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The stone that the builder refused will always be the head cornerstone.
—Bob Marley

Praise for Madison Smartt Bell’s
The Stone That The Builder Refused
“Extraordinary. . . . Exhilarating. . . . Bell’s supple, exact prose . . . [has] hallucinatory force. . . . Almost every moment is full, like some great narrative painting, alive with the detail that puts you on the road or in the house where some murder or meeting is about to take place. . . . These books do what novels are meant to do: they propose their own vivid and inexorable history.”
—The New York Times Book Review
“A towering work. . . . Bell has emerged as one of the most brilliant, artistic and daring historical novelists of our time, creating a vividly imagined, nearly week-by-week fictionalization of the bloody birth of a nation, synthesizing and transforming an enormous amount of research into tales that are extraordinarily empathetic and rich in emotions that range from hatred, fury, terror and bloodlust to humor, joy, ecstasy and love. He has brought messianic Toussaint L’Ouverture—a courageous warrior, master strategist and heroic champion of human rights—to vital and poignant life as no one has ever done before. . . . In sum, Bell has created that rarest of works, a masterpiece.”
—Chicago Tribune
“Bell uses fiction to take us where history books cannot go—into the thoughts and fears of the revolutionaries and plantation owners and those in between who got caught up in the riots and bloodshed. . . . These three novels succeed in redefining American cultural history in powerful and profound ways.”
—San Francisco Chronicle
“Epic. . . . Heartbreaking. . . . Absorbing. . . . Strikingly rich detail. . . . Riveting and immensely satisfying. . . . A masterly piece of work.”
—Fort Worth Star-Telegram
“Astonishing. . . . Bell’s immersion in the world he creates [is] so complete that . . . [it] has an osmotic effect. . . . It’s hard to imagine that anyone could have chronicled Haiti and the travails of Toussaint with an eye more unblinking or with a hand so steady.”
—The Washington Post Book World
“Breathtaking. . . . Bell has crafted such a profound page-turner, full of action and high drama. . . . A spectacular achievement.”
—The Miami Herald
“Remarkable. . . . Bell is a gifted craftsman. . . . He’s the sort of writer one can always turn to on faith; he seems incapable of writing an inelegant phrase. He captures the flavor of the island with depth and obvious love, including enough French and Creole for linguistic flavor, and interweaving English translations for clarity. The balance is close to perfect.”
— The Seattle Times
“Dazzling. . . . With assiduousness that does not flag even through the most detailed of battle scenes, Bell has taken this shadowy historical figure and revealed what is essential, heroic and lasting in his legacy. . . . A masterpiece.”
—The Boston Globe
“Powerful. . . . Bell manages both to render a readable narrative . . . and to use language with skill and beauty. . . . It’s hard to say anyone is writing better.”
—Houston Chronicle
“[Bell] has proved himself to be a master of historical fiction. . . . There is no question that this trilogy will make an indelible mark on literary history—one worthy of occupying the same shelf as Tolstoy’s  War and Peace. . . . No matter what readers take away from it . . . Bell has triumphed.”
—The Baltimore Sun
“Breathtakingly successful on so many levels. . . . One wonders how the events of today will be drawn in two hundred years, if a writer should exist of Mr. Bell’s masterful abilities.”
—New York Post
“Riveting. . . . Bell’s formidable achievement not only makes impressive literature, but he has managed to turn military, political and colonial history into such delicious reading that I found myself still going at 4 AM, unwilling to put sleep before pleasure.”
—Annie Dawid, The Oregonian
“Triumphant. . . . By turns powerful and appalling. . . . Bell does a superb job with an incredible mass of material, but he never lets the material overwhelm the story. . . . [He] has created an amazing work of historical fiction.”
—The Tennessean

 
 
Moyse Dézo
 Prann sa pou prinsip-O
M’ap poté dlo par kiyè pou plen kanari mwen
 
FOR ALL WHO WALK WITH THE SPIRIT OF TOUSSAINT
LOUVERTURE IN THE FIGHT FOR HAITI’S FREEDOM,
THEN AND NOW

[image: image][image: image]

Fort de Joux, France
October 1802
Toussaint sat hunched forward, consumed by his shadow, which the firelight threw huge and dark and shuddering behind him on the glistening wall. He was cold, mortally cold, with his ague. Drawing closer about his shoulders the ratty wool blanket he’d taken from his cot, he thought of adding to the fire one of the three or four chunks of wood that remained in the cell. But his trembling would not permit this action. His teeth chattered with the vibration of his chill, so that the bad teeth in his injured jawbone shot a bolt of pain to the very top of his skull. The white flash seared away everything. He gripped the blanket closer to his throat and dug the fingertips of his free hand around the swelling of his jaw, containing the pain, compressing it.
His trembling stopped. So, apparently, did the cold. He felt a moment of equilibrium. The blanket slipped down on his shoulders. Experimentally he spread both arms. The shadow loomed, and startled him; he tilted slightly in his chair.
Baron de la Croix. Lord of the Cemetery . . . In a voice not his own he seemed to hear the whispered phrase If it’s not your time, Ghede won’t take you.
He gathered his feet beneath him, feeling capable now of a balanced movement, but before he could rise, the fever swelled into the space the chill had vacated. The blanket slithered down around his waist. He heard his voice, harsh and distant: Tuez les responsables! A log broke in the fireplace, gnawed to a spindle by the small blue flames, and red coals scattered on the hearth. Kill everyone responsible! His order had not been respected. He had lost the strength that would have carried him far enough to add a piece of wood to the fire. In any case the fever warmed him now. Sweat poured from his every crevice, pooling in the hollow of his throat. His firewood would not be resupplied till morning. He seemed to see the damp and anxious face of Baille, commandant of the Fort de Joux and Toussaint’s jailer, muttering uneasy complaints about his use of firewood, sugar . . . The face dissolved into the fever and the long-winged shadow hovering on the seeping wall.
It was late morning when he woke, as he knew by the color of the light leaking in through the half-inch mesh of the grating; high under the vault at one end of the cell, it supplied his only traces of the light of day. The usual draught sucked through the space, flirting from the grating to the narrow crack beneath the door. He had slept considerably later than was his custom. While he was unconscious, they had come to bring more firewood and replenish his small store of food and water.
He got up slowly, bare toes freezing against the flagstones. The cold contact shocked him into brighter consciousness; he welcomed it for that. His joints ached, but for the moment he felt neither chill nor fever. That was well, though he knew that as the day wore on his symptoms might renew themselves.
He knelt on the hearth stones, uncovered the fading coals from the ash, and breathed on them till their life returned, then fed them with splinters till stronger flames began to rise. In one of his small, sporadic kindnesses, Baille had furnished a bag of cornmeal, knowing that Toussaint preferred this to oats. Boiling water in a small iron kettle, he made an adequate serving of mush. Maïs moulin...1 there were no beans, and no hot peppers. Scarcely sugar or salt enough to give it any flavor at all. He ate dutifully, for the sake of his strength, his lucidity, and cleaned the bowl with a scrap of ship’s biscuit, which was itself too hard for his shattered teeth to break. He held it in his mouth a long time while he thought.
A bell tolled in some distant tower of the Fort de Joux, and as if in answer a current of cold air swam through the cell. The beads of water on the inner wall, raw stone of the mountain, had taken on a pearly luminescence. It was months since Toussaint had left his cell, but the wind and the cold without had struck him when he’d first been brought here, though that was a milder season. Here in the Jura Mountains the peaks were snow-capped all summer long, and the wind cut and whistled like a whip.
He had marked the stones to count the days of his confinement; his mental calendar was clear. Twelve days since Bonaparte’s agent, Caffarelli, had departed, bearing Toussaint’s own memorandum to the First Consul. For the past four days, Toussaint had felt his anticipation of response spreading like an itch on saddle-chafed skin. As a general in the French army, he merited a reply from his ultimate superior. He was due his trial, his day in court; in justice he must pass before a tribunal. In the memorandum he had sent, the case was thoroughly presented. Blame for the war still rumbling in Saint Domingue, while Toussaint sat in this freezing cell, was shifted to Napoleon’s brother-in-law, the Captain-General Leclerc, whom Bonaparte had sent to attack him without cause. Yes, without the least legitimate reason, when Toussaint Louverture had never faltered in his loyalty to France—and was recognized too, as Governor-General of the colony. If Leclerc had presented himself in a friendly fashion, instead of forcing his entry everywhere with cannon and sword, much bloodshed would certainly have been avoided.
At last the hardtack gave way and crumbled on his tongue. He swallowed, took a sip of water. The fire returned a faint warmth to the arches of his outstretched bare feet. With his thumb, he checked the corners of the three letters sewn into the lining of his coat. He’d asked Baille for a needle and thread to refasten some loose buttons. The jailer had consented, more than a little nervously, insisting on the return of the needle as if it might be used for a weapon or an instrument of escape. Here Toussaint had managed a small moral victory, transforming Baille’s anxiety into humiliation and shame. Baille was not well fitted to the role assigned him; he had no natural strain of cruelty. An invisible chain bound him together with Toussaint, like two slaves in a coffle.
And still, Toussaint considered, more shame was due the men who had betrayed him . . . of the three letters snug in his coat lining, one, from Chief of Battalion Pesquidoux, was of small consequence. He had simply happened to receive it the same day as the other two . . . that last day.
The first from Leclerc—and this, after all difficulty had been smoothed between them. Toussaint had at last acknowledged the authority of the Captain-General, had formally retired both from the Governor-Generalship and the French army, and withdrawn with his family to his plantations surrounding Ennery. And yet the oily words of Leclerc still pursued him there: Since you persist in thinking that the large number of troops now found at Plaisance are frightening the cultivators there, I have charged General Brunet to arrange the placement of a part of those troops with you...2
This letter enclosed in another from Brunet:
Here is the moment, Citizen General, to make it known in an indisputable manner to the General in Chief that those who may have been able to deceive him on the subject of your good faith are nothing  but miserable slanderers, and that your own sentiments have no   tendency but to restore order and tranquillity to the area where you  live. It is essential that you support me in this matter. We have, my dear general, some arrangements to make together which cannot be  dealt with by letter, but which a conference of one hour would complete. Were I not overcome by work and troublesome details, I’d be today the bearer of my own response, but as I am unable to leave these days, come to me yourself, and if you are recovered from your indisposition, let it be tomorrow. One must never delay when it is  a question of doing good. You will not find, at my country plantation, all the amenities I would wish to organize for your reception, but you will find there the frankness of a gallant man who has no other wish but for the prosperity of the colony and your own personal happiness . . .
La bonne foi, indeed. Toussaint sniffed and leaned sideways to spit through the gap in his front teeth onto the ashes in the hearth. Good faith . . . that Brunet and Leclerc should soil that phrase with their duplicitous tongues. Or Napoleon Bonaparte himself, for that matter. To whom Toussaint had appealed, most recently, for not only justice but mercy.
He stretched his hands toward the fire, palms down, seeking what heat still rose from the fading embers. A glance at the woodpile, so meagerly replenished, let him know that he must not build it higher, since this small store must be eked out for all of the day and the evening. But more than the cold, it was the constant damp which troubled him. He released a wet cough from the ache in his chest, and glanced over his shoulder at the pearlescent, oozing wall. It seemed to him that his left hand grew slightly warmer than his right. With an effort of his will, he stopped both hands from trembling.
His memorandum, that legal résumé of his self-justification and self-defense, had been penned to his dictation by a secretary procured by Baille. At the last minute, after the secretary had departed, Toussaint had added a final note in his own hand, his own uncertain orthography, before finally presenting the packet to Caffarelli for delivery:
Premier Consul, Père de toutes les militre. De fanseur des innosant,juige integre, prononcé dont sure un homme quie plus malheure  que couppable. Gairice mes plai, illé tre profonde, vous seul pourretpoeter les remede, saluter et lan pé ché de ne jamai ouver, vous  sete medecien, ma position et mes service mérite toute votre a tantion et je conte an tierment sur votre justice et votre balance. Salut et respec.3
Toussaint Louverture
As he ran over those words in his mind, it seemed to him that his wounds must all reopen. To dwell upon thoughts such as these was to call the spirit of Ezili Jé Rouge, enraged with the bitterness of her losses and the terrible betrayals she had suffered. With her nails and her teeth she would tear at her clothing and the ground where she crouched, lay open her own cheeks in bloody furrows, and otherwise rend the flesh of the postulants she possessed.
But Toussaint never walked with Ezili Jé Rouge. Ezili Fréda he had sometimes known, the sponsor of love, who bore the great wound in her heart with patience and devotion. If he trusted Caffarelli in little else, Toussaint did trust him to deliver the letter he had written to Suzanne. Which by this time he must have done, so that even now it might be in her hands.
Ma cher Epouse,
Je profite l’occasions dunt bon général pour vous donné mé nouvel. J’ai été malade an narrivant ici, mais le commandant de cet place qui et un homme umain ma porté toute les cecours possible; grâce à Dieu, sa va beaucoup mieu; vous savé mon namitier pour ma famille et mon nattachement pour une femme que je chéris, pour quoi mavé vous pas donné de vos nouvel.
Bon jour à toute pour moi. Je les pryer d’être bien comporté, beacoup de sageste, et la vertus. Je vous sé déjà dire que vous sète responsable de lheure conduite devant Dieu et à votre maris, mandé moi ci Placide et tavec vous.
Je vous sanbras tout tandrement. Je suis pour la vis votre fidèle époux.4
Toussaint Louverture
Then it seemed that Suzanne was near him for a moment, without the bars and the frozen stone walls and the free-falling descents from the cliffs of these Jura Mountains. He calmed, and a generous glow of warmth spread below his breast bone. The dangerous spirit of self-destruction had withdrawn. Without emotion, he recalled Blanc Cassenave, who’d died in the jail where Toussaint had sent him, so furious at the injustice he felt he’d received that his heart had exploded in his chest. But it was he himself, and not Toussaint, who’d broken faith and turned to treachery—Blanc Cassenave died by the work of his own hands.
The warmth enclosed him now, embraced the surface of his skin. His arms sank down, hands dangling from the wooden arms of his chair. Though the pressure grew uncomfortable on his upper arms, he was not inspired to alter his position. Again he felt Suzanne’s near presence, stirring soupe giraumon in the dooryard of the little house they’d shared at Bréda long ago. He smelled the soup and heard the little cocks so proudly crowing on the slopes of Morne du Cap, and he could hear his three sons breathing near him in the darkness before dawn.
His head snapped back. Before him on the wall appeared the face of a black man, a strong face struggling under terrible duress, cords in his neck stretched to the limit and the eyes and teeth a white rictus of torment and pain. Dieudonné. This was Dieudonné, he knew, though he had never seen his face. His undoing had been accomplished through intermediaries, and at a distance of many miles (though not so long as the distance between Saint Domingue and France). Dieudonné would have taken the ten thousand men he led to join the English invaders at Port-au-Prince (such had been the appearance of the thing), but instead he was betrayed by one of his own seconds and delivered to the mulatto general Rigaud in the south, then locked in a prison where, the story had come back long afterward, he suffocated slowly beneath a weight of chains.
All this was only fever dream. Carefully, Toussaint brought his aching head upright. The tortured face had faded from the wall, and if its glistening surface now resembled the mirrored face of a calm sea, that too was an illusion of his fever.
Receding now, though the pain in his head was worse. The castle bell had been tolling but he had not counted the strokes. The clock on the shelf, notoriously unreliable, read half-past four.
And if the spirit of Dieudonné had risen from beneath the waters to confront him, then? Dieudonné had been free to choose. The choice had been laid plain before him by a letter from Toussaint. Quand il s’agit  de faire le bien on ne doit jamais retarder. If he had not hesitated, all might have come out otherwise. And Dieudonné was not alone. There were others, many others: Rigaud himself, Joseph Flaville, Toussaint’s adopted nephew Moyse in all his terrible particulars. Each and every one of them the author of his own doom.
Toussaint had reached an islet of stability somewhere amid the ocean of his fever. He crouched and blew the dormant coals to life and built the fire to a considerable brightness. There was now just a little fuel to spare, since during his delirium he’d used none.
However, he must make good use of the present interval of lucidity. He warmed his hands till they flexed easily, then pushed himself upright and went to the small square table. The writing implements were still at hand, though the secretary had long since departed. He arranged the pen, the ink, the paper, and sat for a moment looking down on them.
He would not allow the spirit of embitterment to devour him. Between betrayer and betrayed it was equal in the end, when they should come together beneath the mapou tree, or when the crossroads sprang upright before their faces, for their judgment . . . The truth was that Toussaint had known, when he kept his rendezvous with Brunet, what would follow. Or it seemed to him now that he had known then, just as, when he first saw Leclerc’s great fleet assembling off Point Samana, he had known the secret orders of the First Consul which it bore—orders to which only Leclerc and a very few of his entourage had been privy. As he knew also, certainly enough, the outcome of his present situation.
In the end it was all one. And now there was one more letter to write. He lit the stub of candle affixed to the table top by its own melted wax, dipped the pen in the ink and began.
Au Cachot du Fort de Joux, ce 17 Vendémiaire
Je vous pri au nom de Dieu au nom de l’humanité de jai té un cou deuille favorable sur ma réclamation, sur ma position et ma famille, employé votre Grand Génie sur ma conduite, sur la mannière que je servis ma patris, sur toutes les dangés que je courir an faisant ma devoire, j’ai servis ma patrie avec fidelité et probité jai les servis avec  zèlle et courage, et jai été devoué à mon gouvernement. J’ai sacrifié mon sant et emporté ce que je pocede pour la servire et malgré mes séfort tous mé travaux a été envin, vous me permettrai premiere consulde vous dire avec tout les respec et las soumition que je vous doit:  le Gouvernement a été tromppé entièrement sur le conte de Toussaint Louverture, sur une de cé plus zellé et couragé serviteurs à Saint Domingue. J’ai travaillé depuis lontans pour aquiérire l’honneur et la gloire de mon gouvernement et atire lestime de mes concitoien, et je suis aujourd’hui couronné des sépines et lingratitude le plus marqué pour recompence, et je ne desavoue pas les fautes que je pourais faire  et je vous sant fait mé excuse, mais ce parti ne vaut les care de la punition que je reçu ni les traitement que jai essuies: premier Consul, il est mal heureux pour moi, denet pasconnus de vous, ci vous mavé connus au fon pendant que jai été à Saint Domingue, vous ceré tranquilsur mon conte et me rendré plus de justice, mon interrieur est Bon.5
And here he faltered. It seemed to him that if only his accuser, judge, could see him face-to-face and know him to the core, then the future would be redeemed. This thought was the very truth, he felt, and at the same time illusion of his fever. The words were squirming on the page like knots of insect larvae, the whole room rocked to the rhythm of the wooden ship that had conveyed him into this cold land. Carefully he laid the pen aside, so as not to blot his paper, leaned back and let the fever take him.

PREFACE
In 1776 the American Revolution began in the guise of a tax revolt, while proclaiming self-evident natural rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. In 1789 the French Revolution began as a violent class struggle, declaring an ideology of liberty, equality, and brotherhood among all men. That all white men were intended went without saying.
In 1791 what would become known as the Haitian Revolution began as a rebellion of African slaves against their white masters in the French colony of Saint Domingue. Ripples expanding from the French Revolution had begun reaching Saint Domingue two years before. The whites of the colony, who numbered some forty thousand, were bitterly divided between Jacobin Revolutionaries of the lower economic classes and the large property holders, who were more likely to be royalists and who hoped to make Saint Domingue a refuge for the ancien régime. These two classes agreed only on the absolute necessity of denying political rights to the people of mixed European and African blood who inhabited the colony. Many of these gens de couleur, as they were called, had been educated in Europe; many owned property and slaves themselves. Recognized as a third race under the French slave system, this group had begun, on the eve of the French Revolution, to agitate for political privileges to match its already considerable economic power. Repression from the whites (who had fathered this third race) was extraordinarily vicious. The first genocidal pogroms in Saint Domingue were conducted by whites against mulattoes in the mid-1780s. In 1790 a final mulatto uprising ended with the ringleaders, Ogé and Chavannes, being tortured to death in a public square in the town of Cap Français.
In 1791 there were about twenty-eight thousand free persons of color in Saint Domingue, or a little less than the number of whites. Both groups depended for their prosperity—in what had become France’s richest colony and the source for much of Europe’s sugar and coffee— on the labor of at least seven hundred thousand black slaves, of whom over half had been born in Africa. The conditions of slavery in Saint Domingue were so atrocious that the slave population did not reproduce itself—an importation of more than twenty thousand per year was necessary to maintain a stable work force. The fighting of the white slave masters among themselves and against the mulattoes took place within their view, while the revolutionary events in France and Europe were discussed within their hearing. The carelessness of the whites in this hazardous situation can only be explained by their belief that their slaves were something other and less than human.
The slaves set out to prove them wrong. By the autumn of 1791 most of the colony’s vast sugar plantations had been destroyed by fire, a great many white colonists had been massacred, and many more had fled. Those who held on were isolated in the cities of the coast; the interior had become an anarchy traveled by roaming bands of rebel slaves. Over the next several years the situation of Saint Domingue degenerated into a three-way genocidal race war in which each race did everything in its power to exterminate the other two. Meanwhile the European powers— England, Spain, and France—circled the perimeter, hoping to regain a foothold.
On August 29, 1793, the same day that the French Revolutionary Commissioner Léger Félicité Sonthonax proclaimed the abolition of slavery in Cap Français, another proclamation issued from the camps of the rebel slaves in the mountains: “Brothers and Friends, I am Toussaint Louverture. My name is perhaps not unknown to you. I have undertaken to avenge you. I want liberty and equality to reign throughout Saint Domingue. I am working toward that end. Come and join me, brothers, and fight by our side for the same cause.”
Since the fall of 1791, the man formerly known as Toussaint Bréda had been among the armed bands of rebel slaves in the interior—bands that were nominally in the service of the Spanish government in the eastern half of the island, though not under much actual Spanish control. Toussaint was over fifty years old when the first uprisings broke out. Born in slavery, he could read and write, had served as an overseer on Bréda plantation, and had some knowledge of both native and European medicine. He served the rebel leaders as a doctor first, then began to assemble his own fighting force—small at first, but unusually well trained and well disciplined. When he learned that the French National Assembly had abolished slavery, he turned on the other black leaders who were still in the service of royalist Spain, drove them over the border, and made himself master of the chain of mountain forts called the Cordon de l’Ouest, which controlled the passages between the Northern and Western Departments of Saint Domingue. That much accomplished, he offered his services to General Etienne Laveaux, who commanded for Revolutionary France in the colony.
Toussaint’s volte-face turned what had seemed inevitable defeat for the French in Saint Domingue into victory. Acting as Laveaux’s second-in-command, Toussaint repelled both Spanish and British invasions from the colony between 1794 and 1798. Laveaux hailed him as “the Black Spartacus,” and made him Lieutenant Governor of Saint Domingue. Meanwhile, Toussaint proved himself to be as adept in politics as on the battlefield. Outmaneuvered by the black leader, Commissioner Sonthonax returned to France in 1797; Laveaux followed him not long after. A new commission headed by General Thomas Hédouville, sent to reassert the authority of the French government, succeeded only in fomenting a bloody civil war between the blacks led by Toussaint and the mulatto faction.
When Toussaint’s forces had won this struggle, Toussaint stood unchallenged as the de facto ruler of Saint Domingue. He seems never to have intended to make the colony independent (when offered a British alliance if he would crown himself king, he refused it), but rather to govern it as a French protectorate. By 1801 he had done much to stabilize the war-ravaged territory and had made real progress in restoring the economy, inviting the exiled white planters, whose expertise was needed, to return and manage their properties with free labor. The foundation of a society based on liberty and on genuine equality and brotherhood among Saint Domingue’s three races appeared to be in place. Toussaint consolidated these gains by creating a constitution for the colony which, among other things, appointed him governor for life, with the right to choose his own successor.
France, meanwhile, had passed through the Terror into reaction. When Toussaint sent his constitution to the capital for ratification, Napoleon Bonaparte, though not yet Emperor, ruled under the title of First Consul. The story that Toussaint began his letter to Napoleon with the phrase “from the first of the blacks to the first of the whites” is apocryphal, though inspired by real similarities between these two extraordinary self-made men, who each had risen to power through the military. Napoleon would certainly have recognized their likeness, though perhaps he was mistaken to measure Toussaint’s ambition by his own. The strongest ideological objections to slavery had been swept away with the Terror, and Napoleon was under serious pressure to restore the slave system in the French colonies, from factions of dispossessed Caribbean planters who included his own consort, Josephine. No doubt his vanity was pricked by the temerity of Toussaint’s constitution, which could easily have appeared to be a declaration of independence in all but name. But Napoleon was very much a pragmatist, and he saw the attraction of accepting Toussaint’s cooperation so as to use his forces and the base of Saint Domingue not only to threaten the English in the Caribbean but also to secure or even expand the French presence on the North American continent, via Louisiana, then still a French possession. So the decision would not have been an obvious one for him.

Part One
DEBAKMEN
December 1801–February 1802
J’ai à me reprocher une tentative sur cette colonie, lors du consulat; c’était une grande faute que de vouloir la soumettrepar la force; je devais me contenter de la gouverner par l’intermédiaire de Toussaint.
—Napoleon Bonaparte, Mémorial de Saint-Hélène 
I have to reproach myself for an attempt on that colony during the Consulate; it was a big mistake to want to subdue it by force; I ought to have contented myself with governing it through the intermediary of Toussaint.


1
James Howarth, captain of the Merry Bell, rolled sideways to the edge of his hospital cot and heaved black bile into the gourd coui which Zabeth held trembling beneath his wide-strained jaws. Doctor Hébert leaned forward to steady her, a hand on her spine. When Captain Howarth had done vomiting and collapsed onto the cot, the doctor took the stinking gourd from her hands.
“Give him the tea,” he told her, leaning to wipe a thread of the bloody vomit from the patient’s chin. Zabeth rose, her head lowered, and walked out into the hospital courtyard, where the infusion simmered over a charcoal brazier. The doctor watched her with a mild dissatisfaction. Her legs moved jerkily, stiff from fear. Zabeth was an excellent nurse for almost any illness, but not for mal de Siam, the yellow fever.
He carried the gourd out of the hospital enclosure and emptied it into the ravine behind the wall. Used for the dumping of various ordures, the ravine was slightly fetid, especially in this season, when rainfall was thin. Bad air. It was a fault in the location of the hospital, though otherwise the place was good, high on a generally windswept slope at the upper edge of the town of Cap Français. In this still weather, though, the ravine bred mosquitoes. Irritably the doctor pinched one from the hollow of his throat, rubbing his thumb and forefinger together till the blood splotch came away in brownish crumbs.
When he returned to the hospital gate, he saw with relief that Guiaou was just coming in, accompanied by the three women he’d brought to help him through the night. Guiaou had lately been promoted corporal in the honor guard of Governor-General Toussaint Louverture, but he was willing to spend many of his off-duty hours tending the hospital in order to earn something extra for his family. Doctor Hébert had trained him as an assistant on various battlefields of the recent wars and had a perfect confidence in him. There was no disease that gave him pause; Guiaou feared nothing except water.
The doctor glanced once more into the dormitory. Captain Howarth lay quiescent, flanked by three of his crewmen and the second officer of the Merry Bell. They’d all fallen ill the day after the trading packet moored in Le Cap harbor, following a zigzag voyage up the Windward Islands from the South American continent and the Orinoco River. Two of the crew were barely breathing; the doctor doubted they would last the night.
He beckoned to Zabeth and led her from the hospital. Guiaou appeared to bolt the gate behind them. The doctor reached through the bars and touched the back of Guiaou’s hand; the two of them exchanged a glance and a nod. It was not the first death watch he’d shared with Guiaou, but somehow he was particularly grateful to be relieved of this one.
He walked down the sloping street from the hospital, stealing the odd glance at Zabeth, who came a pace or two behind. Don’t be afraid, he wanted to tell her. He had already told her that. About ten years earlier, when still in her teens, Zabeth had survived a bout of yellow fever, the same that had killed among others the doctor’s brother-in-law Martin Thibodet. Zabeth had nearly died herself—as had the doctor when his turn to take the fever came a couple of years later. But those few who lived would not fall prey to the same disease again; it was not like malaria, which revisited its sufferers often enough. The doctor was sure of that and that alone. It was almost all he understood of la fièvre jaune, but his own experience proved it well enough. He had announced the point to Zabeth several times and explained that her survival and immunity was the exact reason he had chosen her to nurse these men.
The explanation had not reassured her. However, the farther they got from the hospital, the more her hips and back and shoulders relaxed, until she had resumed that smoothly flowing, floating gait, so beautiful in the black and colored women of the colony. Glancing back at her, the doctor thought with a slight pang of his own wife. But he had sent her with the children over the mountains to Ennery, the moment he’d recognized these sailors’ fever for what it was.
“M’ap rantré,” Zabeth said. I’m going in. She paused on the corner of the street which led in the direction of the house the doctor was currently sharing with his sister, Elise.
“Tell my sister I will be there within the hour,” Doctor Hébert said. Picking up his pace, he went on down the hill, turning his face into the breeze that blew back from the harbor. He emerged on the waterfront near the customs house, which was just shutting its doors for the night. Beyond the shelter of the buildings the wind was stiff indeed; he took off his hat and held it fluttering in his hand as he walked into the wind down toward the battery of the Carénage. The wind whipped his few remaining strands of hair around his bare sun-freckled crown, and stuffed wisps of his beard, which wanted trimming, into the corners of his mouth. He continued until he came to the fountain at the end of the esplanade, then stopped and turned to face the wide oblong of the harbor.
Black mouths of cannon poked from the embrasures of the Carénage battery, aimed fanwise across the water. The Merry Bell was moored far out, beyond the reef, the colors of the North American Republic just discernible to the naked eye. She had already exchanged her cargo, but would not put to sea without her captain. Doctor Hébert had ordered the ship quarantined as soon as he’d remarked the yellow fever. His close relationship to Toussaint Louverture gave him the power to enforce such measures, though he had no official function in the port.
By irony, the Merry Bell had brought him out of South America a substantial shipment of cinchona bark. At first the doctor had taken it for Providence, when the men from the ship began to fall ill, and had so informed James Howarth. The bitter brew of cinchona bark was almost magically effective against malaria in the early stage. He’d begun the treatment straight away, but a day or so later, when his patients suddenly turned yellow, he’d known it to be useless. Therefore he had substituted herbe à pique, an herb he’d learned long ago from Toussaint to be effective in many fevers. It too was useless against la fièvre jaune but could be harvested locally, unlike the precious cinchona. It was necessary to give the sick men something to shield them from despair.
Then the black vomiting had begun. Such was always the course of the yellow fever. A man would reduce his bulk by half before he died, in three days or two or sometimes one. Or if he lived. The difference lay in the will to live and the grace of God.
Above Fort Picolet, a great frigate bird was wheeling against the rapidly paling sky. The doctor’s spirits lifted when he saw it. It was rare to see one of these huge birds so close to land, and somehow it felt to him like a good omen. Then a huge wave slapped against the pilings, showering him with spray, and he let the dousing chase his frustration with the fever from his mind. Turning his back to the wind, he walked back in the direction he had come, whitecaps hurrying behind him over the water.
When he reached the townhouse he shared with his sister, he found her in the company of her bosom friend, Isabelle Cigny. No surprise, for her own house was just around the corner. Till recently, both he and Elise had used the Cigny residence as their base when in Le Cap. But two months ago, Elise, who enjoyed a considerable inheritance from her late husband Thibodet, had purchased the present house at a very advantageous price; it had been left vacant by the demise of one of the colored gentlemen who had for a season ruled the town, but had then been so unwise as to mount a rebellion against Toussaint Louverture and his overwhelming black armies.
Isabelle turned her bright black eyes on the doctor the moment he walked in. “What news?” she cried, flirting her skirts around her hips as she rose and resettled herself. The doctor smiled on her; he and Isabelle had been friends for most of a decade, but her coquetry was automatic.
“The men from the Merry Bell are like to die, I think, by morning,” he advised her, dropping his weight into a wooden chair in a corner of the half-furnished room. “Except the captain—he may live. I hope so, for I rather liked him.”
“I share your wish, of course,” said Isabelle, and tapped her slippered foot in token of impatience. “But what interests me more is news of the port.”
“Ah,” said the doctor, turning toward Zabeth, who had just entered the room with a tray bearing a concoction of rum, lime juice, and sugar, and a letter from his son Paul at Ennery. He took the drink and smoothed the letter on his knee.
“No news,” he said. “You must not worry.”
“It has been weeks!” Isabelle protested.
“Yes,” Elise put in. “But you know Xavier. His routes are ever indirect.” It was the sort of thing she would normally say with fondness, but tonight there seemed a bitter flavor to it. Isabelle had noticed it too, the doctor thought, for at once she dropped her own subject and began to chatter of fabric for curtains and the possibility of imported paper for the walls.
It was the new prosperity—new security really—that had moved Isabelle to send for her children, who had these last few years been sheltered from the turbulence of Saint Domingue in a boarding school at Philadelphia. But Isabelle’s husband was not free to fetch them, and for some reason she had not elected to make the voyage herself. Xavier Tocquet, who was Elise’s current husband, had volunteered to escort the children. It appeared that he had some business with certain Philadelphia factors, whose nature was not yet precisely known.
The doctor took a long pull at his rum, then broke the seal of his letter and unfolded it. His eldest, Paul, was eight years old. His formal education had been scattershot thus far. Sessions with the village priest at Ennery. There was a regular school here in Le Cap, but his attendance was sporadic since he was often absent in the country. The doctor supervised him intermittently, as he had time. His mother, Nanon, could read reasonably well but her writing ability was negligible. However, it had been her idea that Paul must write and send a weekly letter to his father whenever they were parted.
The boy’s penmanship was passable, his spelling insecure. He conveyed the news in a sufficiently engaging manner. Their trip over the mountains had passed easily. They’d arrived at Ennery with a great supply of cassava and fruit collected along the way. Paul had reconnected with his great friend Caco, a black boy a couple of years older who lived on the plantation at Ennery. But Caco, because of the new work codes lately issued by Toussaint, was obliged to devote part of his time to either the cane fields or the coffee. Paul had followed him for a day or so. He found both occupations disagreeable, the coffee somewhat less so. There was to be a bamboche on Saturday, with pigs killed for the boucan. Paul’s younger twin siblings were well. Likewise his mother and his cousin Sophie, Elise’s child. Paul sent his kisses to his honorable father . . .
“A good report of the twins,” the doctor said, passing the letter to Isabelle, “if not especially detailed.”
Isabelle snapped the letter open on her crossed knee and scanned it rapidly for the mention of François and Gabriel, relaxing perceptibly when she had found their names. Elise cocked an eyebrow at her, but she did not seem to notice. The doctor sipped his rum. When Isabelle had read the whole letter through, she leaned to give it back to him.
“He writes appealingly, your boy.”
The doctor nodded as he swallowed. “And never mind the spelling.”
Zabeth came in, bearing Elise’s year-old baby, asleep on her full bosom. She passed the infant Mireille to her mother, who accepted the bundle absently. Zabeth turned toward the doctor’s empty glass.
“I’ll just come with you,” he said, standing up to follow her from the room.
Zabeth’s own infant slept in a basket in the pantry at the rear of the house. While Zabeth prepared his second drink, the doctor stooped to peer at him. The child was vigorously healthy, substantially bigger and more robust than his nursing partner. The father was dead, executed by Toussaint the previous fall for some military infraction. Because the two babies were roughly of an age, Elise had turned her own over to Zabeth to wet-nurse. By virtue of Zabeth’s excursions to the hospital, the babies were beginning to be weaned.
“What time is supper?” he inquired, rising to accept the freshened glass.
“Oh, I don’t know,” Zabeth said, mildly flustered. “Madame said she will go out, and perhaps you with her? But I will speak to the cook, what will you take? There is either fish or chicken.”
“Chicken,” the doctor said. When he returned to the parlor, Isabelle was standing to make her farewells. She teased the baby’s chin with a fingernail, exchanged a maternal glance with Elise, kissed the doctor on both cheeks, and then went out.
“Now then,” Elise said, giving him a measuring glance. “Your beard is a bit bedraggled, sir.”
The doctor took a great gulp of his drink. “It’s hardly worth troubling a barber with the few hairs which remain on my head,” he said.
“Perhaps you’re right,” his sister returned. “But just you come with me.”
In her boudoir, Elise laid the baby on the bed and hemmed her in with cushions. Mireille mewed and smacked her lips, but did not wake. Elise motioned the doctor to a chair by the french doors onto the balcony— there was still enough light in the sky to see clearly there.
“Now then.” She extracted a small pair of scissors from an enameled necessary box. “Be still.” For a moment she clipped in silence. Then—“I wish you would excuse Zabeth from the hospital.”
“Well, if you—”
“Don’t talk—I’ll nick you if you wag your jaw.” She flashed the scissors. “Mireille is restless in the daytime when Zabeth is gone. And Zabeth is so fearful of the fever, no matter what you say. You know it upset her terribly when Toussaint ordered Bouquart to shoot himself. Here, turn your head this way. This way . . . Perhaps they ought to go to Ennery with the other children.”
“Oh indeed, if you think it best . . .” the doctor began. This had been his own original suggestion, when the yellow fever first appeared among the crew of the Merry Bell, but Elise had not wanted to be parted from Mireille. “And would you go with them, then?”
Elise drew back to study him, scissors poised. “You are presentable,” she declared. She put the scissors away in the box, and went to her dressing table to light the two candles either side of the mirror, for the room was rapidly growing dim.
“No, I don’t think I will go to Ennery just now,” she said. “Not when I expect my husband hourly into port.” The wry expression accompanying those last words brought out faint wrinkles at the corners of her mouth, which the doctor could see in the reflection. Elise must have noticed them too. She brushed at them with powder.
“You’re going out, I gather.” The doctor touched a fingertip to the shortened hairs of his beard.
“The soirée at Government House,” Elise said, catching his eye in the mirror. “Will you come?”
“No, I think not, not tonight. It has been a weary day at the hospital. They are already stewing me a chicken here.”
Elise had stopped listening. She adjusted her décolletage in the mirror, then returned her attention to her face. Though the flush of her youth was gone, she was certainly still a handsome woman, her natural graces now requiring just the slightest, most subtle assistance of art. The doctor was reluctant to disrupt her concentration. Much as he tried not to think about it, he knew very well she had recently taken a lover.
“Madame ma sœur,” he said hesitantly. “It strikes me that you have chosen a very dangerous divertissement . . . and for so many reasons.”
“Reasons for the danger, you mean?” Elise made another minute adjustment to her bosom before rotating on her stool to face him. It was to preserve that asset that she’d elected not to nurse her second child herself. “Or the reasons for my choice of diversion?”
The doctor, who felt he had already overspoken, said nothing more.
“Well then,” Elise said, snuffing the candles decisively as she rose to leave the room, “don’t let us dwell on it.”
As was his habit on any ordinary day in town, the doctor rose just at first light, took nothing but coffee as his morning refreshment. He’d arrived at the hospital gate by the time the sun began to spread fingers of light down the sloping street from the mountain above. Two corpses lay on planks under the tall palms of the enclosure, covered with a single sheet of sailcloth.
“I will send for the cart from La Fossette as I go down,” Guiaou told him.
The doctor inclined his head, and touched the black man on the shoulder as he went out the gate. As the hoofbeats of Guiaou’s horse receded over the paving stones, he lifted the canvas from the stiffened visages of the two dead crewmen, then let it fall.
In the dormitory the ship’s second officer still tossed in delirium. One of the night-shift women stayed by him. Captain Howarth and the surviving crewman slept calmly. The doctor touched Howarth’s head and hands, then took his pulse, which had slowed remarkably. The night-shift woman watched the procedure, her eyes grave below the crisp line of her white headcloth. The doctor nodded to her and let out a sigh that almost amounted to relief.
When he heard the creaking wheels of the cemetery cart, he went out to supervise the loading of the bodies. He directed that they should be buried deep—futile instruction for La Fossette, a swampland where the single length of a shovel blade was likely to strike water.
Captain Howarth sat propped on a bolster when the doctor returned to the dormitory, sipping from a cup of tea his own hands now had strength to hold. His eyes were very weary, ringed with shadow, but looked clear.
“I think you’ve saved my life,” he said, and raised his cup a quarter inch in token of a toast.
“Not so,” the doctor said. “You must give thanks to God, and the strength of your own constitution.”
Captain Howarth looked at him narrowly. “Are you a religious man?”
“Sometimes,” the doctor said, inclining his head toward the sunlight that now streamed over the doorsill. “When I see miracles.”
In the following days, both Captain Howarth and the third crewman rallied rather quickly, while the second officer passed through the crisis of the fever and looked likely to recover altogether. Doctor Hébert took private note that this rate of recovery was quite unusual for the disease in question, and that he had no idea what had brought it about. Midweek, Captain Howarth had himself rowed out to the Merry Bell, where he learned that all surviving members of his crew were sound. Unlikely there would be an epidemic in the town. Lifting the quarantine, the doctor breathed out the last vapor of his relieved sigh.
By Friday, he pronounced Captain Howarth fit to attend one of the evenings at Government House, about which the American had expressed great curiosity. At this good news Isabelle Cigny claimed Howarth as her escort, since her husband would give little time to such social exercises, and in any case was absent from the town, tending his plantation on the Northern Plain. Accordingly, the four of them descended on the palace together, Isabelle on Howarth’s arm, and Elise on the doctor’s.
The doors were swung open for them by Guiaou and Riau, the latter a black captain of the Second Colonial Demibrigade. The doctor clapped his hand on the shoulder of Riau, who had often served as orderly in the hospital or on the battlefield, and who now returned his smile. Within the main reception hall, several dozen people were circulating: the principal white men and women of Le Cap, along with some visitors from other regions or abroad; a sprinkling of the colored men still trusted by Toussaint, some accompanied by their wives or daughters; and numerous of the senior black officers, looking a little stiff in their dress uniforms. At the rear of the room, a small musical ensemble was tuning up—a flute, a pair of trumpets, a violin, and an African drum. There was a long table of refreshments, and servants roamed the room with silver trays. The doctor accepted a glass of red wine, wet his tongue in it, and stood holding the glass in his hands. When he glanced around for Isabelle, he found her congratulating their mutual friend Maillart on his recent promotion to the rank of major.
“Well, let me see you.” The doctor embraced Maillart, then held him at arm’s length to admire the new insignia. “Why, yes, the change becomes you.”
“And leaves my accomplishments much as they were,” said Maillart with a wink. He’d languished so long in the colonial service without promotion, through the period when the black officer corps was rocketing higher and higher in rank, that the matter had become almost indifferent to him.
“What news have you?” said the doctor. Because of the fever outbreak he had not seen Maillart for nearly two weeks. The major rolled his eyes and caught him by the sleeve.
“Vincent has been exiled to Elba.”
“What?”
The doctor contained his response to a hiss, and yet he felt it had been too loud. Isabelle and Elise were taken up in an exchange of compliments with Colonel Sans-Souci and a couple of other black officers, but Captain Howarth, unattached for the moment, seemed to be looking at them curiously.
Maillart pulled the doctor a step further away and stooped to mutter in his ear. “I had a letter sent direct to me, or rather it had been smuggled out, I—”
The sounding of a trumpet stopped the conversation. All around the room people left off their chatter and turned to face the entrance, where Guiaou was just lowering the horn from his lips. Those who had been seated got quickly to their feet. The doors swung wide for the entrance of Governor-General Toussaint Louverture.
The doctor stole a glance at Captain Howarth to measure his reaction. The Merry Bell put out of Charleston, South Carolina, where slavery was quite vigorously in force, and before he fell ill Howarth had passed a couple of remarks about the oddity of finding himself landed in a “nigger republic.” Might Toussaint cut a comic figure in his eyes? The black general was slight in stature, with a jockey’s build and the slightly bowed legs to go with it. When he was dismounted, his head, with its long heavily underslung jaw, looked ill-balanced and distinctly too large for his body. General Henri Christophe, commander of the Second Colonial Demibrigade, seemed to tower over Toussaint as he walked beside him, stooping to catch his murmured words.
Tonight Toussaint wore a small tricorne hat, adorned with black and white plumes, and a single red one. Aside from that his dress was simple: trousers and jacket of an extremely fine white linen. As he began his circuit of the room, conversation resumed, though in lower tones. Riau and Guiaou walked just at his back, sometimes pausing a moment to converse with a group from which the Governor had just detached.
As Toussaint drew nearer to their own cluster, Doctor Hébert shot an alarmed glance at the two women in his charge. Although Toussaint encouraged white ladies at these gatherings, he had a prudish dislike of the fashionably exposed bosom, so that most of the local belles presented themselves dressed as if for church, demurely buttoned right up to their chins. Absentminded as he was in such matters, the doctor seemed to recall that Elise’s toilette fell rather short of the requisite standard. But when he looked now, he saw that she had cunningly tucked a handkerchief into her bodice, folded and teased into a ruffle which successfully camouflaged the vista of ripe flesh that he’d remembered . . . Toussaint was bowing, murmuring over her hand, then Isabelle’s. Madame Cigny, the doctor took in, had deployed a similar device over her own bodice.
The doctor presented Captain Howarth, “lately recovered from  mal de Siam.”
“So?” Toussaint pulled himself straighter and raised his head, looking from Howarth to the doctor. “It is not the fever season.”
“Apparently shipborne,” the doctor muttered. “At any rate it has not spread into the town. Since Wednesday the quarantine is lifted from his vessel.”
“Excellent,” said Toussaint. “We are favored by Providence.”
“In addition to which,” Captain Howarth put in, “I credit this gentleman with my survival.”
Toussaint smiled and in the same movement masked his bad teeth with one hand. The other he laid on the doctor’s shoulder. The two of them were roughly the same height, Doctor Hébert perhaps an inch or so taller, but Toussaint had a knack of projecting some force outward from himself, which made him seem much larger than he really was, when one was near him.
“The first among my men of medicine,” Toussaint said. He squeezed the doctor’s shoulder and let it go.
“You give me too much credit,” the doctor said, genuinely embarrassed. He knew that Toussaint knew how very slight was his knowledge of the yellow fever.
Toussaint nodded to Howarth’s bow, then continued his perambulation. Christophe had lingered to speak to Isabelle. Riau brushed the doctor’s hand in passing. Howarth turned to say something to Isabelle, for Christophe’s attention seemed to vex him a little. The burr of conversation grew generally louder. Maillart caught the doctor’s eye, cleared his throat, and then shook his head.
“No, no, of course,” the doctor said. “I’ll find you later.”
He walked to the refreshment table and found himself some cold meat and cheese. After all, he did not much enjoy these occasions . . . It took Toussaint almost an hour to complete his circuit of the room. Toward the end of his tour, the musicians struck up a country minuet. In the arms of Colonel Sans-Souci, Elise came smoothly gliding onto the dance floor. The doctor felt his pulse leap upward. Toussaint, who was himself no dancer, watched the couple with an indecipherable expression, one hand at the white neckcloth which swathed his throat. Presently a few other dancers joined the first couple, and Toussaint turned away.
As the Governor withdrew in the direction of his offices, Riau and Guiaou made discreet signals to certain members of the company. Isabelle, the doctor, and Captain Howarth were elected. Elise, still on the dance floor, was not.
It was not quite the inner sanctum, but the outer office, which Doctor Hébert knew well, and which could comfortably seat some twenty people. Included this evening were Christophe; Borghella, an important merchant visiting from Port-au-Prince; a couple of other members of Toussaint’s constitutional assembly; the priest Anthéaume; Julien Raymond, a mulatto who’d served on the last commission sent out by the French government; Pascal, a Frenchman who now served as one of Toussaint’s principal secretaries and who also happened to be Raymond’s son-in-law; and a few others, besides the doctor’s party, of similar status or interest in the colony. Toussaint presided, sitting in a carved wooden armchair facing the outer door from a corner. He had taken off his hat, beneath which he wore, as almost always, a yellow madras cloth bound tightly over his brow and knotted at the back. He addressed himself first to Isabelle Cigny.
“What news have you of your children, Madame?”
“None at all for some weeks now,” Isabelle said, with a petulant moue. “I expect them hourly in the port.” She laid her cheek aslant on her wrapped hands and looked charmingly wistful.
“Ah, they are returning? That is good,” Toussaint said. “What age have they?”
“Robert is twelve,” Isabelle said. “And Héloïse—my baby!—is now ten.”
“So the eldest is of an age to have been confirmed in the faith.”
At this the priest roused himself to a greater display of attention. Isabelle lifted her head from her hands and sat primly upright.
“As to that, there has been some delay, but I and his father intend to accomplish his First Communion once he is safely arrived here.”
Toussaint nodded. “So he, and the younger girl also, must be well instructed in their catechism.”
“So I must presume. They have been installed in a convent school in Philadelphia—it is all quite correct.” Isabelle hesitated, as if aware of the stiffness that had come into her voice. “You understand, it has been some years since it has been possible for me to examine them in person.”
“Sa bay tristesse,” Toussaint said. That gives sadness.
“So it does,” Isabelle said, and the expression she’d artfully put on dissolved into a look that seemed sincere.
During this parley, glasses had been handed round, and now a servant appeared with two bottles of wine. Toussaint studied them with some care, giving more attention to the seals than to the labels, then nodded that the corks should be drawn.
“You put out from Charleston, Captain,” he said to Howarth. “So I am told.”
“It is so, Governor,” Howarth replied. The doctor studied his profile. Howarth had a square, bony face, and wore the sort of sailor’s beard which sketched a line from one ear to the other along the outer edge of his jaw.
Toussaint made inquiry into certain particulars of his voyage and the trading he had done along the way, especially at Martinique, where the ancien régime, including slavery, persisted, and nearby Guadeloupe, where the slaves had freed themselves through revolution, as at Saint Domingue. Howarth made his answers with an air of unconscious frankness, but the doctor, as he nursed the wine which had been served him, thought he must be aware that a net was being subtly arranged around him.
“Governor,” he said at last. “I would not venture to make a comparison of those two places. That is a political question with which I do not engage. I am only grateful for my right of entry to those ports—at Martinique and Guadeloupe, and here.”
Toussaint nodded. “You know very well the port of Charleston, I imagine. There is a great importation of slaves there still, is there not? Tell me, how many?”
“What?” said Howarth. “By month, by year? How do you mean?”
“Let us say by year.”
Howarth thought for a moment, frowning, then produced a number.
“And the cost of a slave?”
“On the block at Charleston? But that depends on many things.”
“Let us say a young and healthy, able-bodied male.”
Howarth frowned. “Still it depends, on the sagacity of the buyer and the cunning of the seller. Such sales are made at auction as you may know. But . . .” After a moment he produced another figure.
“And in Africa?” Toussaint said.
“In Africa?” Howarth was now genuinely perplexed. “Truly I don’t know—five sticks of tobacco and an iron axe head? If you mean to suggest that the profit margin is very great, it certainly is so, but—”
“You yourself have never undertaken such a voyage?”
Captain Howarth put aside his half-drunk glass of wine and drew himself ramrod straight on the edge of his chair. “I have not, sir, and I would not.”
Toussaint leaned forward. “Tell me your reasons.”
Howarth seemed to relax, just slightly, just visibly, though he remained at the edge of his seat. “I have seen those ships discharge their loads.” He stroked a hand backward over his head. “I have even visited their holds. Well, once—it was sufficient. The conditions there are much worse than for animals. There is much loss of life on that passage. And it is human life.”
He paused. It was now so quiet in the room that the doctor could hear his neighbors breathing. Through the closed door came dampened strains of the country dance tunes.
“I abhor it,” Captain Howarth said finally. “Oh, I don’t judge the other captains who pursue it. They are my friends, some of them, even my partners on occasion, but in other enterprises. I will carry any cargo but not that one. I abhor the slave trade for myself.”
Toussaint folded his arms across his narrow, wiry chest and looked very piercingly at Captain Howarth. A ring of white appeared around his eyes. For perhaps a whole minute the two men’s gazes were locked. Then Toussaint breathed out, nodded, and turned to ask Borghella some unrelated question.
At that, the mood in the room relaxed, and the conversation became somewhat more general, though subdued. The session continued about an hour more. Then Toussaint rose and beckoned Pascal and one of the other secretaries. Bidding his company good night, he led his scribes into the inner office and shut the door.
“A cat may look at a king, they say,” Howarth muttered to the doctor as they shuffled out. “He asks the hard questions, your Governor.”
What do you think of a nigger republic now? the doctor thought, but it would have been spiteful to say it aloud. It was not the first time he’d witnessed such conversions. People under Toussaint’s scrutiny would blurt out things about themselves they didn’t know they knew.
“I thought he’d drill me through the wall with that examination on the slave trade.”
“He wanted to know the prices, I think,” Doctor Hébert said. “There is a clause in his constitution which authorizes the importation of slaves.”
“You’re joking.”
“Oh no,” said the doctor. “The object is to reinforce the army, I believe. It is not yet much practiced so far as I know, but there it is written in plain black and white—I have copied out those lines myself.”
In the large reception hall the musicians went on playing merrily. Isabelle inserted herself into the doctor’s arms and waltzed him away from Captain Howarth’s astonished face. He was an indifferent dancer as a rule, but Isabelle had skill and verve enough for both of them. She led him so easily that the doctor forgot to worry about his feet and began to enjoy the music, which was very accomplished, despite the odd combination of instruments. Sometimes the Government House evenings were attended by a more orthodox orchestra, drawn from the military bands, but this evening’s troubadours, as they were styled, were making the most of their occasion. The violinist shot an occasional glance of resentment at the two trumpeters, though both had their instruments muted with rags.
The doctor glanced about the room for his acquaintances as he danced. Most were still present, but Guiaou and Riau, he noticed, were no longer to be seen. On a violin crescendo, he saw his sister drop backward almost as if fainting, giving the full weight of her shoulders to Colonel Sans-Souci’s crooked arm. She had undone the handkerchief from her bodice (probably as soon as Toussaint had retreated with his inner circle of the evening) and it now trailed from her right wrist, a flag, a signal, sweeping the dance floor at the end of her limp arm as her body turned with Sans-Souci’s expert pirouette, the white of his grin turning on the same axis above her upturned face. With her head thrown back and her free arm trailing, the blue veins beneath her jaw and on the pale underside of her free arm were brought helplessly near to the skin. The doctor was struck by that effect, in the moment before Sans-Souci’s tightening spin brought her upright again, into his embrace, flushed and excited and laughing . . . Others, too, observed them from the edges of the dance floor, General Christophe slowly stroking his chin as he studied the steps of Sans-Souci.
“There has been a letter from the First Consul, I have heard,” Isabelle whispered discreetly in his ear.
“Oh indeed.” Doctor Hébert returned his attention to his partner. One source of trepidation intruded on the other. Elise had been dancing only with Sans-Souci for more than an hour, or so it appeared. It amounted to making a public declaration. That was not the first time Elise had made some stroke of scandalous boldness. Nor was she the only white woman to consort with the black officers in these latter days. Yet with Tocquet expected any moment now, it was a little unnerving. One did not trifle with Xavier Tocquet, in any matter serious to him.
“But you are distracted,” Isabelle breathed in his ear.
The doctor returned to the moment: her small, light, bird-boned body, the steely strength he knew it hid. She laid her dark head on his collarbone.
“There is to be an expedition,” she murmured. “He sends his sister, that famous belle, Pauline.”
“In command of the expedition?”
Isabelle laughed and rapped a finger on his forearm as they waltzed around. “Oh no, of course not, but her husband . . . I forget his name.”
“And in what force?” the doctor said. At once he remembered what Maillart had begun to tell him earlier, about Vincent.
“I don’t know. You might ask Pascal—he must have seen the letter. I thought you might have seen it yourself.” Isabelle looked at him sharply to see if perhaps he actually had. “The letter is reported to say that enough troops will be sent to ensure that French sovereignty is respected.”
And just how many would that be? The doctor felt the bottom of his stomach drop. Following Isabelle’s expert lead, he spun and caught a glimpse of Maillart, beckoning to him as he moved toward the outer door. By good luck Captain Howarth, on the other side of the ballroom, was signaling his interest in a dance with Isabelle. Doctor Hébert surrendered his partner with a smile and followed the major onto the steps outside.
It was calm and cool outdoors beneath the crescent moon, and a breeze was shivering the leaves of the tall palms. A few other men stood smoking, talking quietly lower on the steps. Farther in the courtyard or beyond the gate, some of the guests had brought their ladies to still more private colloquies. Maillart offered his flask and the doctor took it gratefully and drank. The burn of new white rum spread through him. He was humid from the effort of his dancing, but now he felt a little cooler from the breeze.
“Vincent,” he said. “Elba—what does it mean?”
“As you may imagine,” said the major, “Toussaint’s constitution, which Vincent was charged to present to the First Consul, was no better received than he had predicted before he left here.”
“I can imagine all too well.” The doctor returned the flask to Maillart, who nursed at it contemplatively.
“Yes,” he said. “In such cases the messenger sometimes must suffer, as everyone knows. But Vincent, despite being so compromised, was recalled more recently to give his opinion on the advisability of sending an expedition in full force.”
“ ‘To ensure that French sovereignty is respected,’ ” Doctor Hébert quoted. “And Vincent’s opinion?”
“Against,” said Maillart, as he capped the flask and slipped it into the pocket of his coat. “By his own account, Vincent advised the First Consul simply to reject the constitution. That he send a token force escorting a new governor. Toussaint would then be left the choice of submission or open rebellion against France.”
“I do not think he would openly rebel,” the doctor said.
“Perhaps you are right,” said Maillart. “Do you think he would submit to a new governor? When the constitution which you yourself have copied out names him Governor for life?”
The doctor exhaled, with a noisy flutter of his lips.
“So,” Maillart went on, “when pressed on the point of a military excursion, Vincent advised that it would be most unlikely to succeed, since there are forty thousand natives under arms in some fashion or other, which a force of twenty thousand French soldiers could not—in his opinion, mind you!—reduce. The native troops, who can live on nothing, would hold out in the mountains, beyond pursuit, harrying the European soldiers who would be rapidly dying of fever, the climate, their inevitable privations . . . along with casualties inflicted by a numerically superior force.”
“An uninviting prospect,” said the doctor.
“Yes,” Maillart said. “Of course, one does not safely suggest to Bonaparte that his arms could ever fail. For that reason, we may presume, our friend Vincent now finds himself addressing his correspondence from Elba.”
In the ensuing silence, Pascal emerged onto the steps, biting at his thumbnail.
“I thought you were in for a night of it,” said the doctor, who himself served often enough as one of Toussaint’s many scribes. Toussaint required no more than a couple of hours’ sleep out of twenty-four, and would often drive his secretaries until dawn.
“No,” said Pascal. “The Governor has left the town.”
“Where was he bound?” Maillart inquired.
“Fort Liberté was what he said.”
“So he may be going anywhere but there,” the major muttered. He displayed his flask and Pascal reached for it eagerly.
“There’s rumor of an expedition,” the doctor said. In the back of his mind he was recalling the disappearance of Riau and Guiaou. Toussaint was famous for his sudden, secret, rapid journeys, escorted only by a couple of his finest riders, whose horses could keep pace with his own extraordinary mount.
“Of course there are always such rumors,” Pascal said.
“I wonder,” said the doctor, “if you may have seen that letter from the First Consul which figures in the latest gossip.”
“You will recall that the last time the First Consul announced an expedition to Saint Domingue, it was only a ruse to outwit the English,” Pascal said. “The fleet was actually dispatched to Egypt, then.”
“But now there is peace with the English,” Maillart put in. “No risk of a naval blockade here.”
Silence, and the wind rushed through the leaves. The flask was making another round when a lean figure wearing a broad-brimmed hat walked in at the lower gate. The doctor choked on his liquor.
“Xavier,” he coughed. “Is it you? You’re back.”
“So I am,” said Xavier Tocquet, removing his hat as he came up the steps and embraced the doctor. He was still sticky with salt from the sea. For a moment he and the doctor held each other at arm’s length. Tocquet flashed his crooked, toothy grin. His long, salt-stiffened hair hung down his back, gathered in a leather thong.
“Well, the old pirate.” Maillart held out the flask. “Was it a profitable voyage?”
“Isabelle is most anxious for her children,” the doctor said.
“They are safe and well,” said Tocquet and drank, his Adam’s apple pulsing. “Along with a hold full of muskets warm from the Pennsylvania foundries. Is the Governor at home?”
“You’ve missed him by half an hour,” Pascal said. “He has just ridden out of town.”
“Then he must wait for the good news of his shipment.” Tocquet looked again at the doctor. “The children are installed  chez Cigny, and as I found no one but the servants at either house, I came here to bring their news.” He smiled again. “And also, of course, to embrace my wife.”
“They are both inside.” The doctor turned his face to the shadow, meaning to hide his qualms.
Tocquet climbed past him; the doctor followed him into the great hall. There had been a pause in the music, so the babble of talk seemed louder. Isabelle was first to spot the newcomer. She rushed toward him, then checked herself, to give the wife her precedence.
By great good luck, the doctor noted with an inward sigh, Elise had separated from Sans-Souci, who stood at the opposite end of the room from her, chatting with his brother officers by the refreshment table and the punch bowls. His back was toward her, even though he turned his head a moment to observe. Elise was still flushed, a movement visible on her bosom, her blond hair slightly loosened from its coiffure by her dancing. She walked toward her husband with a measured step, her arms just slightly raised to join his. Her face still shone with passion, the doctor saw, but in these circumstances, Tocquet might well assume it was all for him.
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At evening the clouds were scraped in thin mare’s tails around the setting sun, and the sea, flowing smoothly from the west beneath the hulls of the French ships, was burnished copper. Placide Louverture stood in the bow of La Sirène, rocking with the easy swells, watching the red sky in the west toward which they sailed, watching for birds. There were no birds. They were three weeks out from Brest, somewhere in the Atlantic Ocean. Sixty ships of the great fleet strung out as far as the eye could see, as far as the curved knife-edge of the horizon.
Placide’s hands just grazed the railing; knees slightly flexed, he held himself balanced on the smoothly shifting deck. Now and then he tasted a burst of spray as the ship plowed forward. The army captain, Cyprien, stood a few yards back of him, propped against a mast; Placide was aware of his presence but paid it no heed. Presently his younger brother, Isaac, came out to join him, walking a little unsteadily and clutching the rail as he went. On their first voyage, from Saint Domingue to France, they both had suffered considerably from seasickness. That had been six years ago. Since then, Placide had made another voyage, intended to go all the way to Egypt, but Isaac had not accompanied him then.
The nausea scarcely troubled Placide this time out, not after the first day. Isaac was making a slower adjustment, though he looked a little better now than the day before, favoring Placide with a weak smile as he stopped beside him.
“Ki jan ou yé?” Placide asked him, “W byen?”
“Pa pi mal.” Isaac drew himself a little straighter.  “M’ap kenbe.” He rocked back on his heels, catching his weight against his handgrip on the rail. No worse; I’m hanging on . . . During their years in France they’d spoken Creole seldom, even among themselves. The  patois was frowned upon at the Collège de la Marche, though many of the other students had it as their mother tongue.
A flying fish came out of a billow, whirred toward them, then drilled into another wave. Isaac’s breath caught, and Placide turned to smile at him again. Ill below decks for so many days, Isaac had till now missed most of the wonders the sea had to display.
The first fish was followed by another, and another; then dozens all at once were in the air, glittering, wet, and iridescent red in the light of the setting sun. Placide wondered what the appearance of the fish might augur. This thought too had the taste of home, where every natural manifestation had its meaning if one could know it. He and Isaac had been children when they left Saint Domingue. Now they had the age of men. When he’d summoned them to that audience before their departure, the First Consul had presented them each a splendid uniform, a brace of pistols, and a sword. But they had little knowledge of the use of these arms.
Nor did they know what awaited them in Saint Domingue. Placide’s memories of that land were fractured; his brother’s still less clear. Placide had been tantalized with the prospect once before, for when that other fleet had sailed to Egypt, Saint Domingue had been the declared destination—his own presence meant only to lend credence to that deception. When the real mission was revealed to him (at the same time as to most of the rest of the passengers), Placide had soothed his disappointment with the thought that he might look upon the Pyramids, and especially the Great Sphinx, which he had seen in pictures. But the English navy, undeceived by the ruse, had intercepted them and turned them back to a French port.
Monsieur Coisnon, their tutor, now appeared beside Isaac, the skirt of his dark cassock snapping in the wind. The flying fish were still exploding from the waves, and Coisnon began to speak of them in terms of natural history. Placide’s mind drifted. He recalled that, on his return from that aborted voyage to Egypt, Monsieur Coisnon had told him how in reality the Great Sphinx was somewhat diminished from what he’d seen in the engravings, the vast sad features of her face blown to flinders by Bonaparte’s artillerymen, practicing their aim. Coisnon had meant that tale for consolation, Placide thought, but he had not been much consoled.
Amidships, a brass bell clanged.
“Mess call,” Coisnon said. Isaac and Placide looked at each other grimly. Coisnon shaded his eyes to peer up at the sky.
“You will remember,” he said, “that when Columbus first undertook this voyage, his men thought to mutiny when he would not turn back, sick as they were of salt meat spoiled in the cask, and fearful they’d sail off the edge of the world altogether. It was the birds flying out from the islands that saved him then, restoring the confidence of the crew. As the dove saved Noah from the failing faith of his companions, returning with the olive branch.”
Placide followed his tutor’s expansive gesture. For a moment it seemed to him he caught the scent of flowers. He looked again; there were no birds.
“Come,” said Monsieur Coisnon. “Let us to table.”
Isaac gulped. They did not eat as poorly as Columbus’s men in the last days of that first voyage, and there was plenty of fresh water for them still. But after these few weeks at sea the last of any fresh food had been exhausted. Each meal was labor more than pleasure, and the tot of rum served out beforehand seemed meant to give one courage to face it.
Placide, then Isaac, clumped down to the officers’ mess, Monsieur Coisnon bringing up their rear. They found their places at the table. Certainly there was no one aboard enjoying better victuals. They ate not at the first table, with the ship’s captain and his mates, but at the second, in the company of four young army officers and a lone naval ensign whom everyone seemed to ignore. The army captains were Cyprien, Paltre, Daspir, and Guizot. No one seemed to be able to recall the ensign’s name, not even Monsieur Coisnon, who was armed with tricks for memorizing his ever-changing pupils.
“Thanks be to God,” Coisnon muttered, and inhaled a blast of rum from his cup. Placide and Isaac bowed their heads momentarily; the army captains avoided each other’s eyes. Tonight it was salt cod, as opposed to salt beef.
“One might try a hand at fishing,” Captain Guizot proposed.
“If one had line and a hook,” said Paltre.
Daspir lifted his plank of salt cod and held it dangling. He squinted at it comically. It was an unappealing ochre shade, with a rank smell that struck at a distance. The shifting light of the swinging lantern made its surface seem to crawl.
Placide looked away. He chewed mechanically, ignoring the sour flavor. There was a mess of boiled beans and meal to complement the fish. Isaac nibbled at the corner of the chunk of hardtack he’d tried to soften in his rum. Placide nudged him to encourage him to eat; the younger boy dutifully poked a spoonful of the bean mash into his mouth and struggled to swallow it down.
“Now, what shall we find delectable in Saint Domingue?” Daspir inquired.
Both Placide and Isaac looked up. Conversation at these meals was restricted to this sort of innocuous question. Or else there might be disquisitions from Coisnon on topics which had suggested themselves to him during the day. The army men were hard put to conceal their boredom with his lectures; yet their talk among themselves was constrained by the presence of the boys and their tutor. Placide remembered something of the same sort from his Egyptian voyage, the same hesitancy, same sense of withholding.
“Maïs moulin,” he said. It was the bean mash that prompted him. Maïs moulin stood in the relation of pure Platonic form to the sludge they were trying to eat now.
“C’est quoi ça?” Daspir said. What’s that? He was a plump young man, with round cheeks and shining olive skin; he loved good food and felt privation more keenly than the others. Placide described: stewed cornmeal mixed with highly seasoned beans, with onions, peppers, perhaps a dash of syrup whose sweetness worked against the spice.
“What else?” Daspir’s eyes were shining. “What for meat?”
Placide shrugged. “Goat. Fresh pork. Roasted on the boucan it is very good. There are many kinds of fish.”
“Lambi,” Isaac put in. “Lambi with green cashew sauce.” With a rapture rising to Daspir’s own, he told how the meat of the conch was tenderized with papaya juice, served with a sauce of tomatoes and fresh cashews, the soft consistency of mushrooms. Then to follow there might be fruit: oranges certainly, guava, mango, soursop, several different kinds of banana—banane figue, banane loup-garou, and Isaac’s own favorite, the tiny sweet banane Ti-Malice.
Inspired by these recollections, Isaac managed to empty most of his plate, as Placide noticed with some relief; his brother had not succeeded in taking much nourishment since he had been laid low by mal de mer. And thus another dinner hour had passed more agreeably than some. With Coisnon, the two boys climbed up to take their evening constitutional on the deck. There was no moon, and the night was marvelously clear, starlight blazing down on them from a black velvet sky. The swell seemed just a little stronger than before.
Raising his arm to the constellations, Coisnon began to recount the myths of Cepheus and Cassiopeia. But he had to interrupt himself when Isaac, without warning, doubled over the rail and spewed his recent meal into the sea. Placide steadied his head while he retched and coughed; Coisnon anchored him with a hand’s grip in his waistband.
“Excuse me,” Isaac said, when he’d regained that much control. “I am very sorry.”
“It’s nothing, dear boy,” Coisnon told him. “I’ll take you down to your berth. No, no,” he said, as Placide moved to assist. “You should stay here, and profit from the air.”
Placide remained, turning again to face the ocean. At the Collège de la Marche he’d had the reputation of a solitary, especially when compared to the much more gregarious Isaac, and he was glad of a taste of solitude now. Even a partial taste. From the corner of his eye he could see the faces of Cyprien and Guizot by the hatchway, lit by the intermittent red glow of their cheroots. Somehow or other at least one of these officers was always nearby. Placide understood that the four of them were assigned to him and his brother as guardians, if not guards, though he had not discussed it with Isaac.
He raised his head to find the Northern Cross, and near it, picked out in dimmer stars, the compact form of the Dolphin. The stars went dark where the water met the sky, but the running lights of the French ships came stringing back to where he stood in the bow of La Sirène. One of those other vessels (Placide was not sure which) carried a flock of his father’s most significant surviving enemies, notably the mulatto rebels: Villatte, Pétion, Rigaud. The thought made him uncomfortable. He felt eyes burning at his back and turned to face them. Cyprien and Guizot looked away from him, stepped out of his path as he entered the hatchway and went below to find his berth.
Since their embarkation, the four officers detailed to the sons of Toussaint Louverture had run a nightly game of vingt-et-un, and when Cyprien and Guizot had finished their smoke they went below to join this night’s session. They’d set up a packing case for a card table in the officers’ quarters, in the bow a deck below the captain’s cabin. A thin partition divided the card parlor from the four berths in the narrowest part of the bow, which were occupied by Placide, Isaac, their tutor, and the young ensign whose name no one could recall.
Daspir, who was rich, served as the bank. Night after night, the bank was irritatingly prosperous. Cyprien and Paltre, who were marginally more seasoned soldiers than the other two, had at first assumed they’d fleece him easily. But Daspir played with a quiet acuity belied by his fatuous manner. Or else, as Cyprien sometimes bitterly put to himself or to Paltre, he was just damned lucky.
Daspir was shuffling now, smiling at the other three. Above the packing case an oil lamp swung on its chain with the steady movement of the waves. Daspir’s smile evaporated as he dealt the cards. His own hand showed a ten face-up. Cyprien glanced at his hole card and folded. Paltre did the same, but Guizot drew to a six, then groaned.
Expressionless now, Daspir raked in the money and dealt again. Nine up. Cyprien checked his hole card and tossed in his hand. Daspir covered bets from Paltre and Guizot and then took both their money.
When he had won a few more hands, Daspir squared the deck and rose from his seat, leaving the cards on the table, then crossed to his bunk and stooped to drag his chest from beneath it. After shifting the contents around for a minute or two, he produced a bottle of very decent brandy. It was not the first he had discovered during the voyage, though now he squinted at the level through the glass, as if to suggest that his supply was not completely inexhaustible.
“Permettez-moi,” he said, smiling again as he came back to the packing case. Allow me. Despite the roll of the ship his step was steady and his hand too as he poured—he smiled with his mouth but his eyes remained cool. Again, Cyprien thought that the man was not the idle voluptuary he might seem. He pushed his cup forward for the splash of brandy, grunted his thanks.
Daspir sat down and dealt the cards. Cyprien and Paltre folded three times in succession, while Guizot bet heavily and lost. Guizot said nothing, but Cyprien could sense his rising anger; he had a weak head for liquor as well as for cards. Perhaps Daspir was aware of the strained mood also, for he squared the deck again and poured another dose of brandy all around.
“Your health, gentlemen,” he said, and when they’d drunk, “How long do you suppose we’ll be about this business?”
“Judging by tonight’s progress,” Paltre said, “you’ll have parted us from the remains of our substance in another week’s time.”
“In Saint Domingue, I mean,” said Daspir, with one of his fey giggles.
“Oh,” Paltre said, raising eyebrows in mock surprise. “In  Saint Domingue.”
“How long can it possibly take to put down a nigger insurrection?” Guizot burst out. But Daspir kept looking quietly at Cyprien, who picked up his cup of brandy and drank. Guizot was already drunk, that was plain, and angry over his losses at the table.
“One rag-headed monkey at the head of a band of brigands,” Guizot grumbled. “Why, the four of us might go out and arrest him and put an end to the whole affair in a week.”
“Quiet,” Cyprien snapped, glancing pointedly at the partition in the bow. “You know that we have no such orders.”
“Nonsense.” Guizot belched. “They are sleeping. And if they heard, what would they understand . . .”
Daspir had begun to shuffle the cards again. His soft olive hands, with the neatly trimmed fingernails, moved smoothly over the deck. Cyprien exchanged a glance with Paltre. This nigger insurrection had been going on for ten years, though the two of them had thought no more of it on their first trip out than Guizot did now. During that earlier mission there had been some idle chatter of the same sort: a mere handful of men might arrest Toussaint, and never mind all Hédouville’s tedious temporizing. A couple of those chatterers, young officers with whom Cyprien and Paltre had struck up a short-term friendship, had been found dead on the road outside Gonaives, victims of an ambush which had never been explained or punished.
“Ours is a peaceful mission,” Cyprien said, reciting the official line. “As Toussaint Louverture professes loyalty to France, he must certainly bow to the authority of the Captain-General Leclerc.”
“Oh, to be sure,” Guizot snorted. “And for that one requires twentyfive thousand troops of the line. No, you speak of Hédouville and his style of diplomacy—and Hédouville ran home with his tail between his legs.”
Cyprien flattened his hands on the splintery surface of the packing case. For a long moment there was no sound audible above the ocean’s rhythm except the fluttering of the cards. A ship’s rat ran along the groove of the wall and deck and squeezed through a crack in the bow partition.
“I am sure you do not mean to insult me,” Cyprien said.
“Certainly not.” Daspir had spoken; he put down the cards. “Nor you nor Captain Paltre, I am sure.” Daspir looked at Guizot, his eyes grown chill.
“Not in the least, my friends.” Guizot, who was seated between Paltre and Cyprien, looked quickly from one to the other. “No, you are both men of courage and honor.” He hiccuped. “Enough word-mincing, is all I mean to say. Are we to be outfaced by some gilt nigger in a general’s suit? Are we not soldiers?”
Guizot reached for Cyprien’s and Paltre’s hands. Cyprien let his own be taken. At once he felt a surge of confused emotion, as if Guizot had communicated it with his touch. Daspir joined hands with them to close the circle.
“Come, shall we make a pact?” Guizot said. This time it was he who gave a meaning look at the bow partition. “We may be placed to have some special opportunity—and there’d be glory in it. Let it be the four of us who bring the rebel in.”
Cyprien thought of his comrades dead by the roadside, of Hédouville’s abrupt departure, which did have the taste of ignominy. For a second he caught Paltre’s eye. Shadows stroked across their faces with the swinging of the lamp. After all, there was something here to be avenged.
“So be it, then,” he said. “I’ll drink to that.”
There was a squeeze of all their hands, and all at once they cheered. Then Daspir broke the circled handclasp, reaching one more time for his brandy bottle.
Placide woke with such a start he knocked his head against the wall. It was a minute or two before the movement of the sea reminded him where he was. There was that, and Coisnon’s snoring, and the muttering of that young ensign, who often talked unhappily in his sleep. A ship’s rat scuttled in the bilges beneath his plank berth. Through the partition he could hear the muffled, unintelligible voices of the four army officers at their cards and liquor.
What had he dreamed? Billows, above which were billows, rolling one into the next like ocean waves, but these were waves of sand. A searing light over golden dunes, and then rising from the sand the august scarred face of the Sphinx, looming over him with her wounds, the weight of all that stone—it was then that he’d begun to be afraid (his heart still thumping even now) under the weight, fear of the Sphinx and her terrible stony voice, but then it was night, the sand was sea, and there in the place of the Sphinx (but still enormous) was the mermaid spirit Lasirène, glowing blue-green like phosphorescence or like stars, the dark pull of her gravity bearing Placide down beneath the waters.
He put his hand against the curving boards, feeling the pulse of the ocean. The rush of the water outside helped to calm him. He listened to the breathing of the other three in his compartment, to the persistent scrabbling of the rat. What was it they were sailing toward this time?
He needed to relieve himself, but he did not want to walk out to the jakes abovedecks; he didn’t care for the way the four captains looked at him, so late, when they’d been drinking—nor the way they avoided looking at him, sometimes. He found a bottle he’d laid by for such situations, unstopped it, and directed his stream so that it ran soundlessly against the glass wall. When he was done he corked the bottle and wedged it back in the same place. Isaac coughed and shifted in his sleep, and Placide stepped across the narrow space and leaned over him, listening, till his younger brother’s breath grew regular. Then he lay down again on the hard boards of his bunk.
Drowsiness carried him back toward the fearful immanence of the great loa. Lasirène, Erzulie of the waters! Placide had been a long time out of his own country; he had remembered the beauty of this mystery, but not her weight. Coisnon had taught them of Odysseus, how he stopped his crewmen’s ears and ordered himself bound to the mast, that he might hear the siren song without being carried down by it to his own drowning. But that was only an old Greek story.
Placide worked his shoulders against the plank bed. This berth was a privilege of a sort, and yet he would have slept more easily in a hammock such as the ordinary sailors used. But in his discomfort he had pulled away from the dream vortex and the fish-tailed goddess waiting at the bottom. He was thinking with his mind. Surely it must be no accident that this ship itself was called La Sirène. No accident either that she had not yet sailed ahead of the main fleet.
“Your father,” the First Consul had told them when he summoned them to his cabinet at the Tuileries, “is a great man; he has rendered eminentservices to France. You will tell him that I, the first magistrate of the French people, I promise him protection, glory, and honor. Do not suppose that France has any intention to bring war to Saint Domingue: the army which she sends there is not intended to fight the troops of the country but to augment their force. Here is General Leclerc, my brother-in-law, whom I have named Captain-General, and who will command this army. Orders are given such that you will be fifteen days ahead in Saint Domingue, to announce to your father the coming of the expedition.”
Following this reassuring address, Placide and Isaac had been guests of honor at a grand dinner, attended by the Captain-General Leclerc himself, with his seductive wife Pauline, sister of the First Consul. Also the Vice-Admiral Bougainville was there, with state counselors and many other persons of distinction, even Vincent, the colonel of engineers, whom Placide knew to be a close and trusted friend of his father. Yet Vincent had seemed unusually silent and withdrawn that evening, though he was always friendly to the boys. The two of them appeared in the gorgeous dress uniforms they had just been given, and Pauline Leclerc, world-famous for her coquetry as much as for her beauty, made much of Isaac’s fine appearance, while her husband (himself only twenty-nine years of age) pretended to growl at the flirtation.
In the event, however, their ship had remained moored for a very long time at Brest, while soldiers and supplies were assembled and embarked.  La Sirène had put out in the midst of the entire fleet. For many days, Placide and Isaac believed that somewhere in the mid-Atlantic their ship would simply put on more sail and speed out ahead of the others, bearing the two of them, and the First Consul’s letter, to their father. Isaac, at least, had believed wholeheartedly that such a thing must happen, while Placide, experienced in voyages of disguised destination and in being used himself as a decoy, had privately been a little doubtful from the start. And now they must be less than fifteen days from their landfall in Saint Domingue. What if a different ship had sailed ahead—the one that carried Rigaud and his cohorts, or some other?
It might be for that that Lasirène seemed angry: she had been deceived, ill served. Mais ce n’est pas de ma faute! Placide cried mentally, I couldn’t help it! A spirit might pardon your failure if it was plain you could not have prevented it. Placide thought he remembered that much, though Toussaint had been very firm in directing his sons away from the hounfors and into the Catholic Church. Still, with his father’s long campaigns and frequent absences, there were times when both he and Isaac had followed the drums. Placide had seen the gods come down, seen the people who bore them totter with the shock of their descent.
This was the mystery into which he sailed, and he was helpless to change his course. Let it be, then. Let it come to him, to them all. He closed his eyes and made his breathing slow and even, though he no longer had the least desire to sleep.

3
“You were uneasy in the night,” Michel Arnaud remarked to his wife.
“Oh?” said Claudine Arnaud, pausing with her coffee cup in mid-air. “I regret to have disturbed your rest.”
“It is nothing,” Arnaud said. He looked at her sidelong. The suspended coffee cup showed no hint of a tremor. In fact, Claudine had appeared to gain strength these last few months. She was lean, certainly, but no longer looked frail. Her face, once pallid, had broken out in freckles, since lately she took no care against the sun. She sipped from her cup and set it down precisely in the saucer, then reached across the table to curl her fingers over his wrist.
“Don’t concern yourself,” Claudine said with a transparent smile. “I have no trouble.” Behind her chair, the mulattress Cléo shifted her feet, staring mistrustfully down at Arnaud, who raised his eyes to meet hers briefly.
“Encore du café, s’il vous plaît.”
Cléo moved around the table, lifted the pot, and poured. The pot was silver, newly acquired—lately they’d begun to replace some of the amenities lost or destroyed when the rebel slaves burned this plantation in 1791. Household service was improving too, though it came wrapped in what Arnaud was wont to regard as an excess of mutual politeness. And Cléo’s attachment to his wife was a strange thing!—though he got an indirect benefit from it. In the old days, when Cléo had been his mistress as well as his housekeeper, the two women had hated each other cordially.
He turned his palm up to give his wife’s fingers a little squeeze, then disengaged his hand and stirred sugar into his coffee. White sugar, of his own manufacture. There was that additional sweetness—very few cane planters on the Northern Plain had recovered their operations to the point of producing white sugar rather than the less laborious brown.
Marie-Noelle came out onto the long porch to serve a platter of bananas and fried eggs. Arnaud helped himself generously, and covertly studied the black girl’s hips, moving deliciously under the thin cotton of her gown as she walked away. In the old days, he’d have had her before breakfast, and never mind who heard or knew. But now—he felt Cléo’s eyes were drilling him and looked away, from everyone; he hardly knew where to rest his gaze.
Down below the low hill where the big house stood, the small cabins and ajoupas of the field hands he’d been able to regather spread out around the tiny chapel Claudine had insisted that he build. The blacks were now taking their own morning nourishment and marshaling themselves for a day in the cane plantings or at the mill; soon the iron bell would be rung. Claudine and Arnaud were breakfasting on the porch, for the hypothetical cool, but there was none. The air was heavy, oppressively damp; drifts of soggy blue cloud cut off the sun.
Arnaud looked at his wife again, more carefully. It was true that she appeared quite well. There was no palsy, no mad glitter in her eye. Last night they had made love, an uncommon thing for them, and it had been uncommonly successful. They fell away from each other into deep black slumber, but sometime later in the night Arnaud had been roused by her spasmodic kicking. She thrashed her head in a tangle of hair and out of her mouth rose a long, high, silvery ululation. Then her voice broke and went deep and rasping, as her whole body became rigid, trembling as she uttered the words in Creole: Aba blan! Tuyé moun-yo! Then she’d convulsed, knees drawing to her chest, the cords of her neck all standing out taut as speechlessly she strangled. Arnaud had been ready to run for help, but then Claudine relaxed, went limp, and presently began to snore.
He himself had slept but lightly for what remained of the night. And now he thought that Cléo, who slept in the next room, beyond the flimsiest possible partition, must have heard it all. Down with the whites. Kill those people!
Down below the iron bell clanged, releasing him. Arnaud pushed back his chair and stood. When he bent down to peck at his wife’s cheek, Claudine turned her face upward so that he received her lips instead.
A hummingbird whirred before a hyacinth bloom, and Claudine felt her mind go out of her body, into the invisible blur of those wings. She had gone down the steps from the porch to watch her husband descend the trail to his day’s work. Behind her she heard Cléo and Marie-Noelle muttering as they cleared the table.
“Té gegne lespri nan têt li, wi . . .” 
True for them, and Claudine felt no resentment of the comment. There was a spirit in her head . . . She was so visited sometimes when she slept, as well as when the drums beat in the hounfor. To others, a spirit might bring counsel, knowledge of the future even, but Claudine never remembered anything at all. Unless someone perhaps could tell her what words had been uttered through her lips—but she would not ask Arnaud. Afterward she normally felt clean and free, but today she was only more agitated. Perhaps it was the heavy weather. Her hands opened and closed at her hips. She could not tell which way to turn.
At this hour she might normally have convened the little school she operated for the smaller children of the plantation (though Arnaud thought it a frivolity and would have stopped it if he could). But in the heavy atmosphere today the children would be indisposed. And though her teaching often soothed her own disquiet, she thought today that it would not. She turned from the descending path and walked around the back of the house, swinging her arms lightly to dry the dampness of her palms.
Here another trail went zigzag up the cliff, and Claudine grew more damp and clammy as she climbed. A turn of the trail brought her to a flat pocket, partly sheltered by a great boulder the height of her own shoulders. The trail ended in this spot. She stopped to breathe. This lassitude! She was weary from whatever had passed in the night, the thing that she could not recall. She waited till her breath was even, till her pulse no longer throbbed, then, standing tiptoe, reached across the boulder to wet her fingers in the trickle of spring water that ran down the wrinkles of the black rock. The water was sharply cold, a grateful shock. She sipped a mouthful from the leaking cup of her hand, then pressed her dampened fingertips against her throat and temples.
“M’ap bay w dlo,” a child’s voice called from behind and above her. “Kite’m fé sa!”
Claudine settled back on her heels. In fact the runnel of the spring was just barely within her longest reach. Etienne, a black child probably five years old, bare-legged and clothed only in the ragged remnant of a cotton shirt, scampered down toward her, his whole face alight. I’ll give you water—let me do it. There was no trail where he descended, and the slope was just a few degrees off the vertical, but a few spotted goats were grazing the scrub there among the rocks and Etienne moved as easily as they. He bounced down onto the level ground beside her, and immediately turned to fish out a gourd cup that lay atop a barrel of meal in a crevice of the cliff—Arnaud having furnished this spot as an emergency retreat. Grinning, Etienne scrambled to the top of the boulder and stretched the gourd out toward the spring, careless of the sixty-foot drop on which he teetered.
Claudine gasped. “Attention, chéri.” She took hold of his shirttail. But Etienne’s balance was flawless; he put no weight against her grip. In a moment he had slipped down to the boulder and was raising the brimming gourd to her.
“W’ap bwe sa, wi,” he said. You’ll drink this.
“Yes,” Claudine said, accepting the gourd with a certain ceremony. The water was very cool and sweet. She swallowed and returned the gourd to him half full and when he’d drunk his share, she curtsied with a smile. Etienne giggled. Claudine smoothed her skirts and sat down on a stone, looking out.
Below, the cabins of the field hands fanned out randomly from the little whitewashed chapel. They’d overbuilt the site of the old grand’case  which had been burned in the risings of 1791—the house that had been the theater of her misery when Arnaud first brought her out to Saint Domingue from France. More distant, two dark threads of smoke were rising from the cane mill and distillery, and further still, two teams of men with ox-drawn wagons were cutting and loading cane from the wide carrés marked out by citrus hedges.
The higher ground where Arnaud had built the new grand’case was a better spot, less plagued by insects, more secure. On any height, however modest, one had a better chance to catch a breeze. Claudine realized she had hoped for a breath of wind when she climbed here, but there was none, only the heavy air and the lowering sky, the dull weight of anticipation. Something was coming—she didn’t know what. She might, perhaps, ask Cléo what she had shouted in her sleep . . .
A cold touch startled her. She turned her head; the smiling Etienne was dabbing water around the neck line of her dress. After the first jolt the sensation was pleasant. She felt a drop purl down the joints of her spine.
“Ou pa apprann nou jodi-a,” he said. You are not teaching us today. A statement, not a question.
“Non,” said Claudine. And as she thought, “It is Saturday.”
Etienne leaned against her back, draping an arm across her shoulder. His slack hand lay at the top of her breast, his cheek against her hair. In the heat his warm weight might have been disagreeable, but she felt herself wonderfully comforted.
Idly her gaze drifted toward the west. Along the allée which ran to the main road, about two-thirds of the royal palms still stood. The rest had been destroyed in the insurrection, so that the whole looked like a row of broken teeth. It seemed that the high palms shivered slightly, though where she sat Claudine could feel no breeze. Beyond, the green plain curved toward the horizon and the blue haze above the sea. A point of dust moved spiderlike in her direction.
She shifted her position when she noticed this, and felt that Etienne’s attention had focused too, though neither of them spoke. They watched the dot of dust until it grew into a plume, pushing its way toward them through the silence. Then Claudine saw the silver flashing of the white horse in full gallop, and the small, tight-knit figure of the leading rider. The men of his escort carried pennants on long staves.
“Come!” she said, jumping up from her stone. “We must go down quickly.”
It seemed unlikely that Etienne would have recognized the horseman, but he ran down the path ahead of her in a state of high excitement, his velocity attracting other small children into his wake. Claudine went more slowly, careful of the grade. As she passed the house, Cléo came out onto the long porch, shading her eyes to look into the west, and Marie-Noelle joined her, wiping her hands on her apron.
Claudine stopped at the edge of the compound, looking down the long allée to the point where Arnaud had recently hung a wooden gate to the stone posts from which the original ironwork had been torn. She watched; for a time there was no movement. Nearby a green shoot had sprung four feet high from the trunk of a severed palm, and a blue butterfly hovered over its new fronds. Etienne and the playmates he’d gathered went hurtling down the allée, scattering a couple of goats that had wandered there. The children braked to a sudden halt at the skirl of a lambi shell. Immediately the wooden gates swung inward. Flanked by the pennants of his escort, Toussaint Louverture rode toward her at a brisk trot, astride his great white charger, Bel Argent.
Claudine drew herself a little straighter and crossed her hands below her waistline. She was conscious of how she must appear, fixed in the long perspective of the green allée. There was a hollow under her heels where once had been a gallows post. She took a step forward onto surer ground, and recomposed herself for the reception.
Spooked by the advancing horsemen, the children turned tail and came running back toward her. Etienne and Marie-Noelle’s oldest boy, Dieufait, took hold of her skirts on either side and peeped out from behind her. Toussaint had slowed his horse to a walk several yards short of her, so as not to coat her with his dust. He slipped down from the saddle and walked toward her, leading Bel Argent by the reins. As always, she was a little surprised to see that he was no taller than she was herself once he had dismounted. Shaking the children free of her skirt, she curtsied to his bow.
“You are welcome, General,” she said, “to Habitation Arnaud.”
“Merci.” Toussaint took her hand in his oddly pressureless grip and bowed his head over it. Claudine felt a tingle that sprang upward from the arches of her feet—when she’d thought herself long immune to such a blush. There was a pack of rumors lately, that Toussaint received the amours of many white women of the highest standing, attracted by the thrill of his power if they were not simply angling for gain. He did not kiss her hand, however, but only breathed upon her knuckles, and now he raised his eyes to meet her own. His hat was in his other hand, his head bound up in a yellow madras cloth. The gaze was assaying, somehow. Toussaint broke it with a click of his tongue, as if he’d seen what he’d been looking for.
“You’ll stay the night,” Claudine said. “I trust—I hope.”
“Oh no, Madame,” Toussaint told her, and covered his mouth with his long fingers, as if it pained him to disappoint her. “Your pardon, but we are pressed—we stop for water only, for our horses and ourselves.”
Behind him, Guiaou and Riau had ridden up, Guiaou still brandishing the rosy conch shell he’d used to trumpet their arrival. Claudine pressed her hand to the flat bone between her breasts.
“But—tomorrow we will celebrate the Mass.”
“Is it so?” said Toussaint, smiling slightly, with the same automatic movement to cover his mouth. “Well then. Of course.”
Claudine fluttered at the little boys who still stood round-eyed at her back. “Did you not hear?” she hissed at them. “Go find something for these men to drink—and take their horses to water.”
Michel Arnaud received the news of Toussaint’s arrival with mixed emotions. The word that horsemen were on the way came to him shouted from man to man across the cane fields, and by the time he stepped to the door of the mill he had the comical view of tiny Dieufait leading the huge white warhorse toward the water trough. Toussaint was here, Arnaud thought, in part to reassure himself—to touch the proofs that his government had restored conditions wherein a planter might refine white sugar. For sugar was money, and money was guns . . . Arnaud chopped off that sequence of ideas. Also of course there was the issue of inspection, and enforcement of the new and strict labor code for the free blacks. Arnaud had benefited from these rules, although his workers found them very harsh. But at any rate it was better to be inspected by Toussaint than Dessalines. The whip had long since been abandoned, but if Dessalines got hold of a laggard or a truant, he might order the culprit flogged with a bundle of thorny vines, which tore the skin and laid the flesh open to infection, so that the man might afterward die. It was true that the others would work that much harder, for a few days at least after Dessalines had passed. Toussaint had a different style—if he had not been terribly provoked, he punished only with a glare, whereupon the suspect would apply himself to his cane knife or hoe with tripled diligence, pursued by his own imagination of what might follow if he did not.
But somehow Arnaud was not eager for this meeting. Let Claudine play hostess if she would; he knew she’d press Toussaint and his men to dine with them that night. If he accepted, they’d be in for a display of his famous piety on the morrow morn . . . He pulled down the brim of the wide straw hat he wore against the sun, and walked behind the mill down the crooked path which led through the bush to his distillery. Arnaud did not drink strong spirits as carelessly as he once had, but it seemed to him now advisable to test the quality of the morning run.
There, about twenty minutes later, Toussaint came down with his companions: Captain Riau of the Second Demibrigade and Guiaou, a cavalryman from Toussaint’s honor guard. At once Arnaud, bowing and smiling, proffered a sample of his first-run rum, but the Governor-General refused it, though he saw it dripped directly from the coil. Riau and Guiaou accepted their measure, and drank with evident enthusiasm.
“What news have you from the Collège de la Marche?” Toussaint inquired.
“I beg your pardon?” Arnaud stuttered.
Toussaint did not bother to repeat the question. Arnaud’s brain ratcheted backward. A couple of Cléo’s sons, whom he had fathered, had indeed been recently shipped off to that same school in France where Toussaint’s brats were stabled. They were actually Arnaud’s only sons so far as he knew, as Claudine was barren, but he had never meant to acknowledge them. He had sold all Cléo’s children off the plantation when they were quite small, but a couple of them had reappeared, a little after Cléo did. Faced with Cléo’s importuning, Arnaud had seen the wisdom of sending those boys overseas to school—which got them off the property at least. In his present situation he was not able to pay the whole of their expenses, but it seemed that Cléo had a brother who’d prospered quite wonderfully under the new regime . . .
How the devil had Toussaint known about it? He made it his business to know many unlikely things. At least he had not put the question in Claudine’s presence; there was that to be grateful for.
“No, no, we have heard nothing yet,” he said, with rather a sickly smile. “The boys are remiss!—they do not write their mother.”
There the subject rested. The four of them set out on the obligatory tour: cane fields, provision grounds, the cane mill and refinery . . . At the end, Toussaint intruded into Arnaud’s books, pursing his lips or raising his eyebrows over the figures of his exports and his income.
Claudine, with the aid of Marie-Noelle and Cléo, had organized a midday meal featuring grilled freshwater fish, with a sauce of hot peppers, tomato, and onion. Toussaint took none of this, but only a piece of bread, a glass of water, and an uncut mango. Arnaud knew or at least suspected that his well-known abstemiousness was rooted in a fear of poison. But Riau and Guiaou ate heartily, and Riau, the more articulate of the pair, was ready enough with his compliments. Then, finally, at the peak of the afternoon’s heat, it was time for the siesta.
The mattress was soggy under her back. Claudine could feel sweat pooling before the padding could absorb it. She could not sleep, could hardly rest, tired as she felt from the night before. The heat was still more smothering than it had been this morning. Toussaint’s arrival partly explained her mood, she thought; it was the thing she had felt coming, but it was not yet complete, and so her restlessness was not assuaged. Through the slats of the jalousies she could hear Cléo’s murmuring voice as she gossiped with one of Toussaint’s men on the porch.
At her side, Arnaud released a snore. Claudine felt a flash of resentment, that he could rest when she could not. But he’d taken a strong measure of rum with his lunch, which was no longer his usual practice. When he lay down, Arnaud had taken her left hand in his and dozed off caressing, with the ball of his thumb, the wrinkled stump of the finger where she’d once worn her wedding ring. He did this often, almost always, but there was nothing erotic in it, and hardly any tenderness; it was more like the superstitious fondling of a fetish. Now she carefully disengaged her hand, slid quietly to the edge of the bed, and stood.
Cléo sat on the edge of a stool, in a pose which showed the graceful line of her back as she bent her attention on Captain Riau, who stood below the porch railing, looking up at her. “Where are you going with Papa Toussaint?” she asked him. Claudine heard a flirtatious lilt in her voice.
“To Santo Domingo,” Riau said. “Across the border, at Ouanaminthe—” It seemed as if he would have continued, but he saw Claudine in the doorway and stopped.
“Bonsoir, Madame,” he said, lowering his head. “Good evening.” His military coat was very correct, despite the suffocating heat—brass buttons all done up in a row. As soon as he’d spoken, he turned away and began striding down the path toward the lower ground. There was room in the grand’case only for Toussaint himself, so Marie-Noelle had found pallets for his men in the compound below.
Cléo turned toward Claudine, her face a mask. That same face with its long oval shape and its smooth olive tone, which Claudine had once hated so desperately. The years between had left some lighter lines around Cléo’s eyes and at the corners of her mouth, but she was still supple, still attractive, though Arnaud no longer went to her bed. In her frustration, Claudine stretched out her hands to her.
“What was that shout in my sleep last night?” she said.
Cléo’s face became a degree more closed.
“M pa konnen,” she said. I don’t know.
Claudine felt a stronger pulse of the old jealous rage. The one face before her became all the faces closed against her, yellow or black, withholding the secrets so vital to her life. In those old days she could not visit her anger directly upon Cléo (Arnaud had protected the housekeeper from that), so she had worked it out on others in her vicinity. She took a step forward with her hands still outstretched.
“Di mwen,” she said. Tell me.
Cléo’s expression broke into an awful sadness.
“Fok w blié sa,” she said, but tenderly. You must forget it. She took Claudine’s two hands in hers and pressed them. Claudine felt her anger fade, her frustration melt into a simpler pain, more pure. It was too hot for an embrace, but she lowered her hot forehead to touch Cléo’s cooler one, then let the colored woman go and walked down the steps.
In the compound below, Claudine drifted toward her schoolhouse, no more than a frame of sticks roofed over with palm leaves, which the children would replace as needed. There were some solidly made peg benches, and a rough lectern Arnaud had ordered built as a gift to her. This afternoon, four of the benches had been shoved together to make room for two mats on the dirt floor. Guiaou lay on one of these, breathing heavily in sleep, and Riau on the other, his uniform coat neatly folded on the bench beside him. His eyes were lidded but Claudine did not think he was really asleep; she thought he was aware of her presence, though he did not show it. She could see her own spare reflection warped in the curve of the silver helmet he’d set underneath the bench.
Pursued by Etienne, Dieufait ran by outside, rolling a wooden hoop with a stick. The two children disappeared among the clay-walled cases.  Grazing her fingertips over the lectern, Claudine left the shade of the school roof and walked toward the chapel. En route she passed the little case inhabited by Moustique and Marie-Noelle. The cloth that closed the doorway was gathered with a string, and glancing past its edges, Claudine saw Moustique’s ivory feet hanging off the edge of the mat where he lay. Marie-Noelle was on her side, turned toward him, and between them their new baby lay curled and quietly sleeping.
Envy pricked at Claudine again as she went into the chapel. There was no door, properly speaking, but close-hung bead strings in place of one whole wall, which could be pulled back to open a view of the altar to the compound outside. The interior space was very small, built on the same plan as a dog shed that had once stood there. The walls were whitewashed, and eight pegged benches like those in the school were arranged in a double row. Claudine sat down on the farthest bench from the altar—no more than an ordinary wooden table. Above it hung a crucifix carved in mahogany from the fevered imagination of one of the Africans of the plantation—or maybe it was drawn from life, for certainly there had been horrors enough, in the last ten years of war, to inspire such a grotesquerie as he had made.
Claudine sat still, her back rigorously straight, hands folded in her lap. The bead curtain hung motionless behind her, and on the roof the heat bore down. She could not pray or think or breathe. That drumbeat she almost thought she heard was only the pulse in the back of her neck, a headache rising; it would not move the spirit through her.
After a long time, the bead curtains rustled and Toussaint Louverture walked into the chapel. Claudine registered his presence without quite turning her head. Reciprocally, Toussaint displayed no consciousness of her. He walked slowly between the two rows of benches, stopped before the altar, and stood looking up at Christ’s carved wounds. After some time he crossed himself and sat down on the first bench, to the left of the cross. Reaching both hands to the back of his head, he undid the knot of his yellow madras, which he spent some time folding into a small triangular packet. Claudine had not seen him completely uncovered before. The dome of his head was high and long, the black skin gleaming on the crown. He gave his folded headcloth a couple of firm pats with his right palm, as if he meant to secure it to the bench, then joined his hands and bowed his head to pray.
As time passed the light seemed to grow dimmer. Claudine did not know if the clouds were thickening outside or if it were only an effect of her own fatigue. She watched Toussaint, whose right hand slowly clicked through the beads of a curiously carved wooden rosary. A movement of the damp air stirred the strings of the curtain behind her, and she felt a current lifting toward the roof, where the eaves had been left open for ventilation.
Finally Toussaint had concluded his prayer. He stood up, gathering his folded headcloth in the hand that held the rosary. When he turned toward Claudine, he enacted a startle of surprise.
“O,” he said. “Madame Arnaud.”
“Monsieur le général.” She made a slight movement as if she would rise. A gesture of Toussaint’s palm restored her to her seat. She watched him walking slowly toward her. His head was outsized for the wiry, jockey’s body—the great orb of his skull counterbalanced by the long, jutting lower jaw. The body, whose meagerness was accentuated by the tight riding breeches he wore, carried its burden of head with a concentrated grace that rid Toussaint’s whole aspect of any comical quality. He took a seat across the dirt-floored aisle from her, swinging a leg across the bench to straddle it like a saddle.
“It is good to see our Catholic religion so well observed here,” he said, “when so often it is neglected elsewhere, among the plantations.”
Claudine inclined her head without speaking.
“I have catechised some of the children walking the grounds this afternoon,” he told her. “I find them to be well instructed. The boy Dieufait, for example, recites the entire Apostolic Creed with perfect confidence.”
“As well might be expected of the son of a priest.” Claudine attempted an ambiguous smile, in case Toussaint were moved to find irony in what she had said.
“They say that you give them other instruction too,” Toussaint said. “That you teach them their letters as well as their catechism. This afternoon I passed by your school—of which one hears talk as far away as Le Cap, if not farther.”
“Is it so?”
“Why, yes,” Toussaint said. “You are notorious.”
Claudine felt a bump of her heart. Behind her the strings of the curtain shivered; outside a wind was rising. She was notorious for a great deal more than her little school, and Toussaint must know something of that, though she wasn’t sure how much.
“You rather alarm me,” she said.
“There is no need, Madame,” Toussaint said. “Of course not every comment is favorable, as there are always some who believe that the children of Guinée must be held in the ignorance of oxen and mules.”
Claudine lowered her head above her lap. One of her feet had risen to the ball, and the whole leg was shaking; she couldn’t seem to make it stop.
“Yes,” Toussaint said. “My parrain, Jean-Baptiste, taught me my letters when I was a child on the lands of the Comte de Noé.”
Claudine raised her head to look at him. He was telling her the true version of the story, she thought, which was unusual. Of late he had been circulating a tale that he had learned to read and write just before the first rebellion, when he was already past his fiftieth year.
“If not for that,” Toussaint said, “I should have remained in slavery.”
“And many others also,” Claudine said.
“It is so.” Toussaint squeezed the bench with his thighs, as if it really were a horse he meant to urge on. “But your husband, Madame. What view does he take of your teaching?”
“He indulges it.” Claudine lowered her head.
“Does he not find himself well placed today, Monsieur Arnaud?” Toussaint seemed to be asking the question of a larger audience than was actually present; his voice had become a little louder. “With the restoration of his goods, the men back working in the fields. Why, a field hand may learn to read a book and be no less faithful to his hoe. Does he not find it to be true?”
“I hope so,” Claudine said. “I believe so . . . yes, I mostly do.”
“You may not be aware that your husband conspired long ago in a royalist plot against the Revolutionary government here,” Toussaint said. “Or then again, perhaps you know it. Those men engaged to start a false rising of the slaves in ninety-one—thinking to frighten the Jacobins with a spectacle of the likely outcome of their own beliefs. They thought they could control a slave rising, those conspirators, but as you see they were quite wrong. He was one of them, Michel Arnaud, with the Sieur de Maltrot, and Bayon de Libertat my former master, and Governor Blanchelande himself, who later lost his head for it, to the guillotine in France.”
“As did so many others,” Claudine murmured. As she spoke, her eye fell on the rosary, which Toussaint held in one hand against the yellow headcloth, and she saw for the first time that each of the small wooden beads was an intricately rendered human skull.
“What an extraordinary article,” she said. It seemed to her that each carved skull was just a little different from all the others.
“It came to me as a spoil of war,” Toussaint said and put the rosary into his pocket, without telling her what other thing it might have come to mean to him now.
Outside she heard voices, the clucking of chickens as they scuttled for shelter. The wind rose further, as the air grew chill with the coming rain.
“Ah well,” said Toussaint. “We have our dead.”
All at once Claudine’s leg stopped trembling and her raised foot relaxed against the floor. How intimately she had her dead! She wondered if Toussaint was similarly placed, sometimes, or always. It was certain that he’d caused the deaths of many more than the considerable number he’d ushered out of the world with his own hands.
“Yes,” she burst out. “My husband killed many before the risings—he killed the children of Guinée with no more regard than for ants or for flies, and with torture sometimes, as bad as that—” She flung out her arm toward the crucifix. “Yes, this morning you rode your horse through the place where there once stood a pole, and to that pole my husband used to nail his victims, to die slowly as they hung—like that—” Her rigid fingers thrust toward the cross again. “And there was worse, still worse than that. No doubt you know it—he was famous for it all.” Her whole arm dropped, and she felt her face twisting, that alien sensation as she moved a step farther away from her body. The blood beat heavy in her temples, and she heard the other voice beginning to come out from behind her head. “Four hundred years of abominations—four hundred years for all to endure, and his no larger than a grain among them—”
She stopped the voice, and came back to herself—she wanted now to remain herself. Toussaint had leaned back a little away from her and regarded her with his chin cupped in one hand.
“During the risings my husband suffered very much,” Claudine said. “For a time he was made clean by suffering, as fire will burn corruption from the bone. Oh, he has still cruelty in his nature, and avarice, and too much pride, with contempt for others, white or black, but now he fights against it. I see him fight it every day.”
Her voice cracked from hoarseness; her throat felt very dry.
“And yourself, Madame?”
She took it for an answer to the prayer she could not voice. With a lurch she dropped to her knees on the space of packed dirt between them, embraced his legs, and pushed her face into his lap.
“Hear my confession,” she said, but her voice was too muffled to be understood. Toussaint was pushing her back by the shoulders.
“Madame, Madame,” he said. “Control your feeling.”
“No,” Claudine said. “No—I want to touch you not in the flesh but in the spirit.” But she had grasped his wrists now, to hold his hands firm against her collarbones.
“Hear my confession,” she said, clearly now.
“I am no priest,” Toussaint informed her. He twisted his hands free and drew them back. “You have your own priest here, who must confess you.”
Claudine’s arms dropped slack to her sides. To her surprise, he reached for her again, wrapping both hands around her head, balancing it on the point where his fingertips joined in the deepest hollow at the back of her neck.
“It is not easy to enter the spiritual world,” he said. From the soft and absent tone of his voice, he might have been talking to himself. But he was looking into her head as if it were transparent to him.
“So you have been walking to the drum, my child,” he said. “Sometimes there is a spirit who dances in your head.”
The release of his hands let go a flash of light behind her eyes. The wind had blown the bead strings apart and was stirring the dust under the benches around them.
Toussaint cocked his head. “Lapli k’ap vini,” he said. The rain is coming.
“Yes, you are right,” Claudine murmured. “We must go up before we are caught here.”
Outside, the sky bulged purple over them, and above the mountains a wire of silent lightning glowed and vanished. Toussaint turned his head to the wind, letting his yellow madras flag out from his hand, then caught it up and bound it over his forehead and temples and knotted it carefully at the back before he followed Claudine, hastening to the grand’case, reaching the shelter of the porch’s overhang in the seconds before the deluge came down.
Because Toussaint had stated, over dinner, his need for an early departure, the Mass commenced exactly at first light. The hour was painfully early for some, and fewer of the plantation’s inhabitants turned out for it than might have otherwise, but still there was a respectable crowd for Moustique to part when, with a slow and solemn step, he carried the wooden processional cross into the little chapel. Behind him the children of Claudine’s school marched, singing, Wi, wi, wi, nou sé Legliz, Legliz sé nou . . . Claudine took her seat in the front row, next to the yawning Arnaud, irritable with his too-early rising. Yes, yes, yes, the Church is us, we are the Church . . . Toussaint, the guest of honor, sat at Arnaud’s right hand, while Riau and Guiaou shared the opposite bench with Cléo and Marie-Noelle. The other benches were filled with commandeurs and skilled men from the cane mill or distillery and other persons of a similar importance. The bead curtain had been tied up above the eaves, so the whole wall was open to the larger congregation outside, whose members sat cross-legged on the ground as soon as the signal was given.
Claudine paid small attention to the words of Moustique’s sermon; her mind was utterly fixed on the cross. Ah well, she thought,  we have our dead . . . As she stared, she perceived that it was the vertical bar of the cross which pierced the membrane between the world of the living and the world of the dead, and allowed the spirits to rise.
Now Moustique was chanting the Sanctus in Latin, his voice high and whining. Above the altar, the dark crucifix ran and blurred before Claudine’s weary eyes, till it became another image. She saw the body of her bossale maid Mouche, who’d been lashed quite near to that very same spot in the days when a dog shed stood on the chapel’s site, and saw again the flash of the razor in her own hand as it slashed out the child Arnaud had planted in Mouche’s womb and let the fetus spill on the dirt of the floor, then cut so viciously at the black girl’s throat that it uncorked her blood like a fountain. And now, as Moustique presented the host, the children sang,  “Sé Jezi Kri ki limyè ki klere kè nou tout. Li disparèt fènwa pou’l mete klète . . .” 
The chapel was opened to the east, so that when the rising sun cleared the mountains it struck the whole interior with such force that everything before Claudine’s eyes was obliterated in the blaze. But the bread had been torn, the wine consecrated. She groped her way forward and knelt to receive.
It is Jesus Christ who is the light that illuminates all our hearts. He drives out the darkness to put light in its place . . .
A fringe of cloud drifted over the sun, dimming the interior enough for Claudine to see more plainly. Toussaint, hands clasped before him, opened his mouth for the descending Host as meekly as a baby bird. Claudine’s turn followed. Moustique served Arnaud, Riau, and Guiaou and the other two women, then began his second circuit with the chalice made from a carefully trained and hollowed gourd. Claudine held the body of Christ on her tongue. She had confessed her crime many times and to more than one priest, but still the chalice, when raised to her lips, returned to her the salt taste of blood.
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