
Strong one 

by JENNIFER CASNE 

Naeem leaned his head back against the hull of the ship, the chains around 

his wrists and ankles rattling as he shifted. His calves and lower back ached from 

sitting in the same position for so long. He would have given anything to stretch 

his legs out or be able to stand up straight - even if only for a minute. But the press 

of several hundred other bodies around him, the low ceiling, and metal shackles 

chaining him to the floor kept him from doing either.  

The ship rocked back and forth, swaying to the rhythm of the waves it 

plowed. If he pressed his ear to the hull, Naeem could almost hear the splash of 

water beyond; if he closed his eyes and let his mind wander he could almost 

imagine the spray of salt water on his skin and fresh cool breeze of the ocean on 

his face.  

Shifting in place, however, Naeem was once again faced with the reality 

around him. The smell of unclean bodies, urine, sweat, human waste, and fear 

hung heavy in the air. It was unbearably hot. Naeem felt like he was being slowly 

suffocated by the humid stench. Sweat rolled down his face and chest in giant 

beads. His loincloth was nothing but a sodden rag around his waist. Somewhere in 

the darkness, over the sounds of suffering people, Naeem heard the murmur of a 

man praying softly under his breath.  

“He is a fool to try and pray to the gods,” a voice said beside Naeem.  

“Why is that?” Naeem asked, turning to the one chained beside him. It was 

his older brother Jabari. He could barely see the outline of his brother’s dark face 

through the gloom of the hold.  

“We are too far away from home for the gods or spirits to hear us anymore,” 

Jabari replied. His voice was barely audible, like the whisper of person speaking 

from far away, although it still carried with it a note of derisive nostalgia.  

Naeem noticed how much weaker his brother’s voice sounded today. It 

seemed to get weaker with each meal of mashed beans and flour their captors 

brought them. He had long ago stopped trying to count the days spent on this 

hellish ship, but Naeem knew it had to have been over a week since Jabari’s voice 

had taken on this scornful tone of resignation.  

Naeem couldn’t bring himself to try and contradict his brother. He should 

have scolded Jabari for talking like that, warning him he might incur the wrath of 

some vengeful spirit. But after their capture in a raid by a neighboring tribe and 

being sold to these strange white men with their whips, chains, and ship, he’d 

begun to lose faith in the gods and ancient spirits. Perhaps Jabari was right. Maybe 

they were too far away from their native lands for the gods to hear them. Or maybe 

the gods just didn’t care. They certainly hadn’t answered any of his prayers 

lately…  

“Do you think they will feed us today?” Naeem asked, staring ahead into the 

stinking darkness that enveloped them like a blanket. He had no desire to dwell on 

things that were too far away in the past for him to do anything about. 

“Why do you think they will?” Jabari replied, his voice almost indifferent to 

his and everyone else’s suffering.  



“The storm has finally passed. The white men do not like to come down here 

when the sea is rough. They didn’t even bring us our ration of water yesterday. If 

the weather is good they might even let us up top,” Naeem explained. “It would be 

good to breathe fresh air.”  

Jabari said nothing in response for several moments. Somewhere on the 

other side of the hold Naeem heard someone vomit, heaving on the putrid air. It 

sounded like one of the young women that had been stuffed into the hold alongside 

her fellow tribesmen. It mystified Naeem how he and his brother had managed to 

stay together through everything - the raid, the auction, the ship boarding - and still 

managed to be chained side by side when so many of the others they’d known had 

disappeared in the throngs of people choking the same narrow hold they did. There 

were just so many people… 

How could so many people fit into one small space?  

“Wouldn’t you like to go upside and breathe fresh air?” Naeem asked, 

somehow desperate to hear his brother’s voice. Jabari had become so quiet these 

last few days.  

“Why would it matter?” Jabari’s muted voice drifted to him through the 

darkness.  

“Why should we hope for sunlight when we know we will only be forced 

down here again a few hours later? It is only another way the white men torture 

us.”  

“We must do what we have to do to survive this,” Naeem said. “They are 

taking us somewhere. We will eventually get off this ship. We just have to make it

until then.”  

“And then what?” Jabari demanded, his voice suddenly angry. “Have you 

forgotten why we were taken? These men are taking us somewhere to be slaves. 

You are telling me to survive for a fate I do not know I even want to have. I do not 

want to live if it means having a life I am not free to live as my own.”  

Naeem couldn’t think of anything to say in response. His brother’s words 

stung, the truth of them weighing heavily on his heart. He too had no desire to be a 

slave to another man in some foreign land. But at the same time, he didn’t want to 

die on this ship. He’d seen what their captors did with the bodies of those

not strong enough to survive […]. 


