping your eye on different 

things all at the same time – the sky, the sun, the clouds, even the smell of the air. 



The island’s climate was like a moody, spoiled and unpredictable girl.  

You never knew what was going to happen. The river never gave itself away; you never 

could quite see or  

feel the water rising if you were in it. If you were on the banks you could smell the 

wet dankness of the approaching mud, then you’d suddenly see it change: clear to dark 

green, then brown, then altogether mangled with stones and tree branches.You had to be 

a strong swimmer to beat the river coming down. If not it carried you down all the way 

to the Caribbean Sea; then no one would hear of you again.  

A breeze made Jerome shift his position and he thought that one cloud shifted a bit, 

too. Just a little.  

‘Rain,’ he said softly but his brother heard.  

James’s skinny arms cut a sharp swath in the water then he disappeared underneath.  

Jerome peered at the spot where his brother disappeared from his perch high on the 

rock. But he was sure of it. It would rain soon.The breeze came and went, then the 

cloud moved east.Ah ha! Jerome saw another little cloud he hadn’t noticed before. And 

another.Then suddenly his upward concentration broke like that same doughy cloud 

splitting apart.  

‘What all-you doing out there still?’ It was Granny, cracking through the calm like 

lightning. Her tall, dark figure dominated the river-bank; her long, thin arms were at 

her sides, demanding and authoritative.‘I tell you boys, two hours in the 

river.That’s all!Two hours!You forget how to count?How long all you been out here?’ 

Jerome sat upright and waited for his eyes to adjust. Granny was a tall, wiry woman who 

wore her gray hair braided into two flat twists on either side of her head. Granny 

never told anyone her age but Jerome had found her birth certificate in her ‘important 

papers’ drawer. It said that Marcellina Victory was born on June 24, 1937. To Jerome, 

that  

was almost as old as the Ancient of Days himself. ‘Answer me, boy!’ Her eyes burned 

into his. He shrugged.Why him? James had begun to scramble out of  

the water. Jerome jumped down from the Rock of Ages and into the water. It felt cool on 

his skin. He had to swim from the deep part to the shallow part where James was now 

tramping toward Granny, apologising.  

‘We didn’t know what time it was.’  

‘Where the watches Father Mackey give you for your birthday?’  

‘You tell us not to wear them to the river,’ James murmured.  

Jerome stood with his brother on the bank and looked up into Granny’s face. She 

wasn’t really angry. She was just being Granny.  

‘Rain coming.’ Jerome glanced at James as Granny warned again. ‘Go! Put your clothes 

on. Go and help Father Mackey before the rain come.’  

She handed them each a brown paper bag. In the bag were two bakes, fried round circles 

of dough with a crispy brown skin, and a grafted mango – the sweet ones with red spots 

at the base. James opened the bag and immediately began to devour the bakes. Jerome 

carefully washed his mango in the river after a quick inspection.  

Granny shook her head.‘You think I’d give you a dirty mango?’  



‘No ma’am.’  

‘If I wasn’t used to your silly ways I’d box you on the ears for insulting me like 

that.’ Jerome was about to apologise when he heard a sudden roar. Their eyes darted 

toward the river. James jumped back. A wall of brown liquid was swelling toward the 

Rock of Ages.  

‘Get back, get back!’ Granny held up her long skirt and pulled Jerome’s arm. He’d 

seen this many times before but the suddenness of it was always fantastic.The river had 

almost doubled in depth in a matter of just minutes.The rain he could see approaching 

from the mountains in a tall, slow-moving march like a troop of soldiers made out of 

mist.That one little cloud was now joined by at least seven or eight of its friends.  

‘De river here!’ The Rock of Ages, no longer majestic, was quickly being swallowed up 

as the aggressive waters swiftly rose up its heights.‘Let’s go, let’s go!’ Granny 

said.The river-bank was now covered in ankle deep muddy water.  

‘I’ll race you to the house,’ James muttered under his breath.  

But a loud clap of thunder had drowned out his voice and before they knew it the skies 

opened and massive drops of rain had soaked their clothes. As they rushed up the path 

and onto the main road leading to the house they could hear the angry rush of the river 

as it thirstily drank in the raindrops.  

 

 

End chapter 2 


