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Prelude
Islands in the sea, like clouds in the sky, assume the shapes of their inhabitants. Islands resemble fish, clouds resemble birds.
Early mapmakers captured the animated shapes of islands better than their modern descendants. Modern cartographers are too precise, too sterile, too deficient in imagination to see and draw the souls of the small land eruptions in the oceans. Their maps have no dragons or monsters, no whirlpools or waterfalls to the eternal abyss. Their islands do not imitate fish.
Yet there is one Caribbean island so obviously organic, so clearly shaped after the fish that fill the waters around it, that no amount of antiseptic abstraction can obliterate its form. Columbus called it Hispaniola. The Spanish who followed in his wake, hoping to camouflage their hunger for Gold and Glory, named it in honor of their God’s day, Santo Domingo. When it was divided between Spain and France, the western half, French St. Domingue came to be called Haiti after its mountains.
Hispaniola is to the imaginative eye, undimmed by science, the leader of a copious school of island-fishes swimming wildly up from the northeastern coast of South America, heading for the south coast of North America. Her mouth is spread wide, preparing to attack, mangle, and leave in chunks the languid loaf fish Cuba. Her tongue, the Ile de la Gonave, licks with hungry fury; and her eyes bulge in fanatic determination to have the loaf, to rip it apart, to leave the shredded remains for her baby followers, to go on toward her ultimate goal, the phallus of Florida.
Haitians say their island was once a ravenous woman, never satisfied, always on the prowl for still another man to satisfy her insatiable appetite for oral sex. With a legion of men she committed acts that would shame any decent woman; and to punish her, to teach all other women that such behavior displeases the gods, Agne-taroyo, god of the unending sea, changed her into an island, shaped her like a fish, showed her the Florida phallus, and coaxed her to capture and devour the loaf fish Cuba in order to have the strength to achieve her goal. Agne-taroyo tempted and tantalized her with the phallus until she was frantic with nervous desire, until she sailed forward with her host of babies to attack the loaf fish. Then with one sweep of his mighty hand he froze her in place, her mind still on fire, her eyes still bulging, her mouth open for the kill, her tongue licking the water, unable for eternity to move an inch.
Her scales are rough and horny and highest about her neck where the fluid brown Spanish speaking Dominican Republic joins the straining swollen black French speaking Haitian head. The head is a land of sharp, vivid, bewildering contrasts: high, jagged peaks and low river valleys; bright stretches of desert juxtaposed to dark dripping rain forests; hot, disease ridden seaports and cool misty mountains; indescribable natural beauty and incredible human misery. Haitians say that when the gods, sailing in the clouds above the seven seas, first glimpse Hispaniola from afar, they smile and laugh and want to stop for a visit; but when they come close and see the way the forests have been ravaged and the people brutalized their smiles fade, their laughter stops, and they fly on.
Haitians say the gods experimented all one day with the creation of man. First they made a series of brute animals, without a sense of right and wrong, creatures that satisfied their hungers in the simplest, most natural ways. Then they made a series of angelic beings, pure of heart, masters of their emotions, living by logic and reason. Unable to decide which of these creatures they preferred, the animal or the angel, with the sun beginning to set, tired and hungry, they left the two groups by a river and went away. Concerned with other matters in the universe, they did not return for two hundred years, and when they did they discovered that the two groups had mated, their children had mated, that there were a thousand offspring, all different combinations of animal and angel, some more animal and some more angel, all easily tempted to satisfy their hungers the simplest possible ways, all tortured by guilt for what they did. The gods hated what their creatures had become, but they blamed themselves and agreed not to destroy the people, letting them live, occasionally punishing them for their folly, occasionally taking pity on them for their tragic flaws.
Hispaniola’s native Indians killed the small stand of Spanish soldiers Columbus left there, and they were themselves systematically annihilated by the unending flow of Spaniards, Frenchmen, and Africans from across the sea. The French wrestled away the western portion of the island, the high part, from the Spanish and imported Africans to slave in the sugar plantations on which their White masters grew the white powder to sweeten the coffee and tea of men and women in Europe. The slaves came mostly from the convenient African coast of Dahomey. Their religion was Voodoo, which means the Way of the Gods; and their Gods, though Black, were similar to those of the ancient Greeks and Romans. Their masters brought in priests to baptize them Catholic, but after attending mass on Sunday mornings many drifted away to the woods in the evenings to practice the Old Faith.
By 1789, Haiti boasted a population of 570,000, 40,000 of them White, 500,000 Black, 30,000 Brown. Whites, rich and poor, were free; most Blacks were slaves, but two thirds of them were recent arrivals, born free in Africa, now slaves in Haiti; Browns, neither Black nor White but both, were neither free nor slaves but both. Whites spoke the king’s French, the rich more precisely than the poor; Blacks spoke among themselves various African dialects; and all three groups spoke the Haitian Creole born of pragmatic necessity. This new language, African French, was the last Romantic language, nasal and rhythmic, a language perfectly suited to carry messages of love or cruelty or both together, of joy and pain or both together, of life and death or both together, of slavery and liberation or both together.
It was a language strong enough to describe bold schemes and grand dreams, a language to provoke and to inspire. It was the language of a boy named Toussaint, born into slavery, taught to read and write by an aging father, bound to a job so undemanding that he had little to do but dream. Toussaint—all saint---rose from the horse stalls to become Louverture---The Gate---cynosure of freedom for black Haitians. His misfortune was to be a contemporary of two White men, Napoleon Bonaparte and Thomas Jefferson.
Part 1
Plans
1779-1791
-One-
“Oooooooooaaaaahhhhhh,” the soft wail of death swept over the still, sun baked Breda Plantation.
By 9:00 the morning of May 23, 1779, was hot. By 10:00, when the slow procession topped the hill from the Great House and oozed down the gentle incline toward the tiny white chapel in the valley, the temperature was at 95 and climbing.
“Ooooooooaaaaaaahhhhhh.”
Birds in the pine trees along the sandy pathway had already ended their early morning song fest and found shelter from the scorching, sapping naked red sun moving up toward its full noon strength. Flowers had already closed their petals in self defense, taught by ten thousand seasons of struggle not to resist the torch in the heavens, but to hide until evening.
Slaves not given liberty to attend services for the man who lay in the wooden casket at the head of the procession stopped and watched the plodding line of mourners pass, some to show him respect, others merely happy for an excuse to rest and let their sweat cool them for a moment. A few raised their hats in silent tribute, then quickly replaced them for protection against the harsh sunrays. All the faces, both in the procession and in the fields through which it passed, were black.
“Oooooooaaaaaaaaahhhhhh.”
The long straight line of mourners, following the four men in white shirts and trousers who carried the casket, each at a corner, seemed to have been carefully choreographed. No one missed a step. They moved to a regular beat, down the incline, along the powdered path cut through the cane field, into the whitewashed chapel. As the casket and the dead man’s family entered it, a small pump organ inside began to whine. All those who could be accommodated vanished into the darkness of the sanctuary. The last ones to arrive stood outside, in a balloon of multicolored shirts and blouses in the shrinking shade of the bell tower.
There was just enough room for the casket to fit between the altar, the front row of pews, and the side pews, usually reserved for choirs but at funerals reserved for the family of the deceased. The four pall bearers had to slip cautiously beside it to avoid touching the family members who had taken their places by the time the casket was firmly in place. It was considered unlucky to touch a member of the dead person’s family on the day of burial. As soon as the dead was safely in the ground and well on his way to the life hereafter in Africa, it was all right to embrace and comfort the bereaved; but until then they must carry their burden without personal touches from outside.
On the family pews, three on each side facing the altar and each other, sat the dead man’s next of kin. There were twenty of them—men, women, children, grandchildren. First among them was an old black lady, growing fat in her antiquity, as of this moment head of her clan, only recently retired to less demanding chores after fifty years in the Old Master’s kitchen. Her name was Marie-Louise, and her hair was pulled back, black and white strands alternating, to a tight bun in the back. Her face betrayed no emotion. She had withdrawn deeply inside herself, hidden from public view, safe there from the winds of hot passion that washed in waves over the other mourners. Only the regularly spaced batting of her large brown eyes showed that she was conscious of the present reality. Yet there was about her an air of repressed rage that threatened to rise up and shatter the steady moan of the congregation’s bereavement. At any moment, should the gods please to visit her and release her from her self imposed emotional bondage, she might explode, her smoldering volcano of pain erupting into a violence of flame.
The dead man, whose face and chest were clearly visible after the pall bearers opened the top half of the casket, was her husband. Although they had never been legally married, they had lived together for those fifty years of her work in the kitchen, four fifths of her life, not quite half of his. He was over fifty, she was not yet twenty, when he asked the Old Master’s father for her. She cried when Old Master’s father agreed to his offer, embarrassed to think that she would have to sleep with an old man. But he was good to her, he made her happy. Together they produced ten children.
Beside her, to her right, fully aware of the deep grief bubbling beneath the surface of the old woman’s stoic demeanor, sat a young woman, short and stocky, with a round angelic face and large oval breasts that rose and fell as she breathed. She was not a daughter, but she sat with the family because she was the old woman’s closest friend, closer to her than any of her daughters were. Tears flowed from the young woman’s eyes as she held a white handkerchief under her nose and wept for the old dead man who had been an uncle to her and the old woman next to her who had taken her under her wing and taught her the ways of the master’s haut cuisine.
Her name was Suzanne, and only three months earlier she had followed the same pall bearers to this same place to hear the same words spoken over the body of her young male lover. The old woman came to sit beside her then and had comforted her just as she was comforting the old woman now. Beside Suzanne, constantly twisting and turning and disturbing the thick hot air, sat a black tot, her only son, now an orphan, Isaac. From time to time she glanced at him, but she never reached out to still him because she knew he was small and hot and confused by the strange ceremony he witnessed.
Alone on the front pew across from the two women, facing them, pensive, uncommunicative, unapproachable in his carefully cultivated composure, sat a young black man, thirty five years old. He was dressed in the light blue uniform, with white shirt and black boots, of a coachman. He was small and wiry, only five feet four inches tall and weighing under a hundred and twenty pounds; yet the way he sat, even in mourning, the way he carried himself when he walked, made him seem larger. He was the only one of the dead man’s sons who still lived at Breda Plantation. The policy of selling off or trading most male offspring had left only three sisters and himself with his parents. Being the youngest of the ten children and a sickly child, he was spared the auction block.
His eyes were unusually large, and his teeth protruded so sharply that they showed through his puckered lips even when he was not speaking; but he would never allow anyone to tease him about his appearance. He seldom smiled and never laughed. Nature had played a trick on him, had given him a funny appearance, but he would not accept the role of a clown. His obvious intelligence, his haughty disdain for mediocrity, his determination to take life seriously, transcended his physical appearance.
He was born on November 1, All Saints Day, and his father gave him the pleasantly pious name Toussaint. Yet he learned as an adult, when looking over the record book of the plantation, that the Old Master had not even noted his name, just noted that another “male child” was born to his parents. The record said that he was the tenth child, the seventh son, and that he was weak and unpromising. His mother was in poor health during the last weeks of the pregnancy, and this had deprived the Great House of its best cook during the weeks of harvest. Born to aging parents, he was unexpected, unwelcome, at first unwanted; and he knew that he had never been able to endear himself to his mother. The fact that he now sat not by her side but across from her in the church showed that they were still not as close as most mothers and their sons.
His father, on the other hand, loved him dearly from the start. Toussaint’s birth proved that despite his seventy years he was still potent, still able to plant his living seed in fertile ground. In addition, he also recognized in the young man’s sharp eyes and serious expression someone who could be taught trade skills, one whom he could teach to read and write, one who could be trusted to be his companion in old age, to keep his secrets, to remember his prophecies, to carry on his dreams.
At his father’s request, Old Master assigned Toussaint at age twelve to work as a cowherd, a far better fate than being sent to the fields. Since his father had taught him to read, he was permitted to borrow books from the Great House’s library to read while he watched the animals in the fields. He carried out his duties so well and faithfully and was so good at keeping records of feedings and sales that at the age of twenty he was made groom to the master’s stand of eight pure bred Arabian horses. Five years after that, having once more proven his skill with animals, having taught himself many of the trade secrets of veterinary science, he earned the right to drive the family’s coach. Now he was Old Master’s most trusted slave, permitted to remain while the White men discussed matters of business, and the other slaves treated him with deference. His position in the community, plus the fact that he was the dead man’s only son, gave him the right to sit alone in the front pew, even when space in the small building was so limited.
* * *
“Ooooooaaaaaahhhhh!”
The tiny pump organ built in volume, adding to the feeling of congestion in the chapel. Ever louder sighs rose from the people. Heat and humidity pressed down on them like a woolen blanket. Then a shout pierced the air: “Oh! Oh, Christ, have mercy!” A White man wearing a tattered black gown and the remnants of a clerical collar, his bare arms and feet red from the sun, came rushing through the door and down the aisle. “Lord, have mercy; Christ, have mercy; Lord, have mercy!” he shouted as he made for the altar. The congregation, at first stunned, drew back from him, then sighed in recognition. It was the Jesuit, the one the Society left behind when the French government forced the Order to leave the island. Some said he had broken his vows and was left as punishment. Others said the Jesuits refused to take him with them because he was insane. Still others said he hid when the others were leaving so that he could stay in Haiti. Whatever the truth, he lived among them but outside their society, haunting the fields and barns and woods up in the hills. The slaves fed him, leaving food for him to find like a stray dog, because they feared he might otherwise put a curse on them. Even his insanity seemed to them a sign of divine possession, and they wanted to take no chances with the gods.
Usually they caught only fleeting glances of him as he ran away from them. They expected to see him fully only when at last his body would be found mangled by a wild cat or gored by a bull. They had never seen him even in the vicinity of a church. Yet here he was, at Simon’s funeral. “In the name of the Faaatherrrr---and of the Soooon---and of the Hoooooly Ghhhhooossssttt!” he shouted at them and began to laugh.
Just then the plantation’s parish priest, who worked for the Master and conducted all services at the chapel, a White man leading Black people in worship, appeared at the back door, shouldered aside the men standing in his way, and stared incredulously at the Jesuit. “Stop!” he shouted. “In the name of God, in God’s house, have you no shame?”
The crazy Jesuit stopped laughing and stared back at the priest, at first startled, then with a mocking glare, then after a moment with fear. He looked from side to side, searching for a way of escape, but he saw only a sea of White eyes floating amid the Black faces. He began to dance from side to side, bumping into the casket, unsettling it, frightening the congregation even more. He looked to the ceiling as if pleading to heaven for help, then went dashing down the aisle toward the door, screaming, his ragged gown blowing behind him. As he passed him, the parish priest brought his hand down hard on the Jesuit’s back, and the Jesuit broke through the door, crying out in ecstasy.
The crowd waited, hushed, until the organist recovered his balance and resumed the dirge. The moaning, temporarily silenced by the spectacle of the two priests wrestling over the sanctuary, began anew and grew louder as the priest walked down the aisle toward the altar. The level of anguish rose with each step he took. At the casket he stopped, recited a silent prayer, and looked down at the dead man. On a thick white cushion of goose down, sewn by the women of the family, lay a tiny thin man, smaller in death than he had been in life when he always held his head high and let his chest swell with laughter. Diminished by death, by the escape of his large soul, he looked at peace, free now of the disease that had put him to bed for the last six months, ending only when his stomach burst and sent poison through his body. He fought the entire six months to live, he lost, and now he was gone.
Until those last six months he was a wonder of good health. On his one hundred and sixth birthday, last October, he ate a full portion of goose and sweet potatoes. He then walked three miles through the cane fields with the men guests, leaning on Toussaint’s arm but walking under his own power, telling jokes and stories and making everyone laugh. Then just after Christmas, before the first cool snap in the weather, his knot, long with him, began to grow; he had to go to bed; and in the summer heat he died.
Only Toussaint and Marie-Louise and perhaps the daughters knew that despite his laughter the old man had seldom known happiness. His whole act, they knew, so much admired and imitated on the plantation, was an elaborate hoax. He seemed to be happy. He seemed to get great enjoyment out of telling his stories, many of them about his childhood in Africa, before the great battle when enemy tribesmen killed his father and took him away to the coast to sell him to the strange smelling, strange looking, strange talking White sailors. His stories were full of adventure, they made people laugh and ask for more; but deep inside, while he entertained, he was crying. He hid his anger and passion from his audiences, and only a few knew the truth, Toussaint among them.
Toussaint’s mind drifted with the lazy flies caught against the chapel’s ceiling as they halfheartedly sought to escape the heat. He only half heard the priest begin the reading, singing the words in his high, unnatural Catholic voice. “I have learned in whatsoever state I may find myself, therein to be content,” the priest read. Toussaint smiled. The priest thought he knew the old man so well had no idea how such a sentence irked his father. The priest thought that this philosophy of a Stoic Jew matched the philosophy of a man who had lived ninety years among slaves. Little did he know, little could he know, that while in public view the old man pretended Pauline contentment, deep inside him he followed the unconverted Paul by kicking against the pricks.
“Jean Baptiste Simon,” the priest began his eulogy, “a man born a slave. . .” Wrong, Toussaint thought, not born a slave, made a slave. Sold by Black men to White men. The story so common among Haitians.
“He worked in the fields here on this plantation, accepting his lot in life as the will of God, the father of Jesus Christ, whom he worshipped.” No, he never accepted this lot in life, and he never worshipped Jesus.
“His intelligence and hard work caught the attention of Master Eugene Breda, grandfather to our present Master Eduard Etienne Breda. He served Master Eugene with good cheer and humility as a bootblack and later tailor.” No, not with good cheer and humility, not in his deepest soul, only on the surface.
“He never missed a day of service because of illness.” Yes, finally the priest told the truth. He was never ill until the very end of his life. He remembered how his father said so often with a sharp laugh that he hoped he could catch a cold, a fever, anything to have an excuse to miss work, but none ever came.
“He was such a valuable servant, so gifted in so many ways, that the Elder Mistress Breda loaned him to the Jesuits.” He stopped and cleared his throat, as if to flush away memories of the crazy man. “The Jesuits had just come to Haiti and needed service, and he went to Le Cap to work at their house. They taught him to read and write, and due to his intellectual acuity, he became the manager of their business affairs. For her great gift to the Church, God gave the Mistress Breda a long and happy life on this earth.” Toussaint remembered her quite differently: a wrinkled, bitter, sick, irritable old lady who smelled like raw chicken, she made everyone around her miserable, and they were all relieved when at last she died. The slaves, if not also her family, rejoiced that they would never have to see her again in this life.
“He humbly used his learning wisely, reading only holy books, writing only kitchen orders and prayers. He knew, as a good Christian, that we are on this earth for just a short time, that we shall all die, that eternity is forever, that it is far better to lay up treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust can corrupt than here on earth, where thieves can rob us of all we have.” Toussaint smiled at this, not because its truth brought back fond memories but because he knew that his father read many books that were not holy and because he knew where to find the little tin box in which Simon carefully stored up his gold coins. It was there still, hidden under the loose third plank of his cabin floor. Simon often lifted the plank and opened the box and shared the beauty of those coins with him. They were now his, according to Simon’s wishes.
“When he was fifty years of age, after twenty five years of service to Breda Plantation, after ten more years of service to the Jesuits, he was given a greater burden than any before it, when he was given his freedom.” Toussaint felt and heard the hush that fell over the hot, moaning congregation. Freedom was a word they seldom heard, and never from a White man or woman. They all knew that Simon was free, that he was in some mysterious way different from them, but he never discussed it and neither did they. Freedom: a word both beautiful and terrifying.
“The Jesuits were leaving Haiti, returning to Europe. The future was uncertain. They did not know for sure where they were going, but they knew that wherever it was they could not have slaves there. Because he had been a gift, they could not return him to his previous owners; and so they set him free. He could do as he pleased. He could remain in Le Cap, to sink into a gutter of sin, to sell his soul for a mess of pottage, or he could return to Breda. He returned. He begged sanctuary of the Master. Like the father of the prodigal son of the parable, the Master took him in, gave him a job and a cottage, permitted him to take a companion, let him live as a free, hired man here in this beautiful, wonderful place, where he could enjoy the second half of his life. Here he fathered many children, the last when he was eighty years old.”
Toussaint listened with interest to the fallacious commentary. Simon did not beg to return to Breda. He returned because the Master went to Le Cap and begged him to come home. He fathered Toussaint, who was his last, when he was seventy, not eighty. White men always overestimated the sexual prowess of Black men. Yet no one, not even Toussaint’s mother, seemed to notice the errors. He doubted whether the priest actually knew how little of what he was saying the congregation heard.
“Despite his great good fortune in life, despite the gift of his freedom and the fact that he always had the respect of his master and shared the bounty of this great plantation, he always remained a good humble servant to his Master and a slave to Jesus Christ. He never forgot the injunction of Saint Paul: Servants, obey your masters, as if they were the Lord. Simon was a servant of the Lord in heaven, which made him the best of servants to his betters on this earth.”
* * *
Toussaint sighed and let his mind stray from the boiling chapel to a cooler place.
He was once again in the pond, a thin wiry boy of eight, pushing lazily off from the clay bank into the water, escaping for the moment the torment of the summer sun. He bobbed about, his head above the water level until the sun began to burn his scalp, until it began to make that circle at the top of his hair and started to bore in, and then he took a deep breath and sank below the surface, down into the cool green palace. He stayed down and blew bubbles until the air was gone and his lungs told him to go back up. Up for a moment, down for a time, up and down, keeping an eye on the cows down at the shallow end, udders deep in the muddy water over there. He was sure they would not leave the water on a hot July day, but he checked from time to time.
He came up for a breath of the burning, sultry air and heard someone calling his name: “Toussaint! Eh, Toussaint!” It was Simon, standing over at the other edge of the pond, under the trees. “Toussaint! Come on out, son.” He knew what the old man would say next: “Come on! Let’s do some reading!” He slowly came out of the water, his body and mind both resisting the demands the old man made on him.
“Aw, Simon, today?” he moaned.
“Why not today?” Simon grinned, his white, even teeth reflecting the sunlight.
“It’s too hot.”
“It’s always too hot for you. That’s no excuse. It’s been hot in Haiti for ten thousand years, and it don’t plan to be any cooler. Come on, let’s read.”
Toussaint came up out of the resisting water and stamped his feet on the tiny beach as he walked toward the trees. “I’d rather swim.”
“I know that,” Simon laughed. He picked Toussaint’s short pants up from the ground and handed them to him. Simon also wore short pants, and his shirt was open. His meager crop of chest hairs was as white as the halo fringe around the sides of his head. Toussaint made a face and took the pants and pulled them on. He threw himself disgustedly on the grass beneath the trees. “I know you’d rather swim, my son,” Simon said, “but swimming won’t make you a better man.”
“It makes me a happier man.”
“Yes.” A bee buzzed near them, and Simon slapped it away. “Happier, but not wiser. That kind of happy is for the body only, this kind is for the mind and soul.” He reached in his pocket and produced a slim volume. Toussaint dried his hands on his pants and took it. It looked new and smelled rich. The cover was made of brown leather, and the gold title said it was Selected Essays of Michel de Montaigne.
“From Master’s library?” Toussaint guessed.
“Brand new,” Simon grinned and poked him in the ribs. “From a new box, just arrived from France. He don’t know it’s here. I do the orders, I put the books on the shelves. He never reads, he just likes to look. When we’re through with it, I’ll put it up and get another one. He will never know.”
“How many new ones you got?”
“Fifty,” he laughed with sincere joy. They’ll last us a whole year. Then I’ll order some more.” Toussaint saw the fierce determination that came into Simon’s face when he talked about improving himself at the expense of the Master. Books were supposed to belong to White men. White men wrote them, they printed them, they read them. He was in the business of stealing their knowledge from them. He leaned back against a tree. “Read it to me.”
“Aw, Simon,” Toussaint whined. “Why do I always have to do the reading? You can read.”
“I can,” Simon agreed, “but you need the practice.”
“Just let me read it to myself.”
“That would be all right, just to learn, but you need also to learn to speak, to read and talk out loud, to teach other men. Someday you will stand in front of huge crowds, and you will speak to them as you now read to me. Read with feeling and meaning, and think about what you say. When you have finished five pages, I will question you about what you have read.”
Despite his protests, Toussaint actually enjoyed these sessions with his father. He liked the attention Simon paid to his reading. He liked the sound of his own voice, growing deeper and mellower each year. He liked the smile he saw on Simon’s face as he read, and he even liked the questions Simon asked him at the end of chapters. He liked to repeat the wisdom, say it in his own words, dispute the points with Simon, who always took a contrary position. He was beginning a love affair with words, a love affair made all the more delicious because it was illicit. The books were stolen.
* * *
Toussaint roused from his dreams when the moaning around him grew suddenly louder. The clamor echoed from the four white washed walls on which hung from square headed wooden pegs the carved Stations of the Cross. Tears flowed from the eyes of his three sisters, and at last his mother’s face showed signs of her inner grief. The priest was hurrying to finish the service, to reach a place of shelter, before the inevitable storm of sorrow swept over him.
Toussaint remembered a Saturday morning in the fall of his tenth year, a rare day, when he was permitted to go with Simon to Le Cap for supplies. Simon told Old Master that it would be educational for the boy, good training for the day when he would perhaps take his father’s place as a trusted and capable servant. Old Master agreed, and Toussaint was so excited the night before they left that he could not sleep. Nor did he doze as they drove along the smooth road between the never ending cane fields. He was on his way, for the first time, to the big city; and when he returned he would help Simon carry the supplies into the Great House in full view of the other slaves.
Simon drove the team of matched black horses hard, and they got to the city earlier than expected. He finished the shopping by noon and hurried Toussaint through his lunch and herded him off down the main street to the docks. As he smelled the salty sea, Toussaint’s head began to swim. He had never smelled, he had never seen the ocean. As they neared the docks, as the smell grew stronger, as he saw the dock and the big ships, he began to laugh. He felt his heart pounding. He wanted to sail.
Simon halted the rig and tied the horses to a post. He helped Toussaint down and led him across the pier, where he pointed to the nearest ship. White men were tying her up to the dock. Toussaint read its name: Fair Princess. “It’s just arrived,” Simon whispered. “From Africa.”
“From Africa?” Toussaint whispered back.
“That’s right. It’s full of slaves.”
Toussaint repeated the words, but he did not fully understand them. He knew Simon’s story, how he was captured as a boy in Africa and brought by white men in funny suits to Haiti and made a slave; but he thought that was all in the past. He did not know that ships still came from that faraway place to bring more slaves to Haiti. He knew that Breda Plantation sometimes got new slaves, mostly men but occasionally a woman or two, arriving in chains, but they were always banished to the far fields and not allowed to mix with the older residents, and it never occurred to him that they might be newly arrived from Africa. The idea that free men and women were still being captured in that paradise called Guinea and brought here to work as slaves to make sugar for the White man was a novel idea to him.
“You watch,” Simon whispered, although no one was close enough to hear him, “and you’ll see some of them.”
A ramp was slid slowly out of the ship toward the dock, and White soldiers gathered at the place where it landed to keep guard. Toussaint heard a loud barking command and looked up at the ship, and at the top of the ramp appeared a line of naked Black people in chains. The people blinked at the bright light of the sun reflecting off the water and the white washed buildings of the city as if they had been long buried underground. They looked to Toussaint like new born babies looking out for the first time at the frightening world in which they would have to live.
“There, Toussaint,” Simon nudged him. “See them? That’s you.”
“Me?” Simon was always saying silly, puzzling things like that. It both irritated and intrigued him.
“You. You too came from Africa, just that way, all chained up, you came out of the bowels of a ship like that one, blinking at the sun.”
“I did not,” Toussaint protested.
“Oh yes, yes you did,” Simon said seriously. “You came from your mama’s womb, and for every Black boy that is Africa. You were born a slave, and that means you were born in chains.”
He didn’t understand, but he was so fascinated by what he saw that he didn’t argue. He couldn’t take his eyes off the Black people, coming slowly down the ramp, bewildered, frightened, prodded by White men with crops.
Simon nudged Toussaint toward the dock, where a crowd of people, Black as well as White, were gathering around a big box. “That’s the block,” Simon whispered.
“What’s a block?”
“Just stand still and be quiet and watch and listen.”
Toussaint watched as the Africans, mostly men but a few women, singly and in pairs and in small clusters, were one after another marched up the steps of the box, displayed to the crowd, and auctioned off to the highest bidders by the dirty White man who spoke French with a funny accent. Toussaint later learned that he was Dutch.
Toussaint was at first amused and then chagrinned at the way both men and women were paraded naked before the mixed audience. They might just as well have been dogs or cattle or horses, they were certainly considered less than human beings. He had seen adult Black men naked but only in the presence of other Black men. He had never seen any woman completely naked. Women nursed babies in public, even in church if the babies were fussy and threatened to disturb the services; but not even in the fields on the hottest day would a woman strip naked in front of men or even in front of other women. He could not understand how these African men and women could stand there as White men and women stared at them. The sight of the sagging breasts, the sullen penises, the rounded bellies with their fringes of curly hair both repulsed and aroused him.
One of the African women had especially large breasts, and the dirty White auctioneer lifted them for display and said what a grand breeding mare she would make. One of the African men, despite the chilling effect of being naked in public view, experienced an erection; and the White auctioneer lifted it and shook it for the crowd, causing it to grow twice its usual size, teasing it until it stood out from the man’s body like a drawn fist. The White audience, both men and women, shared the joke and commented on his fitness as a stud. Someone even called out for the man with the big penis to have sexual intercourse with the woman who had the big breasts for the benefit of the audience, but the auctioneer laughed and waved the suggestion away.
Toussaint removed his hat and held it in front of him for fear someone would notice that this thought aroused him so much. He turned away from the block and refused to look for a long time, turning his attention instead to a White buyer going over a large black man who interested him. He felt the man’s arm and shoulder and leg muscles. He forced open his mouth to look at his teeth. He even licked the man’s forearm to taste his sweat.
“Look, Toussaint,” Simon said after he had been silent for a long time. “That one just going up the steps, look at him.” Toussaint did as Simon said and saw an African who was bent almost double. All over his back, his neck, his arms, and his legs were lash marks, some of them old enough to be scabbed, others filled with puss, still others still red with fresh blood. “He won’t bring much,” Simon whispered. “He’s damaged. He will be damaged even more before he is broke, if he ever can be. Me, I doubt he can, I think he will die first.” Simon’s voice sounded so strange that Toussaint look at him and saw him smiling. He had the same look as that man in Master’s Bible, the one who had just been cured of blindness. He looked proud. “That man is what we should all be, all of us who were captured and enslaved and tamed down to be servants. I want you to look at him closely, Toussaint, because I could never show you myself what we as a people ought to be. I passed slavery on to you, just like the sin of Adam, and you can feel the chains on your wrists and ankles. That man will never be a slave.”
Toussaint looked back at the man. The climb up the steps had started his stripes bleeding, and bright red blood ran freely down onto his dusty butt and dripped from there to the wooden block. The man suddenly jerked away from his minder and started to jump off the platform. Three White men grabbed him and held him until he stopped struggling, then forced him back into place. They now had blood on their dirty white shirts. A whip cracked, and the man cried out in pain. Toussaint turned and buried his face in Simon’s stomach, sobbing with a broken heart. All he could see with his eyes shut and his face covered by Simon’s shirt was the man’s blood.
* * *
“The blood of Christ. . .”
Toussaint jumped and came awake. The church had grown even hotter and was now damp from sweat and tears. The priest lifted the cup toward the ceiling. “The blood of Christ. . .” Toussaint heard the congregation moan with sympathy for the Lamb of God who died on the cross to free man from the bondage of sin. The river of tears flowed all around him.
He remembered an evening in September, with the weather still hot. The sun on the western horizon was the color of dried blood. He was herding the cows home for the night when he felt a sharp pain in his foot. He had stepped on a shard of broken pottery embedded in the ground, slicing his right foot open at the tender hollow between the ball and the heel. He sat down right in the pathway and clutched his foot to him as he began to wail. The blood poured out, gushing forth as though long trapped and forced out by an inner pressure. He gripped the foot tightly, trying to stop the flow and kill the pain, but nothing he did seemed to help.
Then Simon was there. Toussaint didn’t know how he knew to come, whether it was by design or just coincidence, but he was overjoyed to see the sympathetic old face. He dropped the foot, jumped up, and threw his arms around the frail shoulders. “There, there now,” Simon soothed him. “I know, yes, I know. Here now. Show it to me.” Toussaint slowly raised the bleeding foot. “Yes,” Simon murmured, “it is bad all right, but we can make it better. Come with me. Let’s wash it off in the stream.” There, to his surprise, as if by a miracle, there was a stream of cool mountain water flowing right past them, one he had never seen before. He watched in awe as Simon put the foot into the stream and as the foot turned it crimson for a time before it gradually lightened and finally was clear again. Simon eased the foot out of the water and bound it in a clean white cloth. The bleeding had stopped. He wiped Toussaint’s tears away and carried him to his bed. In the morning the cows were already in the field when he woke, and he could walk to them without pain. When he removed the cloth later that day the wound had completely healed.
“He shall wipe away all tears from their eyes, and they shall know death no more,” the priest was reading. The congregation rocked in passionate delirium. A hundred rivulets of tears flowed freely toward the common sea of despair. Each person in the room had been healed at least once by Simon’s magical powers; and now he was gone. “Oh death, where is thy sting? O grave, where is thy victory?” read the priest. The people knew that without Simon the sting of death and the victory of the grave would be a constant threat.
Toussaint remembered a Sunday morning. It was winter, one of those rare days when people needed jackets, and he was walking with Simon to church. Simon never missed mass, though he told Toussaint confidentially that he was not a Christian. They were at the crest of the hill when Simon stopped. “What? What is it?” Toussaint said, impatient to be out of the chilly wind. “Look,” Simon whispered. “To the right of the door there, see?”
Toussaint looked where he pointed. Three Black men, still in chains, confused and frightened, stood huddled together, partly to keep warm, partly to block the stares of the worshippers coming from all directions. A White man, Tremblay was his name, the most hated of the managers, the one who commanded the field hands in the most remote parts of the plantation, the one who handled the new arrivals, stood next to them with a whip in his left hand. He wore a wrinkled red jacket and a wool cap. The huddled slaves wore only short trousers.
After a long moment Simon took Toussaint’s hand and led him down the hill to the church. They walked slowly passed the trio, and Toussaint never forgot how they smelled. It was a mixture of salt and dust and sweat; yet it was a sweet scent. No sooner had he and Simon taken their seats in the church than they heard a noise from the back door and turned to see Tremblay pushing the trio down the aisle. They looked scared, as if they were entering the sanctuary of a new and terrifying god, the god of White men who captured and chained Black men. They walked, prodded by Tremblay’s whip, as close to each other as they possibly could. “They’re here to be baptized,” Simon whispered.
“Baptized?” Toussaint said. He looked at Simon, expecting to see him smile, to admit that he was joking.
“That’s right,” Simon nodded seriously. “It’s the law. Every human being under the authority of the French government has to be baptized. Without baptism a person has no name, no identity.”
“But. . .” Toussaint said, so loudly that Simon had to shush him. “But,” he whispered, “they’re. . . pagans. They don’t know about God.”
“Oh, they know about God. They just don’t know about Jesus. But that don’t matter. They have to be baptized.”
The Africans stood swaying before the altar. The priest, adorned in his green robe, came around in front of them. They stirred nervously, but Tremblay raised his whip, and they stood still. The organist started a slow, rhythmic dirge, and the Africans began to shake with fear. As the priest read from the Bible, they began to moan and sway from side to side. The priest stopped reading and raised his hand. Tremblay pushed them, one at a time, to their knees, where they continued to shake and moan. When the sprinkle of holy water hit the first one’s head, he drew back as if struck by lightning, and the other two cowered as if hit by the whip. The second one also jumped when the water hit him, but the third one simply closed his eyes and took the punishment without moving. All three of them, kneeling before the strange new God, despite the chill of the chapel, were covered with sweat.
Tremblay got them to their feet, handed the priest a small leather purse filled with coins, and goaded the three men back down the aisle. Toussaint watched them, their shoulders drenched in sweat, their eyes blood shot, as they passed him. One of the men looked down at him and his eyes lingered for a moment, as if he recognized the small boy with the protruding teeth; but then he quickly looked away, as if realizing how foolish it was to think that he knew anyone in this strange new world. The man looked smaller now than when he had entered the building, as if his inner soul had shrunk. Toussaint wanted to reach out and touch him, to stop him and somehow explain what had just happened to him, that someday he would know that the water had saved his soul for eternity; but he knew the man would not understand a word he said.
He looked at Simon and was surprised to see that the old man’s face was grim. He wanted to ask him what was wrong, why he was sad when there was reason to celebrate the entry of three new souls into Christ’s Church; but he knew this was not the time to ask questions. He knew Simon was thinking of his own arrival in Haiti, his own baptism into the Christian faith.
* * *
The congregation swayed and moaned, but Toussaint remained still and silent, lost in his memories. He had always been a solitary person, reluctant to show any emotion in public. He always remained calm, he kept a clear head, he never let anyone know about his private thoughts.
“Toussaint!” He was so startled by the sound and the intrusion that he cried out and began trying to cover himself. “Toussaint, what were you doing?” It was Simon. He stood at the edge of the shade trees, staring at him, watching him writhe with shame.
“Nothing,” Toussaint mumbled.
Simon came closer. Toussaint sat stone still, his eyes half closed, the lump in his pants still large.
“It’s not like you to lie to me, son.”
Toussaint kept silent. He knew there was no way to deny it, no way to excuse it, no way out for him.
“Have you done this often?”
Toussaint nodded and looked away. It was early morning, still cool, the fog thinning, a time when he usually felt good; but now he felt sick.
Simon smiled and reached down to him, took his hand and made him stand. “Come on. Let’s go over to the pond and sit together.”
By the time they came to the water the lump was gone, and he felt better. Simon lowered his bare feet into the pond and stirred the surface. Toussaint followed suit. “It’s natural,” Simon said. Nothing wrong with the way you feel. God gives us seeds, and they want to come out. They stir us up, like I stir the waters, see?” He moved his feet faster, and the water roiled, churned, and bubbled. “We bubble up inside, we can’t be still, and finally we explode, like a cannon. You know what I mean?”
At last Toussaint looked into Simon’s eyes. They were soft, sympathetic, but at the same time serious. “It’s God’s way, all part of the plan. All them seeds, they’re babies; and someday, when the time is right, you’ll get married and you’ll plant those seeds, and you will have sons.” He cleared his throat, preparing for the final conclusion. “Just remember one thing. Don’t ever plant your seeds in Satan’s soil.”
Toussaint stared at him, quaking, as if being initiated into a mysterious lodge. It was so quiet he could hear the birds all the way on the other side of the pond. “Satan’s soil?” In all of their talks, Toussaint had never heard Simon speak of Satan. He often spoke of the African deities, he spoke of Jehovah and Jesus, but he never spoke of Satan. Satan’s soil. He wondered if Simon was talking about spilling his seed on the ground.
“God’s soil is black, Toussaint, rich and black. Don’t you ever, ever plant your seeds in soil of any other color.”
Toussaint understood. He had seen women of other colors, White ones, even Brown ones, when he went off the plantation; but he had never thought he could have any of them, except in fantasy.
“Remember how precious your seeds are. They must bring forth fruit pleasing to God. They must be black. Black people, people that are all African, are God’s true people, Toussaint, remember that.”
“We are God’s people, Simon?”
“Yes.”
“Then why are we slaves?”
Simon frowned, but he was not angry, he was puzzled. “We are slaves, now we are, because God is testing us. One day we will be free.”
“Why are we weak?”
“Weak?”
“Yes. White men beat us.”
“Only because they have whips, and behind the whips is the law, but one day we will break those laws, and we will snap those whips in two.”
“Why are we ugly?
“Ugly?”
“Yes, we are ugly.
Simon raised his hand and slapped Toussaint across his cheek. Toussaint was more shocked than hurt. Simon had never touched him in anger before, never, and this confused him. Then he realized that he had deeply offended the old man. He started to cry. Simon’s angry face softened, and he pulled the boy to him. “Toussaint, oh my little son,” he said, smiling. “I’m sorry. I forgot myself. You hurt me, and I hurt you back. Please forgive me?”
Toussaint wept bitterly on Simon’s shoulder. The sting of the slap was gone, but the emotion of hearing his father ask forgiveness touched him deeply. He had offended the old man, and he was so sorry.
“See, I heard you say what I used to say when I was a boy like you,” Simon whispered. “A minute ago you were me, me as a boy. I saw and heard myself, and I was ashamed of what I saw and heard. I used to think I was ugly, we were all ugly, too.” He too began to cry. “The White man has made us think so. He took us from our homes, he chained and whipped us and made us learn new ways, a new tongue, a new religion, and in it all he made us feel inferior, stupid, ugly. We even believed, still do believe, that those Brown people, those who are half White and half Black, that they are our superiors too. It’s a lie, one big lie.”
Toussaint pulled away and wiped his face with his forearm. “Simon, you promise you won’t get mad. . .”
“Yes,” Simon shook his head. “What?”
“When I tell you, when I do it, sometimes I think of. . .a. . .White woman.”
Simon waited. “It’s one of the women in the Great House. One of the cousins from France. She was here last year, she wore such fine things, she smelled so good from her perfume, and she spoke so precisely, so well. She sang and played the piano, and. . .I can’t help myself, Simon.”
Simon patted him on the shoulder. “Yes,” he sighed, “I know. It’s because they are different. White men are tempted by our women too, that’s how we have the Brown ones. But a real man overcomes his temptations. It took me years to learn that. I had no one to teach me, the way I am teaching you.” He eased Toussaint away from him and looked into his eyes. “But you have me. I can save you the pain, if you listen and heed. I plan to prick your mind and make it bleed a bit, just so you don’t have to feel the much greater pain of sad experience.”
He spoke directly into his face. Toussaint could smell the mixed odor of coffee and rum. “We are God’s people. Look how many of us there are. Here at Breda, five hundred? And the Whites? Ten, fifteen? Browns? Maybe twenty. It’s that way all over Haiti. God made us stronger so we multiply quicker, and we survive illnesses better. This earth, Toussaint, was made for the Black people.” He grew excited. “I saw a map, in Master’s study, a map of the world, and Africa is many times larger than France and England and Spain all together. There are many, many more Black people than White. It is inevitable, we will inherit the earth.”
* * *
The organ coaxed the congregation forward toward an orgasmic climax. Toussaint knew where they were heading, and he was determined not to go with them. Others could and would beat their breasts until they shed tears and found sweet release in religion as in sex, but Toussaint resisted that temptation. It was why the others looked to him for leadership and found it hard to love him. It was why they trusted his judgment in things of this world but distrusted his humanity.
He attended church, and he prayed and sang the hymns and listened to the readings and the sermon; but while others wept and reached religious orgasm he remained impassive. He had been intimate with two women in his thirty five years, intimate enough to reach sexual release; but he did not know who either one was, and neither one could identify him. Both were his after harvest feasts, when Master let his slaves have a much needed night of food, drink, and dancing. Both came after his senses were dulled and his resistance lowered by alcohol, both in the pitch blackness of the woods on moonless nights. They were chance meetings, brief exchanges of words, a moment of sexual union, exquisite pleasure, followed by weeks of agonizing guilt, self hatred, self doubt, anger at himself for being weak, the terror that his seed might have taken root in fertile soil, that his offspring might be growing inside one of the women.
The White priest, having finished the mass, knowing Black ways of worship, stood by watching as the congregation moved toward its spiritual climax. He knew about without understanding the storm that was gathering and about to break, knowing that Black people had brought with them from Africa this need for emotional release after a service, knowing that it was probably a vestige of paganism, knowing that it could not be prevented, feeling that it was better than runaways and suicides and secret services to worship the African Deities. Such things he could not share with Master or with his Bishop. The emotion came from the deep sorrow of being torn from their roots, enslaved, robbed of their own culture. They laughed and danced and sang loudly, boisterously, as they worshipped, because they were deeply, deeply unhappy. The priest knew these things with his head. Toussaint knew them with his head and his heart.
* * *
He was fourteen. He knew the exact age because he was dressed in his groom’s uniform and it was brand new. It was an exact fit too, tailor made for him, with dark trousers and boots, a white shirt, and a blue three sided hat covered with gold emblems of the fleur-de-lys. He did not then have the red cutaway coat he would one day have when he was made a driver. All he did then was groom the horses, the six browns for riding, the matched set of four blacks for the carriages. He slept in a small room over the stables and ate with the household slaves, among them his mother and father, after the White people ate their three meals a day. He was happy. He had leisure to read and think. He was good at his work, and he knew he would be promoted. Life was sweet.
All was well until the day the Procession came around, and after that he was never completely at peace again. It stopped at every plantation in Haiti, more than a hundred in all, and Breda was its fifth stop since it left the capital. He and Simon heard the loud noise and walked together to the road. What they saw was ghastly. White soldiers on horseback led the way, White soldiers on foot brought up the rear, and between them walked twenty or so Black slaves in chains, stark naked, stumbling on bleeding feet. A crowd of Breda slaves gathered along the fence row, and Toussaint and Simon joined them. The Procession, Whites shouting curses, Blacks moaning, came to a ragged halt.
One of the front soldiers rode out between the captives and the audience. On a pike that he held high above him was the head of a Black man. Toussaint cowered away from the sight. It was caked with blood, and the eyes were missing. The mouth gaped open, and the tongue was missing. The pike went up through the severed throat and out the top of the skull. “This is the head of the famous Mackandal,” the soldier shouted. His voice was hoarse from previous speeches at other plantations. “And there. . .” He swept his free arm over the gaggle of slaves. “. . .there is his grand army, his gang of runaways.” The men in chains looked at the ground. All that was left of their lives was to be held up as a moral lesson. “They had a grand scheme, to run away from their masters, to throw off the yokes of their good handlers, to flee to the mountains, to follow their false messiah Mackandal to the Promised Land. Look at them now!” He again swept his arm over them. “There was no Promised Land, only terror and hunger. Their messiah was Satan!” He shook the pike with its gruesome head. He stretched out his arm toward the audience, and they drew back. “This is their Black Messiah.” He laughed loudly.
Toussaint turned and fled the scene. He ran blindly for the stables, falling once, running on, falling again. Simon found him there, buried in the hay, sobbing. “Come out, Toussaint,” he said lovingly, and the boy emerged and fell into his father’s arms. “Oh, Simon, Simon, oh God, oh Jesus, Simon it’s evil.”
“Yes. Yes, it’s evil,” Simon said as he patted his back. “But it could be worse.”
“Worse?” Toussaint felt numb. He pushed away and stared at the old man. “Worse than that? How could it be worse?”
“Well, Mackandal, all he lost was his head. He kept his dignity. His name will live. He was a man so great they had to kill him to stop him. They couldn’t humiliate him. That is what people will remember. He was a little man, Toussaint, a little man with a big heart. A man with a little heart, even if he is big, can be humiliated. A man like Mackandal, he must die, like Jesus. You can’t humiliate a Mackandal or a Jesus.”
“But. . .but they beheaded him.”
“Yes, yes they did, but I have seen worse, much worse. I have seen humiliation. I have seen a slave made to wear women’s clothes so that everyone would make fun of him. I have seen a slave castrated and then made to show himself in public to demonstrate that he was no longer a man. I’ve seen a slave buried in the sand by the seashore, up to his neck, then molasses poured over his head so that the ants would drive him mad so he was never any good for the rest of his life, just went around whining, begging for pity. I have seen a slave buried up to his neck and his head used for a bowling pin for the amusement of drunken White men, blinded or deafened for life. I have seen them poke powder up a slave’s ass and set fire to it so that he is crippled for life. It is all evil, Toussaint. In all that evil, Mackandal is the lucky one.”
Toussaint and Simon watched from the barn loft window as the grizzly Procession went off down the road toward the next plantation and the Breda slaves turned and filed slowly back toward the fields and outhouses, silently, soberly, the way they were now filing past Simon’s casket.
Toussaint waited with the rest of the family until friends had gone past the body and out the door into the dazzling noon sunlight. Then he and his mother and sisters and Suzanne came forward. The other family members deferred to him, and he heard himself talking. His voice came from far away, outside himself. It was deeper, more assured than it had ever been, more like the way Simon always spoke. He wondered how words like these could come from someone who felt so hollow and empty inside.
He had never called Simon father, and he did not do so now. “This man before us,” he said simply, “this was, this is no common man. This is a hero, a saint. He was a holy man, a spiritual adviser. He never spoke in church because he was always just a visitor here, as he was a pilgrim in this world. His religion, his life was elsewhere.” He could tell by their expressions that they wanted him to say more. He was now the head of the family. He also knew that he was in some danger. The priest stood by listening, and he would report what he saw and heard to the master. Master did not like the slaves to group into families, and he did not approve of clan heads. Toussaint could be sold off if the priest reported that he might be attempting to assume that position. It was better to follow Simon’s example, disavow in word and action any paternoster role, and remain at Breda where he could care for his family surreptitiously. He said no more, merely reached down and touched the dead man’s shallow chest with the sign of the cross.
* * *
“Time to go, Toussaint, time to go home,” a voice came from the back of the chapel, from a long time ago. It was early on a summer morning, and a blood red sun hung over the hills when Simon touched him in that same spot on his chest and wakened him from a deep sleep. “Got to get all those old cows out, boy.” Toussaint woke with a start and sat up, staring wildly about him. Simon laughed. “Time to go.”
Father and son followed the cows out of the pen and toward the pond. They were pained red by the sun. “That’s a beautiful sight,” Simon said.” Toussaint, the web of his sleep beginning to thin, listened to his deep voice. “Sunrise over the eastern hills. That’s where we will see God when he returns.” Toussaint waited for more. “Over the hills to the east we will see him, coming to us from Mother Africa across the sea. And he will set us free.”
“Not you, Simon,” Toussaint said. “You’re already free.”
Simon sighed deeply. “Me? Free? No, Toussaint, I’m not free. If I were free, I wouldn’t still be here.”
“Everyone says you’re free.”
“I won’t be free until the gods come to set me free, until they lead me out of this land of bondage in Egypt to the Promised Land of Canaan.” They walked on for a time in silence before Simon spoke more. “I saw a child die last night,” he said at last. “He was three weeks old.” Simon attended to all the sick and dying on the plantation. “A sad things in some ways, but that child, now he is free.”
“Simon?” Toussaint said. “Will I ever be free?”
“When God sets you free.”
“What does God look like, Simon?”
Simon thought for a moment. He was deeply religious. He never missed a mass at the church, and he never missed a Voodoo service in the woods. Yet he never took communion, and he never helped make a sacrifice. “You will know him when you see him, Toussaint,” he said at last. “He will open the door to paradise. You will walk through that door to freedom.”
“But what will he look like?”
“You will know him when you see him. You will know by his voice. He will call you home, and you will be free.”
“Is he Black or is he White?”
“He might be Black, he might be White, he might not be either one. He might be male, he might be female, he might not be either one. All you need to know is, he will set you free.”
Now Simon was free, and Toussaint was left on earth with the rest of the family to wait. He led them down the aisle and through the door out into the sunlight. It was a mile or more to the cemetery, and they had to walk it behind the casket. A man of horses, he was unaccustomed to walking, especially in such heat, but it was his duty to do so. As the pall bearers came out of the chapel with the bier and the priest took his place at the front to lead them down the road, Suzanne left Toussaint’s mother and came over to take Toussaint’s hand. His first impulse was to draw back, but he saw his mother nod, and he knew she had given the order and that she was right. Together he and the young widow fell into step behind the bier.
As they started up the slope of the powdered road, leading the large train of mourners, Toussaint caught a glimpse of the crazy Jesuit, hiding in a distant clump of trees. Toussaint knew him well. His name was Charles. Everyone thought he was possessed, that in their words he was “ridden” by a demon. He had often sneaked into the stables to talk with Toussaint. Toussaint was the only person who could understand his strange, melodic speech. He always talked of blood. “Only through blood, the blood of a perfect lamb,” he told Toussaint over and over, “can we know, can we know the Lord. Only through blood.” His melody was part Gregorian chant, part beer hall drinking song, part African war hymn. He followed the same melody, the same beat, with the same rush and ebb of excitement each time. Everyone but Toussaint was frightened of the crazy Jesuit and considered his words blasphemous. Toussaint found the words oddly reassuring. He believed they held great truth, if only he could understand them.
The crazy Jesuit danced in the trees as the funeral procession wound away. His ragged robe fluttered like the feathers of a rooster. Toussaint could tell that his lips were mouthing the word, “Blood, blood, blood.”
-Two-
From the time Toussaint reached puberty, when he pulled away from Marie-Louise’ hostile maternal clutches and embraced Simon’s benevolent paternal care, when he became a man, he began to dream. He slept soundly without waking for long periods, and when he woke he almost always had a dream to share with those around him. He became known all over the plantation for these vivid dreams; and he learned to tell them with a relish and verve, with precise language which even the least intelligent slaves could understand.
He always relived them as he told them, and his performances proved so engaging that he was constantly called up to retell his latest ones. He regaled slaves in the evenings, when they had finished their work and eaten their dinner. He went to the Great House to entertain guests Master invited for galas. While the Whites considered the dreams as amusing entertainment, the slaves believed that they contained secret messages from the Gods, that within the stories they could find advice for making decisions, cure for illnesses, guidance for salvation. They brought him fame and honor among his people. While he freely shared most of his dreams, some of them were so startling and mysterious to him that he omitted parts when he told them, and still others he kept completely to himself. He quickly learned how to judge the dreams and parts of dreams a listener or an audience could stand. He avoided offending predictable sensibilities or frightening people unnecessarily. He was especially careful when Whites were listening. Never did he recount the dreams, to Blacks or Whites, about uprisings.
Whatever his audience, he carefully avoided references to color. Blacks saw his characters as Africans, Whites saw them as Europeans. He also reduced them to life size. In his dreams they were always giants, with appetites and emotions far stronger than humans could even imagine. In his stories they were smaller, more palatable, less intimidating than he knew them to be. Yet they were never bland or boring. Audiences always applauded when he finished and begged for more, and he always obliged until he could at last plead that he had an early rising and go away to his room over the stable to lie in his bed and smile as he remembered his success and fall asleep to dream some more. He felt he had found his vocation in life. This was what he was meant to be: a dreamer, a teller of stories.
Simon was the first to recognize the boy’s gift. Toussaint shared the earliest of them with his father, who listened to them with a smile on his face. Simon made him feel so much at ease recounting them that he came to him after each one and shared it before it could evaporate. Simon always listened without interrupting, and when he finished he would ask him questions. He would have him clarify hazy descriptions, to expand on important incidents, to stand back and interpret deeper meanings. He taught him to be both an entertainer and a teacher. He also taught him which dreams he could share fully, some with black, some with white audiences, which ones to trim of dangerous parts, which to keep completely to himself. “You have a gift,” Simon said over and over. “Keep dreaming, Toussaint, encourage your flame. Guard it against pollution. Feed it only the finest wood, never donkey dung. But watch your back. Remember the story of Joseph. They like to kill the dreamer.”
It was also Simon who introduced Toussaint the dreamer and story teller to the other slaves. One night, without the least warning, as together they visited the bedside of an old woman, after Simon prayed over her and laid his hands on her the way he always did for the sick, he gathered her family together across the floorless room where the lamp burned. He gestured for Toussaint to come to his side. “This boy,” he said in his deep, authoritative, “is a dreamer.” The family hummed and nodded, and Toussaint felt blood rush to his head. “He has had a dream, it came last night, he told it to me, and it was meant for you.” The family nodded and bowed their heads. “Go ahead, Toussaint, tell them your dream.”
Toussaint looked at the bowed heads. They were all adults, and he was a boy. Tears came to his eyes, and he looked at Simon. Simon nodded encouragement. He turned to the heads and started talking. He was surprised to hear his voice: deeper than it had been just yesterday, deep like Simon’s, and just as authoritative. The family, hearing it, moaned and rocked from side to side. He was terrified at the power he felt he had, but he continued to speak. “I saw a man; he was on a high hill, at the place where the sun rises over the eastern mountains in the morning. This man wore a robe and had a long, thick white beard, and he stood by a boat, a boat he had built, a boat as big as a building, standing on that high hill, even though it was far from any shore. This man beckoned to me, and I came to him, so frightened I shook in my shoes. The man took my hand and turned me around to see all the people of the earth streaming up the slopes of the hill, people coming from every nation, coming to enter his boat. I asked this man his name, and he said it was Noah.”
“Noah, yes, Lord, Noah,” one of the old men of the family, perhaps the dying woman’s brother, murmured. The other family members repeated his words in a chant. Toussaint stopped. This was the way they responded when the Christian priest read the Gospel in church, the way they responded when the Voodoo priest preached to them in the woods, the way they did when the manager read out the work command for the week.
Toussaint realized they accepted him as a master, a shaman, and his dreams as omens from the gods.
“He told me that I was to go down from the mountain and tell all men that sooner or later they would all have to come up and board that ship of his.”
“Yes, Lord, yes,” the family murmured.
“He said that no one could avoid it, that it was the will of God.”
“Yes, yes, Lord.”
“He said that no one should be afraid, that his ship would bring them to the everlasting gates of Paradise.”
“Yes, yes, yes.”
Toussaint stopped and stepped back to Simon’s side. Simon smiled down at him. He felt like he was ten feet tall. He looked back at the family and found them waiting for more, and his mind went blank. He could not speak what he had not dreamed, and that was the end of his dream. He felt the blood rush to his head, and he broke for the door. Outside he threw up his supper.
Simon found him and took his home. He washed his face at the water pump, then put him to bed. “You have a great gift, Toussaint,” he said softly. “You not only dream, you tell your dreams with great skill. Let your gift flow, let it flow to the people, let it heal them.”
“Simon,” he said. His legs were still shaking, his tongue coated with a foul taste. “Simon, it scares me.”
“Yes, yes, I know.”
“Simon, do you dream?”
“Oh yes. More so now that I am old.”
“Why don’t you tell your dreams?”
“Oh, because mine are not like yours. You have a more perfect gift.”
“It scares me.”
“I know, I know.” He patted his head. “But as you grow older, it will grow richer, and you will gain courage. Just be careful with it.”
Toussaint looked away, out the window at the stars, and when he looked back Simon was gone and it was morning.
First the word of Toussaint’s dreams spread among the slaves, and then the Master heard about them and had him come to the Great House to tell them to him. Then he had him entertain at parties and even loaned him out to other plantations. His name and fame spread across the island. He told the dreams that did not endanger him, and he kept others to himself. He never told a later dream, which showed him what Simon knew even from the first one, that as he looked more closely at Noah he recognized that despite the white beard, Noah was Toussaint.
-Three-
On June 1, 1785, King Louis XVI of France received at his palace of Versailles the envoy from the newly recognized United States of America. While he usually merely went through the motions of such receptions with little regard for ambassadors, he was keenly interested in this man. The man was young, just past forty, his hair reddish brown and his eyes light blue. He had been known throughout Europe for eight years, since he was acknowledged to be author of the American Declaration of Independence from Great Britain. The king noted in later conversations with his political and diplomatic aides that Mr. Jefferson of Virginia, though undoubtedly gifted with intellectual power and social grace, was consciously and proudly a commoner. He remembered that Mr. Jefferson, although dressed appropriately for a royal occasion, had not been careful with his snuff and that his white vest was spattered with spots.
Thomas Jefferson impressed the king. Aides had told him that the Virginian was well versed in history, philosophy, and architecture, as well as the latest advances in agriculture and in their short visit, the king found this to be true. In addition, Jefferson spoke French with an adequately civilized grammar and accent, something Louis considered requisite to being sophisticated. Mr. Jefferson, the king always afterward said, despite his somewhat dangerous political theories, despite the whispered rumors of sexual license, was a delightful conversationalist. He well represented France’s only real ally, the weak, divided, fledgling but potentially valuable United States.
The United States, still four years away from adopting the Constitution that made it a true nation, puzzled the king. It had solicited through its rustic representative Benjamin Franklin the aid of an absolute monarch to gain independence from a limited one in order to construct a republic. Old Franklin the inventor had haunted French royal salons and foyers for three years trying to persuade the French government to help his beleaguered thirteen colonies in their foolish war to gain independence from the British. A strange bird, in fur hat and baggy pants, Franklin proved much smarter than he let on. Full of jokes and banter, ready to kiss any official’s hand and any woman’s neck, playing the role of the rude frontiersman with childlike relish, meeting by night with radical philosophes and by day with assistants to the king, very pragmatic, very adaptable.
Now it was Mr. Jefferson, a planter not a businessman like Franklin, but like Franklin meeting surreptitiously with radicals to discuss revolution, now after presenting his credentials drinking coffee with the king and his aides, telling each group how much his infant nation had in common with Mother France. These Americans!
“But Mr. Jefferson,” the king smiled indulgently, “you really can’t be saying that your republic is anything like my kingdom.”
“Well, we shall see, your majesty,” Jefferson said, shifting in his cushioned chair.
“Yes, of course, we have in common our mutual distrust of the British, both of us long acquainted with their perfidy and arrogant disregard for those who are not English; but France is one nation, united by its loyalty to and regard for its king; and you are thirteen separate states, weak by design in your disdain for a strong head of state, held together by only the most tenuous of political threads, threatened every moment by arguments over trade and commerce that could rip you apart.”
“Yes, your majesty,” Jefferson nodded sagely. “That describes our situation quite accurately. You have clearly seen the truth.”
“How then can we be allies?”
Jefferson shifted back to his original position, facing the king directly. His coffee, after he had taken one sip, sat unfinished on the table beside him. His light blue eyes sparkled. “France, sire, has provided us with the ideals upon which our new nation is and will continue to be founded. Frenchmen have guided us through the perils of our struggle for independence.”
The king nodded and raised a hand, signaling for him to pause. “Yes, Mr. Jefferson, the Frenchmen you have read, Montesquieu, Condorcet, Diderot, Voltaire. . .” He let his voice trail away, his face turning sour. “They are not always complimentary to me and my government.” He raised a hand to let Jefferson proceed.
“Sire, you have only to read Voltaire, who I believe should more accurately be called Monsieur Arouet, since he does not hold any title, in his Age of Louis XIV, paints a most positive portrait of the House of Bourbon, which has established an atmosphere which has spawned the greatest cultural renaissance since that of fifteenth century Florence. Monsieur Diderot has through his Encyclopedia, taught the whole world to think after the French mind.”
The king nodded again. “Yes, the ‘encyclopedia.’” Surely Jefferson knew that Diderot had been jailed numerous times for continuing to compile and publish that work. Surely he knew how dangerous such knowledge as it contained could be to a monarch. “You are very persuasive,” the king smiled, “just as I was told you would be. Yet I seriously doubt that we would be allies but for the ever present mutual threat of the Lord of London.” He allowed himself to chuckle at his diminution of his nemesis. “But George will be George, isn’t that true? He is there whether we like it or not. So it seems we are fated to be friends.”
Jefferson, prompted by a royal aide standing by his chair, stood. “Yes, your highness,” he said. He bowed from the waist and backed to the door, which was opened for him. When he was out of sight, a servant thoroughly dusted the chair where he had sat and took the coffee cup to the kitchen for a scalding.
Jefferson was shown an outer door and left alone in the bright sunlight of the place de roi. No coach waited for him. He preferred walking. A small group of soldiers and ladies on their morning constitutionals walked passed him, most of them without taking special notice. Among the young military trainees attending the plethora of royal coaches in the square was a young Corsican, short, thin, dark haired, intense. He was only sixteen years old and recently arrived on the mainland for his military training. He was in Versailles as part of an honor guard for an officer at the academy where he would be trained to be a soldier of the king.
Since his French was still tainted by his native Italian accent, he generally kept to himself and kept quiet, preferring to read than to mix with this fellow cadets and he was considered either shy or aloof. He had heard about Mr. Thomas Jefferson, he had even read the famous Declaration, and when someone whispered that the gangly redhead across the street was the American envoy, the young man moved from behind the horses to get a better look at him. To his surprise and delight, Jefferson crossed the street and walked right toward him. The boy removed his hat and bowed. Jefferson smiled at him and nodded. “Bonjour,” he said in his strangely accented French.
“Buon gior. . .” Napoleon caught himself. He had almost broken two rules. It was against the rules of protocol for him, a mere military student, to speak to such a dignitary. It was against his own personal rules to speak Italian, which he had almost done. He raised his head and looked around to make sure no one heard. Jefferson smiled and tipped his hat and went on down the street, waddling on his spindly, slightly bowed legs. Thomas Jefferson had spoken to him, smiled, and even tipped his hat.
* * *
On that same day, June 1, 1785, the Old Master of the Breda Plantation in Haiti five thousand miles from Paris, gave a wedding feast for his favorite slave, his coachman Toussaint de Simon. Only six years had passed since the master first allowed his slaves to marry, the first plantation owner on the island to do so, and Toussaint and Suzanne were only the tenth couple to have their union sanctified by the Church. He was an unusual Master, some said the best in Haiti. Since inheriting the land from his father, he had encouraged his slaves to hear mass once a week; and he had employed a priest out of Le Cap to come every Sunday and on days in between for funerals. For six years there had also been weddings.
Two days before this wedding he sent out orders to his managers and submanagers, that on the day of the wedding everyone would be free of work from noon, that after the six o’clock in the evening wedding there would be enough fresh bread, fresh vegetables, and roast chicken for everyone under his command to eat to their fill, and that no one had to report for work until noon the next day. The slaves agreed that this was the most generous head of the Breda family in the four generations they had held the land. They discussed how he was also the most humane, since he had forbidden public beatings for transgressions and promised not to break up families by selling fathers, mothers, or children. They agreed that, yes, he drank too much, that when he was in his cups he sometimes walked about the great house naked, falling asleep when and where he pleased; but at least he did not force his slave women to have sex with him, the way his father and other forefathers had done. He had spawned no brown children.
The slave to be married that day was unusual too. At almost forty one, Toussaint had remained single---although as very few people knew not celibate---much longer than the average male. He had served as cowherd, groom, and finally coachman to the master. He was known and greatly admired not only on Breda but throughout the northern peninsula for the wonderful dreams he had and the marvelous way he told them to his audiences. He was honest, dependable, faithful, intelligent. Despite his skinny legs and thin arms and neck, his high forehead and pointed head, his protruding teeth, he was considered an impressive figure. His eyes were large and deep brown and clear. He spoke both elevated French and Haitian Creole. He dressed well and carried himself with dignity. He was often invited to visit the master and share his dreams with him.
He was the favorite son of the grand old mystic healer Simon, who brought him to Master’s attention, first as a groomsman, then as a dreamer. Although he never admitted the fact to anyone, Old Master often summoned Toussaint when he needed advice about business deals or when he could not sleep. He would call him on the pretext of giving him orders for a trip. Toussaint would enter his study if he were contemplating business or his bedroom if he could not sleep, and after a bit of small talk Old Master would say, “Toussaint, have you been dreaming?” If he had, and he almost always had, he would nod, and the master would say, “Tell me what you have dreamed.” Toussaint would stand before his desk or beside his bed and recount a dream that he knew would satisfy Old Master, always one that he knew instinctively would give his master the guidance to make a right decision or the comfort to sleep.
Sometimes it was his latest dream, sometimes it was not, but it never failed to meet Master’s needs. Old Master would listen for the first few minutes without expression, but then as Toussaint continued he would begin to smile. If drunk, he would gradually begin to relax and finally fall into a deep sleep, more often than not before Toussaint finished. If sober and indecisive about some business matter, he would grow increasingly intense, the smile fixed on his stone white face, and slowly begin writing out orders, also before Toussaint finished his dream. The dreams were both intellectual and emotional succor to his master.
Old Master had often encouraged Toussaint to marry. He said a slave with Toussaint’s intelligence and spiritual gifts should father sons. One night he sent a young girl, one of his own favorites, with a pretty face and long Egyptian neck to Toussaint’s room over the stables to seduce him, to introduce him to the pleasures of love so that he would want a steady diet of it. Toussaint sent her away untouched, and he steadfastly refused master’s other efforts to arrange a wife for him. Old Master, worried, sent spies to watch Toussaint’s behavior, to report whether he showed interest in boys; but none of them could find the least evidence of perversion. Toussaint, they said, showed no interest in sex of any kind. He was in love with his privacy and wanted only time alone to dreams and think.
Then to Old Master’s joy Toussaint told him one day that he would like to marry the widow Suzanne. She was twenty two years old and the mother of a six year old son, born the year before her husband died of pneumonia. She had been a widow for over four years, would be ripe for sex, and she was obviously fertile, just the kind of woman to help Toussaint have children. She was Toussaint’s mother’s best friend, closer to her than were her two daughters, and her apprentice in the kitchen: an affectionate girl gifted in her own way. “She is pleasing to me,” Toussaint explained his request.
“Good,” Old Master nodded. He sat back in his chair and rubbed his knobby hands together. “You believe she can make you happy then.”
“I believe so, sir.”
“Fine. Fine.” He eyed Toussaint sharply. “When would you like to marry, then, soon I hope?”
“Perhaps so, Master. In June?”
“June? Good. Yes, very appropriate. I was myself married in June, did you know that? It’s the month named for Juno. Do you know what that was, Toussaint?”
“Yes Master. A pagan goddess, I believe.”
“Yes. Roman. Goddess of the hearth and family. Queen of the gods, the wife of Jupiter. We don’t hold to such things now, of course.”
“No Master.”
“But they linger. Yes. Well then, June it is.” He turned the pages of his calendar book. “Shall we say June first? It’s a Saturday. Does that suit you, Toussaint?”
“It does.”
“We shall pray it doesn’t rain. Rain would dampen the festivities. We’ll do it up right. Big affair. A church wedding, with the priest officiating. Then a feast.”
“Thank you, Master.”
“Plenty of food and drink. Dancing. Yes, we want to start you off right, Toussaint, don’t we? Show the others how good servants are rewarded. Encourage you and Suzanne to have a houseful of little piccaninnies for me, girls who can cook like her, boys who can handle horses like you. Maybe a spiritual medium among the lot, eh? We wouldn’t want all your talent to be lost to the world, would we, Toussaint?”
“No sir,” Toussaint smiled.
“Good, good. Yes, that’s good.”
The wedding day was hot but clear of rain. The wedding service went off without a misstep. The plump, pretty Suzanne wore a light green dress with a rose print. Toussaint wore his blue and white coachman’s uniform with the black books, and he kept on his jacket despite the temperatures that held above one hundred late into the afternoon. Suzanne’s little son, the six year old Placid, wore white pants and shirt, as did most of the two families the couple represented. The chapel was packed, with people standing outside. Old Master’s family came down in their coach and sat in a special pew to the side of the altar, where Toussaint himself sat for his father’s funeral. The Old Master, his face fiery red from whiskey, led the entourage down the aisle to the reserved places. Master’s wife reminded Toussaint of a large white hen, full of clucks and pecks. His oldest son, Young Master, already showing signs of his father’s love for alcohol, his nose swollen and pink, recently married himself, sat beside the bride brought over from France for him. Still childless, the French woman was tall and lithe, her skin still smooth, untouched by the Haitian sun. She reminded Toussaint of a goose, graceful but somehow abstracted, living in a world apart, nervous, looking for something to do, ready to strike out if threatened.
Although Toussaint and Suzanne were already standing before the priest when the master’s family arrived, they turned and bowed in welcome as the white family entered the small room and made their way to the front. Old Master slapped Toussaint on the shoulder as he passed him and winked at Suzanne. Toussaint felt honored that the white family had come to his wedding, that master had provided a priest to sanctify the nuptials, that he was providing bountiful food and drink for the festival to follow. He looked down at Suzanne and knew that her ripe figure would give him pleasure. Yet as the mass proceeded, as he felt the eyes of the congregation on him and his bride, as he felt the presence of God in the room, he felt more and more ill. He forced himself not to weep or wretch, both urges coming in waves; and he made it without incident through the festival, accepting congratulations, nodded in agreement at the humor thrown his way; but at the first opportunity, when it was dark, he excused himself, slipped away from the crowd, and escaped.
He walked on and on until he came to the woods. He climbed up through them until he reached the highest point of the Breda Plantation. There on a rock he often used for meditation he sat down and looked out toward the lights of Le Cap and the darkness of the ocean. He removed his jacket and drew his knees up under his chin. He sat without moving for a long time in the silence and darkness. He liked it this way. He liked people, he liked entertaining them with his stories, he liked helping them with their problems, but he liked being alone even more. It seemed when he was alone he could feel the movement of the earth beneath him and the stars above him, he could hear the music of the spheres, he could smell the breath of God. Now, married, he might have less and less time to do these things.
A twig snapped near him, and he jumped up. “What. . .who is it?” he barked.
“Me,” Suzanne said. “Just me.”
“How. . .did you find me?”
“I followed you.”
“Oh.”
“Are you ill?”
“No.”
“Are you angry?”
“No.”
“I’m sorry you are unhappy.”
He turned and faced her. He knew he was much older than she, old enough in plantation years to be her father. He hoped he had made the right decision. “Things are about to change. For you. For me.”
“For the better, I hope.”
“Tonight I died.”
“But tonight you were also born.”
“I hope,” he said. Then his tears finally came. “I do hope,” he sobbed.
She came to him and pulled him close. They sat down on the rock, and she made him lie down beside her and laid his head down onto her lap. “It’s all right,” she said.
She slowly loosened the straps on her wedding dress and let them fall off her shoulders. Her large black breasts hung low over the shadow of his large head. She lowered her head and touched her nipples to his face. He kissed them. She smiled.
After a time he sat up and helped her undress. When he slipped her dress off, she was naked. She then helped him slip out of his clothes, and when she looked at his swollen penis she took in a sharp gasp of breath. He was a much smaller man than her husband had been, yet he was endowed with greater manhood. She was both frightened and enraptured by the sight of it. Slowly they sank back to the rock, and she guided him into her. She had been a long time without sex, and as she felt herself being stretched, she thought her vagina must have shrunk. As he drove deep inside her and thrust with a need she had never known, she cried out in pain.
Despite her pain, she felt herself rising in ecstasy. She felt pinned to the rock, and the thing that had her down was more beast than man. His bone hard flesh plunged deeper and deeper and stretched her more and more until he seemed to pierce her stomach and come rushing up through her throat to her head. His passion, his sorrow, his anguish, all plugged up for so many years, came jerking through him and out of him at every pore, especially the one large pore that was squirting into her brain. Remembering the woman she and her mother had found in the woods one morning, so brutally raped that her insides hung out the jagged hole between her strutted legs, the one they took home and nursed until three days of agony later she died, Suzanne was afraid the same was about to happen to her.
“Now, now, now!” Toussaint cried out, and with the words his crisis came. He reared back from her and with a severe twist and shout emptied himself into her. His seed, so long blocked up, so seldom spilled on the ground, so rarely wasted, filled her up and came splashing out onto the rock. Then he fell on her. She felt her heart slowing. It was over. At first she relaxed but then went taut. She could not feel Toussaint’s heartbeat, even though he was still inside her, as stiff as before, pinning her to the rock. He was not breathing. She remembered how her husband died, his breath halting, his heart stopping. She wondered if she was fated to kill the men she loved. She began to cry, and her tears called Toussaint back from the deep sleep that seemed so much like death. He roused, took a breath, and moved in her. She cried out in pain, and he eased back and drew himself out of her. He sighed with relief.
“I’m sorry,” he said.
“You are so strong.”
“Yes.”
“You are a boiling pot.”
“I know.”
“You scare me.”
“I scare myself.” He leaned toward her and kissed her on the lips. He began to caress her legs, and then he felt blood. “What is that? Are you. . .?”
“Yes, I think I am.”
“Can you get up?”
“I’m not sure.”
He was alarmed and jumped off the rock and stood beside her. “Come, let me help you.” He eased her off the rock. “There is a well nearby. You can wash there.”
“Yes.”
“But wash only the blood. Do not wash the seed. It is precious.”
“Yes, Toussaint.”
“You are my good Mother Earth. You too are precious. You will cultivate the seed and produce beautiful offspring.”
They walked naked toward the well, stumbling over the rocks. They could hear laughter, singing, cheering from the party down the hill. “This was a spring storm,” he said as they walked. “The seed are now planted. The summer rains will be more gentle.”
She nodded and choked back a sob.
* * *
On that same June 1, 1785, two ships appeared on the horizon off Le Cap Francais, Haiti. One came from the north. It had been to the United States and had returned by way of Cuba. The other, larger and slower, came from the east along Haiti’s northern coast, from Africa. The sea between Cuba and Haiti was calm, and that ship floated serenely toward the fish’s open mouth, unaware that it was being sucked into oblivion. The sea along Haiti’s northern coast was choppy, with ever changing currents, as if tossed about by the fish’s fins; and that ship sailed in fear of catastrophe, fully aware that it was in danger.
The ship from Cuba flew the flag of the Kingdom of France, the gold and blue fleur-de-lys. The ship from Africa flew the flag of Holland, the great cross. The French ship carried 150 white people and 85 slaves; the Dutch ship carried 50 whites and 300 slaves. The French ship returned to Haiti with French soldiers and their personal slaves, sent five years earlier to Georgia in the British colonies to help the Americans win their war of independence from the hated George III. The Dutch ship brought a load of new slaves directly from Africa, all of them sick from their brutal voyage across the Atlantic, soon to be auctioned off as labor in the fields of sugar cane.
Men on the French ship, white and black, were coming home victorious; and it was full of games, songs, and laughter. Men on the Dutch ship, white crew and black captives, were in strange new waters; and it moved silently past the buoys along the shore. The harbor was unusually busy that day, and both ships received signals from the patrols to wait the night. Aboard the French ship, despite the frustration of having to wait to touch land, a rum party erupted as the sun set. If the men, white and black, were to be denied the company of women for the night, they might as well drink themselves to sleep. Aboard the Dutch ship, while the black slaves remained chained beneath the decks, the white sailors kept careful, sleepless watch, talking quietly in groups of two and three, fearful that something might yet go wrong and they would be killed by the desperate gang of Africans below them.
One of the slaves aboard the French ship was Henry Christophe. His name was spelled with a y instead of an I and pronounced the English way because he had been born on the British island of St. Kitts. The French Christophe was added when his bankrupt master sold him to a French soldier assigned to the honor guard of the Governor of Haiti. On days at sea or slow days in the war in Georgia and Carolina, he sometimes recalled the pain he had felt as he left his mother and climbed aboard the flatbed wagon that took him from the plantation where he was born to the ship where his new master awaited him. The memory was a canker worm in his stomach, gnawing, biting, driving him occasionally to tears. He had never been more than three miles from the house where he was born; he had never seen the ocean that surrounded his island. He had wanted to break free and jump off the wagon and run back to his mother’s embrace; but he was afraid of the man’s whip so he had sat and done as he was told and kept quiet as the wagon drove him away from all his security.
He remembered his mother standing by their cabin, staring after him despite her bad eyesight, staring as though she wanted to fill her mind with him to last the rest of her life. He remembered that first night, riding through the darkness, homesick, listening to the new strange language called Francais. It was a little like English, and he could pick out a few words, but it was spoken from the head without using the nose. He remembered meeting his new master at the ship, a small man, almost frail, but dressed in the soft powder blue uniform of the king’s army, proudly bearing his pistol, looking carefully at the “right hand boy” his new position as a member of the governor’s honor guard had earned him. He remembered that even then, only ten years old, he was almost as tall as his new master.
He had lived three years, until he was thirteen, in Haiti, serving the needs of his master the soldier, who himself served the governor. Then one day, as he shined his master’s boots, using the rich black army issued polish that smelled so good, his master asked him, “Henry Christophe, would you like to take a trip?”
“A trip, Master?”
“A long journey. Across the seas.”
“To France, Master?”
“No,” the soldier smiled. “No such luck as that. No, even if I went to France, I couldn’t take you. They have no slaves there. No, I’ve been ordered to go to America.”
Henry Christophe stopped applying the polish and looked up thoughtfully. “America,” he murmured. The word had a large ring to it. He was big for his age, he would be a huge man, over six feet tall and two hundred pounds, but the word “America” made him feel small. “America, master?”
“Yes. There is war. The Americans have broken free of England, and France has agreed to give them aid. I am to be part of that aid.”
Henry Christophe stared at his master. “Am I to be part of it as well?”
“Well, yes,” his master laughed. “Yes, you are. You are to go along as my servant there, as you are here. Do you think you will like Savannah? In Georgia?”
“Oh yes, sir. I know I will.”
Savannah. It had a soft, easy sound to it. It made him think of hammocks swaying in warm breezes. It sounded peaceful and pleasant. He learned later how misnamed Savannah was.
Crossing from St. Kitts to Haiti had been easy: one day, one night, a little sickness but nothing severe. The trip from Haiti to Georgia took ten days, with the sea churning the whole way. At times he was sure he would die of the sea sickness. Savannah proved to be little more than a dirt village in a fetid swamp with the booms of cannon night and day. For five years, as he grew larger and relearned his English, he followed his Master from battle to battle. They followed the low, slow, warm water rivers of the coastlands. They moved on to the cooler, more thinly wooded uplands. They went as far west as the high mountains and as far north as Baltimore.
He learned to clean guns and watched as the soldiers fired them. He listened with his master as the officers planned attacks and retreats. He observed three large pitched battles, watched the men line up, move slowly toward the Red Coat English, crouch and fire, get up and move forward again. He admired their courage, their discipline, their dedication to the freedom they talked about so much. He met German cavalry and foot soldiers and British prisoners of war as well as Frenchmen from Louisiana and Quebec; but he was around the Americans more than any other group. They were a fascinating lot. The ones from the southern colonies, especially Virginia, were courtly and a bit dreamy like the French. The ones from Pennsylvania and Massachusetts were more like the Germans with their abrupt manners and speech. They all, to a man, said liberty was the highest goal of man.
America seemed far away from Henry Christophe now. The war had been over for two years. The French troops were delayed long months in Charleston by bureaucratic red tape; and there during one of the fevers so common to that city his master died. He watched, waiting to be transferred to another soldier headed for Haiti, while the newly liberated Americans began fighting among themselves about what kind of government to establish, while they bound the chains of slavery even tighter about the arms and legs of black people in South Carolina. He began to see that for white men freedom meant the right of white men to do as they pleased.
He came out onto the deck of the ship in the late afternoon. Le Cap, with its white buildings and black people, spread from the docks to the hills in the distance. The governor’s mansion sat large and impressive in the middle of the city, facing the ocean, its tower beckoning ships to land. The city had changed in the five years he was away from it. His new master, another French soldier, was lying drunk from Cuban wine. He would not be called on for assistance the rest of the night. He wondered idly what new post his master would be given, whether it would be in Haiti or beyond, whether he would be able, whether he would want to take Henry Christophe with him. He wondered, should he be sold, if he would have a new master who was kind like the first or cruel like this one.
His shadow trailed off the deck and into the blue black water. Following it out, then on past it through the water, he saw the Dutch ship, and there his eyes fell on a short, chunky black man. The man was chained hand and foot all alone at the edge of the deck. He was extremely ugly, like an ape, Henry Christophe thought. The man, unable to walk, took two short jumps forward, pulling his chains behind him. His low forehead almost covered his eyes; but even at some distance Henry Christophe could see that he was getting ready to jump. He raised an arm and shouted at the man: “No! Don’t!”
The chained man jumped and looked all about him, trying to locate the disembodied voice that came from the water.
“Here! I’m here!” Henry Christophe shouted, waving his arms in arcs in front of him. “Get back! Don’t fall in! You will drown!”
The squat slave finally saw him and squinted across the water at the black man dressed in white men’s clothes. He was trying to tell him something, but he spoke in an unknown tongue. He looked puzzled.
Henry Christophe motioned for him to back up, and when the squat slave took a jump backward he smiled and nodded vigorously. “Good, good!” he called. “Sit down and wait for help!”
The squat slave turned his head curiously to one side, unable to comprehend either the words or the gestures.
“Dun-hii!” Henry Christophe heard himself say. The squat slave immediately sat down on the deck. Henry Christophe was shocked. He had no idea where the word came from, perhaps from his mother, from childhood; yet the man had obeyed. In all the years on St. Kitts, in Haiti, in America, he had never used the word; yet when he needed it, there it was. He wanted to laugh out loud. Here was a man from another world, he had called up a word he did not know he knew, and the man had understood. Not only understood but trusted him enough to obey.
“Gun-too?” he heard the squat slave call to him. He was stunned. He did not know how to translate the word into French or English, but he knew what it meant. The squat slave was asking him if he were of his same tribe. He had no idea about the man’s tribe, he had no idea about his own family’s tribe; but he knew from the common words that he and the man must be somehow related. He did not know the word for yes, but he nodded broadly and smiled. The squat slave stared at him for a long moment, and then forcibly breaking through a heavy crust of weeks of terror, he smiled back.
“Oh-nu!” the squat slave called, nodding his head. Again Henry Christophe did not know the word itself but knew its meaning. It was a wish of good health, a pleasant greeting to a relative. He nodded again and waved. The squat slave tried to raise an arm to return the wave but could not, and Henry Christophe heard the clanking of the chains. “Gun-too anni!” Henry Christophe shouted and pointed to the dock. He did not know how he knew, but he was telling the slave that there were more of their kind on the land. The slave looked toward the white city with its imposing capital building and governor’s mansion, then back to Henry Christophe, and smiled.
Henry Christophe had heard stories about how slaves were captured. More often than not they were trapped by other Africans and sold for money or supplies to white sailors. They were chained in groups under the decks of ships and fed by hand only once a day and given no opportunity to relieve themselves in the normal way. Many died along the way and were thrown to the fishes. Once in the new world they were sold like cattle and taken to fields where they were worked like horses. But in all of his eighteen years, in the isolation of his plantation on St. Kitts, at the capital in Le Cap, in the American colonies, this was the first time he had actually seen a man fresh from Africa, a man who had seen with his own eyes the forests and rivers the old people recalled in their songs and stories, who had probably met the kings his mother pictured in her quilts, whose whole language was what he knew only in bits and pieces, who was not the least bit diminished by feelings of inferiority to Europeans.
He wanted so much to talk with the man, to ask him questions about the homeland, about what had happened to him, to explain to him that he was not about to die, that he could avoid punishment and pain if he learned a few simple rules on how to placate white men. But he was too far away, and he did not have the words. The man squatted, balancing on the balls of his bare feet, looking out at the city where Henry Christophe had promised him he would find people of his own kind. It was a lie, but he hoped it would keep the man from immediate despair. Separated from the man by fifty yards of water and a language barrier, Henry Christophe contented himself with watching over his new friend until the sun dropped beyond the ocean, leaving them both in moonless darkness. In the morning he was gone.
Henry Christophe had almost forgotten about him when three years later, as he groomed his master’s horse in the governor’s stables, a short, stocky slave with the flat face of a monkey approached him. “My name. . .is. . .Jean-Jacques,” the squat slave mumbled under his breath.
Henry Christophe was busy and impatient with the man’s impertinence. Although both slaves, they were of different classes. He was a groom, the other man was a menial who was carting a can of ashes away to the dump. “What? What did you say? What do you want?” he ordered.
“I remember you,” the man moaned.
“Yes. You remember me. So?”
“On the ships. In the harbor. The night I first arrived here. You saw me, and you spoke to me across the water.”
Henry Christophe stopped brushing and looked closely at the man. He wore Christian clothes now. He spoke some Creole French. His face was still flat and ugly, and it would never change. The naked man, in chains, the African.
“Yes,” Henry Christophe nodded. “Yes, I remember.” He came around the horse’s rump and took the squat slave’s hand. He found his grip strong. “You are from Africa, am I right?”
The man bowed his head and nodded. “Yes. We are of the same tribe. You lied to me. There are no more of us.”
“True,” Henry Christophe admitted. “But at least there are two. You must visit me, here, in the stables, some night, and we will talk. I will teach you, and you. . .you will teach me.”
The man understood. He nodded curtly and was gone. Henry Christophe patted the horse gently. He was happy. The man lived. He knew things about Africa, about his people, and he could teach Henry Christophe the mysteries.
* * *
Also on June 1, 1785, in the city of Port-au-Prince, near the capital building at the center of the city, a very black, very handsome man dressed in the military uniform of the governor’s army guard decided the lazy night’s boredom required a rum coffee. He reined his horse up in front of a tavern, tied it to the post, patted its neck, and swaggered up the stairs to the door. The interior was dark and cheap and empty. He eased across the room with feline grace and took a stool at the bar. No one seemed to be on duty. He waited a moment and then pounded his fist on the cracked wood surface of the bar. He waited, listening with one ear cocked, but there was no response. He stood and walked to the center of the room. “Alo,” he called.
Only the large clock in the corner answered him, and its steady clucking sounded like mockery.
“Alo! Who’s in charge here?”
“I am.” A voice utterly calm, bored, washed clean of emotion, came from a door on the dark wall of the room. “Who wants to know?”
The guard wheeled around to find a small brown man watching him without expression. “Good! Then you can get me a drink.” He spoke with authority but he also smiled. A handsome man who knew he had charm, he knew how to get what he wanted.
The little brown man sniffed and slowly crossed to the outer door. He pushed it open and held it, indicating with his free hand that he was asking the guard to leave.
“Huh?” the guard snorted. His smile faded. “I just came in. I have not been served. I told you, I want a drink.”
The little brown man sniffed again. “You are not welcome here,” he said with a steady voice, showing no fear of the armed intruder.
The guard jumped and came toward the little man. “What? I’m not welcome here? My money is good. King’s gold.”
“You are a slave?”
“Yes, I am a slave, but I am in the service of the governor, a member of his elite corps, his honor guard, a member of the mounted. . .”
“Yes,” the little man said. “I can see all that by your costume.
“I am Jean-Francois. . .” He felt his anger rising. “Who are you?” he demanded, his hand shaking with anger and humiliation. The man considered himself superior to him because of the color of his skin and his legal status, even though all he did was tend bar in a seedy hole in the wall.
“I am André Rigaud,” the mulatto said calmly, with self assurance. “This is my tavern. I own it.”
“All right. So you own it. It’s a public house, isn’t it?” Jean-Francois was breathing heavily, looking down at the small man in contempt, at the verge of losing his self control. “Well, isn’t it?”
“Only to the people I wish to serve,” Rigaud said. “I serve whites, I serve people of color, I do not serve slaves.”
“Oh, you don’t serve slaves. How many days, weeks are you removed from being a slave, Monsieur Rigaud?” He felt his blood boil. He wanted to pick up a chair and crush the mulatto like a loathsome insect. He despised the mixed breed, neither white nor black, so shamelessly proud of the illicit union of white men and black women that spawned them.
“I was born free,” Rigaud said with a smirk.
“And your Mammy?” Jean-Francois no longer wanted a drink. Anything on his stomach would have made him vomit. His stomach churned. All that would relieve his tension was to see the little brown man suffer. He thought insulting his mother would hurt him.
“I am free,” Rigaud said. “My wife is free, as are my two children. My drinks are not. They cost money. I decide whose money is good enough to buy them in his room because it is mine. Your money is not good. I sell to whoever I choose. I choose not to sell to you.”
Jean-Francois raised a fist and came toward the small man. “Get me a glass!” he ordered, his voice gone sharp and thin.
“No,” Rigaud said. “You wouldn’t dare strike me.”
“Oh no?”
“No. I am free. You are a slave.”
“No one would do anything about it if I did. You are a barkeeper. The police, the army, they care nothing for you. Me, I am a member. . .”
“You are a pretty boy, aren’t you? Rigaud said. “You were chosen for your job and given your costume because you make a good toy for the governor on lonely nights.”
Jean-Francois’s face went flat, and his hand trembled. He lowered his arm and hid it behind him. “What. . .do you. . .mean, you filthy little creature.”
The mulatto smiled bitterly, let the door close, and moved away it to go and sit on a stool. He was not afraid of the larger man. He was in control. He took a small cigar out of his shirt pocket and lit it. “I know all about the governor---and his guard,” he said with a yawn. “They---you---are specially chosen for your. . .qualities. I have heard how recruiters go from plantation to plantation and how they choose pretty black slave boys to have certain. . .physical examinations. I know that once you come to Le Cap and take up your duties, you are always. . .available when he needs you.”
Jean-Francois was outraged. He did not have to take such abuse from a man of this social level.
“I know that he has you come to his private apartment one at a time. I know you are expected. . .”
“Stop!” Jean-Francois commanded. He moved like a cat across the checkered floor toward the mulatto. Rigaud, realizing that he was now in some danger, cowered from his grasp; but Jean-Francois caught his tattered collar and jerked him hard against the bar. “Now, you dirty little liar,” he hissed, “I’ll make you pay for that nasty mind of yours and that filthy tongue.”
He slapped the lined brown face, once, twice, a third time with all his might. The little man groaned with pain. “Are you sorry? Do you apologize to me for this insult?” he yelled, hitting him again. He waited a moment, to hear the answer, but none came. The little man’s eyes rolled back in his head. Jean-Francois suddenly felt panic. He might have hit the man too hard. He had lost his temper like this before, but it was always against slaves. This mulatto was free. He might be in real trouble. He released the little man from his stranglehold and watched him roll back against the bar. He had no idea what to do. Then without warning the little man jumped away from him, made a dash for the front door, and began screaming at the top of his voice.
“Stop!” Jean-Francois yelled at him. “Stop!” He grabbed an empty wine bottle from the bar and threw it at the retreating figure. It broke against the side of Rigaud’s face as he fumbled to open the door. He reached up to cover the wound, gasped for breath, and crumpled into a pile on the floor. Jean-Francois waited for him to move, but he did not. He cautiously approached and stooped over him. The little man was breathing heavily, his face and neck red with blood. A long gash reached from his left eye down to his mouth, lying open, revealing layers of fat all the way to the cheek bone.
He tried to move the little man over onto his back, but the mulatto cried out in pain, and he drew back from him. He saw with horror that his own jacket was spotted with blood. He would not be able to clean it. He would have to pay for a replacement. He would have to tell his superior officer that it had been stolen. He stood up and felt dizzy. The sight of the little mulatto bleeding at his feet disgusted him. He spat on him.
“Bastard!” he hissed.
He threw open the door and stepped out into the street. It was a dark, humid, quiet night. He started to run but caught himself. A running man would draw attention. He forced himself to walk slowly, to swagger even, as he went across to his horse and mounted. His head still spun, and he had to wait until it stopped before he could dig his spurs into the horse’s flanks. The horse jumped and started down the street.
-Four-
For more than a year after his marriage Toussaint did not dream. Sleeping beside Suzanne, feeling her constant warm presence, inhaling the odors she brought with her from the kitchen, remembering that his mother brought those same smells with her, fearing that he might somehow hurt her the way he did on their wedding night, all kept him too near the surface of consciousness to dream. The slightest noise or movement woke him; and he would lie awake for long minutes listening to her soft snore, wondering why he had traded his dreams for marriage.
He believed that his great gift was gone. He thought that when he became a married man he ceased to be a spiritual one. Marriage was a kind of sweet death. Now he had a wife and a small son; now dreams were at an end. He tried to tell himself that he did not care, that it was a good bargain. He said this to others when they asked him for a new dream and he had none. Secretly, and he finally admitted it to himself, he mourned his lost gift. In all honesty, he would gladly have gone back to his solitary, spiritual days.
He was surprised when one night in the autumn of their second year of marriage he fell asleep beside his wife, fell into a deep slumber, and dreamed. Rather than restoring his confidence, however, it terrified him. First came a single dream, so strong and vivid and frightening that he woke from it shivering with terror, but not followed by another immediately. A week later came the second, even more frightening, and it was followed in a quick succession of nights by many more. His dreams were always pleasant, both to experience and to relate. Something was wrong. He began to dread sleep, yet his worry over his dreams took all his strength, and at sunset each day he could not stay awake. He was caught in an appalling dilemma.
The new dreams were stronger, more vivid than the ones he had before he was married. The plantation people rejoiced because they were more dramatic, more entertaining, more helpful to them in their spiritual advice than ever. Toussaint did not rejoice in them; he was deeply troubled. He did not tell his audiences, when he described the wars he witnessed, that they were between White people and Black people, that they were racial civil wars, and that he was himself the central figure in them. He told audiences that the wars were between Good and Evil, and he gave the name Bohanan to the leader of the Good army. Only he knew that the Good army was Black, the Evil army was White, and that he was Bohanan. Only he knew that in his dreams it was Toussaint who led the Black army into battle, and only he knew that it was Toussaint who called on his Black army to kill the White soldiers the way the Hebrews killed the Philistines in the Bible. This deeply disturbed him because he loved his White Master and the White family in the Great House, the only Whites he really knew personally. He feared that his new dreams, unlike the old ones that he knew were sent from God, might well be sent from Satan.
The new dream that frightened him most, the one he never revealed to a soul because he considered it blasphemous, was the one that came to him the night his son was born. He knew Suzanne’s time had come late in the afternoon when he returned from the stables to find her in bed, holding her heavy belly, gasping for breath. He tried to make her comfortable and then ran to the Great House to fetch his mother. His mother was not only Suzanne’s best friend but also served as midwife to all the plantation women in labor. His mother quickly delegated the supper cooking to her helpers and followed him down the path to his cabin, tucking in her blousy sleeves as she trotted along behind him.
“You stay out here,” she ordered him as he held the door open for her to pass. She pushed by him and left him standing helplessly on the porch. “But, Mama. . .” he tried to argue. “No,” she called back to him. “This is woman’s work. You stay out there. I need you, I’ll call you.”
Toussaint started to complain, but he knew it would do no good. Only she could make him whine, and he never had his way with her. She had always treated him with disdain, always envied the attention his father gave him, always doubted openly the talent and promise Simon told people he had. He wondered why she so disliked him. He had been a hard birth, so she told him over and over; but other women who had suffered in childbirth did not despise their children. It was more than that. He knew it was more than just him. She also chose to disdain her daughters; and he guessed that had her other sons not been sold away she would have treated them the same way she treated him. He consoled himself by saying that she was afraid to show her deepest feelings, which included her love for her children, her love for him. He said it was obvious from the way she ran headlong from busy activity to busy activity that she was trying to escape her true emotions She ran to work, she ran to church, she ran home to do her own household chores; yet she remained aloof from her closest helpers, other church members, her own family. She needed those things. . .her work, the church, her home. . .but she feared her need. She ran to them and from it.
She closed the door in Toussaint’s face, and he moved to the outside wall and put his ear against it. Muffled, indistinct sounds reached him: voices, cries, bumps, scrapes. He listened for awhile, then wandered off for awhile, then came back. Each time his wandering took him in a wider circle. Finally, when darkness fell and he still had no word from the dimly lighted house, he saddled one of the master’s horses and rode up through the woods into the hillside, so high he could see the distant harbor lights of Le Cap glowing against the marshy plains below. Up there, close to the rock where he had first taken Suzanne, where he had hurt her, he felt stronger, braver, more intelligent than he did down on the plantation. When he galloped the horse down the hill his nerves were taut, his blood flowed hot, his head pounded. As he neared the cabin he could see a lantern sitting on the porch and a figure sitting by it. Blinking away sudden tears, he reined the horse, jumped down, and went running to the steps.
“Mama! Mama, how is she?” His mother looked at him sadly. Then a flash of anger crossed her red lined eyes. His heart beat wildly. “What’s wrong?” he whined. “Mama, what is it?” He dropped to his knees before her. “Is. . .she. . .all right?”
“She sleeps,” his mother said.
He knew the old lady well, he knew the double meanings she gave her simple sentences. “Mama, what is it? Is she. . .dead?” The words shocked him, and he tried to take them back, but before he could speak his mother shook her head. “She sleeps,” she repeated, “She sleeps.”
Then sleep meant sleep, not death. He allowed himself a relieved smile and got up from his knees. “She’s all right?”
“No,” his mother said. “She is not all right. The birth was hard. She is hurt. She will be in bed for a long time.”
He was crying. He went to her and put his head in her lap. She tolerated the act but did not touch him with her hands.
“Toussaint?”
“Yes, Mama?”
“Do you hurt her?”
He looked up into her eyes.
“When you play, do you hurt her?”
He looked away, embarrassed, knowing what she probably meant. He was ashamed for her to know as much as he was ashamed of what he did to his wife.
“She has been hurt, Toussaint. It has to be you, since I know she is a faithful wife. What is. . .wrong with you?”
“Wrong? With me? No, Mama.”
“She was a healthy woman when you married her. Now she’s not.” She pushed him away, and he stumbled to his feet. “Shame on you. You, the man so many call a spiritual leader, you should control yourself.”
“Yes, Mama.”
“First sign of a man of God is he is kind to his woman.”
He ground his teeth and blinked away his tears. He wanted to explain to her, but he knew she would not understand or would not accept his excuses, would show no pity, so he kept his silence.
“Now don’t you put her through any of this again. She should not have any more children. She has given you a son, and that is all. . .”
“A son?” he burst out. “A son, Mama?”
“Yes. A son.”
“And he’s well?”
“He’s well,” she said regretfully, as if she wished he had lost the son as a punishment for his sins.
“A son,” he whispered. He wanted to laugh, and he wanted to cry. He now had two sons, one of them his own flesh and blood.
“What will you name him?” his mother said absently. He realized from the tone how tired she must be.
“Placide,” he said. He had known for weeks, if it were a boy, it would be Placide. “Named for the peace I so desperately desire.”
Without another word, neither approval nor disapproval, his mother got up and went back inside, leaving him alone. He sat down on the porch, then lay back and stretched out, looking up at the stars, and fell into a deep sleep. He dreamed.
He was walking on a sandy beach beside a great sea. The beach was wider, the waves higher, than those near Le Cap. He looked up and saw a panoply of stars above him. He looked up the beach and saw a camp, with tents and horses and men in uniforms. He looked down at the bandy legged little boy who trotted beside him, trying to keep up. He knew it was his son. Toussaint wore a robe, and it rustled against his legs as he walked. He was a man of affluence and power. A voice cut sharply and deeply through his tranquility. “Abraham!” He reached down and caught the boy’s hand and drew him close as he crouched. “Abraham!” it came again.
“Yes,” he ventured, fearing not to answer, even though Abraham was not his name, and he did not know who was calling.
“Abraham!” the voice thundered. A light surrounded him, blinding him, and a sudden wind almost took his breath away. “Abraham! Do you hear me? Will you obey my commands?”
“Yes. Yes, my Lord!” Toussaint cried out, hugging the boy closer to him, bowing his head before the sound and light and wind.
“Take the boy! Take him to the mountain!”
“Yes!”
“Take him to the mountain, and sacrifice him to me!”
Toussaint’s heart jumped in his chest. He caught his breath. The Lord God was commanding him to make his son a sacrificial lamb.”
“Oh, Lord, no!” he screamed.
“Do it! Do it now!”
Toussaint woke with a start and sat up, staring wildly all around him. A full moon had risen, and he was bathed in light. All around him night sounds echoed from the woods. He covered his ears with his hands and rocked to and fro, weeping bitterly, draining himself of deadly poisons.
-Five-
July 4, 1791, began the same way all summer days began. The first sounds Toussaint heard, while his bedroom was still in darkness, were the flapping wings and bell like crowing of the big white cock named Tómas who lived in the stables near his cabin. Tómas was always the first living thing awake, standing out in the middle of the barnyard flapping his silky wings first for courage and then for altitude as he negotiated his brief, clumsy flight up to the fence, sitting on the fence like some dyspeptic gargoyle waiting for the sun to appear, calling out to the world that he had called it up.
As a young man, before he married, Toussaint had hated the cock’s crow, the proclamation that another day of labor dawned, another day of responsibility; but now that he was married, now forty seven years old, now the father of two sons yet afraid to make more love to his wife, tormented by the frightening dreams that more and more often cast him in the role of vicious military leader, offering fame, threatening doom, he liked to wake up. He liked knowing that his dreams were over, that he did not have to linger beside his wife frightened by his mothers of any overtures of love, that he had an excuse to get up and immerse himself in the monotonous routine that kept him from thinking of the terrifying dreams, of Suzanne’s lingering illness, of his life drawing to an end. Morning was for him a resurrection, an escape from the bondage and torture of sleep and dreams.
Suzanne, never well after Placide’s birth, barely able to feed her two sons and keep their cabin clean, dependent on Toussaint’s mother for help, always slept late. Toussaint prepared his own meager breakfast and was on his way to the stables before his mother arrived. Suzanne usually rose at midmorning to do her small part in the household chores and was back in bed by four in the afternoon. This morning, however, as he came slowly awake to Tómas’ bravado, he felt her stirring beside him. He remembered dimly that she was up earlier, that she had made her way unsteadily through the bedroom and out the door, that she had returned to lie down beside him with a sigh. Now she was once again awake or had never gone back to sleep.
“Toussaint,” she whispered. Toussaint took a deep breath and grunted that he had heard her, but he did not open his eyes. “Toussaint, are you awake?” She sounded embarrassed, afraid, yet stronger than she had sounded for many days. “Yes, I am,” he said. She said no more but moved closer to him. He felt her warmth. He felt that she was naked. He was surprised because since that first night in the woods she had never approached him. She had let him do what he wanted with her, even though she knew it would bruise her, but she showed no desire to inflict pain on herself. Now she seemed to want him. Unsure how to act, he shifted to one side and took her in his arms. She was thinner than when they married, but she still was beautifully formed.
Since Placide’s birth she had seemed merely the hollow shell of her former self. Her big brown eyes and soft deep voice were distant, as if she spoke from the past. An inner spark of life, a vital substance had gone from her. He felt guilty that he was to blame for her demise. Now he touched her breasts and caressed her round hard nipples until they doubled in size. He lingered a moment over the navel of her rounded belly before moving down to stroke the damp wiry hairs beneath. He found her already wet, ready for him. He had always found it strange that a woman could prepare herself for love by thinking of love. It did not occur to him that it was the same, if different, with a man. He hesitated, knowing that he should go no further.
She drew him closer and moved her legs apart. He held back, knowing what his desire could do to her, knowing that he had hurt her too often in the past, that what he had done had caused her to be ill. He refused to come on top of her. He was afraid that her hollowness would cave in with his weight. She turned on her side and slipped a leg beneath him. She took his penis and slowly guided it into her. She hummed with fear as she pressed his butt and made him begin, and she controlled his movements so that he could not lose himself and thrust into her with his previous power. He too fought the desire to press hard against her, to pound his demons away, to burst himself within her and pass all his bitter anguish into her body. Under her control he eased in and out carefully, basking in the pleasure but careful not to injure.
“My baby girl,” he murmured. “My precious little baby girl.”
Suzanne sighed and smiled. Her eyes were closed, but she was awake, alert, aware that she had to keep his passion under wraps. She was so beautiful.
Toussaint savored the moment, knowing that the sun was up, that he must go, that perhaps this was only a rare moment in her recovery, that she might relapse, that this might be only once. “My sweet, sweet love,” he whispered.
He could feel her coming in small jerks of pleasure, in short, sharp gasps of breath as she reached her climax. He held himself rigid, completely still, until he was sure she was satisfied. Then without being himself satisfied he easily pulled out of her.
“Are you. . .?” she said.
“I’m well, yes,” he said.
She rolled over and at once fast asleep. Toussaint rolled to his back and raised his knees, holding the sheet above him. His penis stood high and angry, his heart still raced, he was desperately unsatisfied. He had won the battle but at a great price. He had been paying that price since Placide’s birth. He had not made love to Suzanne. He had refused to satisfy himself with his hand, remembering Simon’s injunction that he should plant his seed only in soil fertile enough to produce more of God’s people. The Bible called that the sin of Onan, and he knew it was a sin because of how it depressed him. He would once again deny it to himself because today he had to be at top form. He was driving the master to the capital, for a meeting with the Governor.
He lay staring at the low brown ceiling until the deep ache of dissatisfaction descended to his scrotum and faded down his legs. At long last, when Tomas crowed again, his face twisted with anguish, he lowered his knees, threw back the sheet, signed deeply, and rose to face his responsibilities. Today he must go to the capital.
* * *
“Papa! Papa! Papa!” the child’s high, clear voice rang out from the stable loft high above Toussaint.
He looked up from the water pump’s round wooden pool, his hands and face dripping, to see little Isaac waving his arms wildly. Having just prepared the Master’s best horse and the small carriage for the journey to Le Cap, having worked up an early morning sweat, having drawn water and leaned over to wash his hands and face, Toussaint raised an arm and waved back to him, throwing water out onto the packed dirt of the stable yard. “Placide!” he called back to the lad.
“Papa, Papa, Papa!” the pistol shots came again, and Placide came bounding down the outside steps two at a time. His older brother Isaac appeared at the top of the steps and followed him down. Toussaint reached for the towel above the pump, hoping to get his face and hands reasonably dry before being attacked; but he was still wet when the little boy tacked his legs and made him stumble. He was trying to recover his balance when the larger boy, his stepson, bumped into him and all three of them went sprawling to the ground, scattering chickens in every direction.
“Stop! Stop this!” Toussaint howled and laughed as he tried to escape their playful clutches. He scooted back from them, his rump bumping on the ground. Stop it, I say, stop it!”
They would not stop until he was cornered at the fence and gave in to let them hug him. He laughed as they dug their fingers into his ribs, and at last he took them into his arms, glowing with pride. They were so different, these two little boys. Age of course played a part. Isaac, brought into Toussaint’s life when he married the little boy’s mother, was soon to be twelve, while Placide was only four. There was more difference between their twelve and four than between twenty and fifty or between forty and seventy. But there was more than an age difference. Placide had never known the insecurity, so common among slave children, of not having a father, while Isaac had been without a father until he was five, and he always looked at Toussaint as if wondering whether he loved him as much as he loved Placide. Placide laughed without inhibition, while Isaac always looked sharply to see whether others approved of his frivolity. Placide faced life without fear, while Isaac was always afraid.
Neither boy looked very much like their common mother. Isaac was short and stocky, his nose wide, his lips thick, his head long and smooth, his disposition lugubrious, a clone of his natural father, Georges the blacksmith, a man Toussaint had known and respected. Placid showed every indication of looking just like Toussaint: short and wiry with features as sharp as his eyes, a head that rose to a peak in the back, a fiery personality. Isaac was quiet, Placide loud. Isaac was plodding, Placide quick. Isaac was a dreamer, Placide was an actor.
They finished their horseplay and got awkwardly to their feet, still laughing, still punching each other playfully. Toussaint caught each of them by the shirt and herded them to the pump and its trough. He pumped while the boys bounced from foot to foot in the brown sand. “Now,” he said when the trough was full, “dip in, wash up,” pointing to the fresh water.
The boys dipped their hands in the water, rubbed them together, and slapped them over their bare chests. “But Papa,” Isaac howled, “it’s cold.”
“It’s cold, but it’s clean, and that’s something you can’t say for yourselves. Now get busy and wash.”
“Why, Papa?” Isaac said. “Why do we have to wash? No one ever sees us.”
“I see you,” Toussaint burst out in mock scorn. “Your mother sees you.”
“Sure,” Placide piped. “But no one important.”
Toussaint looked sharply at the tiny caricature of himself. “Placide!” he barked and grabbed the little boy around the waist, carried him over and dipped his face in the trough, and held him high in the air to kick and throw water everywhere as the three of them laughed. “No one important? No one important?” he said over and over.
“Papa,” Isaac said when they were all washed and dried off and headed toward the cabin. “Why is it we never get to go anywhere with you?”
“Anywhere where?” Toussaint responded. He tried to treat the boys equally, and he perhaps leaned over backward to make sure, but he always took Isaac’s questions more seriously than he did Placide’s. Placide was his son, and Isaac was his responsibility. Then again, it could have been the older boy’s age and more serious disposition that made him treat him with more deference.
“To places you get to go, with the master, like the capital today,” Isaac explained.
“To the capital?” Toussaint said with a smile. “Oh, you wouldn’t want to go there. You wouldn’t like it. You would be frightened. Take my word.”
“No,” Isaac said stubbornly. “I want to go and see for myself.”
“It’s mostly noise and stink and waiting long, boring hours for Master to drink tall glasses of wine while he holds long conversations with men I never see.”
“Don’t you get to see fine ladies wearing wigs and men riding in golden chariots drawn by matched sets of horses?”
Toussaint looked thoughtfully at the boy. He had shared many books with him. The boy was a dreamer. “Not that many,” he said. “Not in our capital. To see things like that you would have to go to France, to Paris.”
“But some?” Isaac insisted. “You see some.”
“Some,” Toussaint admitted. “Near the Governor’s mansion and the capitol building. Officials. Their ladies.”
Isaac smiled cautiously and looked past Toussaint toward the road that passed in front of the Great House. His eyes showed a great hunger to follow that road to the capital and well beyond it, to see the world beyond the Breda plantation. It made Toussaint sad to think that the boy would be thwarted at every turn and would be disappointed and live his life in bitter frustration. Still, he thought, better bitter regret than bitter tragedy.
* * *
At promptly nine o’clock that morning, as ordered, Toussaint drove the smaller of the Old Master’s two carriages to the front gate of the Great House. The smaller carriage was used when a trip had to be quick, when there would be just one passenger, and when there would be no supplies to be purchased and transported. The single mare that pulled it had fine rounded hocks and a silky mane and tail. It was the one his passenger, the plantation manager Bayon de Libertat, preferred. He said its even, steady gait made trips smoother and thus less taxing.
Bayon had received a summons to meet with Military Governor Philibert-François Rouxel Blanchelande by yesterday’s mounted courier. He came to Toussaint at sunset to tell him. He explained that he was not happy to have such short notice. He liked to have a day or two, to prepare himself physically and intellectually for important meetings; but there was nothing to be done about it. Have his favorite mare and the small carriage ready to go from the Great House at nine. Considering that they would have to spend a day and night on the road, a day meeting with the Governor, and another night and day returning, it would not be a pleasant journey. Toussaint pledged to make the trip as comfortable as possible, and the manager went off into the gathering darkness mumbling to himself.
Bayon and the Masters of Breda were well known for their loyalty to the Governor. Amid a rising chorus of discontent with the present state of Haitian affairs, they consistently and faithfully defended him as a competent administrator; and the governor showered Breda with appreciative favors. He often came to Breda for dinner, when he was able to get away from the political capital of Port-au-Prince for a visit to the cultural capital Cap Francais; and when there the old mistress clucked and pecked about him, making sure he was comfortable, asking about his health, treating him like a close relative. Few other planters and their ladies treated him with such deference and kindness. Many of them never invited him to dinner, never came to visit him at the capitol, were in fact embarrassed to be seen in his company. They joked about his preference for handsome young men, both Black and White, and they found fault with most of his political decisions. He represented a French government that grew less popular daily in all of the colonies, especially Haiti; and as the most visible member of the government he took the brunt of the confused animosity.
Three years before, in 1788, King Louis XVI had announced that he was calling a meeting of the Estates General, the French parliament that had not met for a hundred and sixty years while the long string of Louises ran the nation into debt all by themselves. Bourbon extravagance, misguided military adventures, financial carelessness, administrative incompetence, and years of agricultural shortfalls had driven France, despite its natural resources, industrious workforce, and richly endowed colonies, to the point of domestic bankruptcy. Louis’s advisers told him to call together at his palace in Versailles the representatives of the three estates---clergy, nobility, commons---to bail him out. They warned him that there would be loud complaints, that in their speeches they would demand reform, but that in the end they would grant him new tax revenues and that the nation would obey their wishes.
What Louis and his advisers had not anticipated, because they knew so little about things outside the friendly, canine confines of the artificial society at the palace, was that the Third Estate would be represented by well educated merchants and lawyers, France’s new and very real but as yet unacknowledged middle class. They did not know that these “commoners” would see through the ploy of allowing them six hundred representatives while each of the other two estates got three hundred each, that they would understand that no matter how many representatives they had their collective vote would be one, which could on issue after issue be defeated by the two votes the other two estates had. They did not anticipate that the Third Estate, which believed it represented ninety five percent of the French nation, would one fine morning in June, 1789, find the doors to their meeting room locked and gather at an indoor tennis court to proclaim itself a National Assembly and pledge not to adjourn until they wrote France a Constitution. They did not anticipate that revolutionary fervor would sweep into Paris and across the nation, that a spirit of rebellion would spread far and wide, even into the empire abroad, to kindle the flame of liberty in the hearts of men of every color.
Even before the Estates General met in the spring of 1789, the Grands Blancs, the White planters of Haiti, had drawn up a petition of grievances to send to Versailles, asking for the right to convene a Colonial Assembly in Port-au-Prince, so that they as French aristocrats could advise the French government on Haitian affairs, so that they would have some control over the colonial administration, so that they could demand the recall of Governor Blanchelande. Their petition was ignored. Then in the summer of 1789, when word came that the Third Estate had declared itself the National Assembly and that the Bastille in Paris had been taken by a revolutionary mob, the Mulattoes of Haiti, the People of Color, had petitioned for equal rights with the Petits Blancs, the poor White people who had little wealth or property or power in the church or the government. Their petition was not ignored, it was denied.
In March 1790 the Mulattoes took to the streets of Port-au-Prince and Le Cap to demand that as freemen they be treated the same as poor Whites. According to the French National Assembly’s Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen they as free men should have all the rights and privileges appertaining thereto. In Port-au-Prince a Mulatto with great oratorical powers and an ugly scar on his left cheek, a former bar keeper, now the editor of a two page radical underground weekly newspaper rose to be their leader. His name was André Rigaud.
The Mulatto revolt so badly frightened the White minority, both rich and poor, that in the autumn of 1790, without official sanction, they convened the first Haitian Colonial Assembly. There they assumed broad powers over their own political and financial affairs, ordered the police and army to put down the Mulatto uprising at all costs, and so frightened the Governor that he ordered the army instead to dissolve what he considered an illegal body. The army, confused both by the conflicting orders in Haiti and by conflicting stories about what was happening in France, fearful that if rumors were correct the King who appointed the Governor might himself be deposed in favor of a Republican government favorable to local rule in the colonies, disobeyed the Governor’s orders and left the Assembly free to meet, and even obeyed the Assembly’s command to arrest leading Mulatto rebels.
Governor Blanchelande in turn called for new army forces from France, but the pressing needs on the continent, where Germans, Spanish, and English threatened war with the revolutionary French nation, kept them from arriving until late spring 1791. Even after they arrived, they hesitated to oppose what they learned was the prevailing sentiment of the White population against the Governor, dragged their feet when he gave them orders, and finally joined hands with the Colonial Assembly, leaving Governor Blanchelande all but powerless. Haiti, like the Mother Country, was in crisis.
Bayon did not have to speculate, as he prepared to depart Breda that morning, on why he was being summoned to meet with the embattled Governor. He came down the front steps of the Great House sideways, stepping from memory without having to look, talking over his shoulder with someone at the door. It was not until he was well down the walk, stopped to bow, and turned toward the gate that the person he had been consulting came out onto the wide front porch and Toussaint saw that it was the Young Mistress Marie. The Goose stretched her long neck and watched Bayon go through the gate, smoothing the white feathery lace on her hips with her long, elegant hands.
The Goose had slowly emerged as the most powerful figure on Breda. French born and reared, married by proxy to her fourth cousin the Young Master, she was shipped to him on his twentieth birthday to be his wife and the future Mistress of Breda. During her first days in Haiti, when she was so homesick, so distressed by the slave society in which she was forced to live, so awkward in her new status and with her new duties, it was not at all clear that she would be able to meet the demands of her new life. But as the weeks and months passed, as she adapted and learned, as her strengths and her husband’s weaknesses became more apparent, as her father in law descended deeper into alcoholism and her mother in law grew more senile, it became more and more apparent that she was the one who must take charge. At first she spent much time wandering aimlessly through the garden, sometimes softly crying, but the night came when she appeared at a dinner for the governor wearing a yellow dress, her straight black hair smoothly combed in place, her smile bright and glowing, self possessed, ready and able to be the new Mistress. Now everyone knew that she gave the orders.
Toussaint bowed to her as he stood by the carriage waiting for Bayon, but she did not acknowledge his salute. He did not take this as a snub. She was the Mistress of the Great House. Her pointed distance from him, her failure to acknowledge his presence, made him respect her all the more.
Bayon climbed into the carriage with Toussaint’s help. He helped all of the White people into their carriages, partly because protocol dictated it, partly because they all were overweight and easily winded from exertion, all but the Young Mistress. Bayon sat heavily on the seat and made the carriage sway; Toussaint caused hardly a ripple as he climbed aboard to take the reins. Bayon stared wearily ahead as Toussaint flicked the whip and clucked the horse into motion, keeping tight control so that the ride would be smooth. The little party headed down the road toward the capital, leaving the Goose at the front steps watching with a serious expression, squinting against the hot morning sun.
Toussaint waited to speak until they were off Breda land and on the high road cross country toward the capital, when freedom from his duties had brought Bayon’s spirits up a bit. “Is the Old Master well today?” he asked.
“Drinking again,” Bayon sighed truthfully. Bayon was a good, faithful manager, loyal to his boss, but he was also brutally blunt, even with the slaves. Drunkenness was drunkenness. He would have told the Old Master he was drunk had the need arisen. “Old Mistress is ill,” he went on, just as honestly, “but then she always is.”
Toussaint shook his head sympathetically. He knew it was not his place to comment on the condition of his white masters and mistresses, but he could inquire about their health. “And the Young Master?”
“Don’t know,” Bayon said. “He hasn’t been home for the past six days.” Toussaint knew this, knew that he had taken his favorite horse almost a week before and had not returned it to the stables; but he merely shook his head. “Good God,” Bayon sighed. “With a wife like that too, you would think a man would stay at home. . .” He lapsed into silence, lost in thought.
Toussaint knew what was coming. Bayon used him as a Father Confessor. He always told Toussaint how he felt about the Young Mistress.
“I only wish I were married to a woman like that,” Bayon mused. “God, she is so alive, she has such spirit. She sees and enjoys all the wonders of the world. She is strong, she thinks like a man, yet she is so feminine that I want always, when we are together, to take her in my arms and make love to her.”
Toussaint waited, knowing that he would next turn to his own wife. “My wife,” Bayon said. “God, Toussaint, with my wife I can’t even. . . Do you know that it has been over a year. . .maybe more.” Toussaint knew. He had heard the story many times. “She doesn’t like it, she doesn’t want it; and when a woman isn’t interested, a man can’t find the desire. . . One thing I cannot do is force myself on a woman.”
Toussaint wondered why Bayon told him such things, why like so many White men and women he felt comfortable sharing his most intimate secrets with a slave. Maybe Whites thought talking to Blacks was like talking to dogs and cats, maybe they thought slaves had no memories, that they would not share the stories they were told, maybe it never occurred to that that by telling slaves they were telling the world.
“Only with Marie, only with her am I a man anymore,” Bayon said. “She is warm, she is willing, she is always damp and receptive.”
Toussaint knew Bayon’s Black mistress, Marie, the one he kept in her own cabin in the woods. She got the best food and clothing. She had given him two children, a boy and a girl. It was rumored that he had persuaded the Old Master to set them free and send them to school in Port-au-Prince. Marie was a tiny black woman with closely cropped hair and teeth like fine pearls. Bayon visited her every day, bringing provisions chosen from the best sections of the larder, and he spent one night every two weeks with her. Her orders were that for three days before he came for his conjugal visits she was not to bathe. He said he wanted to have “the smell of Africa” when he took her. He had often recounted the details of their love making to Toussaint so that he knew that her breasts were like ripe apples and her vagina still tight even after the two babies.
Toussaint held his breath and waited for Bayon to tell it all again, but mercifully he said no more. After another mile in silence, Toussaint ventured: “Do you know the day, Monsieur Manager?” he smiled. “It’s July Fourth.”
“Yes?” Bayon said absently.
“The day the Americans declared their independence in Philadelphia.”
“Uhn,” Bayon grunted. “To hell with America. To hell with politics.”
Toussaint waited for Bayon to stop grinding his teeth, and then he asked, “What is the most recent news from France?” He knew he was permitted to ask about events in the Mother Country, so long as he did not comment on them.
“There is news,” Bayon shrugged, shifted positions, and farted. He drew out a plug of tobacco and bit off a chew. “Concerning Haiti, all of it is bad. National Assembly, damn them, has granted Coloreds equal rights to Whites.”
Bayon lapsed into silence, chewing. Only when he leaned out to spit did he grunt, but he said no more. Toussaint knew better than to interrupt his angry thoughts. This new mandate was sure to cause trouble. Mulattoes would resume their protests, this time from within the Colonial Assembly. Whites would erupt in anger, demanding that the National Assembly in Paris repeal the new ruling. There was bound to be confrontation and probably bloodshed. Toussaint’s eyes were wide as he thought of the possibilities, the sluggish Manager beside him chewing slowing, the horses stepping high as they picked up speed on the open plain. It did not cross his mind that he would play any part in the events to come.
* * *
Port-au-Prince was deceptively calm when Toussaint and Bayon arrived in the late morning of the next day. Bright sunlight seemed to bathe it in optimism. Toussaint found it hard to believe that during the past year men and women had been shot to death on these very streets, that behind the shutters of the flower bedecked windows conspirators plotted revolution and counterrevolution. Black men carted furniture from house to house. Black women in colorful dresses shopped in fruit and fish markets. Black children played in alleyways. Toussaint remembered how much Placide wanted to see the city, and he promised himself that one day he would see that at least that one dream was fulfilled.
Knowing his way around the city from previous visits, it took him only fifteen minutes to make his way down the narrow streets and arrive in front of the Governor’s mansion, where he reined the horse up in front of the massive iron gate covered with Byzantine floral carvings. Bayon sighed deeply, spat his wad of tobacco into the street, and climbed down, causing the carriage to sway again. “Stay close, Toussaint,” he said. “This could take a long time, or it could be over quickly. Either way, I don’t want to linger any longer in this place than I have to.” He looked up and down the street. “Can you park near by?”
“Yes, Monsieur Manager,” Toussaint nodded. “Up that side street, within sight, so you can beckon me to collect you.”
Bayon nodded, turned, and went up to the gate. The guards asked him several question, then let him in. He started up the wide walkway that led to the front portico. Toussaint jostled the reins and guided the horse forward, turned right at the side street, and parked in the shade of the building across from the Capitol Building. His forehead was wet with perspiration, and his shirt was soaked through. He had stayed dry on the road, despite the heat, with the wind blowing over him, but just five minutes sitting still had him thoroughly wet. He sat back in the seat and tried to relax, hoping Bayon would not stay for luncheon, when the sun would top the building and take away the precious shade. He had at times spent whole days in here waiting for one or another White man or woman, and the period from noon to three was brutal.
He had just begun to snooze lightly, unpleasantly in the heat, when he heard a sound: “Sssssst! Sssssssssssst!” He opened his eyes and looked around. The brightness made his eyeballs ache. At the corner of a warehouse down the street, his body hidden, only his square face peeking around, was a man Toussaint knew as Jean-Jacques, an ash carrier. Toussaint had come to know him on previous trips to the Capitol Building. He was always lurking somewhere near the government complex, always anxious to share gossip. Toussaint smiled and waved at him and climbed down from the carriage. Jean-Jacques motioned for him to come, and Toussaint sauntered over to the corner, trying to look like he had official business there. The police did not approve of loose slaves near the Capitol or the Governor’s Mansion. “Toussaint!” Jean-Jacques embraced him. “Where you been?”
“Tied up,” Toussaint grinned, employing slave humor. “You too?”
“Working, all the time, you know how it is with us City Niggers, we work all the time, not like you Plantation Niggers.”
“Oh ho,” Toussaint joked. “Sure.”
“Want to play?” Jean-Jacques grinned.
Toussaint frowned affectionately at the squat, ugly man. “Play? You mean to say you City Niggers have time to play?”
Jean-Jacques laughed until he shook all over. “Long as my Master’s asleep with his girl friend, yes I do,” he cackled. He pointed down the side street. “Game’s going hot and heavy down that first alley.”
“I have to stay close,” Toussaint warned.
“We got a boy to watch for us.”
“Well. . .” Toussaint had not thrown dice for many weeks. It sounded like a good way to pass the time. “Sure. Why not?”
Jean-Jacques grabbed him by the arm. “Come on,” he giggled.
* * *
Governor Blanchelande was not an old man, but he looked old. He had been in Haiti for eight grueling years, presiding over more turbulence than the colony had known in all the previous two hundred years of its existence. The last three, since the calling of the Estates General at Versailles, had been almost more than a sensitive, thin skinned man could bear. He was just past sixty, and this was his last post. He knew it was a bad one, the kind they gave to men of modest ability. The Foreign Office considered him a first rate second rate man; and that is also what they thought of Haiti, a first rate second rate colony. Haiti was hot and humid, with an ever present threat of disease. The staff he was given was of an inferior quality and the repulsive slave society bred a constant series of crises. He had no illusions about the job he had done. He had failed. All he wanted now was to finish this tour of duty with honor and a bit of dignity left him and retire to his native Burgundy with a royal pension and some young man of sophisticated taste to keep him company. The business going on in France, with its Haitian side show, terrified him. He felt he sat on a keg of powder ready to explode.
Governor? Sir?” a young White man, called from the door. The Governor, lost in reading over the first draft of his end of June report to Paris, did not answer. “Governor?” the boy said. Blanchelande looked up. “Yes?” the asked absently.
The boy swallowed. He was from the class of Petits Blancs, free but landless Whites, hoping to ride this job as page into a prosperous career. “Sir, a man to see you.”
“A man?” Blanchelande said, his eyebrows raised. “Son, there are over a half billion men on this earth. Is this man in any way distinctive?”
“I think so, sir.”
“Is it Alexander the Great?”
“His name is not Alexander, sir,” the boy said innocently. “He says he is Monsieur Bayon de Libertat.”
“For God’s sake,” Blanchelande burst out, standing up, scattering his papers. “Show him in, then!” He made a mock threatening gesture and took a step toward the boy, and the page turned and ran. Blanchelande wiped his brow with the back of his pudgy hand. “Good Lord in heaven,” he moaned. “It must be this damned weather. The Whites are as bad as the Blacks.”
“Governor!” Bayon said firmly as he entered the room. Despite the time and worry it took, he always liked coming here. The room was kept dark and as cool as possible, the wine was always good, and he liked Governor Blanchelande. They shared a common love of card games and a common hatred of the White man’s burden they had to bear. Bayon secretly hoped that some day he might leave his job as manager of a plantation and himself become a diplomat; but he hoped his posting would be somewhere other than the Caribbean. “How are you, Governor?” he asked as he offered his hand.
“Bayon, my friend!” the Governor smiled. “Come in, come in.” He shook Bayon’s hand, then embraced him. He kissed him on both cheeks. “Come, have a glass with me. The best, from Burgundy, of course.”
“Of course,” Bayon laughed as he followed Blanchelande to a cabinet well stocked with the pain killing fruit of the vine that made Haiti just bearable to a Frenchman. Blanchelande poured a large goblet full for each of them, handed one to Bayon, and led him in the sniffing and sampling. “You like?” he asked with a smile, knowing the answer.
“I like, Governor,” Bayon nodded.
Blanchelande led Bayon to a place in the room with two easy chairs. “Sit, sit,” he said, and they sat. They sipped the fine wine. “So, how are things at Breda? The same?”
“The same,” Bayon confirmed it. They both knew that the old couple were dying, he of alcoholism, she of obesity and senility, and that the Young Master was off wandering more of the time than he was at home with his fine wife.
“As I suspected,” Blanchelande said. “So I called for you.” He hesitated. “And your slaves, are they as restless as the ones here?”
Bayon shifted nervously. “I. . .don’t think so, sir. Quite a few of them know what’s going on in Haiti. Some know a bit about things in France. But they don’t seem to relate it to themselves. It’s in their heads, but not in their hearts.”
“Wish that were true here,” Blanchelande sighed. “God, a constant uproar, state of siege, White, Brown, Black, talk of revolt, independence even, God help us. Independence. Can you imagine? Most of these people couldn’t pour piss out of a boot if the instructions were written on the heel. The Blacks I don’t worry so much about, they haven’t a prayer in hell. The Browns can raise a stink but do little more than that in the long run. Les Petits Blancs, well, they’re potentially violent, a bunch of bloodthirsty bastards they are; but like the Coloreds they’re impotent to cause real change. They shoot off their hunting guns, but that’s about it. No, it’s actually the Grands Blancs, the Planters, I fear, for God’s sake, the ones you would think should be completely loyal. They have money, education, power, yet they want more. They’re like the Third Estate three years ago in France.” He fell silent, lost in his thoughts.
“But, sir, they are French.”
“Yes, and George Washington was British,” Blanchelande snorted. “He was no Indian, no Black slave, just like the Third Estate were not peasants. He was a rich White planter, a Grand Blanc, who wanted more than his colonial status deserved. These White Haitians, they’re insane. They don’t like paying taxes. Well, who does? They don’t like Coloreds having equal rights. Well, who does? They’re confused by what’s going on in France. Well, who isn’t? But all this talk among them of revolution, independence, of enslaving everyone with Colored blood. Oh hell.” He drank deeply from his goblet. “It would be a bloodbath, Bayon.” He drank again. “The Whites declare independence from a France they think is stirring up the Coloreds and Blacks. The Coloreds rise up and cause chaos. The Blacks end up roasting them both over open flames.”
They both had to laugh over the image. With over a half million slaves and under seventy thousand whites and mulattoes together, it was a possible scenario.
“Bayon,” Blanchelande said, more serious now, with less rhetorical, theatrical flourish, “you’ve known me a long time.”
“I have indeed, Governor.”
“We have played many a hand of cards, haven’t we?”
“That we have.”
“Tell me, am I a good gambler? When the stakes are high, how do you find me at figuring odds, at taking calculated chances?”
“You’re quite good, Governor. You are best when the stakes are highest. You are apt to bet all on one card, one roll of the dice. You like to throw caution to the winds. You go for broke.”
“You wouldn’t flatter me.”
“I’m not sure that is flattery, Sir.”
“Go for broke.” Blanchelande chuckled at the figure of speech. “And how do you rate my judgment in going for broke?”
“My wallet and I say you are right more often than you are wrong.”
Blanchelande leaned toward his guest, and when he spoke his tongue was only slightly slurred by the rather large quantity of wine he had consumed in such a short time. “”Bayon, I’m in a game right now, with the highest stakes of my life. I have no ideas of the odds, but the stakes are sky high. I could win a great victory, but I could lose also everything.” He nodded thoughtfully. “The stakes are Haiti itself and the lives of its inhabitants. It’s my bid, and I am about to lay everything on one card, one roll of the dice. As you put it, I am about to go for broke.”
Bayon was intrigued. “Yes, Governor?”
Blanchelande lowered his voice. “Bayon, I am about to stage. . .a slave uprising.”
Bayon stared at him, a smile flickering about his mouth. “What?”
“Yes, it’s true,” Blanchelande said and suddenly laughed, spilling some wine on his vest. Taking no notice of it, he stood and walked about the room. “Me. the Royal Military Governor of Haiti. I am staging a slave uprising against these White bastard planters.” He stopped, looked at Bayon, and smiled broadly. “What about that?” He crossed to a window and peeked out through the drawn curtain.
“But. . .why. . .how?” Bayon sputtered, standing, following the governor to the window, talking to the back of his head.
“Dogfight,” Blanchelande said.
“What?”
“Dogfight,” he said, letting the curtain fall back in place and turning to Bayon. “A dogfight, out in the street.” He smiled. “Bayon, I see I have shocked you. Sorry to do it, but I needed your reaction. I know I can trust you to be both completely honest and trustworthy. You tell the truth, and you keep a confidence.” He touched Bayon on the shoulder. He often did this when they talked, and Bayon did not mind, although he hoped the Governor would never do it in public. “Listen now. See, I tricked you, and I shocked you, just as I shall trick and shock them all.”
He went to the cabinet for more wine, and Bayon followed him. “But I don’t understand. You are going to trick and shock white Haiti with a slave uprising?”
“No, no,” the Governor said, pouring himself more wine, refilling Bayon’s glass. “It won’t be real. It will be merely the appearance of an uprising. It will actually be carefully arranged, well controlled, and much smaller than it will be reported to be. A few slaves will stage an exodus.”
“An exodus? An exodus of slaves?”
“Yes. To the mountains. A small group but large enough, from several plantations, they leave for the mountains. They scare shit out of these damned White planters and the revolting Mulattoes. Talk about independence, I’ll show them what independence would mean. I’ll put the fear of God into them, Bayon, show them that if they don’t remove their hats to Mother France they might just lose their heads to a bunch of cannibals. What do you think?”
“How many are you talking about?”
“Forty. Around that number.”
Bayon whistled. “Those are high stakes.”
“Yes, but standing pat means losing everything. It will take a high bid, on one card, one throw, a move so daring, so dangerous, that it can break the logjam.”
“It might be difficult to persuade slaves to participate. You know what planters do to those who run away.”
Blanchelande’s face hardened. “Yes, I’ve watched one or two of those morbid spectacles. Being Governor of Haiti is like being warden of a prison where sadistic criminals are the guards. Yes, I know what they do. The slaves who agree to act out this play for us must know that they will never have to go home again.”
“No?”
“No, we assure them they will be freed. After this is all settled, we will compensate their owners and take them over to the other side of the island and set them free. Let the Spanish worry about them.”
“But some will have families.”
“We’ll promise them that their families will be freed with them.”
“It’s indeed a great risk.”
“Don’t I know it? For them, for me, for Haiti, for France. But it has to be done, and it has to be done now. We may not get another such window.”
“Perhaps not.”
Blanchelande put his free arm around Bayon’s waist and led him to the middle of the room. “Bayon, my good, good friend,” he said, “I do not ask that you agree with what I am doing, or that you be complicit in it. All I want from you is your sympathy, your encouragement, both secretly of course, and I want you to find me a leader.”
“A leader?”
Blanchelande laughed and let him go. “I want you to give me a Negro, someone from your place since you know them there, someone capable, someone to be trusted, someone who has the confidence of other slaves, smart enough to obey orders and carry out this plan, able to hold them together in the mountains for a week or two, but someone docile enough to be controlled, someone who would like to be free and would be attracted to a chance to be famous. Do you know anyone?
Bayon shook his head. “I don’t. . .think so.”
“Well, give it some thought. I have to have someone soon. The pot is bubbling, and it might soon overflow, the soup might burn. I need a smart Negro, smart enough, conservative enough not to go native on me.”
Bayon smiled. You don’t want much, do you, Governor?”
“I called on you, Bayon, because I know I trust your discretion, and because I know you treat your slaves well. You even have some who can read, some who work as sub managers for you.”
“Yes, that’s true.”
“Well, then?”
Bayon looked into the governor’s eyes. He could see that Blanchelande would go through with this plan regardless of what he said. History was moving too fast for him to dawdle. “I may regret this,” he said, “and he may regret it too, but I think I know the man for the job you want done.”
“You do? Who?”
“This may surprise you, but he is my carriage driver.”
“A coachman?”
“He is a coachman, but he is much more. He is literate, middle aged but still healthy, married, with three sons I believe. He knows his horses. In fact, he is knowledgeable in veterinary medicine, even human medicine I hear, herbal, that sort of thing. He is a natural leader, a religious leader, trusted by his fellow slaves, who think he is a clairvoyant.”
“Literate, you say? He can both read and write?”
“Yes. Well, he writes phonetically, you know the local style, but you can read what he writes. You just pronounce it the way it looks. Sometimes I think we should all do it that way.”
“Religious, you say?”
“Very faithful to attend church.”
“Clairvoyant? None of that Black Magic stuff.”
“Oh no. He just gives advice on hard decisions, health, that sort of thing. Mixes his spiritual advice with his herbal cures. The Old Master even calls him in now and again, both for the physical and for the spiritual. Nothing spooky.”
“In good health.”
“Yes. His father, who taught him to read, was educated by the Jesuits. He lived to be over a hundred, so they say. I dare say Toussaint will match him.”
“Toussaint?” The Governor rolled the name around in his mouth, tasting it. “Strange name that.”
“He celebrates his birthday November First.”
“Toussaint,” the Governor said thoughtfully.
“Yes,” Bayon said. “Now I think of it, I believe you know him. You were at Breda one night when he entertained.”
“Entertained?”
“He’s the dreamer. He often tells the slaves what he dreams. He tells Old Master. He related some of them at a party once.”
“Oh yes. Now I remember. Some years ago. Toussaint, is that his name? Very interesting. He has a certain. . .charisma, doesn’t he? And you think he would be willing to do this for me?”
“It’s possible.”
“Do you have any reservations?”
“Well,” Bayon said, shrugging, “I would hate to lose him.”
“You and the plantation would be compensated a thousand times over, I can assure you. There might even be a post for you later on, when peace returns and people start acting in a normal fashion again. Where is this slave?”
“Toussaint? He’s with my coach.”
“He’s here? In Port-au-Prince?”
“Just outside.”
The Governor went to the door and clapped his hands. The young man returned. “Yes. . .sir. . .Governor?” he stuttered.
“Maurice, go outside, into the street, to Monsieur Bayon’s carriage, and fetch me his driver.” The boy bowed and departed.
“You say he attends church, this Toussaint? So he is a Christian?”
“He is.”
“Good. That’s good. At a time like this it’s best to know our whole team is on the Lord’s side.” He raised his glass, and the two of them finished their wine.
* * *
Toussaint was at the end of a tight game, with all of his spare money riding on the outcome, about to roll the dice for the final count, when a little slave boy with a runny nose came tearing into the barn where the game was underway. “Come, come!” he screamed. “Come, quick!”
Toussaint held the dice and looked at the boy with scorn. “I’m wanted?”
“Yes.”
“Is it my Master?”
“No. It’s a page from the Governor’s mansion.”
“A page?” he wondered. He looked around at the men crouched in a circle around an odd assortment of coins that lay in lumps of three and four. “So is life,” he sighed and cast his dice. Snake eyes. “Tie game,” one of the men moaned.
“Hurry!” the little boy cried.
Toussaint smiled bitterly. “So is life,” he repeated. “We will never know who won, will we?” He scraped up his coins and stood up, rubbing his cramped legs, and followed the boy out the door.
“The Governor? You are sure he wants me?” he questioned the page over and over as he followed him through the iron gate and up the broad stone steps, as they passed down the dark, quiet hallway to the stairs and up them to the large doors at the end of that hallway. “The Governor wants me? ”
“Yes, the Governor,” the boy repeated over and over.
“But why? What’s it about?”
“I don’t know.”
He was ushered into a large room with the page’s announcement, “This is the nigger, Sir,” and found himself, hat in hand, standing before Bayon and the Governor of Haiti. He remembered the Governor from his frequent visits to Breda, although he had not ventured away from his compound for some time and had aged significantly since his last call on the plantation.
The Governor smiled at him. “Toussaint it is, am I right?”
“Yes, Sir,” Toussaint nodded and bowed. He glanced at Bayon but found in his face no hint of what this meant. Despite all his experience with them, he could not read White faces. Despite his competence in dealing with them, he did not feel comfortable in their presence. He considered White men and Black men different---in character, in native ability, in the roles that were supposed to play. Someone once asked him if he would like to see Haiti turned over to Black people, and he truthfully answered no, that the system worked best when White men gave orders and Black men to carried them out.
“Toussaint. . .what?” the governor asked.
“He has no other name,” Bayon helped. “Other than the name of the plantation. All of our slaves are named Breda.”
“Oh yes,” the Governor said, clearing his throat, smiling at Toussaint. “Of course, of course, I should have known that.”
“As I mentioned, Toussaint is my coachman. He is married and has three sons.”
“I have two, Sir,” Toussaint said.
“Two?” Bayon said. Yes, it is two, isn’t it?”
The Governor cleared his throat again and walked nervously to the window and looked back. “You read and write, Toussaint?”
“French, Sir. I know some Latin, from the mass, but not to read or write.”
“Yes,” the governor said. “Good. Good for you.”
“His father taught him to read and write,” Bayon put in.
“He was like a father to me,” Toussaint said. “Actually he was my godfather. My real father was an African, freshly arrived in Haiti when I was conceived. All through the voyage to Haiti he rebelled and was beaten, and soon after he came to Breda he ran away and was killed being recaptured, but not before he made my mother pregnant. Old Simon, taking pity on her, adopted me and raised me.”
The Governor, surprised by this story, glanced at Bayon for confirmation; but Bayon merely shrugged. He had never heard this story, and he was puzzled why Toussaint chose to tell it now. “How did you come to be a coachman, Toussaint?” the Governor asked him.
“I was a sickly child,” Toussaint smiled, “and so I was made a cow herd. Then I was made a horse groom. And finally I was made coachman. I now care for Master’s stable, both as a groom and animal doctor.”
“Toussaint,” Blanchelande said, sitting down while Bayon and Toussaint stood facing him, “I am about to give you an unusual command. Monsieur Bayon has told me that you are the person to carry it out. Tell me, do you love King Louis?”
Toussaint stared at him. “Why, yes Sir, I do,” Toussaint stammered. “I. . .love the King. . .very much, Sir. I love him with all my heart.”
“Why did you hesitate?”
“Well, Sir, you caught me by surprise. I do love the King. I hope he comes through the present danger in safety and good health.”
“Yes,” Blanchelande nodded. “So do we all. Tell me, though, is that how all the slaves, particularly the ones on Breda, feel?
“I cannot speak for all of them, Sir, but those I know speak well of the King.”
“They do not hate him?”
“Hate him, Sir?”
“Hate him, hate me, hate Monsieur Bayon, hate White men.”
Toussaint shook his head. “No, Sir. Christ taught us to love all men.”
“Yes. True, true.”
“A man does better spending his life loving than hating.”
“Well said.” The Governor crossed his stubby legs. “Toussaint, from this point on, I command you never to breathe a word of what she say to each other. Do you fully and completely understand me?”
Toussaint felt the room grow hotter. He felt faint. He blinked to clear his eyes. “Yes, Sir, I understand.”
“I want you, in absolute secretiveness, to find me three other slaves, to work with you, men you can trust to carry out your orders as you carry out mine; and I want the four of you to choose eight plantations, two plantations for each of you, and I want each of your to choose ten men from each plantation. That will be eighty slaves. And on an appointed night four weeks from now, I want you and your three lieutenants to lead these forty slaves out into the hills to hide.”
The words hit Toussaint like hammer blows. He was stunned. He heard the words, he understood them, but he could not absorb their meaning. He found no words to respond. He felt faint.
“If all goes well,” the Governor went on, “if there are no major mistakes, mishaps, betrayals, if the slaves all leave secretly and quietly and without violence, if they behave themselves in the hills, if the whole plan works out as I hope, I’ll see to it personally that they are fed and clothed until we can arrange for them to be taken to the Spanish side of the island and given their freedom. I’ll compensate their Masters and make them sign agreements not to go looking for them.”
He stopped speaking and eyed Toussaint, waiting for him to respond, half expecting him to bolt and run. For a long moment he said nothing, and when he spoke his voice seemed to have been separated from his body. “My. . .family. . . Sir?”
“Your family? Yes, well I’m glad that is a concern. Monsieur Bayon here will personally see that they are kept safe. He will also later see that they join you in Santo Domingo, with their certificates of freedom. All right?”
Toussaint stared into space until it dawned on him that he had been asked a question. “Sir?” he said, still distracted.
“Are you agreeable? You agree, in absolute secrecy, to carry out my commands, as the agent of the Governor, as the agent of the King, do you?”
“I. . .yes, Sir,” Toussaint nodded. “So. . . does this mean. . .that my family and I will be. . .free?”
Blanchelande laughed, stood, and patted Toussaint on the shoulder. “Of course. My boy, if you pull this off, you will be the first to get a paper, with my goddamned name on it in bold black letters, making you a free man, making your whole family free.” He looked at Bayon, and they shared the joke together.
“Thank you, Sir,” Toussaint said seriously.
The Governor held up a hand. “But absolute secrecy. Only your three confidants and the others they choose must know. You do understand how important secrecy is to our success in this endeavor.”
“Yes Sir.”
“You will work hand in glove with Monsieur Bayon and me. You will make no decisions other than the choice of your aids.”
“No sir.”
“There must be no slips or the whole affair, including your freedom, including your very life, will go down the river. If you do not obey orders, if things get out of hand, you and your aids and the men they choose to go into the hills will be declared runaways and shot. You remember what happened a few years back to a runaway called Mackandal, don’t you?”
The memory of that hideous head held up as an example to the slaves at Breda rushed back to Toussaint with a jolt. “I remember well, Sir,” he said quietly.
“Good. Then throughout this plan, remember Mackandal.”
“Yes, Sir.”
“Good,” the Governor said again. He turned away. “You may go then.”
Toussaint bowed and withdrew from the room. Blanchelande looked at Bayon. “It’s a gamble,” he sighed. “I know it’s a goddamned big gamble. But it’s one I have to make, it’s one I have to make and win.” He looked embarrassed. “Bayon, let me ask you, do you pray?”
Bayon shrugged and grinned. “On occasion.”
“Me too,” the Governor nodded. “That is, before the world went crazy. Now I pray every day, some days every hour.” He looked deeply into Bayon’s eyes. “If this doesn’t work, it could be the end of me, the end of Haiti.”
* * *
Toussaint walked in a trance out the big front doors of the governor’s mansion into the blazing sunlight. He could not feel his legs. He passed between the two White guards at the gate, stepped down into the street, and walked to the corner. A retinue of Black soldiers, led by a tall, handsome guard riding a white horse, came down the street and stopped at attention in front of the gate. They stood stock still as the two White guards gave way to two of the Black soldiers, who would stand guard through the afternoon. White guards could not stand the heat. These two went inside the mansion, wiping their brows. As soon as the new guards were in place, the man on horseback shouted an order, and the retinue followed him down the street. Toussaint watched them go, then went up the side street to his carriage and stood beside it, staring into space. Only when he heard the familiar “Sssst, sssst” did he blink and turn to see Jean-Jacques beckoning to him from the corner. He went over to him.
“Toussaint,” Jean-Jacques whispered with a gleam in his eye, “the game is still going on, come on back.”
Toussaint grabbed and squeezed Jean-Jacques’ arm. The squat slave tried to wriggle free but without success. He was frightened at the look in Toussaint’s eyes.
“Jean-Jacques, I want you to tell me, who was that man, the Black soldier on the white horse, at the head of the guards? Did you see him?”
“Not today, but I know who he is, the one who leads the guard. His name is Jean-Francois. He’s one of the Honor Guard for. . .”
“Do you know him?”
“A little. He has sometimes come to throw the dice.”
“Is he a good man?”
“Good? Yes. He has a temper.”
“I want you to arrange for me to meet him.”
Jean-Jacques was surprised to hear the tone of authority with which Toussaint addressed him. Toussaint was dignified, serious, conscientious, but not authoritative. He talked almost like a free man. “Now? You want him now?”
“Within a week, if possible.”
“All right, I’ll try, but he’s. . .”
“Get him. And you also know Henry-Christophe, don’t you? The tall one?”
“Yes. He’s my friend. He saved my life.”
“Get him too.”
“I’ll try.”
“Don’t try, do it. I will be in touch with you. Within the week I want the four of us to meet. In that barn, where you throw the dice. You come too. Just the four of us. Do you understand?”
“Yes, I understand, Toussaint. But. . .what this about? What’s happening?”
“I’ll explain,” Toussaint said, his eyes distant. “I’ll explain when we meet.”
Jean-Jacques hurried away up the side street. Toussaint watched him go, thinking about how one moment he was casting dice and the next being offered his freedom. He wiped his brow and found that his hand found his face hot and his face found his hand cold. The smells of the city---food, soap, horse dung---washed over him in the white hot noon heat, but he did not smell them. The sun beat down on his head, but he did not feel it. His mind was in another world.
-Six-
After he returned to Breda from his fateful trip to the capital, Toussaint slept alone, in a room above the stables. He told Suzanne that he was dreaming again and did not want to disturb her with his thrashing about, but only the latter was true. He knew he would be out late many nights, up early others, and he had to keep all his travels secret. Using the skills he had honed during his four decades of survival, he organized the mock exodus. He went back to the capital and arranged the meeting with the three men he had chosen. He took them to meet with the Governor, who assured them that this was his idea and that they would be under his protection and receive their freedom if the plan succeeded. He arranged for them to fan out to the various plantations where under cover of darkness they recruited and plotted with the chosen eighty runaways.
He, Jean-Jacques, Jean-Francois, and Henry-Christophe took two plantations each, all on the northern peninsula, close enough for the runaways to meet in an isolated mountain camp, but widely scattered enough to give maximum exposure to the exodus and cause an island wide alarm among White Planters. They recruited mostly bachelors, young men without families that they might tell and let the plan be told, able to leave without bereavement, willing to take great risks for their freedom. Each time he said goodnight to his own family and went out on one of his excursions, his heart went out to them. He knew he was putting them as much at risk as he was putting himself. He knew that if something went wrong and he were killed that they would either be punished for knowing and not telling or at best be left without a husband and father. While Bayon would try to protect them, he feared that the other slaves, feeling endangered by his failed uprising, would take vengeance on the family of the rebel. But he went forward, keeping always in mind that if he succeeded he would set both himself and them free.
At last the planning was over, August waning, and the time for the exodus at hand. Toussaint spent the last several nights in the hills, preparing the camp where the runaways would hide, checking supplies, meeting again and again with his three lieutenants. He spent the day August 30 in a nervous sweat. He made excuses not to eat dinner with his family and left his cabin earlier than usual. Slowly darkness fell. He watched through the slats of the stable door as his mother appeared and made her way unsteadily across the yard to his cabin. He wanted desperately to call out to her, to talk with her, to warn her that something was about to happen and that she should not believe anything people said about him, that he was working for the Governor and for the King and that he was about to free his family. But he knew it would not be safe to tell even her. He knew that she was too frail to carry the burden of his revelation. He knew that she would scorn his plan and say that such wild ideas were typical of him. He forced himself to remain quiet and let her go.
At ten o’clock he was on his black horse, heading for Le Cap, where he met his three assistants. The Governor had provided them all with high quality watches; and at midnight, as August 30 turned to August 31, they synchronized the watches, bade each other Godspeed, and rode away in four directions to collect their runaways. At Bayon’s request, Toussaint had chosen no runaways from Breda, fearful that everyone there knew him too well to accept him as a rebel leader. “A prophet is not without honor, save in his own home town,” Bayon quoted the Bible to him, and he agreed. Thus he recruited his ten men from Camus and Stendale Plantations, and he left Le Cap for a spot halfway between them. As he rode along Toussaint recalled how suspicious his three assistants at first were of him, until he took them to meet the Governor, and how their attitude toward him and toward themselves had changed. They treated him now not like a coachman but like a leader; and they all carried themselves more like men than slaves. He only hoped that under pressure they would not relapse, returning to their early suspicions of him, reverting to their slave mentality, or as the Governor warned, “Don’t let them go native.”
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