
Nailah softly opened the door and peered out into the night. Was all clear? Yes, no one was in sight. She could go.


Nailah stepped out into the cold Egyptian night. The stars and crescent moon were bright enough to light her way. She looked all around her and listened for any abnormal sounds. All was quite and still.


Abruptly Nailah halted. She had heard something; a noise like sandals on hard sand. Who was there? Would she be found out?


Nailah flattened herself as much as she could against the mud brick wall. A dark shape approached her. It drew nearer and nearer until she could see who it was. She was instantly flooded with relief and recognition. It was only Sef!


The tall, handsome guard held out his hand to her. Nailah took it and smiled at him. The two had long been lovers. Sef promised every night that when he had saved enough of his wages that he would buy Nailah and set her free. Nailah longed for that day, when she would be the wife of Sef, and live with him in his small home along the Nile. 


Sef and Nailah hardly dared to speak, fearing they would be discovered. If they were, then their master would whip Nailah and relieve Sef of his duty. He was a hard man with a hard heart. He treated his slaves like dogs for the most part. In fact, he treated his own dogs better.


Sef gently pulled himself away from Nailah’s arms. He gave her a loving smile and reluctantly walked away as quietly as was possible. They never had more than a few minutes together at these night meetings.


Nailah hurried back to her mud house, which she shared with nine other slaves. They were packed together like sardines in a can. Nailah had offered to take the spot by the door, which had its pros and cons. She most likely to be stepped on, and there were cracks in the door that let in drafts of the cold night air. But what was important to Nailah was that she could sneak in and out without waking so much as a flea, of which there were plenty.


Nailah lay down on her uncomfortable straw mat for another mainly sleepless night. The fleas were merciless that night, and she lay awake squishing as many as she could before drifting off. 


Nailah stretched and yawned, almost whishing she could stay in her flea-infested bed. But she knew she’d get whipped if she did, so she forced herself to get up.


Nailah ran to splash her face in the water trough set out for that reason and then hurried to get her skimpy breakfast. She knew that if she were late she would have to go without. 


“Just in time, tardy one. I ought to make you go straight to work without any food. You had better be thankful for the gracious meal your master provides for you.”


Nailah glared at the ugly dark man who glowered over her. He made her life miserable, whipping her for the slightest mistake and watching every move she made that he could. Nailah had decided that he suspected she was doing something behind his back that she wasn’t supposed to.


“He is not the one who provides it, his slaves are! Without us you would be out of a job and our master would starve and become poor! Then he might change his beliefs that we’re lower than he!” Nailah said scornfully, and then added under her breath, “A gracious meal for the birds, maybe.”


“You watch your fiery tongue or I’ll cut it off!” snarled the man.


Nailah knew when to hold her tongue, even if it took all she had to do so.


The angry man walked off, muttering, “If I were in charge she’d be sorry!”


Nailah stuffed the dry bread in her mouth. She had to spit it out because her mouth was too dry to swallow.


“Not good enough for you, huh?” jeered another slave. “Think you’re better than the rest if us, do you? Well you’d better swallow your pride, ‘cause we’re all the same!”


Nailah didn’t reply, but she was inwardly burning up. Of course everyone is the same! That’s the point she’d been trying to get across! But somehow, it never came out the way she planned. 


Nailah followed the other slaves to the cotton fields. All day they would pick cotton, laboring until sunset with only a short break for a drink of water. The only thing that made it bearable for Nailah was Sef’s secret visits at midnight.


Nailah was completely exhausted when the sun finally set. She tumbled into her bed, despite the fleas, thinking desperately to herself that she must not fall asleep.  She soon was in a deep sleep and didn’t wake until later.


Nailah sat bolt upright. Oh no! How late was it? Had Sef already come? Was she too late?


Nailah hurriedly yet silently got up and crept out the door. She was filled with relief; a dark shape approached her.


They quietly greeted each other then stood silently awhile, both deep in thought. Presently Sef spoke.


“Nailah, Syria has declared war again with Egypt. You know I must go and fight.”


Nailah looked up at him with a mournful expression before saying, “You must come back. You must come back and free me.”


“I will. I promise I’ll come back!”


“Shh, we’ll be found out.”


Sef nodded. 


After another minute, Sef departed, leaving Nailah in sorrow. No promise he could make could keep him from being killed. She hoped with all her heart he would return.


Days and then weeks passed. Every day Nailah listened for news of the war. But so far news hadn’t come.


Nailah absentmindedly worked, her mind on Sef, when she found herself listening to two of the guards in charge of the slaves talking with one another.


“We have to get a replacement for Sef. It won’t be easy finding someone as good as he was.”


“I heard Sef was sneaking off duty to see one of the slaves. If we find out who that slave is, they’re in trouble.”


“I heard Sef was stabbed with a spear that went all the way through.”


Nailah couldn’t concentrate on the conversation any longer. She was too stunned to think straight. Sef dead? She knew it would happen, somehow she knew, but just didn’t want to believe it. Sef was dead! Tears blinded her, and she shook all over.


“Aye, slave, what’s the matter, bit by a field mouse?” sneered one of the guards. 


Nailah braced herself for what she knew was coming. 


Nailah lay miserably on her stomach on the lumpy mat. Her back burnt like fire. Nailah knew the three stripes would leave scars. But neither that nor even the pain was the cause of her grief. How could she live without Sef? He was the one good thing in her life; the reason she never gave up hope of freedom. And now…he was gone. 


Nailah began thinking of all the possible ways she could gain her freedom. One idea kept coming back to her, even though she thought it impossible. That night she conceived a plan so dangerous that she almost decided it would be like killing herself.


Nailah couldn’t get her mind off her plan all morning. She thought about it while she washed, she thought about it on the way to get her crust of bread, and she thought about while she worked. 


Would she be able to succeed? The number of guards was great, but her will and determination was greater. She would escape, or die trying. She didn’t believe life was worth living without Sef.


All was dark. Nailah carefully opened the door to the mud hut. She listened intently for a several moments before exiting the place that was all she knew of the world. Nailah’s mother had been there for years after, but her husband had been sold to the Pharaoh because he was strong and enduring. Nailah had never known her father.


Nailah cautiously made her way towards the second gate in the high, thick, brick wall. She wondered if she dared to try and climb it. She was filled with hope when she noticed a sturdy looking tree that had grown next to the wall. Even the sleepy looking guard next to it could not daunt her. 


She walked on up to the guard, who was facing the other way, and the tree. She knew what to do. 


The guard turned around abruptly when he heard her approach, “Get back where you belong, slave!”


“Certainly. But would you care to have a drink before I go?” Nailah tempted him, pulling out a bottle of strong beer as she talked.


The guard looked at the flask, and easily gave in, since he was not aloud any. “But just one swallow,” he said warily.


Nailah gave him the stolen flask, which the guard had not thought to ask about, and was pleased as “one swallow” turned into another and another. As she had planned, the flask was soon empty and the guard in a drunken sleep. 


Nailah nervously put one of her barefoot feet on the lowest limb, hoping the guards sleep-talking wouldn’t attract any un-wanted visitors. 


Nailah climbed higher and higher. Soon she was high enough to lift herself onto the wall, and did so. The wall was broad enough for a horse to walk upon, so Nailah had no trouble keeping her balance.


Now came the problem of how to get down. There wasn’t another tree on the other side. If she jumped, she might injure herself and/or make a bump when she hit the ground that other guards would hear.


Then she saw her chance. Her dress had been torn in one spot during her tree climb. She tore it the rest of the way (it was at the bottom, near her feet) and tied it securely to the tree. After gingerly climbing down, she gave it a hard jerk and it came loose.


Nailah quickly and silently made her way to the street. She felt a little guilty because she knew the drunken guard would loose his job, possibly after being whipped. 


The street was mainly empty. Nailah carefully avoided the few people that were out, fearing that they might recognize her as a slave and return her. 


Nailah made her way through dark alleys, hoping she’d be able to stay out of the dimly lit street. She kept her eyes and ears open for the sounds of robbers. She didn’t have anything they could take, but if she was caught by one she was sure to be held ransom.


Nailah opened her eyes. Oh no! She must have lied down to rest and fallen asleep! Thankfully no one had found her. Her back was sore from leaning against the mud-brick wall. It wasn’t the most comfortable place to sleep, or the warmest, but at least she had gotten some rest. Nailah was used to not being able to choose anything.


The street was crowded with people and pets, so Nailah went out the alley the back way. She searched among the rubbish until she found an old tattered sack. She filled it with some rotten fruit and headed back to the main street.


People who took notice of her as she weaved her way through the crowds thought she was on an errand for her master, that or returning from one. They associated the smell of rotten fruit and garbage with any slave.


Nailah continued to work her way through the crowd. It wasn’t the easiest job in the world. People who considered themselves to be higher than she struck her or cussed at her when she bumped into them. 


Nailah worked her way to the dock. There was more traffic there than where she had been. Nailah had to dodge people unloading cargo, people boarding ships, and everything else that go with a busy river.


Nailah quickly found the water taxi that went from one side of the Nile to the other. She knew she would have to pay or trade to get on it. She didn’t have any money or goods though! 


Just for the pleasure of the ride, a young man, obviously of some importance, bought a two-way ticket for the taxi. That was Nailah’s chance. She walked over to where the man was and stood by his side. He took no notice of her, and together they boarded. The fee for taking your slaves with you on a boat was none. Nailah only had to pretend for a free ride.


The taxi stopped at the other side. Nailah was the only one to get off. The other two were there because many people enjoyed the river.


The other side of the Nile was mainly trees and growth. There was a road that went through the forest. That was all Nailah knew about it, that and the fact that hardly anybody traveled that road. 


Nailah walked off the river taxi. She looked across the river, and to her relief, the ticket salesman wasn’t looking. That would give her a little more time. He would most likely notice she wasn’t there when the taxi returned. 


Nailah walked to where she could no longer be seen by people on the taxi or people on the other side of the river before she ran. After she felt safer (and more exhausted) she slowed to a walk. When would someone come after her? She knew that the loss of a slave would not hurt the cotton production of her old master’s plantation, but another then another then another and so forth would. Her master would not rest until she was found. Then he would beat her mercilessly to show the other slaves what he’d do to them if they ran away or attempted to. She couldn’t let that happen.


Nailah’s thoughts were instantly disrupted by a shout from behind.
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