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Alma and Alice

By Stephanie True Peters
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Lllustration by Joe Stewart

One morning, a man climbed the steps to a little house in Chicago. He removed his cap, ran his hand
over his tight black curls, then knocked.

‘Just a minute,” a woman called from inside. ““These old bones of mine don’t move very fast these
days.”



The door opened, and an elderly woman stepped out. Her back was bent. Her dark skin was wrinkled.
Her hair was white. But her deep brown eyes were sharp.

“Yes?” she said.
“Good morning, ma’am. My name is George Watson,” the man said. “Are you Alma Henry?”
The woman blinked. “I am. How may I help you?”

“Actually, I'm hoping we can help each other.” He held up a yellowed newspaper. “Did you put an ad
in The Freeman? One looking for your long-lost daughter, Alice Henry?”

Alma stared at the paper, then at him. “I did.”
George let out a long breath. “Alice Henry was my mother.”
Alma braced herself against the door. “Oh. Oh, my. After all these years. Please, come inside.”

They sat at Alma’s kitchen table and looked at one another in wonder. Then Alma touched his cheek
and smiled. “You have her eyes.”

George smiled back. “And she had your smile.”
Alma’s eyes widened. “Had?”

He put the newspaper on the table and covered her hands with his. “I’'m afraid your daughter died
many years ago, Mrs. Henry.”

“T see.”

Alma bowed her head. After a moment, she shook herself and smiled sadly. “Now, George. You are
my grandson. So, you must call me Granny.”

He laughed. “She told me you’d say that, if I ever met you.”

Alma leaned forward. “What else did she tell you?”

“Alot.” He pulled out a small booklet with a worn leather cover. “And she wrote a lot down, too.”
“My Alice could read and write?”

He nodded and tried to give her the book. She pushed it away gently.

“She could read and write. I can’t.”” She tilted her head back. “Read to me, George.”

And George did.
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My name is Alice Henry Watson. I was born in Virginia sometime in 1833. My parents, Alma and Joseph Henry,

were slaves. So, I was a slave, too.

My father worked in the tobacco fields. My mother cleaned and cooked for the people who owned us. My first memories
are of tobacco smofke and corn bread and nry mother singing.

George paused. Alma was humming. “My mother sang that song to me,” he said.
“Mine did, too,” she replied. “Please, continue.”

I started helping my mother when I was 6. We worked side by side for two years. Then one day, a man named Clay
came into the kitchen. He ordered me to follow him. 1 didn’t want to. But I had no choice.

Alma grew still. ““That was the last time I saw Alice.”

“She told me,” George said softly. “And she said there wasn’t anything you could have done to stop
it from happening.”

Clay took me from the only place I'd ever known to Richmond. The noise, the smells and the crowds of the city terrified
me. And it got worse. Clay brought me to a slave market. 1 stood in a pen with other frightened girls and women. Then
I stood alone on an auction block. A man called Barton poked me, looked at my teeth, then bought me. I was loaded
onto a ship and shut belowdecks with other slave girls and women.

No one told us where we were going. No one told us what would happen when we got there. They just left us in the hot,
humiid darkness.

I was frightened and hungry and thirsty when we set sail. But the ship rolled and pitched so violently, anything I ate or
drank came back up again. Others were sick, too. As the days passed, our cries for help turned to moans, then to silence.

When the ship finally landed in New Orleans, I was almost too weak to stand. Barton took me to another pen, where
he made me wash and grease my skin so I'd appear healthy. Then he shoved me into the back of a wagon between bales
of tobacco. They smelled of my father. It made me weep for him and my mother.

We traveled over rutted roads for hours. At dusk, mosquitoes swarmed me. Their bites left itchy bumps. 1t was dark
when Barton left me ontside a shack. A woman in a dirty apron led me inside and gave me water. Her hands felt like
leather. Her face shone with sweat. Her breath smelled like onion. 1 didn’t care. She held me while I cried.

Her name was Missy. She told me I was in Georgia, slave to a cotton plantation owner. She taught me how to pick
cotton. How to keep my head down when the overseer was nearby. How to keep going, day after day, month after month,
_year after year.

I met John Watson when I was 17. He was strong and smart. He knew how to read and write. 1 asked him to teach
.

And I will teach our son, George, when he is old enongh. Because I believe slavery will end one day, and when it does,
the written word will unite us.
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When that day comes, 1 will give him this book so that he knows where he came from. So that he knows the names of
the people I love.

Alma listened quietly, then turned to George. “How did she die?”

He closed the book. “She got sick. She died in her sleep in December 1862, just weeks before President
Lincoln set all slaves free.”

“And your father?”

“He joined the army soon after the Emancipation Proclamation was issued. He died fighting. I wanted
to fight, too. But I was only 11. So, I stayed behind with Missy.”

“If you had fought,” Alma said, “you might have died, too. I never would have known what happened
to my Alice.”

George touched The Freeman newspaper. “If you hadn’t run this ad, I never would have found you.”
He smiled. “So, Alice was right.”

“Yes. The written word united us, and others, too.” Alma picked up the book and pressed it to her
heart. “And it brought Alice back to me.”
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