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  Introduction


  My name is Dr. Surendra Sankar. I am a consulting psychiatrist. Between March 1 and December 27, 2000, I had regular consultations with Mr. Adam Avatar. His case is unique in my experience and, as far as I am aware, in the psychiatric literature. This is one reason I have decided to publish the following account, but it is not the main reason.


  I wish to assure the reader that I did not come to my decision lightly. Doctor-patient confidentiality is the most sacrosanct of all professional relationships. There is also the fundamental principle of the medical profession, Hippocrates’s first axiom: “Do no harm”. My dilemma lay in these two principles being in conflict. I pondered the problem for several months. All my colleagues advised me against publication of these transcripts, notes and records. At the very least, they pointed out, I ran the risk of ruining my professional reputation. I might even have my licence revoked. The reader holds my decision in his hands. When the entire account has been read, I hope the reader will agree that I made the right choice.


  When I first met Mr. Avatar on February 29, I had no inkling that he was to provide me with a unique professional experience. He was unusually relaxed, but that is sometimes a trained characteristic of people who live under great stress. What I first noticed about him was his skin. He had a glowing copper complexion, like a new penny. Coupled with his trim, athletic appearance, he seemed to be bursting with health. When he told me he was forty-nine years old, I thought he was lying. But his birth certificate confirmed the truth of his statement, although, as it turned out, he believed himself to be more than five hundred years old.


  I did not discover this at our first meeting. That was spent with Mr. Avatar interviewing me (hence the reason I do not count it as a consultation). No patient had ever done that. He was pleasant, but quite persistent. He evaded my questions. He wished to know about my childhood, my education, my ideological beliefs, my views on marriage, sex, art, my favourite books and films. He was particularly interested in my religious beliefs, and seemed pleased when I said I was an agnostic. I readily answered all his questions. We established trust.


  Finally, I asked him what he had come to me for.


  He took out a large envelope and said, ‘I want you to read this and tell me if I am mad.’


  I said, ‘I will read it and I will tell you if you have a problem we need to deal with. When would you like to come back?’


  ‘As soon as you read it,’ he said.



  I said, ‘I can read it today.’


  ‘Then I’ll come back tomorrow,’ he said.


  Before he left, I conducted a standard physical examination. I found Mr. Avatar to be in excellent condition. He had the physique of a healthy thirty-year-old. That night, I read the story of Guiakan, the Taino, who Mr. Avatar believed was his first incarnation.


  Chapter One: Amerindian



  



  I



  My first memory is of walking out of a cave. That was more than five hundred years ago. My people believed that our race came out of a sacred cave on the small land of Ciguayo, that came to be called Hispaniola and later Haiti. They said I was a special gift from our supreme zemi Yúcahu, who was the lord of the cassava and the sea. When I was older, I heard that my mother had walked into the cave with her stomach flat like a buren and come out three days later as round as a batey ball. The bohutis said that Atabey, the goddess of fertility, had planted the seed in my mother’s womb. That made me kin to Yúcahu, who was Atabey’s son. My mother never removed her virgin’s headband. That caused much talk among the tongue-waggers, but their gossiping was whispered because of what the priests had said.


  When her time came, my mother returned to the cave with a bahanarotu, who was to be the midwife and to read the signs of birth. The village waited outside. The cave was somewhere in the mountains that rose in the centre of the land like the backbone of a sleeping giant. The people waited three days, and when I walked out there was a great and fearful silence. I remember the tall trees and my people with their bodies like smooth wood, and the green land falling away to a silver strip of sea, and I remember the bright blue sheet of the sky. I must have fainted, for I remember nothing more until I awoke in the bohio of the cacique.


  They told me later that my mother had died in giving birth to me and that the bahanarotu was found raving mad in the cave. So the Ciguayao people, and later all Tainos, knew that my coming was not a good sign. The priests talked about what to do with me. The bahanarotu only said the same words over and over again in her madness –‘water demon, water demon’ – but it was not clear whether I had been sent to stand against the demon, or whether I was the demon itself.


  My people were not a fearful race, for Taino means ‘noble’, and the priests said that Yúcahu would not have sent me unless it was for a good purpose. Talk stopped when our cacique, Guacamari, took me as his son and brought me to live in his bohio. Guacamari was a good chief and a good man, but he did not take me in because the sap of his heart overflowed. Later, when I was older, I understood that he won respect in the eyes of the other five caciques of the small land by what he did. If I were a protector, having me in his home would bring fortune. If I were a demon, he showed courage by taking me into his home. In either case, I was kin to Yúcahu, as my sea-green eyes showed. But it was all for nothing. Neither I nor any other Taino could have protected us from the guamikinas, the covered men. Our god, Yúcahu, gave the Tainos cassava; their god, Jehovah, gave the guamikinas swords. My true nature was one which no one could know. Only the mad bahanarotu, whose name was Maiakan, might have known. But she now spent her days mumbling to herself.


  I stayed out of this woman’s way. She began screaming whenever she saw me. It was hard to keep out of her way, because Guacamari put her up in a hut right next to his own. He wanted her close if she ever began to speak in the voices of Atabey or Yúcahu or some other powerful zemi.


  There was always a space between me and everyone else. How could there not, when at birth I was already a child of five seasons and, I was told, grew to the size of ten within one passing of the rains? I do not remember any of this. I only remember that this tale of my life was sung in the areyto, which told the deeds of our ancestors, and that particular song was not made until the covered men came and it was known that Yúcahu had sent me because of them. Then everyone understood why, even before I was born, my mother had said that my name was to be Guaikan, which means ‘precious crossing’.


  I had no kin. My mother had been marked from childhood. Both her parents and her two younger brothers had been drowned in a storm when she was ten years old. Her father, who would have been my grandfather, was a trader. He rowed his canoa over the sea as far north as Guanahani and to many of the small lands in between, and even paddled as far south as Iére and up the rivers of the greatland for the stone tools and the gold ornaments that the Mayans made so well. It was on one of the short trips that the family was caught by a storm on the sea. The girl-child was the only one who survived. She was found two days later holding on to an oar by a lone fisherman coming from Cubanacan. So our people knew she had been protected by Yúcahu, and when she became pregnant by no man, no one was surprised. After she lost her family, she was brought up by her father’s brother and, even among our well-made people, was considered of great beauty. She was named Wai’tukubuli, which means ‘Tall is her body’. But by the time I was born, her father’s brother had died. He had been killed by a demon in the forest who had pierced his neck with a dart dipped in cassava juice. But I do not know if this is true. The imaginations of the village tonguewaggers were as fertile as the land itself. I was born shortly after my uncle’s death and my having no blood relations was a sign that I was indeed a Chosen One. What need has the kin of Yúcahu for any earthly family?


  The grown-ups looked on me with respect, but because of this the children did not play with me. I had no friends until I was nearly a man, and then only one. This would be hard on a child anywhere, but it was especially hard on a Taino child. Tainos lived by three things – worship, cassava, and batey. I was allowed to help with the sweet potato and squash and beans in the small garden at the back of the bohio, but I never got to play batey with the other children. When they were playing hide, I was never asked to seek. When they were playing with a wooden ball between three or four of them, they never chose me to be on a team. But, like all small children, I was not aware of my hurt.


  Batey was the centre of our lives. We worshipped the cassava because it was a crop that did not need much tending and it could keep in the ground for three seasons if need be. This left plenty time for batey.


  This is what I was left out of. The only friend I had was the only other boy in the village who also did not play the game. His name was Caonabó. He did not have any parents, either. His mother had also died in childbirth and his father had rowed out to sea and never returned. Caon was a strange-looking boy because his kinfolk, given the newborn baby at the time of the yearly celebrations for the cacique’s zemis, did not bind his head with boards as carefully as they should have. As a result, his forehead was straight instead of sloping back from the brows as it should have been. He was not ugly but he looked like he was of another tribe, like the Arawaks or the Caribs. That was enough reason for the other children not to be friends with him, since children never like those who are different. This proves that most grown-ups stay as children inside.


  Caon was called a bad boy by the grown-ups, because he was not interested in planting and would work in the fields only if forced to. He was also strange in his ways. He wore three times as many decorations as the grown-ups. He had coloured feathers stuck in his hair and on cotton strings tied around wrists and ankles. He wore several darts of wood and bone in his ears, and on them hung various pendants and a long feather. He did not just paste on the dyes which we put on their bodies to keep off insects, but pasted them on in different colours and designs. I thought he decorated himself to draw attention away from his odd features – a foolish idea, since his decorations made him look even stranger.


  But it was not only his appearance that was not usual. He would disappear into the forest for half-a-day, but he never came back with any fruit or fish. When he did not go into the forest, he would spend hours sitting at the edge of the clearing, chipping stones into knives and whittling pieces of wood. This habit added to the strangeness of his body, because regular playing of batey made everyone’s bodies as taut and as flexible as carved spears. But Caon looked smooth and full, like an almost-ripe squash, and he did not have scars on elbows and knees like everybody else.


  I did not have these scars either, but for a different reason. I did not play with the other children, but I was always busy. I went into the forest alone to try and catch iguanas, and climbed the trees to set traps for parrots, and I went down to the river that ran behind the village with a cotton net I had made myself to catch fish. I also walked to the sea and played on the beach with a batey ball that I borrowed from Guacamari. I did not tell him I was borrowing it. Batey balls were the most valuable and valued objects in the village. The balata trees, from whose sap the balls were made, grew only on the greatland. The small land Tainos got the balls by trade and they were kept by the cacique in his bohio. I knew Guacamari would never lend one to a child, kin to Yúcahu or not, and so I got a large cloth from one of my bohio mothers and I would conceal a ball in it when I was going into the forest or down to the beach alone. I became quite skilled at keeping the ball in the air using only shoulders and thighs and head. This did not mean I was good. After all, I was playing only against myself. But another child might have given up on batey entirely. To me that would have been admitting defeat. By practising batey, I refused to be defeated. It is in such small things that a man’s spirit truly shows itself, though there can be no pride in this since that spirit is given to him at birth. And so I played one-person batey every day in a cove where no one could see me. The only movement I could not do was the body dive and twist to keep the ball bouncing, because there was no one to bounce it back to me.


  I was less than ten seasons old when I started doing these things, but there was no grown-up watching to stop me. Since I had no parents, it was easy to slip away. Guacamari ignored even his own children, as he was occupied with his duties, and his wives naturally paid more attention to their own children than to me. Once I came back at mealtimes or was there for planting, no one noticed my long absences. I was injured often when I first started running away. The first time, I fell from a tree and broke my leg. It hurt very much and I cried for hours, alone in the forest. But I was able to straighten the leg, and by the time I returned to the village late that evening, it was strong again. On another occasion, I was attacked by a quenk. But I ate some fruit and drank lots of water and my wounds closed enough so that when I returned home at nightfall no one noticed. I always got very hungry and very thirsty when I was injured, and the few times I was unable to get food or water I fell asleep and awoke healed, but very weak. I never had any scars. I did not think there was anything strange about any of this, and it was not until much later that I found out that other people were not like me. Yet I must have known by instinct, or at least by the power of observation that all small children have, that I was unusual. I always felt that other people were less brave than I. I was not afraid of anything. I think it was this bravery that prevented the other children from teasing me, as they teased Caonabó.


  For all these reasons, I realized Caon was like me. I do not mean that we had anything in common. I mean that he was like me because he had nothing in common with anyone else, including myself. That in itself can be a stronger bond than same interests, tastes or character. I do not know whether he felt this same connection. He was about two or three seasons older than me, I think, but he was even more reserved and more separated. I, at least, had the respect of the elders. So it was I who made friends with him when, returning one day after a day’s iguana-catching in the forest, I almost tripped over him at the edge of the village clearing – I had not returned by the trail.


  ‘I am sorry,’ I said.


  He was sitting cross-legged with a stone knife in one hand and a wooden bowl in the next. He looked up at me. He was surprised, but the expression had come on his face after I apologized, not when I stumbled out of the bushes. I suppose he was not used to politeness from the other small-ones.


  ‘It is well,’ he said.


  I gestured with my right hand – I was holding two fat iguanas tied like bows with cotton string in my left – at the bowl he held in his lap.


  ‘Is that from Gonave?’


  He was carving a pattern into the side of the bowl. When I looked closer, I realized that the bowl was unfinished. ‘No,’ he said.


  I saw that he was pleased at my mistake. Gonave was a very small land on the sunset side of Haiti, and its people had such skill in woodcarving that it was said that even the food of the worst cook tasted wonderful when served in a Gonave bowl.


  I put my iguanas on the ground and sat down cross-legged beside Caon. ‘Where did you get the knife?’ I asked. Most of our stone tools came from the mainland to the south.


  ‘I made it.’


  ‘I can never find a good stone,’ I said. My own knife was the usual limestone shard wrapped with cotton. Caon’s knife was a longish stone flaked until it had a razor edge. It even had a carved wooden handle wrapped in cotton.


  He did not answer for a while, then he said, ‘I can show you a place where you might find some good pieces.’


  ‘Yes?’


  ‘Yes.’


  I looked up at the sun. ‘Tomorrow?’


  ‘That would be well.’


  I got up and then I untied one of the iguanas and re-tied him, neck to tail. ‘You can have this for your pepper-pot.’


  Another boy of my age would have said for your mother’s pepper-pot.


  But neither of us could make that mistake. He nodded.


  ‘Thank you.’


  We were friends from that day until he died twelve seasons later, in the giant stone bohio of the covered men.


  



  II


  We set out the next day before the sun got too high. But it was a cool day, for there were long black clouds in the sky. Caon led me into the forest, in a direction I had never gone before. It began to drizzle almost as soon as we left and then a heavy downpour started. We squatted underneath a large tree, still getting wet, but the pelting drops were broken by the tree leaves so they did not sting. We both wore loincloths so we did not have to carry our knives in our hands and would have bags for game or shells. Caon had stuck several things into his loincloth – his stone knife, as well as a limestone one, and a gouge made of conch shell. He had also strung the small bowl he had been carving the day before around his neck. Now, as we squatted beneath the tree, he began carving an intricate pattern around the outer rim of the bowl.


  ‘You like carving, eh?’ I said.


  He nodded.


  I said, ‘I like it a little. But it is hard work.’


  ‘It takes much effort. But it is not like work for me.’


  ‘How so?’ I asked. I expected to hear a secret of how to make work seem not like work.


  ‘I like to make things beautiful,’ Caon said.


  It was not the answer I had been hoping for, but I thought it was a good answer. I did not know anyone else who liked to make things beautiful so much that they would carry a bowl on a trip just to do that. I had walked only with my knife and fishing cord wrapped around my waist. I sat and watched Caon carve his bowl in the rain. He used both his limestone knife and the shell gouge. He did not make a simple design of lines or circles as most people did. Instead, leaves and vines appeared around the lip of the bowl. I was almost disappointed when the rain stopped and he got to his feet.


  We walked for a long time, often leaving the trails and at one point climbing down a low cliff, until we came to a small valley. One side of this valley was of gray-blue rock and at the foot of it were many pieces of stone. It did not take long to find a long, tapered piece that would make a fine knife-blade.


  ‘How did you find this place?’ I asked Caon, for even the men of our village did not know of it. Those who had stone knives had got them from trade.


  ‘I go everywhere,’ Caon said.


  We started back up the trail. We did not want to reach back to the village too late. I said, ‘Is that what you do when you come in the forest? Walk on the trails, look at animals?’


  Caon nodded.


  ‘Why?’ I asked.


  ‘It gives me ideas. And I see interesting things.’


  I didn’t quite understand this. Things were interesting if they were useful; and ideas were only ideas for getting food and other things of value. But Caon meant something more than this, which I could not grasp. But I did not mind. The stranger Caon seemed, the more I liked him. For I had always been viewed as by other people as strange, and I thought of myself in that way also. In most ways, we all become what we are told to be. But, as far as it is possible to escape that fate, Caon had done so.


  



  III


  So the moon grew ripe and was eaten many times Caon and I learned from each other. He taught me stillness, for we spent long times in the forest simply looking at animals. To learn the habits of animals – the trails they used, the prints of their feet and the shape of their droppings, where they fed and where they lived, how best to catch those worth catching – all this was basic knowledge for any Taino male. But Caon’s knowledge went further than this. He knew the movements ants made when signalling that there was food. He could tell what the different sounds of different animals meant – danger or a call for a mate. He knew that the presence of a certain plants or insects meant that certain types of animals were close by or would visit a particular area regularly.


  With such knowledge, and given his skill with his hands, Caon could have been a master hunter. But he was not interested in killing animals, not even for food. Even fish he ate only sparingly. His kin, who would have known of his strange diet, must have thought Caon was mad. To not eat meat was like a man deciding to live by smoking tobacco alone. But Caon’s connection with the animals was a special gift from Atabey. While I squatted hidden in bushes upwind, he would stand in a clearing, making a strange squeaking sound and after a short time a tree rat would appear, small round ears upraised, nose twitching. Caon would stand perfectly still, still squeaking, and the hutia would eventually shuffle forward and sniff his feet, at which point Caon would be able to pet it and play with it. He could imitate most bird-songs almost perfectly and I had even seen him bring a parrot, which men spent long hours trapping, down from a tree on to his shoulder.


  All the animals interested him – he showed me how even frogs had beauty, for, after birds and fishes, there are no more colourful animals. We would even spend most of a day just looking at spiders and their webs. And, because he had spent so much time in the forest, he knew where many useful plants and trees grew. I was able to please my bohio mothers by bringing back many roots and herbs from these trips, and I urged Caon to do the same for his relatives. But he did not see the point. He seemed to me at that time to have no need for affection. Once he had his knife and some duho wood, he seemed perfectly content. Caon would sit for hours, carving small animal pendants or belts or leaf designs into bowls. Many of these he just threw away. He seemed always to be trying to express some vision from inside himself and always failing.


  I had no skills I could teach Caon in return for all he taught me. But once he showed me something, I often seemed to get an instinctive knowledge about it. It was I who told him that the eggs of a frog had to be fertilized outside the body and, later, he told me he had seen this. I also knew more about the various uses of plants than he did, though how I came to this knowledge I could not say. Caon already knew a lot from looking at what plants the animals ate.


  In all this, I learned more patience than most Tainos had, though we were not a hurried people. It was not a hard lesson for one who had no sense of urgency about time. (In all my lives, I have always known instinctively that I cannot die.) That was part of what made Caon and I friends. And to learn that even ‘useless’ knowledge could be interesting, and that beauty could be its own point, provided a path to peace that I never equalled until five centuries later. I felt that Caon and I were closer to Yúcahu than other people, including Guacamari with his many zemis.


  There were two things I gave Caon in return – my friendship and batey. I think he did not know his own loneliness until we became friends. I have said that he did not seem to need affection. His reaction to my appreciation for his work showed that this was not true. I was the first person to really see and appreciate Caon’s work. And, whether it was because of this, or whether it was just because he had reached a certain stage of maturity at the time we became friends, his carving got even better. There was a new precision and delicacy of line in his pendants, a sweeter curve and exactness to his carvings and bowl designs.


  There were surprising advantages to Caon’s useless skill, as I saw. As he sat carving on the side of the clearing one morning, a girl named Nitika walked by and stopped in front of us. Although her breasts had barely begun to grow, Nitika already showed signs of becoming one of the most beautiful women in the village – her newly-rounded hips moved like flowing water and her smile was like sunlight. I straightened up and cleared my throat. But she only glanced at me.


  ‘Hello, Caonabó,’ she said.


  Caon, concentrating on his carving, had not even realized anyone was there. I elbowed him.


  ‘What is it?’ he said, angrily, then looked up. Nitika smiled, and the day seemed suddenly brighter.


  ‘Greetings, Caonabó,’ she said again.


  ‘Mph,’ said Caon.


  ‘He gives greeting,’ I told her.


  Her smile widened, and she gave me a glance that was almost a wink. Her interest was in Caon, but that little glance was enough to fill my belly. And I was curious. What had Caon done so this girl wished to speak to him?


  Nitika squatted down beside us. She wore a little flap of cloth around her hips and her hidden femaleness was suddenly more enticing than the nakedness we saw all the time. She said, ‘I have watched you carving.’


  Caon swallowed three times before he spoke. ‘I like to carve,’ he said.


  ‘I like your pendants,’ said Nitika.



  ‘Thank you,’ Caon said and then, proving himself not entirely a fool, felt around behind him and held up a small but well-carved pendant in the shape of a fish. ‘You may have this, if you wish.’


  Nitika's smile was like the risen sun. ‘My thanks!’ she said. My mouth dropped open at her obvious delight. Who would have thought a beautiful girl would like a man, even one such as Caon, just because he could make beautiful things?


  Caon threaded the pendant and Nitika leaned forward for him to tie it around her neck. Her face was close to his and she watched him all the while he was tying the pendant. He usually had very sure fingers, but he had to try several times before he got the knot right.


  ‘There,’ he said.


  ‘My thanks,’ Nitika said again. She stood up. Only then did Caon realize that the flap of cloth he was wearing around his loin had been raised like a door-curtain by the sudden pole of his penis. He crouched forward, and Nitika’s smile moved from mid-morning brightness to high noon’s.


  ‘I shall see you,’ she said, and turned and walked away. Her still lean but quite shapely buttocks rolled a little more than was necessary.


  ‘Oh Atabey!’ said Caon, wiping real sweat off his forehead. He got to his feet and rushed into the forest. I lay flat on the ground and laughed.


  So Caon always had some females around him. This attention had certain bad effects – Caon was now even more disliked by the other males, who could not understand what the girls saw in him, with his indifference to hunting and over-decorated appearance. I did not mind the attention Caon got, because I naturally benefited as his best friend. I lost my virginity before he did, with Nitika’s older sister. This was only because I was more aggressive. Nitika almost had to beg Caon to sex with her.


  It was around this time that our relationship with the other people of the village began to change. Our friendship had at first made us more, rather than less, isolated. The devil-child and the mad-boy had to become friends with each other since no one else wanted to be friends with them, said the tongue-waggers. But Caon and I were now becoming men. Hairs grew on our chins and we plucked them out or shaved them with conch shells. Hair grew on our lower bellies and we wore loincloths more often now. Females were now interested in us. Sexing with the girls was just part of growing up, but soon we would have to think about choosing a woman and starting a family.


  Because we were becoming men, we could not vanish from the village as often as before. Now we had to be heaping the mounds of earth in the fields and digging the holes with coas for planting the cassava cuttings and the potato and the maize. We also had to hunt and fish and gather plants for the women to cook.


  These changes were much harder on Caon than on me. It took him away from his carving, and at a time when his hands had just begun to acquire the skill to express his spirit. I was not very pleased at having to do all these common tasks, either. My batey had begun to swiftly improve now that I had a partner to practise with. Because it was just me and Caon, we spent a lot of time doing what would now be called drills. Even the best players among us got their skills only through actual play. So Caon and I had a more disciplined approach to the game. And, because of this, we were often absent from the fields and put the least amount in the pepper-pots. (Caon, refusing outright to hunt, put nothing at all.) One day Caon was beaten up by some boys. Later, Guacamari himself took me aside to tell me that I should work harder, especially since I was kin to Yúcahu. (Guacamari really meant especially since I was kin to him – a lazy son, even if adopted, embarrassed him as cacique.)


  Caon and I met that night outside the village to talk about the situation. In the moonlight, his swollen face looked like a zemi’s. He had not been badly hurt, but the boys had pulled off and trampled all his feather armlets and his pendants. They had been angry because Caon had gone into the forest to do some carving when the rest of them had had to go to the fields. They had attacked him as he returned to the village around midday. No adult had interfered.


  Caon was very angry. He planned to carve a powerful zemi that would bring down disaster on all the boys who had beaten him. He also wanted to go around by their families’ pepper-pots and put copious quantities of gioia herb in them, but I pointed out that that would make everyone in the bohio vomit, not just the boys.


  ‘I hate spending the day in the conucos!’ Caon said.


  ‘So do I,’ I said. ‘But the village must eat. We have to do our part.’


  ‘Then they should treat us as though we are part of the village.’


  ‘We must be patient,’ I said.


  ‘That is easy for you to say. You have a destiny.’


  ‘So do you.’


  ‘But I cannot depend on it. I must make it.’


  ‘How?’


  ‘I do not know!’


  ‘I will think of something,’ I said. But I made the promise only because he was my friend and I wished to comfort him. I had no idea what we could do to change our situation, except submit to the routine of the village. That was not a choice, though, since neither he nor I could live like that for the rest of our lives. And, odd as it may seem, that was the first time I asked myself the obvious question – could I die? But it is not really strange that I should have almost become a man before this question ever occurred to me, for even mortal youths tend to behave as though death will never find them.


  A few days later, Maiakan, the bahanarotu, came out of her madness. It happened quite unexpectedly. She came out of her hut one morning, blinking in the sunlight, and asked one of my bohio mothers for some cassava bread. Her face was quiet, so everyone saw that the madness had left her. My bohio mother immediately called Guacamari, who came hurrying to see this miracle. He took Maiakan into the temple and they stayed there for a long time. When they came out, he announced that there would be a special celebration in three days.


  The entire village became full of work. We usually had such celebrations twice in every season, but this time it was not only the people of our village who would be at the ceremony. All the chiefs of Ciguayo, with the nitainos of each village, would be attending – Guarionex, who ruled Magua; Guacanagar, chief of Marien; Canabó, ruler of Maguana; Behechio, who ruled Xaraguá; Higuanama, only woman chief of Ciguayo, who ruled Higuey. And – do not ask me how – even two chiefs from other islands, Hatuey of Cubanacan and Caicihu of Xaymaca, arrived on Ciguayo on the day of the celebrations. For this celebration was to end with a prophecy – everyone knew that Maiakan had come out of her madness to pronounce on the fate of all Tainos in the islands.


  So in every bohio, cassava was peeled and grated, and you could almost hear the groaning of the many plaited straw sieves turning as they hung from the roofs as the poison was squeezed out. The dried cassava flour was then mixed with water and laid on the burens to bake. Fires burned day and night. Zemis were cleaned and bohios re-thatched. Pendants were fashioned, feathers dyed and several people carved guaizins to wear on their faces. Caoba was harvested, rolled into cigars, and new tabacos made to smoke it. The thin white smoke of simmering pepper-pots hung like a sheet over the village, with the men constantly bringing in fish and hutias and quenk and other animals to be cut up and thrown into the stew. The women picked the small, hot-tasting axis and beans and starchy hagis and added them to the pots. And, of course, all the batey courts were cleared, the earth beaten, and boundaries redrawn.


  Maiakan remained in the temple for those three days. The only ones who saw her were Guacamari and two priests. They never carried in any food, only caoba leaves and new tabacos. I watched everything, for I knew that my fate was tied to whatever Maiakan would say on the day of the ceremony. Perhaps she might declare that I was sent to protect the Tainos or perhaps she would say I had to be sacrificed to protect the Tainos. I was very nervous, but not for my life. Even if I could be killed, I had concluded that doing so would be not be easy. No one, not even Caon, knew my secret. But what had Maiakan seen at my birth? Was it something that had revealed what I was, and was it that knowledge which had driven her mad? I had to know. So, on the second night, I went to the temple.


  That large, circular hut was lit by a small flame on a raised platform in the centre and was filled with the smell of caoba smoke. In the flickering light, I could see zemis all around, on the ground or hanging on the walls. I stopped at the entrance. I was afraid. Then I went inside. Was I not kin to Yúcahu? Maiakan sat cross-legged on the platform, her head bowed. I thought she was sleeping but, as I walked up to her, she raised her head. I was ready to flee. But she only watched me.


  She said, ‘Hello, child.’


  ‘Greetings, mother bohuti,’ I answered.


  She was very old. Her hair was completely white and her face had creases at nose and mouth. I had never seen anyone like her before, since most Tainos died by forty seasons with their hair still as dark as night and faces as smooth as a windswept beach.


  I said, ‘Do you remember me?’


  ‘No, child.’


  I said, ‘I am Guaikan. You were bahanarotu at my birth.’


  ‘Ah,’ she said.


  She took up a handful of wood chips and shredded caoba leaves and added them to the fire. The flames rose and the smoke grew thicker. Maiakan drew in her breath. I waited for her to say something, but she was quiet. She looked as if she could sit in this temple, breathing caoba smoke for an eternity, and I suddenly felt quite close to her.


  ‘Do you remember my birth? I asked.


  ‘No,’ she said.


  ‘Oh.’


  I felt both disappointed and relieved. I drew in a deep breath, and the smoke made my head buzz as though a small insect was trapped behind the centre of my forehead.


  ‘So you do not know what you will say tomorrow night?’ I said.


  She raised her thin shoulders. ‘I shall know on the morrow.’


  I left the temple and did not sleep at all that night. But I was comforted. I knew now that Maiakan did not mean me harm. I fell asleep just before the sun rose but was awakened very soon by Guacamari himself.


  ‘It is time,’ he said.


  I nodded. Guacamari’s face was shut away, but his gaze was sharp upon me. As I took up the calabash of water and bathed my naked body, I understood. At the end of that day, Guacamari might either have to sacrifice me or give way to me as cacique. He handed me a cloth to dry my skin.


  I said, ‘I do not want to be cacique.’


  He said, ‘We must do what Atabey commands.’


  The other path we did not talk of. I saw then that he had true affection for me. For a moment, I thought of telling Guacamari my secret. But I kept silent.


  We went out of the bohio together. In the plaza outside, the seven other caciques sat on wooden stools, surrounded by their nobles. Hatuey and Caicihu had arrived that very morning. Caicihu was a small man with a big head and a calabash belly. Hatuey was of middle height and looked very strong. He had brought five wives with him, who stood or sat around his duho. The other caciques looked all the same to me, well-decorated men with soft bellies and set mouths. Only Higuanama, the woman cacique of Higuey, stays in my memory. Like Maiakan, she was very old, but her hair was dark and her eyes, though bagged below, were very black and very sharp. She had high cheekbones, a nose like a parrot’s beak and a strong chin. She looked as though she had been very beautiful once. Even though she was sitting, I could see that she was tall. She wore a dress dyed in many colours that covered her body completely and she held a carved staff.


  Guacamari went to the entrance of the temple and sat on his duho, a drum between his knees. I stood beside him. He began beating the drum and, from their bohios, the villagers came out carrying baskets of cassava bread, and wearing their finest ornaments. Guacamari began to sing, praising the gods, and the villagers raised their voices in chorus as they paraded around the plaza. The other caciques were silent. I saw that Guacamari was very aware of the occasion– no matter what happened at the end of this day, his village would always be important from now on. I looked behind me – the temple’s doorway was closed and, between the close-bound canes which made up the walls, smoke drifted. All the zemis had been placed outside against the walls. Only one zemi was not there – Atabey. Maiakan would stay inside with her, inhaling snuff made by crushing the seeds of the piptadenia tree until she had a vision and was ready to speak. It could happen any time, but I thought she would be in there until night came.


  The singing and dancing continued. I wanted to join – even Caon was there dancing, almost hidden under his many pendants and coloured feathers. He wore a well-carved mask. I knew it was him only because he was wearing more ornaments than anyone else. Caon had his desire, at least for that day, to be part of the village. I looked at my people dance, and the idea of doom seemed foolish. I remained beside Guacamari. I could not truly be of them until Maiakan spoke, to tell what my place among the Tainos was.


  The priests, as many as the fingers on my hands, came to the temple. They placed pendants of gold and semi-precious stones, as well as garlands of flowers, on the zemis. The people stuck a paddle stick down their throats and vomited into a small calabash and threw the calabash into the running river and came pure in body to the zemis. The women gave bread to the priests who offered it to the zemis with the proper prayers. After this was done, more dancing followed, with songs for the gods and for those chiefs who had died and were now with Atabey and Yúcahu. Maiakan still had not come out of the smoking temple. After the dancing, the bread which had been offered to the gods was broken and shared out to the heads of the families of each bohio. Usually, only some of this bread was eaten and most kept as protection against misfortune. I noticed that this time, though, no one ate any of the bread – in fact, most people slipped into their bohios to place the bread on their personal altars at once.


  After this, everybody ate, most sitting cross-legged on the ground in groups, the nitainos on their stools, everyone talking. It was now midday. After the meal, people went to their bohios or under the trees to sleep, as we always did after midday. But the nobles and the caciques did not sleep. They sat and talked and smoked caoba cigars. They were waiting for Maiakan.


  When the sun was one handspan lower in the sky, everyone came fully awake once more. Guacamari announced that the batey would begin and everyone clapped. He sent me into the bohio to bring out the cotton net which contained all seven batey balls of the village. The other caciques had also brought balls with them, so all the courts would be in use and people would play on the sides as well.


  Guacamari chose teams and told them what courts to use. Three of the courts were given over to men teams and two to women teams. Those who were waiting to play made a circle and bounced the balls between them. None of the nitainos took part, but to everyone’s surprise Hatuey, the cacique from Cubanaca, joined the team on the largest court. He had brought elbow and knee protectors and his own stone belt. He was a very good player, skilled at keeping the ball bouncing by hitting it with his stone-belted waist, and very accurate at sending it past the other team’s defenders to score between the marked stones.


  Caon and I stood around the edges of the batey groups, hoping to be asked in. We were old enough. But no one asked.


  ‘The kin of Atabey is not good enough to play batey, eh?’ Caon said.


  ‘The zemi I made for today’s celebration received the most bread, but its carver is not good enough to play batey, eh?’


  ‘I know what to do,’ I said.


  I went to Guacamari. We had been watching for some time now and the sun was already only a handspan above the horizon. Guacamari was lying on his duho watching the match on the largest court. Caon stood a little way off, listening.


  ‘Cacique,’ I said.


  ‘Yes, son?’ he said, his eyes still on the game.


  ‘I want to play in a game today.’


  ‘You do not play batey,’ he said, not even watching me.


  I opened my mouth to say I did, then thought better of it.


  ‘Today is the day I should start.’


  I spoke very firmly and now he looked at me.


  ‘Why don’t you practise with one of the groups?’ he said, not unkindly.


  ‘No. I want to play.’ I hesitated, then said, ‘Yúcahu commands it.’


  Guacamari straightened up. ‘How do you know this?’


  ‘I dreamed it after the midday meal.’


  ‘Are you certain of this?’


  ‘Yes.’


  He nodded. ‘Then you must play.’


  ‘And Caonabó was in the dream, too.’


  Caon’s mouth dropped open.


  ‘Then he shall play too, on the main court,’ said Guacamari.


  Caon began to shake his head, but Guacamari glanced around and he froze in mid-shake. I, too, became a little nervous.


  ‘Well, perhaps not on the main court...’ I said.


  ‘Nonsense!’ said Guacamari. ‘If Yúcahu came to you in a dream on this day, it is clear that you must play batey on the main court. Any other would be an insult to the gods.’


  To this day, I do not know if Guacamari was serious or if he just decided to play me along. His face was perfectly serious, but I am sure that I saw a little laughter in his eyes.


  ‘The main court? The main court!’ Caon almost screamed as we went off to put on borrowed knee and elbow protectors. ‘We are going to make complete fools of ourselves. Bigger complete fools!’


  ‘Be calm,’ I said, tying on the wooden cups. ‘We know how to play. We have been doing it for many moons.’


  ‘Only between ourselves. These men have been playing for seasons! And we have never played in a team.’


  ‘We shall be all right,’ I said. I checked to make sure the cotton padding was firmly in place below the cups on my right elbow and right knee.


  ‘Oh, I am sure we shall be well-loved. People like a good laugh.’


  ‘We shall be all right,’ I repeated.


  And so it was we had our first batey game, in front of the entire village on the main court on a team of only ten persons, instead of thirty where we could at least have kept out of the way. I shall not tell you that Caon or myself scored the winning goal or some such story. But we performed well enough and at no point did the ball come to rest with either of us. Our team lost, but that was because of the skill and speed of Hatuey on the other side. When we walked off the court, Guacamari looked upon me with pride and I saw the head of Caon’s household actually clap him upon the back. It was enough.


  



  IV


  Maiakan came out of the temple a little while after the sun had set. Word passed through the village quickly and everyone gathered to hear the words she would speak. A large fire had been built in the centre of the plaza. Maiakan sat cross-legged on one side. The seven caciques sat on their duhos to the right of her and the other priests stood the left. I sat opposite, watching her over the flames. Her gaze was unfocused and her eyes looked like small eggs in her wrinkled face.


  The head priest, whose name was Xiaiabo, said. ‘All are here, O bahanarotu.’


  ‘All are here,’ Maiakan repeated.


  Xiaiabo lifted his arms. ‘You have meditated long and well, O bahanarotu. Speak now so we may know what lies ahead.’


  ‘Yúcahu, he who has a mother but no beginning, has spoken to me,’ Maiakan announced, and a sigh like a passing breeze went through the people.


  ‘Speak to us the words of the invisible one, O bahanarotu,’ said Xiaiabo.


  Now Maiakan’s voice changed, becoming a voice that was neither male nor female. ‘Brief shall be the enjoyment of life,’ she said and, although I was looking at her right across the jumping flames, I did not see her parted lips move. The villagers stirred, but were silent as death.


  Maiakan spoke again. ‘The covered men shall come, rule, and kill.’


  ‘What do these guamikinas want, O bahanarotu?’ asked Xiaiabo.


  One word issued like doom from Maiakan’s unmoving lips.


  ‘Guanin.’


  There was a stir of surprise. I fingered the necklace that Caon had made for me moons ago. The alloy of gold, silver and copper was beautiful, but it was nothing to kill for.


  ‘And if we give them guanin, O bahanarotu?’


  ‘The covered men shall come, rule, and kill.’


  Xiaiabo looked around at all the caciques before asking the next question. His job was interpretation, but in that was also the need to find a path away from the doom. ‘And what of the boy, he who was named Guaikan, O bahanarotu?’


  ‘Brief shall be the enjoyment of life. But he shall preserve the Tainos.’


  And again there was a stir through the crowd. I felt my body relax and


  I was surprised, because I had not known I was tense.


  But Xiaiabo strove for clarity, as a good head priest should.


  ‘He is our protector, O bahanarotu?’ he asked.


  ‘No! He is preserver of the Tainos, not protector, for none can protect against the guamikinas.’ Now that voice, that was of neither a man nor a woman, shrieked into the night. ‘The covered men shall come, rule, and kill!’


  And with that Maiakan’s head fell forward and she was silent.


  Xiaiabo stepped forward and, stooping beside her, put his hand to her breast. Then he rose, shaking his head. ‘Atabey has taken her.’


  I sat where I was, a sudden burden on my shoulders. I was Preserver, but not Protector. What did this mean? Suddenly, I found that I would have preferred if Atabey had sent me to be sacrificed. For the burden I felt was the weight of the Tainos in all the small lands, and I did not think I was strong enough to bear it.


  



  V


  Life went on as always after that day. The caciques returned to their chiefdoms and Yúcahu’s words spread throughout the Taino villages, even to the Mayans and the Aztecs on the greatland. The prophecy had been made – what was to be would be. As always happens, the message became confused the further it travelled. When I went to the other small lands in later days, I was to hear that the prophecy described the guamikinas as ‘great traders’; that the prophecy had been made by the ‘great chief Caicihu’; that Yúcahu has promised that the Taino race would be preserved for all time. Meanwhile, there was cassava to be planted and fish to be caught and children to be seen to and batey to be played. Atabey had sent a preserver – the future was my worry, not others’.


  But my worry after that day was not of the future, but of the present. I could not believe that nothing had changed. Neither could Caon. To be sure, we had won acceptance and respect from the village on that day. But this made people even more expectant that we would be there to plant the cassava and pick the beans and play the batey. This last we did not mind, but the rest still irked.


  ‘The only way I can get my carving done is by working on zemis,’ Caon said one evening, as we sat on the river bank talking about the situation. This was a moon and a half after Maiakan’s prophecy, and I had done much thinking in that time.


  ‘I have a way to get us out of planting and hunting,’ I said, and Caon looked at me with hopeful eyes.


  ‘You know what I like best about your plan, Guaikan?’ Caon said, when we had finished our talk.


  ‘What?’


  ‘That only the two of us in the entire village could probably do it.’


  I shrugged. ‘Only the two of us would wish to.’


  For the next few days, we worked in the fields. Caon even went fishing, although alone, and brought back some large and tasty fish that greatly impressed his kin. I was very active around the bohio, planting and making many containers from calabashes. Guacamari noticed and smiled approvingly on me. He thought I was taking my destiny seriously. When I went to him many days later and told him that Atabey had spoken to me in a dream, he became very excited.


  ‘What did she tell you?’


  ‘She wants me to make a journey,’ I said.


  ‘Where?’


  ‘To the greatland.’


  ‘I shall get my canoa ready,’ he said, as though he would leave that moment.


  ‘No, I said. ‘Atabey said I must build my own. It is to be a canoa like no other.’


  ‘But you are still a boy.’



  ‘That is why I need your help.’


  His eyes shone. ‘Did Atabey say so?’


  ‘Yes,’ I lied.


  ‘You shall have the help of all the men in the village,’ he said, speaking loudly as if Atabey might be a little deaf.


  ‘No. She wishes me to build the canoa only with one other person.’


  ‘Who?’


  ‘Caon.’


  ‘Caon! Why?’


  Now I too spoke loudly, for the benefit of the tongue-waggers whose ears I knew would be pricked up around Guacamari’s bohio.


  ‘Because there must be special carvings on the canoa and Caon has been gifted by Atabey herself.’


  ‘How may I help?’


  ‘You must choose the tree and have it brought to a place where Caon and I can work without interruption. And you must arrange for us to go to be taught the ways of the sea so that when the canoa is finished we can make our journey.’


  ‘It shall be done!’ Guacamari declared grandly. He, too, knew the tongue-waggers would be listening.


  Several suitable trees were cut and brought to the village the very next day. I made a great show of choosing one, walking around the pile and pursing my lips. Caon walked with me. The other youths stood watching some distance off.


  Finally, I stopped. ‘That one,’ I said, pointing.


  Caon whispered in my ear.


  ‘And we shall need three logs of duho wood as well,’ I added.


  The four logs were carried by six priests down to the cove where Caon and I played batey. Guacamari went with us. The priests put the logs where we wanted them and Guacamari ordered them to build a small lean-to.


  ‘We can make a bohio later on, if Atabey wishes,’ he said.


  ‘No,’ I said. ‘But you must forbid anyone from coming to this place while we do Atabey’s bidding. Except yourself, of course.’


  Guacamari’s face almost split with delight. I smiled inside my mouth. It was not for nothing I had grown up in his bohio – our cacique knew how to please people.


  So we were freed from the routines of the village life. Caon and I had wanted so much to be part of the village and, when that had happened, we found a way to separate ourselves from it.


  We began work at once. I dug out the log, using a stone axe given to me by the best boat-builder from the village – an older man named Higuo who had forearms like small tree trunks. He was pleased and excited that his celts were to be used by the Preserver in the service of Atabey. He gave me many instructions in the following days, showing me first how to char the log just so and dig and then char again. Caon already had all his own tools - scrapers, gouges, awls made of strombus and conch shell, woodworking rasps made of fresh coral, and several limestone knives. He was to carve a zemi that we would attach to the front of the canoa. That had been Caon’s idea and, as far as we knew, no Taino had ever made such a boat.


  The days passed quickly. We would work perhaps a sun’s handspan in the morning, then fish or hunt, usually eating by midday. We would roast the fish or meat right there on the beach. After the midday meal, we would sleep for half-a-handspan or so and do some more work. I worked much faster than Caon – not only was my task simpler, but I never got tired. This was something I had noticed only when I began growing hairs on my face – that I slept less and my muscles never grew weary. The last fact I learned to hide from other people – Tainos in many ways lived a good life, but it was also a very demanding life. That was why so few of us lived more than forty wet seasons.


  Caon soon noticed my tirelessness – it only confirmed suspicions he had had since we were children. Seeing his big-eyed glances at me as I went about my work, I eventually told him that Atabey had given me a gift of ever-renewed vigour. But I did not wound myself to show him how, within a day and a night, flesh and skin would weave together without even a scar to show for the injury. That was my deepest secret, which I could share with no one.


  Our work slowed as time went on, though. Once we got the basics out of the way – me digging out the centre of the log, Caon shaping his basic design for the boat’s prow – we had to pay more attention to the finer aspects of our respective tasks. But there were other distractions – Guacamari came to see us after some days and brought with him a batey ball for us to use. (He did not know it, but it was the same ball, the smallest, which I had often borrowed in my younger days.) Yúcahu, he said, would want to be worshipped as we carried out Atabey’s words, and batey was the best way to do so. He also offered to have food brought to us every day. Caon wanted to say yes at once, but I told Guacamari that I would have to consult Atabey. (Atabey agreed three days later.) When the bread and the steaming iguana-fish-maize pepper-pot was brought on the first morning, the basket and the calabash containers were carried by Nitika and her older sister, Nakana. I saw that Guacamari knew everything that went on in his village.


  So all our appetites were taken care of. Nitika always came, although the girl with her would vary. We were still too young to choose a permanent mate, but Caon preferred to sex with her only. He was afraid of getting the sores that came from sex with too many women. I did not worry – I felt that the same power that healed me would prevent any disease.


  Every other day, I went out to sea with the best boatmen from the village. Caon came with us only sometimes, preferring to stay and work on his carving. But we both learned sea-craft – to notice the tides, the currents and the movement of the waves; to fix our position by the sun during the day and the stars at night. I went further, learning how to locate schools of fish by looking for sea birds hunting or, more difficult, the little winks on the water by which a school of fish or a single large fish betrayed its presence. And we learned many little tricks of survival – to always have a large cloth in the boat to protect against the sun overhead and its blinding light off the sea; to keep spare oars, rope and bread; to scrub the hull after fishing so sharks would not be attracted by the blood; to put hooks and lines into a bag tied to the inside in case the boat capsized; and many more things that experience would have taught too late.


  I finished the boat within two moons. Caon was still working on the zemi. So while I waited for him, I scraped the boat’s hull so smooth that it felt almost like a woman’s skin. I wore out five coral rasps and then I spent days just rubbing the pale wood with handfuls of sand held in a cloth. Finally, while Caon put the finishing touches to his zemi, I went into the forest and gathered oil berries to rub into the wood. My boat would glide through the water like a limestone knife through the flesh of an overripe papaya.


  Finally, Caon’s zemi was complete. It was the best carving of Yúcahu I had ever seen. It was carved in the likeness of a man’s head and torso. The zemi’s hair was like cassava roots, while the face was part-man and part-fish, with elegantly sloping forehead and straight nose but round eyes and fang-filled mouth. Caon had actually given the zemi’s face an expression – a look that was both uncaring and terrifying. Before we attached it, Caon spent the next days carving designs into the front of the boat – patterns that at first looked meaningless, but on closer scrutiny revealed themselves to be intertwined figures of people and animals dancing in many positions. The pattern ran up zemi’s torso, so figure and boat seemed as one body.


  We had chosen a log with a steep curve at one end to make the canoa. The log from which Caon had carved the zemi was similarly curved and he had hollowed it out so it fitted like a sleeve over the front of the boat. We pasted sticky sap from the glatua tree on the outside of the boat and on the inside of the zemi and fitted both together carefully. But it was Caon who had figured out a sure way to hold the zemi in place. He had bored six holes around the front of the canoa and matched these holes on his zemi. Then he had carved wooden pegs which we now drove into the holes, making the zemi part of the canoa . We also ran a thin rope from a ring carved into the floor of at the front of the boat, through a ring at the back of the zemi’s head, tying the rope off to a carved ring at the back of the boat. Not only would this help hold the zemi in place, but we could tie a cloth to the rope to shield us from the sun or the stinging rains we would meet out at sea.


  I do not lie – before the coming of the guamikinas, our little canoa was the most impressive boat to cross the Caribbean sea.


  I always remember that time. In the five centuries that I have lived, I have no better memories than of that time on the beach – shaping my boat with the sun beating down on my naked body, the constant music of the forest animals and the crashing sea waves, making love in the cool of evening with the palm fronds waving against the sky, the smell of salt and wood and clean female flesh. Never again would I know the complete calm and satisfaction I felt as, pasting on dye from the jagua tree to keep off stinging insects, I watched the sun sink orange-and-red into the dreaming sea.


  But time moves on. So it was that, six moons after Maiakan’s prophecy, I left Ciguayo with my best friend Caon, crossing the green and blue waters to visit the other small lands of the Tainos. This was my destiny, although I did not know it then – for it was on this journey that Caon and I became the first Tainos to meet the covered men.


  



  VI


  Our journey down the small lands and to the greatland took two years. I shall not give the details here. We sailed down the peninsula called Guanacabibe, which means ‘back of the island’, to Xaymaca. It took six moons to reach the island farthest south, Iére, where the Arawaks dwelt and the shouting mouth of the Orinoco river poured into the brown sea. From there Caon and I went on to the greatland and there we stayed for a whole season. Here Caon learned the Mayans’ art of making skilful metal jewellery. We then sailed the south current back up the small lands, where the ocean became bluer than the sky above it, until we landed on Guanahan’ where the Tainos called Lucayans dwelt. It was a rich island, filled with lakes and thick with forest.


  On this journey, I lived with all the Tainos of the small lands, as well as those of the greatland. Since this knowledge of my people was needed for my role as Preserver, perhaps Atabey did place in my mind the idea of building the boat, although I had done so only to escape the village life. It was while we were in Guanahan’ that the covered men sailed into our world.


  I saw them first. I was fishing on the sunset side of the land when a movement like a fluttering cloud caught my eye. I looked up and I yelled in fear, for it seemed that three canoas were about to run over me. I fell back into the sea, dropping my net, and arose spitting salt water. Then I saw that the canoas were still very far away. My expectation of size had made me think they were almost upon me. Even at that distance I could see that these boats were five times as big as even the biggest of canoas, which could carry people equal to the fingers of seven men. And I noted with even greater wonder that these canoas did not have oars and moved on the sea as if by magic.


  I ran back to the village, shouting for the villagers to come down to the sea to see the giant canoas and, as soon as I reached, I turned and ran back to the beach. Young Taino men followed me like a flock of eager birds. By the time we reached back to the beach, the giant boats were nearer to the shore. We saw the figures of men on them, pulling on ropes and folding large cloths and throwing what looked like large arrow-headed hooks into the sea.


  Surely that is too big to catch any fish, I thought, then saw how the ropes attached to the hooks became stiff and the giant boats stopped in the middle of the water. And then I saw that the men who were masters of these clever craft wore cloths that covered most of their bodies.


  ‘Guamakinas,’ I said, but too late. Canoas were already being launched, some of the Tainos were even swimming out to meet these strange visitors. I shouted at them to come back, but my voice was torn away by the winds and the crash of the waves. Caon joined me.


  ‘Is it them?’ he asked.


  The Lucayans’ canoas, looking like small fish beside the visitors’ ships, were already circling, while the rowers and the swimmers shouted greetings. I held my breath, expecting lightning to branch down from the sky and swat my people like so many insects. But nothing happened.


  ‘I do not know,’ I said.



  Some of the Lucayans had grabbed up darts of cotton thread, wooden carvings, and a few parrots as they ran out of the village, for Tainos were great traders. That was why they were so excited to see these giant boats – the size alone told us that the strangers would have valuable goods. And so it was. After looking at the Lucayans with some caution – which made think that the strangers might have met the savage Caribs of the outer small lands – they lowered small canoas from their ships and rowed to shore. I stood waiting to meet them. For I was the Preserver, the Precious One, I was guaikanique.


  The strangers pulled their smallboats onto the sand and stood in a close group. The Lucayans now became shy and stood behind me. The strangers were covered in cloths of various colours. Only their heads and hands were bare. Some held shiny metal sticks, others small bows, not like those of the Caribs, but cunning devices with the cords pulled and notched so an arrow was held ready in them. It was these bows, plus the strangers’ caution, which made me point to ourselves and say, ‘Taino’. For, though all of us called ourselves by the names of the places where we lived, Taino meant ‘good’ and also ‘noble’, which the Carib raiders were not.


  The strangers’ leader stepped forward. I already knew he was the leader, for he had stood at the front of the others as soon as they came on shore. He pointed to himself and said, ‘Christophorens Colón.’


  ‘Colón?’ I repeated.


  The man nodded. He was much taller than any of us, and taller than most of his companions. His hair was mostly grey, but with streaks like sunset in it. His skin was pale, as though he had dwelt beyond the sun all his life. But it was the stranger’s eyes which amazed us most. They were the colour of the midday sky, and his gaze seemed blind and sharp at the same time. I heard the whispers begin behind me – Surely he must be sent from Turey by Yúcahu!


  I made a wide gesture with both hands – the leader had given me his name but not those of his people. He glanced at the men behind him, who still held on tightly to their metal sticks and bows. I thought at the time that these sticks were symbols of their religion, like our zemis. Only later did I realize how wrong I was, and only later still how right.


  ‘Español,’ he said.


  I pointed to the forest and made a sweeping gesture. ‘Guanahaná,’ I said. Then I gestured to the horizon, made a motion like a sea-wave with my hand, and raised my eyebrows inquiringly.


  ‘España,’ he said. I nodded to show my understanding. The man raised his stick in the air, and spoke as if he were speaking to us yet also speaking to himself. I thought he was praying to his gods. I cannot remember all his words, but the words ‘dios’ and ‘hésus’ and ‘fernando’ and ‘isabella’ were repeated often.


  When he had finished, he planted his stick in the sand and motioned to one of the men behind them. The man came forward with a basket which was filled with strange and wonderful objects. The leader took out these objects by the handful and began giving them out to the villagers. There were rings of a shiny yellow-brown metal, impossibly smooth, and ringlets made of a substance like clear smooth stone, and small metal cups that when shaken made a sound like a bird singing like a drum.


  The Lucayans and the Españols now crowded around each other, the former anxious to get these gifts from the gods and offering them cotton and birds and jewellery in return, telling them to come to the village to eat. The Españols ignored the cotton and the birds, but examined the pendants and necklaces and bracelets carefully.


  Caon, who stood beside me, said, ‘Perhaps these are not the guamikinas Maiakan spoke of.’


  ‘Perhaps not,’ I said.


  ‘They have much power,’ Caon said. Besides the ships, he had noted the cleverness of the rings and the singing cups.


  ‘The Lucayans think they have come from heaven.’


  Caon said, ‘Well, if they have, they are very smelly gods.’


  I laughed long. The leader glanced at me and I put my hand to my mouth in an eating gesture and pointed back to the forest. He nodded and spoke to his men. We went back to the village together, where the nitainos, headed by the cacique, waited to meet these gods on earth.


  I did not think they were gods. They were too ugly. The skin of their bodies was pale like palm-heart, while their faces were the colour of raw meat because of the sun. Their lips were thin and their bellies were round and soft. The only beautiful thing about them was their eyes, which varied in colour from the brown of the earth to the green of the sea to the blue of the sky. Their hair, too, made some of them seem like brightly-coloured birds, being red like parrot-feathers or yellow like the sun.


  They ate much food very quickly, and returned to their ships a handspan past midday. Before they left, their leader made signs to our cacique indicating that he wanted some Tainos to guide them to the next land. He also indicated that he wanted me. I agreed. It was my destiny. Caon came with me, and four others. Caon would have gone even without me – I had noted the gleam in his eyes when he had seen the clever metalwork of these Españols .


  It was aboard their giant canoas that I began to believe that these men were in fact gods. Their ships moved across the waters faster than any Taino canoa. They had many magical objects, such as sand-filled containers shaped like a woman, made of stone as clear as pond water, which they used for marking time (as though the sun was not dependable enough). They had two finger-thick joined metal needles, which they used to find out where they were. Most wondrous, however, was the round cup with a needle in it, which always pointed in the same direction no matter which way you turned the cup.


  Caon was especially fascinated by all these things. But he was fascinated by everything, including the way the Españols weaved their clothes and sails and made their great ships and their metal knives that cut so easily. Many moons later, when he learned to talk with their tongue, he said to me, ‘There are so many things we never thought of. To use wind to drive our canoas, to use fire to shape metal and turn sand to glass, make drawings for our words...’


  ‘We never needed those things,’ I said.


  ‘No,’ he agreed. But I knew the nameless longing he had felt throughout his life had now become named in the objects of the Españols.


  What most bothered Caon, I think, was that the power of the Españols, although great, was that of men, not gods. They could not move without the wind and their ships stopped the next night because there was none. Even so, we reached Cubanaca in less than two days and Ciguayo in less than one moon. By that time, I had begun to understand their tongue. In all my lives to come, I would always have a quick grasp of languages, and the leader had me follow him all over the ship, telling me words, and he was a man who stopped moving only when he slept.


  By the time we reached Ciguayo, one of the ships had gone another way. Colón and the master of that ship had quarrelled and I had picked up enough of their language by that time to know that they had argued about gold. The master of the other ship, which was called the Pinta, had sailed in another direction to find this yellow metal. I could not believe that these men would become so angry over such a thing. Indeed, I could not believe they had come from the other side of the world just to find this. The iron, which they used to make their devices, seemed to me to be far more valuable and the glass of their ornaments far more beautiful. But, despite their cleverness, the Españols seemed in many ways to lack reason.


  So by the time we reached Ciguayo, I had come back to my first opinion – that these men were not true gods, although their power was godly indeed. And even that power had its limits, for the second of their great ships ran aground when we approached the shore. My people, the Ciguayaos, welcomed the strangers warmly, as had the Lucayans. They ate with us and, as soon as he had a chance, Guacamari drew me aside for a private talk.


  ‘Are these the guamakinas the bohutu Maiakan spoke of?’


  I said, ‘They cover their bodies and they seek guanín. But they are generous with their gifts.’


  ‘The most deadly danger is that which you do not see,’ Guacamari said. He thought for a while, then said, ‘Many of them have strange skins.’


  ‘Like the belly of a fish,’ I agreed.


  Guacamari shook his head. ‘Their skins have many small marks, as though an insect had eaten small bits of their faces.’


  ‘Oh,’ I said. I had not noticed.


  Guacamari got to his feet, dusting off his legs. We had been sitting in Maiakan’s now empty bohio. The Españols were being fed by several unmarried women in Guacamari’s bohio.


  ‘We must become friends with these guamakinas,’ he said.


  ‘Yes,’ I said. I was glad to know that Guacamari did not accept the prophecy as though it had to be.


  ‘Their leader wants some of us to return to his bohio with him. The men who were on the ship that cannot float will stay on Haiti. He promises to return within a season.’


  ‘I will go.’ I did not need to think about it. It was my destiny, my very name. But I left with a troubled mind. It was not only that the guamakinas were to be on my small land while I, the Preserver, left. But on the very day I sailed away on the ship named Nina, I saw for the first time the man – the creature who has pursued me through the centuries – whom I call the Shadowman. The Nina was pulling away from the shore, wind billowing in the sails like a giant bird’s wings. The entire village, headed by Guacamari, had come to the beach to see us off. The Españols who were left behind stood in a group by themselves. I stood on the deck, looking at my people, my throat a lump and hot tears running down my face.


  Then, in the trees behind everyone, I saw a figure standing by himself. He was partly hidden but I knew at once he was not a Taino. He was dressed in a brown tunic that left his arms and legs bare. I knew he was not an Español, either, for his skin was blacker than a bat’s wing. His immobility and the unusual thickness of his arms and calves made me think for a moment that he was a stone statue. But then he drew back and was hidden by the forest, leaving me to wonder if he had been real or a trick of my eyes.


  So I returned with Christophorens Colón to the land of España. The Shadowman came often to my dreams during the moons I stayed in the land of the guamakinas. Colón left over thirty Españols on our island, who were to cause great troubles while they lived there and even greater trouble when Colón returned to find them all dead. And the first thing I would think of was the Shadowman, walking the land like a doom.


  



  VII


  I do not remember much of my stay in España. There was too much that was new and beyond my understanding. The Españols’ villages had buildings of stone and wood, so big that they could have contained a thousand bohios. Men rode on animals that snorted like demons, and which were so big and fierce that they could easily have killed the Españols who controlled them. The sun seemed too high in the sky, as though the land were further away. Perhaps because of this, the air was always very cool, so everyone was always covered. Even the least of these Españols wore many finely-woven cloths, often dyed in rich colours, like the green feathers of the parrot or the pink of the flamingo or the red of the cardinal’s tuft or the blue of the kingfisher’s back. It was a rich land – most people carried knives made of metal, and there were many ships in the harbour even larger than the ones Colón had come in.


  España confused my mind. But there were far more confusing things about the Españols than their possessions. First, I could not understand why these people would come to our seas seeking wealth when even their lowest, it at first seemed, had so much more than the highest cacique. Then, for all its magnificence, their cities had a stink so high that all six of us were faint for days and could not eat. It was a smell of animals and waste and unwashed bodies and rotting food. After we had settled in the small stone room, we tried to go to the river every day to bathe. The wife of the Españols’ cacique, when she heard of this, forbade bathing as being against their god’s will. We could not understand why their god would object to a man being clean, but it was so. Many of their priests, especially the female ones, who covered even their heads, boasted that water had never touched their bodies, save for the tips of their fingers when they had to sprinkle the special water allowed by their god. So it was not surprising that their city stank.


  The Españas’ religion was the strangest thing about them. The largest and most beautiful buildings in the city were not for living in, but for their god and his son Hésus. One of the first things Colón showed me was the inside of these buildings, which had many beautiful things such as finely-carved duhos of polished wood and cups of gold and silver, some with brightly-coloured jewels embedded in them, and windows with glass dyed in colours that gleamed like a humming bird’s feathers. And yet, in the middle of such beauty, these Españas had set the statue of a man hanged on a cross with thorns on his forehead and pegs driven through his hands and feet. It was for this man, who was the son of their god, that this great temple had been built.


  ‘Why do you worship a man being tortured?’ I asked.


  ‘God so loved the world the He gave His only begotten Son,’ Colón answered, ‘that man might not perish but have eternal life.’ I did not understand. He said, ‘This is the sign of God’s great love for us, that Hésus died for our sins. It is the love we worship, not the torture.’


  I found out later that the reverse was the truth.


  His god was very important to Colón. Once I had understood enough of his language, he immediately began teaching me the god’s ways so I could pass on his words to my Taino brethren. The first act he had us do when we met the cacique Ferdinand and his wife Isabella was to recite some words, a call to his god in a language that the Españols did not speak save for their prayers. After we had said these words, one of their bohutus sprinkled water on our heads. We were then all given Español names. I was named Diego Colón, which was also the name of Colón’s son. He seemed to have a special liking for me.


  After this ritual, I asked Colón many questions about the Español religion, which he was glad to answer. But his answers left me even more confused. It seemed that the cacique Ferdinand was not the chief priest – the main bohutu lived in another country and there was always much argument between him and Ferdinand about who ruled over the lesser bohutus. And, in the same season that Colón had come to Ciguayo, Ferdinand had begun something called the Inquisition. The purpose of this Inquisition was to make people worship the Español god by imprisoning, torturing and killing those who did not. The main targets were persons of a tribe named Jews, but there were too many of them to kill or put in the small rooms with iron bars. Many of these Jews, enough to fill seven hundred large villages, had been driven out of España. Their crime, Colón explained, was that their forefathers had killed the son of the Español god. Yet Colón had told me just days before that the god had sent his son to be killed. It also turned out that the Jews’ god was the same as the Españols’ god and that the son of this god was also a Jew.


  I doubted the sanity of these Españols.


  At this same ceremony, the cacique Ferdinand and his wife Isabella presented Colón with several of the soft barks upon which the Españols marked their words. These cloth pages, which he showed me afterwards, had both drawings and symbols. There were flowery designs on all the pages. One page, which Colón kept looking at again and again, was divided into four parts. The first two sections on top had a golden Español bohio against a red field on one side, and on the other side in a silver field there was a great golden beast with fangs and hair on its neck and enormous clawed paws. The lower two parts of the page showed on one side a silver ocean with many golden small lands and, on the other side, a golden continent and a deep blue ocean with five large golden anchors.


  ‘My design,’ Colón told me, in the voice of one speaking about his newborn child.


  This cloth, he explained, gave him land and wealth and authority. Yet I could not tell what he loved more – the cloth or the small box filled with metal coins he had received from the cacique Ferdinand. The Españols used these coins for trading. When we went outside to the stone courtyard, one of the men from Colon’s ship ran up to him and tried to take the box away. There was much shouting and some of the cacique’s fighting-men came to Colon’s defence, so the sailor ran away. I understood that the box of coins was supposed to be given to the man who had seen Guacamari first, but Colón felt he deserved it since he had guided the ships from España to the Taino small lands.


  That was the moment when I began to mistrust Colón.


  In the following days, all the Tainos saw much of the country. We were carried everywhere to be shown to the Españols, who took great delight in touching our skins and hearing us speak, even though they could not understand us. It was a big country, whose land never ended. But it was not as beautiful as Bohio – the trees had less leaves and the grass was shorter and there were many parts where almost nothing grew. What shocked me most, however, was that most of the people in this rich country were poorer than even the least Taino. They had clothes and objects, but they did not have enough to eat and were not allowed to use the land to plant food as they wished. I could not understand how this could be so, and all the Español nobles I asked to explain simply laughed. But I understood that the land was owned only by the nobles, who were very few in number, and they told the other people, who were very many in number, where to live and what to plant. I did not understand how anyone could own the earth, which was created by the One above Yúcahu – and above the Español god, too – and who did not concern himself with the things of this world. But this was how it was in España and the nobles grew fat and wore many cloths and lived in bohios that could have held almost an entire village.


  Caon was very happy in España. The rest of us wanted to go home, especially when the winds blew from the west where the mountains rose like a dim wall up to the sky. We smelled our small lands on that wind, and our longing clutched at our hearts like a closed fist. But Caon was too busy exploring the wonders of the land – from the weavers’ bohios where they spun their rich cloths to the foundry where they turned metal to gleaming water and, of course, the artisans’ bohios where dyes were mixed and barks painted. He learned much in the months we stayed in España and, when Colón was ready to sail back to Ciguayo, Caon said he would stay.


  I was not surprised. In España he had the tools to make the things in his head real. But, if it had been that alone, he would not have stayed, he would have returned with the tools. But in his travels through the city he had seen men who did nothing but make beautiful things and who were respected for doing so. They were not his people, yet in some way I did not – could not – understand, Caon felt himself to be one of them. So, when the air in that land grew so cool that our very bones ached, we left with Colón to return to our small lands. There were seventeen ships with fifteen hundred men on them. Caon, dressed in the bright cloths of the Españols, looked a lonely figure on the crowded and shouting docks as we drew away over the grey sea. But I understood that those visions in his head were like commands from Yúcahu.


  Five hundred years passed before I found out what happened to Caon. He died only a few years after we left. I returned there for the first time in centuries three years ago. In some of the architectural designs of the smaller palaces, and in some of the faces of the church sculptures, I thought I saw traces of Caon’s work. But no doubt this was just my imagination.


  



  VIII


  There was a steady wind so we made good time leaving España. We stopped at some small lands to pick up strange animals. There were squawking, silly-faced birds named chickens which could not fly, and fat round-nosed beasts like our quenks, and huge beasts such as horses and cattle. We had not seen much of such animals, except for the horses and the cattle, while we were in España and I now began to understand at least one secret of the Españols’ power. With such beasts to work their fields and to be killed for their meat, they did not need to hunt. They had more time to create their clever devices. But I was not jealous – with all their power, I did not think that they were a happy people.


  There were several priests on board Colón’s ship. One of these priests talked with me often. His name was Ramón Pané and all the Españols called him ‘father’, although his god had forbidden him to sex with women. Pané wanted to know everything about how Tainos worshipped Yúcahu and Atabey. This surprised me, for I knew the Españols believed only their god was a real god. But he was a kind man, and even taught me how to make the marks of words on the long journey back to our small lands. Colón hardly spoke to me any more, although I now carried the name of his son. I often saw him looking at the other fourteen ships with an expression of both pride and worry.


  We had told him of a shorter way to reach the small lands, for on his first trip he had not realized how far across the ocean they spread. Colón was pleased at this, but the first question he asked was whether these small lands had gold. We did not know, but he followed the path we set. There was a very clever Español who used the compass and the needles and the hourglass to make a drawing on paper-cloth of the path the ships sailed. Within two moons we landed on the first island, which the Españols called Dominica. We stayed there a short time and then we went to a neighbouring island. We stayed here a little longer, for the Españols who went ashore became lost in the forest. They also found a Carib settlement which, though empty, still had body parts from one of the Caribs’ raids on a Taino or Arawak village. The Españols thought that the Caribs were people who ate of their own kind. We knew that they only ate certain parts of their enemies’ bodies in order to get their enemies’ strengths, but we did not tell the Españols this – we did not want them making friends of the Caribs, who often raided our villages and carried off our women. But the Caribs themselves soon made enemies of the Españols, for on the next island the Españols landed on, the Caribs came out in their canoas and attacked with bows and arrows. I saw then the true power of the Españols. Arrows bounced off the metal shirts the Español fighting men wore, and they loaded iron balls into the round tubes that looked like penises without heads and, using fire, sent these balls flying into the middle of the Carib war party with a mighty splash and a sound like thunder. The Caribs surrendered.


  But this small battle did not have the effect I had hoped for. After the captured Caribs had been locked away in the ship’s belly, Colón asked me who they were. The question surprised me.


  ‘They are Caribs,’ I said. ‘They are the eaters of flesh whose huts you found.’


  ‘They look just like you Tainos,’ he said.


  ‘No, they do not,’ I said.


  ‘How are they different?’ he asked. The black dots of his blue eyes had become very small.


  ‘Their foreheads are not flattened and they scar their faces and their ornaments are different...’ I shrugged. If Colón could not see what was right before him, nothing I could say would make a difference. The seed of suspicion in the cunoco of his heart grew into a twisted vine when he landed at Ciguayo. All the men he had left behind had been killed. The huts they had built close to the beach had been destroyed, and we found many graves close by. The picture that entered my mind was so clear it was like a vision – the black-skinned man in his brown tunic walking among the Españols who fell like mosquitos before his very gaze.


  When Colón spoke his voice was as cold as the air of España. ‘Let us go see your cacique, Diego,’ he said.


  We knew something was wrong as soon as we entered the village. Several of the bohios had been broken down, including the square-shaped bohio of Guacamari. Some of the Españols had chosen to dwell in the village – now there were only circles of blackened ash to mark the bohios that had been built for them. All the Españols except Colón drew their swords when Guacamari came out of the hut Maiakan had occupied and greeted us. He had a cotton bandage wrapped around his thigh and walked with a stick.


  ‘Ask him what happened to my men,’ Colón told me.


  Guacamari began by denying that he had killed the Españols. He pointed again and again to his destroyed bohio and to his wounded leg. It was the cacique Caonabó who ruled Maguana in the south of the island, he said, who had killed the Españols for mistreating his subjects.


  Colón watched Guacamari unblinkingly as I translated. He asked only one question.


  ‘How did my men mistreat the Tainos?’


  Guacamari answered that the Españols had started taking the possessions of the Tainos and several of them had claimed three or four women as their own and carried them into their bohios.


  ‘Not that I minded, cacique Colón,’ said Guacamari, ‘for your men were our guests. But Caonabó did not feel he was under the same obligations of hospitality as myself. Your men left my village and raided his. That is why he destroyed my bohio and stabbed me in the leg...’


  Colón listened to Guacamari repeat himself for several more minutes, then told his men to hold him. Colón then cut away Guacamari’s bandages. The flesh beneath was unmarked and, for a moment, I thought that Guacamari possessed my own powers of healing.


  ‘Forgive me, cacique Colón,’ Guacamari began to babble. ‘Everything I told you is the truth. I only faked this injury to help you believe me...’


  I translated rapidly, feeling ashamed. This was what Guacamari’s need to be cacique had brought him to – begging for his life. He could have told his story with dignity – and I knew he was speaking the truth, for he would not have killed the Españols in his own village and remained there for the return of Colón – and accepted the consequences. But now he was like a pleading child.


  I thought that Colón might kill Guacamari. I thought he would set out for Maguana at once, to take revenge on Caonabó. But he did neither of these things. Instead, before he left, he unrolled a bark upon which was marked the words of the cacique Ferdinand. This Colón read out to the entire village while I translated. I have forgotten many things in my five hundred years, but the words Colón spoke on that day are burned into my brain forever.


  ‘In the name of King Ferdinand and Juana, his daughter, Queen of Castile and Leon, etcetera, conquerors of barbarian nations, we notify you as best we can that our Lord God Eternal created Heaven and earth and a man and woman from whom we all descend for all times and all over the world. In the five thousand years since creation the multitude of these generations caused men to divide and establish kingdoms in various parts of the world, among whom God chose St. Peter as leader of mankind, regardless of their law, sect or belief. He seated St. Peter in Rome as the best place from which to rule the world but he allowed him to establish his seat in all parts of the world and rule all people, whether Christians, Moors, Jews, Gentiles or any other sect. He was named Pope, which means admirable and greatest father, governor of all men. Those who lived at that time obeyed Saint Peter as Lord and superior King of the universe, and so did their descendants obey his successors and so on to the end of time.


  ‘The late Pope gave these small lands and mainland of the ocean and the contents hereof to the above-mentioned King and Queen, as is certified in writing and you may see the documents if you should so desire. Therefore, Their Highnesses are lords and masters of this land; they were acknowledged as such when this notice was posted, and were and are being served willingly and without resistance; then, their religious envoys were acknowledged and obeyed without delay, and all subjects unconditionally and of their own free will became Christians and thus they remain. Their Highnesses received their allegiance with joy and benignity and decreed that they be treated in this spirit like good and loyal vassals and you are under the obligation to do the same.


  ‘Therefore, we request that you understand this text, deliberate on its contents within a reasonable time, and recognize the Church and its highest priest, the Pope, as rulers of the universe, and in their name the King and Queen of Spain as rulers of this land, allowing the religious fathers to preach our holy Faith to you. You own compliance as a duty to the King and we in his name will receive you with love and charity, respecting your freedom and that of your wives and sons and your rights of possession and we shall not compel you to baptism unless you, informed of the Truth, wish to convert to our holy Catholic Faith as almost all your neighbours have done in other small lands, in exchange for which Their Highnesses bestow many privileges and exemptions upon you. Should you fail to comply, or delay maliciously in so doing, we assure you that with the help of God we shall use force against you, declaring war upon you from all sides and with all possible means, and we shall bind you to the yoke of the Church and of Their Highnesses; we shall enslave your persons, wives and sons, sell you or dispose of you as the King sees fit; we shall seize your possessions and harm you as much as we can as disobedient and resisting vassals. And we declare you guilty of resulting deaths and injuries, exempting Their Highnesses of such guilt as well as ourselves and the gentlemen who accompany us.’


  We left Ciguayo to go to Xaymaca and then to Cubanaca and on every island Colón read out to the Tainos the words of the cacique Ferdinand. Though we did not know it yet, that bark was the sentence of doom upon our people.


  



  IX


  Little more remains to be told. This might seem an odd cliché to apply to the genocide of the next twenty dry seasons. But there are certain things the human mind, even a mind as old as my own, cannot encompass. The death of one person is a tragedy; the death of thousands is a statistic.


  In the time it takes a boy to become a man, nearly every Taino had been killed – by too much work and too little food, as the Españols searched like devils for the yellow metal they worshipped; by suicide, as many Tainos killed themselves and their children, rather than live as slaves; by disease, especially the pox which struck us down by the thousands; and by the Españols’ savage sport, such as testing their swords’ sharpness on our bodies or tying us to racks over slow fires for their amusement.


  What more can I say? And, even if there were more to say, I would not want to say it.


  On that second voyage, Colón found gold in Cubanaca. I left him when we sailed back down to the coast of Xaymaca. I think he barely noticed my going- the blue eyes, which had once looked upon the beauty of our small lands and called them a paradise, now saw only the yellow metal. I settled on Xaymaca, whose mountains filled the sky, and I took a wife and lived quietly. I saw Colón once again, ten wet seasons later when his ships, infested by wood-eating worms, were sunk in the white sands of Cow Bay, where the manatees often sported. I was living in the village of Maima, which was close to the sea, and I went to meet him. I had to remind Colón who I was, although I had changed not a whit in the passing years. He, however, had grown very old. His hair was now completely grey and the blue of his eyes had become as pale as a midday sky. His Español magic was still strong, though. After the villagers had gotten enough trinkets in exchange for food, they refused to continue supplying the stranded Españols. But Colón was able to make the sun disappear during the day, and so frightened were we all that we gave the Españols as much food as they wanted, although they ate in a day what would have kept us for a week.


  But the gods always demand tribute, and that one feat of great magic drained Colon’s power. His men fought among themselves, and Colon’s hands became like claws, and an Español ship came and only watched from the distance before leaving without them.


  I visited Colón once aboard his stranded ship before he was rescued the following season. His men had built palm-thatched huts on the decks, since the insides of the ship where they slept was flooded. My visit was to ask him to stop the Españols who had left him to stop raiding our villages. But I was also curious.


  ‘Why do you want this yellow metal?’ I asked.


  ‘God has commanded me to spread His word every land,’ he answered. ‘The gold will give me the power to do this.’


  I understood. Colon’s god had eaten him up, and he did not know it. So too had Yúcahu separated me from my own people at birth, and now was eating them all save for me. But I knew it.


  ‘Your people are killing us,’ I said.


  ‘I do not want that. You should have given us the gold.’



  ‘What we had, we gave.’


  He shook his head – he could not believe there was not more.


  ‘Your people called Hamaica the source of the blessed gold. But we have found only a little.’


  ‘That was a joke. Xaymaca means “the land of wood and water”. That is what is precious to us.’


  Colón seemed not to hear my words. ‘And we have heard many of them speak of the Golden Man. A statue made of gold bespeaks gold to spare.’


  This made me laugh. ‘My people speak of “The Precious One.” There is no golden man.’


  ‘And who is this Precious One?’


  I shrugged. ‘I am.’


  I saw that he did not believe me. ‘And why are you called so?’


  ‘It is difficult to explain.’


  Colón stared at me for a long time, with those sky-coloured eyes that now saw so little. ‘There must be gold,’ he said finally.


  I shrugged again. I knew what I had to do. I had brought liquor made from maize as a present for Colón. We drank together, and in that liquor was a special poison made by a bohutu. I knew it would not affect me. But Colón would die in a few months, perhaps a few years if he was very strong. I did not want him to die on our shores, to bring the wrath of the cacique Ferdinand down on us. And so we drank and a few moons later, when the ship came, he left. The poison took two dry seasons to work and, somewhat to my surprise, Colon’s bones were brought to Ciguayo, now called Hispaniola, at his request.


  By then, most Tainos had died. My wife and everyone else in the village had been killed. I spent the next few years travelling from island to island, fighting the Españols. But my efforts were all in vain. Even on the seas, the half-eaten bodies of Tainos floated like seaweed, staining the water red. I was immortal, but I was only one man. The Españols swarmed over the small lands like white bachacs, using sword and whip and gun to make my people dig for the gold which was never enough. I fought alongside those Tainos who were able and willing. Many times over I received wounds that would have killed any ordinary man. Always we were defeated by the superior weapon of the Españols, and my people fell like cut grass.


  Eventually, when I knew we were doomed, I retreated to the mountains of Hispaniola, once called Ciguayo. In the cave where I had been born, I stored several zemis and batey balls and ornaments and even tools and dishes. I also spent my days writing down the words of my people on the thin barks of the Españols. The prophecy of Maiakan had come true and I could not protect – I could only preserve.


  So I lived out my days. I did not grow old nor was my natural force abated. But I stayed in the mountains, unable to bear the ever fainter cries of my dying people. Sometimes, though, a rage would seize me and I would go into the Español settlements under cover of night and kill the unwary. So there was talk of a devil who lived in the hills. It was when I was returning from one of these forays, moving quickly through the forest to reach my cave before the silver sky turned blue, that I felt a terrific stabbing blow to the back of my neck. I fell like a cut tree. I knew at once that I was dying – my spirit was floating up a dark burrow towards the bright moonlight. I could hear the loved voice of my mother and I could almost see the welcoming arms of Yúcahu. But I cannot die, I thought. With my last breath, I turned my head and I saw the thick calf of a man with skin so black it seemed like stone.


  



  X


  Twenty years ago, I returned to Ciguayo, once called Hispaniola, now called Haiti. I found the cave were I had been born with some difficulty. The shape of the mountains had not changed in five hundred years, but where once there had been thick trees and abundant grasses, there is now only sparse bush and naked red earth. I did not take a guide. I remembered being Guiakan and so I remembered all my old forest skills. But even the forest has changed – banana and plantain and orange and coconut trees now grow everywhere, like strangely familiar weeds.


  In the cave, buried in a wooden chest, I found all the items I had stored. The lettering on the curled, yellowed pages is faded almost to illegibility. But the signature is clear enough – ‘Guiakan, a Ciguayao, a Taino’. So I knew that I am not insane. But, when I recall the life I lived next, I also knew that there was once a time when I was exactly that.


  Session #1


  Mr. Avatar’s appointment for the following day was at three p.m. He arrived exactly on time. He was to do this for every appointment, always entering my office almost to the second. I suspected him of lurking in order to time himself, but when I suggested this to him in joking fashion, he laughed and said, ‘No, it is just a minor talent.’


  I do not use a couch, but a low, cushioned chair with a slanted back. The patient is thus in a relaxed posture, looking up at me. Mr. Avatar sat back, but his poise seemed enhanced rather than diminished. I told him that I had read his story.


  ‘What did you think?’ he asked.


  ‘When did you first begin to believe you have lived five centuries ago?’ I asked.


  ‘I started having dreams about my past when I was twelve or thirteen years old,’ he said.


  I asked him how old he was when he decided that these dreams were, in fact, memories.


  He said, ‘By my early twenties, I suppose. But by the time I was twenty-five, all my doubts were gone. Well, not all, or else I wouldn’t be here, right?’


  ‘So you have doubts?’ I asked.


  ‘Wouldn’t any rational person?’ he said.


  I asked him if he considered himself to be a rational person.


  ‘No,’ he replied. ‘I consider myself to be an extremely rational person.’


  I said, ‘Yet you waited almost another twenty-five years to see a psychiatrist.’


  ‘Yes. There are reasons for that,’ he answered.


  ‘What are they?’ I asked.


  ‘I’d prefer not to say right now.’


  I said nothing but waited for him to continue speaking, but he only watched me. He has green eyes, which naturally hide their own expression, so I had no clue as to what he was thinking. His gaze was steady, he did not fiddle his hands, and his breathing was even.


  Finally, I said, ‘Did anyone close to you die when you were in your mid-twenties, Adam?’


  ‘My grandmother, Emily,’ he answered.


  I asked him how close they had been, and he said he had never been closer to anyone in all his lives [sic].


  ‘So her death was very hard on you,’ I said.


  ‘I missed her, of course. Still do. But I’m accustomed to death,’ he said.


  ‘Many people close to you have died?’ I asked.


  ‘I thought you read my story,’ he said.


  ‘Oh, yes. Of course,’ I answered.


  I paused again, but again he said nothing. He seemed entirely comfortable with silence. I let it draw out until I was sure he was not going to say anything. He was still testing me. I looked at his file. He was a university lecturer.


  ‘What subject do you teach, Adam?’ I asked.


  He told me that his doctorate was in History, but he lectured a course on Thinking.’


  ‘Thinking?’ I queried.


  He said, ‘Yes. I try to pull together different subjects so students will learn to apply clear and rigorous thought to their particular fields of study. So I lecture on philosophy, psychology, literature, physics, biology, economics, as well as history.’


  I remarked that this sounded like a heavy workload. He agreed, but said he enjoyed it. When I said that I had never heard of such a course at the university, he explained that his Chair was privately funded by a Foundation set up by his grandmother.


  ‘Would you say that you are good at your job?’ I asked.


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘You don’t find it stressful?’


  ‘No.’


  I put down his file and took up his story. I said, ‘It’s quite common to wish for a simpler life, Adam. Modern society overwhelms many people. Human beings aren’t equipped by evolution to deal with the demands of this century. That is why most people talk about the good old days.’


  He laughed. ‘All that is very true, doctor,’ he said. ‘But I’m a historian. I know that the good old days weren’t all that good.’


  I held up the story. ‘Yet you portray here an idyllic life,’ I said. ‘There is sexual freedom, the main activity is play, and you are the son of a god.’


  He said that he did not consider the Taino lifestyle idyllic at all. ‘There’s far more sexual freedom in modern society, more leisure time, and I don’t believe that I was ever the son of a god.’


  I did not entirely believe his assertion. I felt that Mr. Avatar’s fantasy was driven, at least partly, by a need for status. Yet he was apparently wealthy, seemed quite healthy, and a worked in a respected profession.


  ‘I see you end your story with evidence of documents,’ I said. ‘Do you think these documents might have inspired you to write this?’


  He said, ‘I had my memories before I wrote the account. That was how I found the documents.’


  I said, ‘Very well. But I see you also end with a confession that there was a time when you were, in fact, insane.’


  He said yes. He had come with a small, leather briefcase, from which he took out a sheaf of typewritten pages.


  ‘This is an account of that next life,’ he said. He handed the sheaf to me, then took out some handwritten pages. ‘And this is an account of the life you have just read, written in the original language.’


  ‘Who knows that language now?’ I asked.


  ‘No one. But if you have a professional linguist analyze it, they’ll confirm it’s a genuine language,’ he answered.


  I told him I would do this and asked him when he would like to meet next.


  He said, ‘I think, after you read that story, you may want to see me as soon as possible. Call me.’


  ‘We still have some time left,’ I said.


  ‘No. I am done for now,’ he said firmly.


  I wrote up my notes as soon as he left. Later than night, I read his story. I called Mr. Avatar very early the following morning.


  Chapter Two: Conquistador


  In the year 2000, I went to Vatican City. I had been there before, in the mid-sixteenth century, to deliver a document to the then Pope. It was that document that I went to retrieve almost four hundred and fifty years later. I spoke to Cardinal Vittorio di Medici, one of the keepers of the Vatican records. He did not speak French or English or Portuguese and his Spanish, though adequate, was hesitant. But we were able to communicate quite well in Latin, for he had received a classical education just as I had when I was a Spanish conquistador and, three centuries later, a West Indian planter. It was appropriate, given what I wanted from him. Cardinal di Medici was quite old, in his eighties, with a courteous manner and the thin face of a lifelong scholar. I told him what I wanted and he said it would take some days to locate the records. Even though I was from a small, unknown island and had no Catholic connections – I didn’t even get an introductory letter from the Trinidadian archbishop – he gave me every consideration as a fellow historian. I left the name of my hotel with him and he promised he would call as soon as he had located the document.


  I spent the day walking through Rome. Despite the throngs of people, it seemed to me almost as though time had stopped, for the city has changed far less than my Caribbean islands. When I had been there four centuries before, the mix of old and new – the crumbled Coliseum, the new dome of St. Peter’s cathedral – had stayed in my mind. Now the layers of history were less marked: Rome was old and very old, with muscled stone statues gazing over gray cobbles once trod by Roman sandals, but its new parts hid like a shame – even the glass of my hotel windows was set behind wooden shutters and there were many poor people begging outside the Vatican. Rome made me feel like a ghost, because of the gap of history that yawned in my islands. But perhaps that was because I remembered in my islands what other West Indians could see only trivially in street signs and a few colonial buildings. It is good to know the past; it is bad to live there. Since I began recording my past, this is a lesson I have had to keep reminding myself of.


  Cardinal di Medici called me on the third day. He regretted to inform me that the document I requested was under seal and could not be viewed by anyone save Vatican officials. I asked him to pull the file and I would present him with something that would convince him at least to show me the document. In fact, I said, I was sure that what I would show him would persuade him to give me a photocopy of every page of the document. He was doubtful, but agreed to meet with me in one hour.


  For the next thirty minutes, I lay in my hotel bed, not quite sleeping, recalling the self of my selves I most wished to forget: becoming, once again, Adam Colón de Espanola. And, when I felt that dark ghost risen in me like an anti-Christ, I arose and went to the writing desk where I had already laid out pen and paper. I wrote steadily for one minute in a dead language. I then folded the single page into my jacket pocket and went downstairs and caught a taxi to the Vatican. I shivered all the way there and the driver asked me if I had the ague.


  I must have still looked ill when I met the Cardinal, for an expression of concern crossed his face and he asked if I wished to have some water. I shook my head and pulled the sheet of paper out of my pocket and handed it to him. He looked at it, not understanding at first, then his eyes widened. For a second, I cursed my taste for melodrama: suppose the old man had a heart attack? But he merely muttered a hasty ‘Scusi’ and left the room. I sat in the comfortable chair and waited. I knew what he had gone to do.


  It took him fifteen minutes to return. When he did, he carried my sheet of paper in his left hand and, in his right, a sheaf of stiff brown pages that I still recognized across the gulf of centuries. In the Cardinal’s gaze I saw a mixture of fear and hope.


  ‘It is impossible,’ he said.


  ‘Impossible,’ I agreed.


  He held out my sheet in a quivering hand. ‘The words are the same. The handwriting seems the same!’


  I nodded.


  He said, ‘And the word? The word the author says a seeker must speak?’


  ‘Guiakan,’ I said.


  The sheet dropped onto his lap. He picked it back up, as though it were a page of flame.


  ‘How can this be?’ he asked, in the plaintive voice of the child that lives in every true scholar.


  ‘I do not know, Pater,’ I said. ‘That is why I need your help.’


  ‘I cannot give you these,’ he said, clutching the sheaf to his chest as though he feared I might grab them and run. ‘It is now even more important that the Church keeps it safe.’


  ‘I know. But a copy would be invaluable to me.’


  He looked uncertainly at the single sheet I had given him. ‘But you know...’


  I smiled without humour. ‘I think I know,’ I said.


  He watched me for a few moments, seeing the strain that had been etched into my face . ‘Yes,’ he said finally. ‘Yes.’


  He rang a bell and a young man, dressed in a dark business suit, appeared. He handed the Cardinal some stapled pages and the Cardinal handed them to me. The young man left as efficiently as he had come.


  ‘Graci,’ I murmured, my eyebrows raised.


  The Cardinal smiled, bringing a sudden brightness to his ascetic features. ‘I thought you might be persuasive. I am not sure why.’


  I nodded and got up to leave. The Cardinal suddenly looked anxious. ‘You will let me know what you discover?’ he asked.


  ‘Yes,’ I said.


  ‘Soon?’ he said, and now I heard in his voice the old man that he was. I was to see my fiftieth year, in this life, in eleven months. In five centuries of existence, I had never lived past the age of fifty. ‘Before the new year comes,’ I promised.


  I held out my hand. He grasped it with both of his. ‘God has given you a great gift,’ he said.


  ‘Has He?’ I asked, and left.


  * * *


  Seville,

  Spain

  August, 1559

  To: His Holiness, Pope Paul III, descendant of St. Peter.


  The following document is the Last Confession of Adam Colón de Espanola and a record of the atrocities he committed against the Indians of New Spain and several of His Holiness’s priests. I believe his Confession to be the whole truth and have myself witnessed the miracle whereof he speaks.

  Fr. Bartolomé de Las Casas.


  Holy Father:


  I was born into Hell and did not know it. Hell is a beautiful place, lush with green forests where the sounds of the birds fill the air like angels singing without words. Mountains rise to a sky as blue as God’s eye and, even in that season when the rains fall every day, it is a renewal and a reminder of the Almighty’s abiding grace.


  In this land so full of Nature’s bounty, brown men and women and children troop in their hundreds to serve their Spanish masters. The hills have been scarred by our mines, in which the Indians toil ceaselessly to find the precious metals that we colonists live for. So the land seems like an ant hill, with the constant files of brown human beings working until they are broken by our iron will for gold. There are only hundreds now; there were thousands when I was a boy. They died from many causes: the pox, the hard labour, the inadequate food, our sport. But, in the end, they all died from only one cause: Spanish greed. And I am as culpable as any colonist – indeed, more so. If there are now only hundreds where once there were thousands, I have been a deliberate instrument of that depredation. It is no exaggeration to say that, until my thirty-second year, no single man killed or tortured more Indians in these islands than I. Whatever action I have taken in those ten years I spent in the wilderness can never compensate for my atrocities. The Bible says God forgives those who truly repent. Perhaps. But, blasphemous as it may be to say so, God can do nothing to punish me. I do not forgive myself, and I have lived in Hell all my earthly life. This Confession serves as evidence of my repentance but, more importantly, it records what evil men may do in the name of God. If this testament can, in some small way, help ensure that such evil never occurs again, then I will die having served some useful purpose on this earthly sphere. Even so, it were better had I never been born. But God’s ways are a mystery to mortal men, and even to myself, who may not entirely fit that description. (But more of that in time.) So given the great gift God has bestowed upon me, I can only assume that even a sorry creature such as myself must play some role in His Divine plan.


  Of my situation: I have spent the past fourteen years in His Majesty’s dungeons awaiting trial. My cell is unlit and infested with vermin. I have been fed nothing but mouldy bread, though the cockroaches and spiders which share my cell have supplemented that monotonous diet. As Your Holiness knows, heretics often spend several years awaiting trial after the first hearing. I find the extraordinary delay in my case curious, however. The murderer of a priest would, I thought, be tried and executed summarily. I can only suppose that the delay was deliberate: to ensure that I suffer for as long as possible before dying. Also, a Court of the Inquisition meant that everything I said would be recorded and, despite the famed secrecy which surrounds the Court, there are many who would be uneasy at the thought of my words being written down anywhere. When the Inquisitor heard of my remarkable ability to withstand torture, however, the decision could be delayed no longer. I have been subjected to the tratti di fune, better known as the strappado. Perhaps the Holy Father’s delicate ears have never heard of these techniques by which the Inquisition brings heretics closer to the God. A brief account, then: my hands were tied behind my back and I was hoisted by the wrists. Weights were then attached to my feet and I was dropped for several feet, being stopped with a jerk before I reached the ground. Naturally, my arms were soon dislocated. I have also experienced the aselli: being put to lie on a trestle with sharp-edged rungs and secured with an iron band. My feet were elevated above my head and a small piece of linen forced into the gullet. Water was then poured from a jar into my mouth and nose, so that I nearly suffocated. During the process, the cords binding my limbs were tightened until I thought my very veins would explode. But His Majesty’s torturers do their job well and I never actually died. This in itself became a cause for wonder, as well as the remarkable rate at which my wounds and broken bones healed.


  This is the first evidence I offer Your Grace as to the truth of the story which I now write, and which was not told to the Court for fear that I would be burned as a witch. But that possibility exists: I suspect it is why I was finally brought before the Court. I will leave it to your infallible wisdom, having read my story, to decide whether my gift was bestowed by God or by Satan. It is my belief that the force of reason can lead only to one conclusion: that those who have played a part in my downfall are serpents of the Evil One nestled in the bosom of the Holy See. It is for this reason, too, that I write this record, in order that the true servants of the Heavenly Father and His One True Church may be warned of the evil that dwells within its very walls. God has given me a great gift and I shall use it, as I have always tried to do, for His greater glory. It is true that for the first three decades of my life I served instead the cause of the Enemy, but my actions for the three years preceding my arrest is proof that even the most depraved of human beings has hope of salvation. Was that not the message Christ came to bring to all mankind? If serving Christ meant pitting myself against every one of Satan’s servants, who presently infest the great Spanish empire like so many termites, then I was obliged so to do. And herein lies the irony, for my arrest was impelled not by those acts I committed in the service of Satan, but those committed in the service of God. My only concern is that I shall die with my task unaccomplished and it is in this regard that the authority and wisdom of Holy Father can accomplish what I could not.


  The trial then. I was brought into court wearing the sackcloth sanbenito and croza straw of infamy. It was a message: that there was no doubt of my guilt. My name was read out and, for the first time since my arrest fourteen years before, the charges against me proclaimed. The simplicity of my name reflects my unconnected birth. Since I was a child I had aspired to a name that rolled like a drum, to carry the names of my father’s and mother’s families like a true Spanish nobleman. I suppose all orphans have the same desire. I had at least achieved a name that was a phrase, for all New Spain knew me as El Carnicero Sangriente de Espanola – The Bloody Butcher of Espanola.


  The charges against me read as follows: Profaning the sanctity of the Holy Church; Promulgating doctrines contrary to the Holy Canons of the Church; Contempt and disrespect of the clergy, including acts of violence against Fray Tomas de Gayana, Brothers Toribio E Ybarra and Ricardo Muñoz, and the murder of Diego Ortiz y Mantana.


  The first and second of these charges are as without substance as the endearments of a faithless wife. Of the third I say only this: my beating of the priests named and the death of Fr. Ortiz came about only because these supposed servants of God, by word and deed, showed themselves to be far more guilty of the first and second charges than I ever could be.


  The priest Las Casas, once my sworn enemy, was in court. He is now in his eighties, but he seems no more than a spry sixty. Were it not for his bald pate and the deep creases of his face, I might almost have believed that he shared my own most secret gift. Indeed, I noted that his eyes widened as I entered the court. I look not much older than when he last saw me in the light of day, twenty-two years ago. He had come to see me in my cell some days before the trial.


  It was natural that Las Casas be interested in this case, given the sensational debate between himself and the great Sepulveda at Valladolid a decade before. When the Valladolid debate produced no effective measures to save the Indians Fray Las Casas so passionately wished to protect, he continued his campaign with the Kings who came after Fernando, as King Carlos is no doubt aware. When he first introduced himself in my cell some months ago, I thought he might have come as a witness against me, but I was in error.


  The Inquisitor was Fr. Juan de Zumárraga and the President of the Court was Vicar-General Fr. Francisco de Castillo. When Zumárraga had read the final charge, I stated, ‘What I did, I did for the greater glory of God and His Church here on Earth.’


  The Inquisitor then put his first question to me, and I readily admit that this question confused me. I could not see its purport then, but the strategy of the prosecution would reveal itself before my trial ended.


  ‘Señor Colón, are you a Spaniard?’ he asked.



  ‘Of course,’ I answered, with all the haughtiness I could muster. I assumed they were trying to call my loyalty to the Crown into question.


  ‘But were you not born on the island of Hamaica?’


  ‘I am not sure of the circumstances of my birth.’


  ‘Come, come, Señor. You were found at the door of the monastery when you were but a babe of less than one month. I have the written testimony of Brother Ricardo Muñoz, who helped raise you as a child. The journey from Spain to the New World takes at least three months. So it is fair to conclude, is it not, that you were born in Hamaica?’


  ‘It is fair. And I am still a Spaniard.’


  ‘More precisely, you are Creole.’


  I was beginning to get angry at Fr. Zumárraga’s line of questioning. ‘No less a Spaniard for that!’ I answered. ‘My loyalty to the King and the Pope cannot be questioned.’ But my anger was impelled by fear, for I had begun to divine the purpose of his questions.


  ‘Señor, there is nothing that cannot be questioned save the authority of God and His Church. We are here today to decide if you have flouted that authority.’


  ‘I did not,’ I said.


  ‘We shall see. You were brought up in a monastery, were you not?’


  ‘That is correct. The Franciscan brothers took me in and raised me in the service of God.’


  ‘Yet it is for the crime of violence against these same brothers, and the murder of one of their order, that you stand before this court today.’


  ‘My violence, as you call it, is a crime only if it were not done in the service of God.’


  ‘That is your argument?’


  ‘That is my argument.’


  I must here interject, Holy Father, to present an argument which I did not give the court. My reasons for not doing so shall be clear from what I am about to relate.


  As Fr. Zumárraga mentioned at the outset, I was born in the New World. In fact, I was the first child to be born in the island of Hamaica. Although the settlers had occupied the island for fifteen years, every baby conceived was stillborn or died soon after birth. Some people thought the cause was the climate, perhaps the swamp near which the town of Sevilla La Nueva had been founded. At any rate, the island seemed inhospitable to civilized men, so when I appeared in a woven basket at the door of the church, the event was naturally hailed as a miracle. I was, I am told, a child of remarkable beauty: golden locks, wide green eyes, and plump red cheeks. A veritable cherub, if I may say so. It seemed unlikely that any mother would have abandoned such a child and, for this reason, several persons suggested that I had not been born of earthly parents, but had perhaps been delivered by the angel Gabriel himself as a sign of God’s approval of Spain’s dominion of the New World. I hasten to add, Holy Father, that I believe no such asseveration: I merely repeat what others said. Yet, as I grew older, it became clear that God did indeed have a direct hand in my birth.


  No woman came forward to claim me nor had any shown signs of pregnancy in the past nine months. Given the few Spanish women then on the island, such a condition could not have passed unnoticed or been kept secret. I was therefore taken in by the Franciscan brothers as a child of God. They christened me Adam, after the first man, and Colón after the discoverer of New Spain. It was their intention to raise me in Holy Orders for, they said, why else would God have delivered me to their door? That I eventually became a soldier instead was a direct result of the conduct of two of the priests I committed violence upon: Fray Ortiz and Brother Ricardo Muñoz.


  I must admit that, in many ways, I had advantages which I would probably have not have experienced had I been born an ordinary child in Spain or even as a child of one of the conquistadores whom I so admired when I was growing up. Fr. Ortiz was a highly educated man, well versed in the Scriptures, as well as Latin and Greek and even mathematics. Until I turned fifteen summers, he made sure to take a few hours with me on every day (except the Sabbath) to impart his vast learning. So I grew up as well-educated as any nobleman or priest of Spain. I also grew up with an understanding of Spanish greatness which would have been denied any person who had not experienced life in the islands. All around me I saw a people whose only purpose on Earth, it seemed, was to serve Spaniards. Thanks to the encomienda, even the lowliest white man had these brown-skinned people to carry him on their shoulders if he was not inclined to walk. When a Spaniard rested in the afternoon heat, he always had an Indian woman to fan him with cooling leaves. The Indians even supplied food to us. It was, in other words, a Paradisal existence.


  Fr. Ortiz explained to me that God had so ordained it that the Indians should be servants to the Spaniards in order that their souls be saved. They had, he said, none of the accoutrements of civilized men: no writing, no art, no religion, no clothes. It was this last detail that, in growing up, I thought most strongly reflected the inferiority of the Indians. After all, there were many men, even among the Spaniards, who could not write or had no interest in art or did not attend church. But there was no man who went about unclothed. When Adam and Eve ate of the Tree of Knowledge, was not their first act to cover themselves? In their nakedness, the Indians revealed their inferior physique: they were without exception small-boned, so thin that their ribs and knobbly joints stood out. They often had sores on their brown faces and bodies. Even as a child, I noticed how frequently these Indians fell dead, or were killed for some transgression, and I remember thinking how fortunate they were that Fr. Ortiz and the other priests had come to grant them salvation before they left this realm of clay.


  All this I accepted as part of my faith. It was not until many years later that I began to question – no, I never questioned what I was taught about the Faith. My reversal, when it came, came in the form of a Revelation. Faith itself, as Holy Father knows, reveals all Truth. But often attaining that Truth requires much effort and much pain. This is the lesson of Jesus’s life – one too often ignored by those who call themselves Christians. One such person was Brother Ricardo Muñoz, he whom I beat almost to death. What I am about to reveal will explain my admittedly intemperate reaction: I should have beaten him only half to death.


  My apologies for that last line, Holy Father. I know this is not a Christian attitude. Yet even Jesus must have inflicted some telling injuries when he drove the money lenders from the temple, and I had much more impelling reasons than He for doing what I did.


  It was when I was ten or eleven years of age – of course, I am not sure exactly how old I am – that my faith was shaken for the first time. It happened on a day when Br. Muñoz and myself were alone in the church kitchen preparing the midday meal. All the other brothers were out on various tasks and Fr. Ortiz was busy in his study (really a little room behind the altar). It so happened that, as we were moving around the cramped quarters, Br. Muñoz jogged my arm and a clay bowl of goat’s milk I was carrying fell and broke. Br. Muñoz became quite angry and shouted at me, even though it was really his fault. I knew better than to say so, of course, for Br. Muñoz had often administered whippings to me as part of my discipline. So I was not surprised when he sat down on a stool, and pulled me over his knee and raised my smock. But I was surprised when, running his hand over my buttocks as he always did before administering several hard smacks, he stopped and said, ‘You are becoming too old to be spanked.’


  He let me off his knee and I stood up, smoothing down my smock.


  ‘But you must be punished for wasting the precious milk,’ he said. He was not watching me as he spoke. His small black eyes were fixed on a point above my head, and the tip of his tongue ran over his lips briefly, reminding me of a small snake I had watched one day in the bushes behind the church.


  ‘Lean over the table,’ he said.


  ‘But brother!’ I protested. ‘I thought you were not going to beat me.’


  ‘I am not,’ he said. He had begun to sweat, although the morning was still quite cool. ‘But you must be punished.’


  I did as he instructed, twisting my head back to see what kind of punishment I was going to get. He told me to look straight ahead and to say nothing or he would increase my punishment tenfold. I had said we were alone, but there were two Indian girls in the kitchen. Br. Muñoz told them to get back to work. One started sopping up the spilled milk with a cloth, while the other continued cutting the side of pork that had been roasted earlier. Br. Muñoz raised my smock and ran his soft hand gently over the crease of my buttocks, tickling the sac of balls between my legs and making me jump.


  ‘Be still, little brother, be still,’ he said, cooing the words like a pigeon and making me think my punishment would not be so bad because I was getting big now.


  He told one of the girls to hand him the jar of goose grease and began spreading the grease with his finger between my buttocks. I became confused. Then I felt something thick and hard pressing against the small hole of my bottom.


  ‘Brother...?’ I said.


  ‘Look forward!’ he said. ‘Unless you want to be whipped as well!’


  I looked forward, and clenched my teeth because the thick hard thing had begun to force its way inside me. I did not know at the time what Br. Muñoz was using – I remember thinking it must have been some special punishment stick I had never seen – but it hurt very much, despite the grease, pushing into my innards like a molten bar of iron. I felt as though my bottom was being torn apart.


  ‘Aiee! Aiee!’ I shrieked. ‘Please, brother, please beat me instead!’


  ‘Be calm, little brother,’ said Br. Muñoz from behind me. He spoke as though he were being strangled. ‘Be calm and it will feel better.’


  But even as he said this, the thing inside me began moving back and forth, bringing waves of pain with every movement. It seemed as if it was penetrating my very stomach. I shrieked again, and again. The Indian girl who was wiping up the milk looked up from the floor and caught my tear-filled eyes. It was the first time I became aware of an Indian as anything other than an unimportant presence, like a dog. And I hated that she should see me being punished like a dog.


  I do not remember the rest of my ordeal. I just remember Br. Muñoz giving me a bowl of water and telling me to go and ‘clean up my punishment’. I ran into the forest behind the church and washed off the grease and the sticky fluid and, with shock, blood from my bottom. I did not return until late that evening, spending the entire day in the forest. Again, I do not remember what I did. I may have just wandered around. I do remember hoping I would get lost. But some instinct led me back to the church as the sun was setting, where Fr. Ortiz, although relieved to see me back, said he would have to whip me for going off to play for the entire day.


  ‘I am too big to be whipped now,’ I said. ‘Brother Muñoz says so.’


  I was hoping he would ask me what I meant. But he only nodded and told me to say thirty Hail Marys.


  From that day, Br. Muñoz punished me whenever he got the chance. At first it was always very painful, but it gradually became easier. I stopped finding threads of blood. And there were other things Br. Muñoz did which I actually liked: when he rubbed my pene so it became stiff like a flute and, sometimes, put it in his mouth and sucked it. I did not like sucking his, though: it tasted bad and it forced my mouth so wide that my jaw always ached afterwards. Most of the time, Br. Muñoz did these things at night in my cell, but there were occasions when he did it right in the kitchen, like the first time. He seemed to like the danger of discovery, but I was always in a panic that Fray Ortiz would walk in. Br. Muñoz had told me that Fray Ortiz would not approve and I must therefore never tell him; and I felt, if I did tell, the Father would accuse me of causing Br. Muñoz to commit a sin. Br. Muñoz often told me how beautiful I was and how he could not resist me. Perhaps it would have been easier if I could have thought the same of him, but he was plump and bald and always sweated. Yet I grew not to mind the things we did, and I did not feel I was doing such a terrible thing since in all other ways I served God faithfully. I said my prayers regularly and read the Bible and obeyed Fr. Ortiz. Besides, Br. Muñoz never had me put my pene inside him. He said he would not put the sin of sodomy on my soul. The only thing I disliked was when he put his pene inside me in the kitchen, because the Indian girls were usually around. I think Br. Muñoz liked having them watch, but I always felt they were laughing at me behind their expressionless faces. Once, he bent one of them over the table and pulled up her frock – Fray Ortiz insisted that the Indians who worked in the church be decently dressed – and told me to put my pene into the slit between her legs. I was a little surprised: I thought that I should put it into the hole in her bottom. But as soon as my pene touched the strange, fleshy folds between her legs, it grew soft. Br. Muñoz let the girl up and she turned, smoothing down her frock, and looked at me straight in the eyes. No Indian had ever done that: her eyes were very black. She was no more than nine years of age, but I knew she was mocking me. Br. Muñoz laughed and told me not to worry: I would always be safe of the sin of fornication. So I was proud of my disgust and turned away from the girl. Her gaze had angered me, however, and that anger was to lead to my first act of true evil.


  



  Holy Father will perhaps understand why I had reason to hate Br. Muñoz and, more importantly, why I did not tell of my childhood ordeal to the Court of the Inquisition. Besides the shame I felt, it was likely that the Court would have either disbelieved me, or believed I was trying only to bring the Church and its clergy into disrepute, or believed me entire and then punished me for the sin of sodomy.


  ‘So you believe in God and the Holy Church?’ was Zumárraga’s next question.


  ‘I do.’


  ‘But is it not true, Señor Colón, that you left the priesthood to join the conquistadors as soon as you became a man?’


  ‘I was never in the priesthood.’


  ‘My understanding is that you were raised in a church and personally educated by Fray Ortiz, whom you murdered.’


  ‘The killing of Fray Ortiz was an accident!’


  ‘We shall come to that. You do not deny that you left the church to become a soldier?’


  ‘That is correct.’


  ‘I put it to you that you did not leave of your own will, but were cast out by Fray Ortiz because he discovered the evil in you.’


  ‘It is true that Fray Ortiz discovered the evil in me. But he did not cast me out.’


  Zumárraga pounced like a hawk. ‘So you admit there is evil in you!’


  ‘I did not earn the title of “El Carnicero Sangriente” by accident. But if this Court is to condemn me, it must condemn me for the true evil that I committed, and that is not what I am charged with.’


  ‘And what evil is that?’ Zumárraga asked, with a thin smile. I could see that he thought I was digging my own pit.


  ‘My part in the extermination of the Indians known as Tainos. That is what I should be condemned by this court for. All other acts pale in comparison.’


  ‘Señor Colón,’ said Zumárraga, in a tone of disbelief, ‘are you really comparing any violence you may have committed upon heathen Indians as a soldier in the service of the King, to the violence committed upon three clergymen of the Holy Church and the murder of a priest?’


  ‘I can give an account of how I came to leave the church. I can also give an account of that violence and the evil I speak of. The court can decide which is the worse sin.’


  Zumárraga inclined his head. ‘Very well. Let no one say that the Court of the Inquisition does not give even the greatest sinner every chance to receive God’s mercy.’


  



  Most of the following account, Holy Father, is contained in the court records. I have in this Confession added a few details to complete your understanding. I have already described the scene with the young Indian girl to Holy Father, and I did so because it has a direct bearing on how I came to leave the church and become a soldier instead. I had always admired the conquistadors, with their polished helmets and coats of mail and sharp swords. As they swaggered about the town or galloped by on their magnificent steeds, these men seemed to me to be the epitome of Spanish magnificence and masculinity. They gave to the settlers in New Spain a sense of security, for the Indians so outnumbered us that we could all have been murdered in our sleep in one night save for the protection afforded by the soldiers. So they were treated with respect by all the adults, and this respect flowered into hero-worship in a young boy.


  Br. Muñoz had already shown me that even those adults who served God could do wrong. The same was not true of the conquistadors in my eyes, for they pretended to nothing and therefore broke no rule they had sworn to uphold. I had seen them beat the Indians and use them for target practice and even chop off their heads with a casual swing of their Toledo blades. Nothing struck me as evil in this: I had seen such acts for as long as I could remember. Also, the power invested in the conquistadors meant that whatever they did had to be right, for my priestly upbringing had taught me that God was the source of all power and life. Fray Ortiz had power too, for all Spaniards, even the soldiers, deferred to him. But God had given the conquistadors the clearest power. He would not have given them that power unless it was their right to wield it as they chose. Besides, the Indians were heathens: the conquistadors’ total power over them, power even of life and death, was proof of the power of God.


  So I reasoned, Holy Father, from what I had been taught and from what I had seen since I was a child. I submit this reasoning, not to excuse the atrocious act I am about to describe, but to offer Your Grace some whit of explanation, lest he burn these pages before reading to the bitter end. I do not excuse myself in the slightest – Satan had entered my heart even as a boy, although I was not aware of it – but I beg of you to read my Confession entire, no matter how appalled you understandably may be at the evils I committed until I had lived on God’s Earth some thirty-odd years. Perhaps the acts I did after that time may redeem my tale, if not my soul.


  My first atrocity, then: The same girl that Br. Muñoz offered ended up working in the church kitchen for almost a year. This was unusual. The Indians frequently died after only a few months, and my understanding at the time was that this was because they were not used to hard work. Before the coming of the Spanish, I was told that the Indians, an idle race, spent their days playing ball games and lying about in sinful idolatry. Now, as I saw for myself, they often had to labour for the entire day carrying loads almost as big as themselves. Fray Ortiz often expressed regret at the treatment of the Indians, but said that at least they now died Christian. They also often died diseased. The most common affliction was the pox, which swept through their ranks like a pale horse of the apocalypse. Their brown skins were spattered with red pustules and running sores. This, along with their staring eyes and protruding cheekbones and skeletal ribs, made me view them as creatures of living death. The kitchen girl, whose name I never knew, was different. She was free of the pox, and well-fed, since she and the other two girls got whatever was left on our plates after our meals. But, after the incident I have just recorded, I grew to mistrust the very health of her appearance. I began wondering why she did not look like the rest of her people, and I had nightmares where she would be holding me down with hands of iron. In my dream, she would be trying to kiss me and her face would suddenly collapse into a mass of oozing sores. The other kitchen helpers came and vanished within the space of months. This one stayed, healthy and alive, and my nightmares became worse. Mixed with my fear was anger, for when I came to the kitchen her black eyes crossed always with my green ones. I never looked back, and I became angry that I could not look back at this girl who looked at me so directly. As time went on, my anger overwhelmed my fear. I would NOT be fearful of an Indian, I remember thinking, for I am protected by the Lord.


  Eventually, I conceived a plan. I had seen how the Indians loved food. Very often, a master’s personal servants would creep under his table to grab up any scraps which might fall as he ate. So, one day, when everyone was out, I tempted the girl with a side of bacon into my cell. She followed willingly and, when we were inside, I placed the bacon on the small table where I did my studies. I then bent her over the table, pulling up her frock. She smiled at me over her shoulder, thinking that she knew what I was about to do, then leaned forward and began to gnaw at the pork. I watched her naked buttocks, so lean that the bud of her anus and the fleshy petals below were prominently displayed, and my pene did not stir. So it was with full Christian pride that I drew the knife I had hidden in my robes and, reaching over the girl’s bony shoulder, cut her throat.


  I had not expected so much blood. It was stupid of me: I had seen enough Indians killed by sword to know that they bled like stuck pigs. The girl’s body slid off my table and collapsed to the earthen floor, which soaked up the spurting liquid. But my table, and the Bible that lay open on it, was already stained. And then, as I was trying to wipe off the blood with an inadequate piece of cotton, Fray Ortiz walked in.


  Naturally, he was appalled. I was quick with an explanation. She had been trying to seduce me, I said, and I had fought her off.


  ‘But why did you kill her, Adam?’ he asked.


  ‘She asked me to,’ I said. I explained that, once I had stopped her advances, the girl had asked me why I didn’t want to do what her people did all the time. I told Fray Ortiz that I had explained to her that God had said sex between a man and a woman outside the sanctity of marriage was a sin. I remember him nodding, the motion of his chin echoing the slow twitches of the girl’s dying body. She said the need for sex was like a demon inside her, and asked me to absolve her and kill her so she would go straight to Heaven.


  Fray Ortiz frowned at this. ‘You should have sent her to me,’ he said.


  I said that I was afraid that, if I waited, she would change her mind and her soul would be lost. ‘Did I do wrong, Padre?’ I asked. ‘You said that priests in Peru baptize Indian infants and dash their brains out so they will spend eternity in Heaven.’


  Fray Ortiz sighed. ‘Your intent was good, little brother. But there are certain things you must leave to God, to those who have more experience than you.’


  ‘I am sorry, Padre,’ I said, hanging my head.


  He ruffled my hair. ‘I know. Now go to the graveyard and dig a hole for the body. I will do the final sacraments so your act will not have been in vain. But you must never again do anything like this. Do you understand?’


  ‘Yes, Padre,’ I said.


  But as I was digging the grave, I recalled the sheer pleasure I had felt when that first warm rush of blood spilled over my hand. I had never experienced such a feeling. I recalled the girl’s body twitching in my cell, her black gaze now forever closed, her body now no more than a meaningless lump of flesh. I felt, in that moment, truly close to God, like unto Him. And I knew that if being a priest meant I could never again have that feeling, then I could never again be a priest.


  The next day, I went to the barracks of the conquistadors. Despite my admiration for them, I had never actually spoken to any of the soldiers who protected the town. There were four or five men there on my first visit, drinking wine and talking. There were also some half-naked Indian women, doing nothing. The soldiers were at first surprised to see me there, but soon welcomed me when they realized I had not come to preach to them. I became friends with the garrison’s commander, a big man with a black beard, who was of the well-known Ledsema family of Madrid. He was a loud, cheerful man, whose manner was completely different to the priests I had grown up with. He at once labelled me El Padre Poquito, and laughed when I was offended. Ledsema was a marvellous fighter and, when he and the other men practised with wooden swords in the barrack yard, he would invariably win. With the crossbow, he was a master, able to loose five bolts within a fifteen-count. He was also a superb horseman.


  When he learned that I wished to become a conquistador myself, Ledsema held his sides with laughter. On seeing that I was serious, however, he made time to teach me all he knew of the fighting arts. I realized later that he did this mainly because he wanted to irritate Fray Ortiz, who every Sunday used the pulpit to castigate the settlers, especially the soldiers, for their loose and sinful ways. When Fray Ortiz realized that I was spending all my free time with the soldiers, he tried to discourage me by listing a litany of their sins. When that failed, he gave me many tasks to perform around the church and increased my studies. But I always found time to go to the barracks. Fray Ortiz could not imprison me in the church, and he knew that if he was too harsh with me, he would drive me away all the faster. Br. Muñoz no longer came to my cell at night and no longer touched me in the kitchen. I realized that he had been frightened by my killing the girl. That realization strengthened my resolve to become a conquistador. I wished to learn to kill properly.


  As I have said, Ledsema began training me mostly because turning ‘The Little Father’ into a little conquistador was a fine joke. But I soon proved to be an apt pupil, and I think he became assiduous in his lessons for sheer joy of passing on his hard-won skills. Good swordsmen are born far more often than they are made, and I had the natural coordination and the quick reflexes that made me, eventually, a master. I also discovered another talent that is always inborn: I could communicate with horses. The animals took to me, and I was able to command them. Ledsema offered to hire me as the garrison’s stable boy and I at once agreed. So I moved out of my cell in the church and into a manger in the stable. Little did I suspect that, more than thirty years later, that decision would help bring me before the Inquisition. Fray Ortiz came to the garrison and quarrelled publicly with Ledsema for turning me away from God’s ordained path. But the more Fray Ortiz shouted, the harder Ledsema laughed, and the Padre shocked the congregation the following Sunday by predicting that Ledsema would burn in Hell for his sins. Ledsema then threatened the Padre with a charge of slander, and he had to withdraw his statement. This was nine months after I had murdered the Indian girl.


  Did I regret leaving the church? I cannot say I did. I had no natural affection in me. Even my admiration of Ledsema was not for him as a person but for what he was – a conquistador. That bond was, in some ways, stronger than any bond of love. In the following year, he taught me the arts of the warrior. We practised swordplay and the use of the pike on horseback. I learned to use both the crossbow and the longbow. Ledsema even taught me to use the quarterstaff and to wrestle for, he said, the deadliest weapons might not always be at hand, and the deadliest weapon was always one an enemy did not expect. When he judged me ready, he pitted me against real enemies, bringing Indian boys for me to wrestle, then battle with the quarterstaff and then with the sword. I always won: even the grown Indian men were small and slow. Nonetheless, my skills developed rapidly, for I trained by killing my opponents, whether with weapons or my bare hands. The most important lesson I learned in this training, however, was not the technique but the attitude: the inner emptiness, the focused rage, which all warriors know. It was a state of peace and power.


  I believe I was somewhere between fourteen and seventeen summers at this time. When Ledsema commissioned me into the King’s army, I knew the ecstasy of having a dream become reality. I did not know then that my reality was a nightmare.


  I sailed to Espanola soon after my commission. I wanted to use my martial skills and Hamaica was relatively peaceful now that most of the Tainos had been sent to the larger island to work in the mines. I sailed with one of the transport ships, my first trip across the sea. I was assigned to guard the Indians and I almost hoped they would try to escape, but, although there were five hundred of them, they were well-secured in the hold with all the trapdoors and portholes locked tight. Naturally, the lack of food and water and the heat resulted in deaths, so that another ship could have followed us by the trail of the two hundred or so bodies we had to cast overboard. Most of them made it across, however, and, after being branded with an F on their brows, were put to dig for gold.


  What happened over the next ten years is not important. This may seem an odd thing to say, since it was in these years that I became known as El Carnicero Sangriente for my attacks on the Indians who took to the forests and mountains of Espanola and occasionally attacked Spanish settlements. The outing I became best known for was at Vega Caliente where, leading a battalion of just thirty horsemen, we killed five thousand Indians in one day. I was also lauded by the governor for my part in executing a group of Indian leaders, whom I met under the pretence of discussing terms of peace. While I engaged the caciques in conversation, my soldiers advanced through the forest and ambushed them, locking them in one of their own huts. I personally set the thatched roof afire. So, yes, I rose rapidly through the ranks; and, yes, my reputation reached even the ears of King Carlos, who sent me a personal note of congratulation which I have submitted to the Court as evidence. But none of that is important.


  I also became quite wealthy in those years. In recognition of my ‘noted valour’, as he termed it, the governor gave me an encomienda of one hundred Indians and made me an inspector. Even among the settlers, who treated their hunting dogs better than the Indians, my harshness was cause for comment. On the very first day I received my encomienda, I kicked one Indian to death because he was slow in bringing me my wine. Fray Bartolome de Las Casas has, in years past, reported in great details the many cruelties inflicted by many Spaniards upon the Taino Indians. I can state with complete truthfulness that Fray Las Casas exaggerated. His exaggerations were not deliberate: he could not be everywhere and therefore depended on what he was told. It is true that most of the colonists treated the Indians with great harshness. Over these people we Spaniards had the power of gods: the power of life and death and suffering. Men, however, are not equipped for godhood: given such absolute power, they are driven to use it through rape and torture and murder. Such acts become part of their existence and their purpose. So I do not deny the colonists’ savagery. But Las Casas’s accounts of ordinary Spanish soldiers lopping off the Indians’ limbs for sport, roasting them over slow fires for amusement, casting infants off cliffs into raging rivers are only partly true – only a minority of Spaniards indulged in such acts. I, Adam Colón, indulged in them all and did so frequently. Many of the stories Las Casas heard, and the acts he saw for himself, were at my hand.


  It was this lack of mercy which, in part, accounted for my rapid acquisition of wealth. Nearly all the Spaniards worked their Indians mercilessly. I was both merciless and cruel. The men worked the mines: breaking rocks and carrying them on their shoulders upriver in knee-deep water. The women worked in the fields with digging sticks to plant crops. Each field needed over ten thousand holes, each hole 32 inches deep and 12 inches wide. So their labour was as hard, if not harder, than the men’s. The Indians cost me nothing: they were given nothing but cassava bread to eat, which they had to plant and bake themselves. They would get some pork, although I ate more meat in one week than my entire encomienda would receive in a month. And the white men I had working for me soon became almost as cruel as me, if only because they feared my rage or wished to win my approval. My cruelty was all the sharper because of my devilish vitality: I needed very little sleep and never got tired. This was the true secret of my martial success.


  Naturally, the Indians under me died like flies. I took pride in the fact that I went through my encomiendas faster than any one else. For this reason, I was the first colonist to write, and receive permission, to bring African slaves to the island. But the Indians died quickly everywhere: the overwork, lack of food and the pox ensured that. I became quite wealthy through finding a rich vein of gold and using that money to buy a plantation where I planted crops such as cassia, ginger oranges and plantains. I also bought several cattle and built a mill, one of the first in New Spain, to make sugar from cane. All these ventures proved profitable. I was, in all save name, the finest gentleman of Espanola: my shirts, imported from Seville, were of the purest white linen, luxuriously ruffled at the neck and wrists; my pantaloons were of the finest Oriental silk; my jackboots were locally made of the finest black leather. In public, I always wore a magnificent cape of dark-blue velvet. Even on my trips to Spain, I was often taken for a nobleman of the finest Spanish family. Women looked upon me with favour, but I had no interest in them (which seemed only to increase their interest). In my early days as a conquistador, I often indulged in rape. My fellows would have looked askance on me if I had not. But I had no natural inclination for the act. Whereas all my compatriots raped women like good Christians, always in the missionary position in the front hole, I was able to perform the act only in the back hole with the women positioned like a dog. This, oddly, gave me a reputation for even greater manliness among the other conquistadores. But, save for the infliction of pain, I never enjoyed the act, and I often killed the women afterwards. Indeed, many of the Indians I murdered in my house I killed simply so they would never speak of the perversions I practised in secret.


  In those ten years, it is the uncounted murders that are important: not my successes as a conquistador.


  



  Needless to say, Holy Father, I did not speak of perversions in my original testimony. I was not afraid of death, but I was, for reasons that will soon become clear, mortally afraid of the auto de fe – to be purified at the burning stake would have been for me a fate worse than death. Bishop Zumárraga interrupted me when I spoke the last sentence.


  ‘Señor Colón,’ he said, ‘is it your contention that the lives of these heathen Indians were as valuable as the lives of honourable and Christian Spaniards?’


  I knew my answer would help doom me, but I did not care.


  ‘Yes,’ I said.


  Zumárraga smiled thinly. ‘There are many eminent Spaniards who would disagree with you.’


  I glanced towards the back of the court, where Las Casas sat.


  ‘There is one honourable Spaniard who would disagree with them.’


  Zumárraga seemed not to hear my comment. He walked over to a small table and took up a sheet of paper.


  ‘The great Spanish theologian Juan Gines de Sepulveda had this to say on this matter: “Compare then the blessings enjoyed by Spaniards of prudence, genius, magnanimity, temperance, humanity and religion with those of the Indians, in whom you will scarcely find even vestiges of humanity, who not only possess no science but who also lack letters. Neither do they have written laws but barbaric substitutes and customs.”’ Zumárraga put down the paper with quiet triumph. ‘What have you to say to that, Señor Colón?’


  I shrugged. ‘I believe Sepulveda has never even been to New Spain, so I am somewhat puzzled as to the basis of his opinions.’


  ‘A great theologian like Sepulveda needs no evidence to formulate the correct opinion,’ Zumárraga snapped. ‘His views are informed by reason and the knowledge of God!’ His voice became soft again. ‘Or do you also deny his opinion of Spanish virtues?’


  ‘I have given an account of my own early history and character. The virtues listed by Sepulveda are quite absent.’


  Zumárraga smiled again. ‘As we established at the beginning of this trial, however, you are not Spanish but Creole.’


  ‘That is true. But the accounts of persons who have actually been in the colonies clearly show that few Spaniards there practised or possessed the qualities Sepulveda imagines to be part of the Spanish character.’


  ‘Very well. We shall take your hostility to those of pure Spanish blood as granted.’ He went on before I could reply, taking up another sheet of paper. ‘Let us take the account of persons who have, in fact, first-hand knowledge of these pagans whom you so stoutly defend. Fray Tomas Ortiz describes them as treacherous, cruel, vindictive, arrogant, thieves, liars, adulterous, promiscuous and of little intelligence.’


  I said, ‘I can assure this court that the Indians were too busy dying to be any of the above.’


  Zumárraga said, ‘Perhaps ensuring the Indians died was any true Spaniard’s moral duty.’ He picked up another sheet of paper from his table. ‘For I have here a letter to King Ferdinand II from nobleman Vasco Nunez de Balboa, who states, “I would not make slaves of so bad a people but would order them to be destroyed, both old and young, that no memory may remain of them.”’ Zumárraga raised this letter to me. ‘By your own account, Señor Colón, much of your life was spent trying to achieve this exact end.’


  I did not answer. Zumárraga said, ‘Señor Colón, is that statement accurate?’


  ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘And a statement made by Fray Las Casas in the Valladolid debate is also accurate: that the Christians, because of their enslavement of the Indians, became more inhuman and less merciful than tigers. That being so, the actions I stand accused of were, in the truest sense, motivated by Christian morality.’


  Zumárraga turned to the President, the Vicar-General Fray Francisco de Castillo. ‘The defence of the accused turns on the true nature of the Indians. I have already quoted evidence from several theologians. I would now like to call Spain’s most eminent naturalist, Gonzalo Fernando de Oviedo, author of Historia General y Natural de las Indies.’


  I had not noticed Oviedo, who had been sitting in the shadows at the back of the courtroom. He now came forward, a small man with a rounded belly and thin legs encased in black hose. He walked like a crab trying to avoid stepping on ants. Taking a seat under the president’s bench, he crossed his legs and delicately adjusted the folds of his silken cloak.


  ‘Señor Oviedo,’ Zumárraga began, ‘you spent many years in the New World, did you not?’


  ‘Indeed I did.’


  ‘And during that time, you closely observed every aspect of life in that region?’


  ‘That is correct.’


  ‘In fact, you are something of an expert on the New World.’


  ‘No. I am the expert on the New World.’


  Zumárraga bowed his head, and Oviedo smiled as though his gut had wind.


  ‘Could you give us your expert opinion on the nature and inclinations of the Indians which Señor Colón so stoutly defends?’ said Zumárraga.


  Oviedo recrossed his legs and gazed at the oaken beams of the lofty ceiling. ‘The Indians were not as easy to kill as the accused has tried to imply. I estimate that their skulls are four times thicker than those of Christians, undoubtedly because their brains are smaller. Many times I saw swords actually broken on their heads.’


  ‘Broken, you say?’ said Zumárraga with a glance at me.


  ‘That is correct. They ate lice, spiders and raw worms. They also indulged in sodomy.’


  ‘I see. In other words, these were not beings whom one could say were truly human and therefore deserving of the moral consideration God requires us to give to every Christian person?’


  ‘No. I must concur with the opinion of Fray Ortiz, whom you cited earlier. Almost without exception, I observed the Indians to be cowardly, base, liars and idle.’


  Zumárraga bowed. ‘Señor Colón, I thank you for your time and for giving us the benefit of your expert knowledge.’


  Oviedo yawned delicately, covering his mouth with one hand, and was about to get to his feet when I said, ‘Fray Castillo, might I ask some questions to establish Señor Oviedo’s bona fides?’


  Zumárraga expostulated at once. ‘Señor Oviedo’s bona fides are in no doubt whatsoever! His book is an erudite and widely-read treatise.’


  Oviedo simpered. I said, ‘Be that as it may, in a matter of passing judgement on an entire race, the ad hominem is always relevant.’


  After a few moments, the Vicar General nodded. I said, ‘Señor Oviedo, you were once a conquistador, were you not?’


  ‘That is correct.’


  ‘As a conquistador, you would have had to kill Indians?’


  ‘Yes. It was my duty to defend New Spain from the savages who inhabited it.’


  ‘Is it not true that one of your duties was to brand the Indians?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘And how much were you paid for this task?’



  Oviedo hesitated. ‘I was paid one tomin of gold.’


  ‘One tomin per Indian?’


  ‘Yes,’ he said, as if the word were a pebble stuck in his throat.


  ‘Your History is part autobiography, correct?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Did you include the fact of your being a conquistador, and your branding duties, in this autobiography?’


  Oviedo hesitated again, his eyes flickering like errant flies across the courtroom. Then I saw his gaze focus and knew without looking that he was looking at Las Casas who, besides giving me information on Oviedo, had no doubt also brought a copy of the History. All witnesses of the Inquisition were secret, of course, but with Las Casas’s help I had marshalled responses to many arguments we thought might be raised.


  ‘No, I did not,’ said Oviedo harshly.


  ‘Why not?’


  ‘I did not think it... important.’


  ‘I see. Did you not think that such knowledge might have influenced readers about your opinions on the Indians?’


  ‘No. My opinions were based on my observations.’


  ‘Yes, observations no doubt made while branding or killing these Indians.’


  Zumárraga came to his feet. ‘Vicar-General!’


  I raised my manacled hand. ‘I apologize, Vicar-General Fray Castillo. I have only one more question. Are you fluent in Latin, Señor Oviedo?’


  ‘No,’ he said, sulkily.


  ‘I see,’ I said. ‘That is all.’


  ‘Thank you Señor Oviedo. You may leave,’ said Fray Castillo.


  Oviedo got off the chair and left the court. He still walked like a crab, but now like one who wanted to smear the ants. Despite my situation, I found I was capable of amusement and a glance at Las Casas showed that he shared my feeling. It was he who had suggested the question about Latin: there is nothing more humiliating to a man like Oviedo, who poses as a gentleman and a scholar, to have his pose shattered.


  Zumárraga then called several soldiers and colonists of Espanola who spoke of my activities after that fateful day in 1542 when the New Laws came from Spain prohibiting the encomienda. They confirmed that late in that year Fray Ortiz was murdered and that I was seen running away from the church. They said that I left my house and my possessions behind, leaving the town with only the clothes upon my back, and that I was not seen thereafter for a couple of years. They said that from that time, Indian attacks upon colonists became more frequent and more deadly, and that those few who survived the attacks said the Indians were led by a white man of my description.


  After the last witness had spoken, Zumárraga turned to the Vicar-General. ‘Honourable President, the pathetic attempts of the accused to denigrate the theologians and historians cited as witnesses before this Court is in itself evidence of his guilt. Moreover, he does not deny inflicting grievous injuries upon Fray Tomas de Gayana, Brothers Toribio E Ybarra and Ricardo Muñoz. Nor, most heinously, does he deny murdering Fray Diego Ortiz y Mantana. That such acts were directed specifically against members of the clergy in itself confirms the charges against the prisoner – to wit, profaning the sanctity of the Holy Church and contempt and disrespect of the clergy. What makes the murder of Fray Tomas even more heinous was that it was done within the walls of the church. The third charge – promulgating doctrines contrary to the Holy Canons of the Church – we have heard confirmed by the testimony of the accused himself.’


  I said, ‘Honourable Vicar-General, the killing of a priest is not necessarily an act of blasphemy. I have already admitted to culpability in that matter. However, when the Court hears my reasons, I am certain that in its wisdom it will free me of these far graver charges of heresy and blasphemy.’


  The Vicar-General nodded and I proceeded to tell the last part of my story. But what I told was only part of what I now write in this Confession. The Court heard my immediate motives for doing what I did. I now confess the first cause, and I now caution Your Grace that it is a story so wondrous he will surely think me a madman. I ask your generous indulgence for two reasons: one, that I shall provide a simple means for Your Grace to prove the truth of what I say; and, two, in anticipation of that proof his consideration that, if my story is true, my very existence provides irrefutable proof of God’s grace.


  



  The colonists had always ignored the decrees of Spain and even the Vatican: King Ferdinand’s decrees commanding the building of four huts for every fifty Indians plus land planted with three thousand beds of cassava and two thousand tubers and the granting to each Indian of twelve hens and a rooster – well, all this was a great joke to the colonists. Even the Sublimus Deus of the Holy Father in 1537, which advocated the conversion of the Indians by peaceful means only, was completely ignored. I called to the Court’s attention that Pope Paul III in that declaration specifically weighed in against those who excused their refusal to treat the Indians in a Christian manner by arguing that the Indians were dumb brutes created only to serve Spaniards. I pointed out that the Pope had even gone so far as to describe this excuse as invented by the Evil One himself. But, to my knowledge, not one colonist was ever so wrought by this opinion from St. Peter’s heir as to free the Indians or, indeed, even to treat them less harshly. Certainly, I did not. So, when the New Laws were announced, most of the colonists just smiled in their cups. I, however, at the height of my wealth and influence, decided to celebrate by killing more Indians.


  There was, at this time, a particularly persistent band of Indians raiding the Spanish towns and mines. They attacked under cover of darkness or the forest and, although I led many expeditions to the mountains, I was never able to discover their sanctuary. Even engaged in battle they were not as easily defeated as the other Indians of the islands. This particular group either included some Aztecs from the mainland, or had learned from them, because their weapons included javelins with throwers, swords with sharp obsidian stones set in grooves, and shields of wood or hide. As time went on, they also acquired metal weapons from fallen Spaniards and a few had even captured and learned to ride horses. It was rumoured that the group was led by a cacique who had been alive since the Tainos were created, and even the colonists had begun calling this person Diablo Bestias. While not a serious threat, they were a perpetual thorn in our side; and I, because I was Constable and because of my special hatred of Indians, was outraged by their existence. The New Laws, reflecting what I then considered to be the Crown’s ignorance of the settlers’ situation, enraged me further.


  In my capacity as Constable, and using my own gold, I went through the town and collected twenty Indians of various types – of different markings, build and age. With the help of my lieutenants, I brought these men, women and children back to my hacienda and had them staked to the ground. I then proceeded to systematically torture them, asking them in their own tongue (I was quite fluent in their language) where in the mountains the raiders hid. This took the better part of the evening and continued well into the night by the light of torches. Hell must have some chamber exactly like my yard on that night: the staked people screaming in the writhing shadows while I moved among them like an angel of death, a grin of delight glued to my face, doing unspeakable things to each and every one of them. Several of the hardier ones shrieked so loudly that a Negro slave arrived at the hacienda late in the night bearing a complaint from a neighbour who was unable to sleep because of the noise. That neighbour lived a mile away. I therefore stuffed rags into the Indians’ mouths before continuing. This torture was not for information – I had actually learned the location of the Indians’ retreat before sundown – but I continued it, I told myself, to ensure that they were not lying. (Curious, this impulse of even the most evil of men to justify their actions.) By morning, the place looked like a butcher’s shop: limbs and organs scattered everywhere, and the very earth and grass stained a diseased maroon. The coppery smell of blood filled the air, along with the insane buzzing of flies. A few of the Indian bodies still twitched weakly, but not for long. My dogs fed well that day.


  A normal man would have been weary after the night’s work. Not I. A few hours after dawn, having supervised the Negro servants as they cleaned the yard, I set out to find the Indians’ mountain sanctuary. I was able to get only four men to join me in this plan. Word of my night’s activities had already spread throughout the town and, wealth and influence notwithstanding, even the hardiest colonists averted their gaze from me when I went into town. They were not brave enough to look straight upon me with the disgust they no doubt felt. I am sure that it is those same citizens who eventually accused me of heresy so that the full authority of the Inquisition might be brought against me. It is worth noting, however, that they did not do so on that day, but three years later, when my actions threatened their wealth. The four who came with me were men of no standing in the community – they had neither skills nor trade and were too lazy even to cultivate a plot of land for their immediate needs. Yet, as is usual with men of that type, they always had sufficient money for drink.


  On the 15th day of the month of September, I gave them each a horse, a lance and a sword and we set out for the forested hills of Espanola to find runaway Indians. On the ride out, we came across a bedraggled file of Indians, walking to their homes where they would have a few months respite after the eight months of steady work in the mines. We ran our horses over them, swinging our swords with glee. I did not even look to see my targets. The hate I always felt for these people was like a hunger in my head. It was an appetite that demanded red mouths in brown flesh, that could be assuaged only by the fearful and agonized cries as my gleaming blade leaped and winked among their bodies. The torture of the previous day had only increased my bloodlust.


  To this brief encounter, there was a strange witness: a Negro who stood half-hidden in the forest at the side of the trail. As the number of Indians had diminished, we had had to bring in these African slaves to provide labour. Preferring Indians, I used only a few Africans, who worked inside my home. (Indian servants had four times tried to poison me but I survived each attempt, although I did not understand at the time what my immunity betokened.) This Negro, whose stonelike presence gave me pause in the midst of my carnage, seemed both strange and familiar. He was taller, and far stockier, than the others of his race. He was bald and wore a brown tunic and strapped leather sandals. I was certain that I had never seen him before, yet I felt I knew him. When I turned to strike down the last Indian, and looked back, he had vanished. As I spurred my horse onwards, a fleeting but disturbing thought occurred to me: that, although the Negro had been close enough for me to reach out and touch him with my lance, I had not seen his eyes.


  Given a different outcome, the story of how I attacked the hidden camp of the Indians would have been the stuff of legend. The men with me possessed no woodcraft, of course, so I left them in the foothills and made my way alone into the forest. It was near dusk, so I commanded them to build several campfires, widely spaced, so that the Indians would think a large force was near. I wanted to make the Indians send out scouts, thus weakening their forces, as well as helping to point me in the direction of their camp. Sure enough, as I made my way through the silent trees, I was able to pick off several Indians. They never saw me, save in the moment before my knife found their throats or kidneys – my senses have always been preternaturally keen and I possessed a natural woodcraft whose origins I never questioned. Although delayed by these quiet kills, it was not too long before I was pressed against the back wall of their cacique’s bohio, where five Indians sat in council around a small fire.


  Peering through the cane-and-straw walls, I received my first surprise: their cacique was a white-haired Indian woman. It was she who was laying out the strategy to attack the Español soldiers whom they thought were camped in the foothills. Listening to her speak, I changed my plans. I had planned a frontal assault on the raiders, confident that our superior weaponry would allow us to inflict considerable damage before my companions fell. (For myself I had no such concern.) But my thirst for blood had caused me to commit a basic error in tactics: when your force is outnumbered, you must use the advantage of surprise. By killing the scouts, I had ensured that my smaller force had lost that crucial element. When the raiders discovered that their scouts had not returned, they would probably move camp. They had not remained free this long by being inflexible. I therefore attacked at once, quietly severing the binding vines and then bursting through the wall into the bohio. My sword and my knife thrust and sliced with exact swiftness, but the old woman received only a sword hilt to the skull, after which I slung her unconscious body over my shoulders and exited as I had entered. By the time their guards had responded to their leaders’ dying screams, I was running tirelessly along the forest trail. They would not catch me in the dark.


  It was in this triumph that I returned to the town, my men half-asleep in their saddles, just as the sky began to turn gray. The old woman, with hands bound, stumbled behind my horse. She was naked and bleeding from having been dragged when she could not keep her footing, but I had not dragged her too much. This was not kindness on my part: I wanted her alive to be executed by hanging, for it is a death of which the Indians were particularly horrified. It took all my self-control not to kill her on the journey back, however, for she never said a word but only watched me with a complete contempt that I had never seen before from any of her race. Her gaze enraged me, but I held my sword by thinking of the shameful death awaiting. The event would both tear away her maddening calm and bring me public acclaim when the colonists learned who she was.


  Because of the earliness of the hour, I decided to imprison the cacique woman at my hacienda until noon, by which time word would have gone throughout the town about the planned hanging. I wanted to ensure a good crowd. I gave the men some money and sent them off with instructions to tell everyone that the Diablo Bestias had been captured, but to say no more than that. But this was not my only reason for dispatching them: I also wanted no witnesses to what I was about to do next. I took the old woman into the house and tied her face-down to an X-shaped bench I had had specially made. I then whipped her until the wrinkled skin of her back rose full of weals, so that I mocked her in her own language, saying that she was regaining her youthful plumpness. Yet, save for her grunts of pain, she never spoke . And I did more things I shall not tell.


  When, at noon, I led my half-dazed prisoner to the town gibbet a murmur of surprise arose. The colonists had not expected the Diablo Bestias to be a woman, and an old one at that. The hangman was already there, along with Fray Ortiz. I pulled the cacique woman up the stairs and motioned the hangman away: this was my capture, my victory, and I wanted to dispatch her myself. I greeted Fray Ortiz civilly enough: there was no rancour from the past between us. He performed the final rites for the woman, who only stared ahead with dull eyes. Then, I placed the noose around her neck and tightened the knot. The feel of the rough hemp around the scrawny throat seemed to rouse her, for her head lifted. I stepped back and put my hand on the lever.


  For the first time she spoke, ‘Fray Diego?’


  Fray Ortiz’s eyes widened. ‘Maria?’ he said.



  I pulled the lever. Fray Ortiz shrieked, ‘Adam, no! Esta tu madre!’


  The trapdoor fell with a clatter, there was a choked-off cry, and then only the creaking of the rope.


  



  Bishop Zumárraga said, ‘Señor Colón, are you telling this court that this Indian woman, this cacique, was your mother?’


  ‘That is what Fray Ortiz said,’ I answered. It was clear that Zumárraga had already known this fact, undoubtedly from the same persons who had accused me and who would have been present at the hanging.


  I said, ‘After the execution, I returned with Fray Ortiz to the church. I was enraged that he had embarrassed me in that way, and I almost struck him down in front of everyone.’


  ‘So you were not concerned that you had killed your own mother?’


  ‘I did not believe him. I felt he had used the opportunity to get back at me for leaving him and leaving the church?’


  Zumárraga arched an eyebrow. ‘You believed that Fray Ortiz carried a grudge for all those years?’


  I shrugged. ‘I would have.’


  ‘Tell us what happened at the church.’


  ‘Once we were inside, I handled the Padre rather roughly, pushing him bodily against the wall and demanding from him an explanation for his words. He was like a puppet in my hands, not because of my strength, but because he seemed to be still in shock at the turn of events. “Why did you say that woman was my mother?” I asked him – no, snarled at him – and he answered, “Because she was.” He then told me that she had been a servant in the church and had become pregnant after being raped by a Spanish soldier. I had not been left on the church’s doorstep by an unknown person, as I had been told. I had been born right in the vestry. It was my appearance at birth that had convinced Fray Ortiz that the church should adopt me, for there was no trace of my Indian blood in my appearance.


  ‘So you admit that you are half a savage?’ said Zumárraga.


  ‘As I have been telling the court,’ I said, in a tone of weary patience, ‘for most of my life, I have been entirely a savage.’


  Zumárraga sniffed. I continued, ‘Fray Ortiz had sent my mother,


  who had been converted and christened Maria, to work in the fields. He did not want her tainting my upbringing, he said. He wanted to raise me as a perfect Christian. It was, he said, the perfect opportunity to demonstrate the power of Jesus’s message – that even a person of my heathen antecedents could, with the right upbringing, become the perfect servant of God. Fray Ortiz was very concerned about perfection. He said he was very disappointed when I decided to leave the church to become a conquistador. I asked him why he had never told me the true story of my birth. He said, although I had failed to be the perfect Christian, he still wished for me to become the perfect Spaniard.’


  I stopped speaking and Zumárraga said, ‘Yes? And what happened next, Señor Colón?’


  I took a deep breath, knowing my next words condemned me. ‘I told him, “Your wish was granted” and I drew my knife and plunged it into his heart.’


  Zumárraga turned to look at the President and the chief constable and even the notary. Unnecessary theatricality: the Court was weighted on his side, as always. ‘So, Señor Colón,’ he said. ‘You freely admit to murdering a servant of God?’


  ‘I do,’ I said. ‘And I put it to this court that my act was justified.’


  This assertion surprised even Zumárraga. He said, in astonishment, ‘How can you possibly justify to this court the cold-blooded murder of a man of the cloth?’


  I said, ‘in the first place, Fray Zumárraga, the act was done in the heat of passion, not in cold blood.’


  ‘That is no defence!’ he snapped.


  ‘Agreed. But I would ask the court to consider the cause of my passion: that, because of Fray Ortiz’s deliberate deception, I had incurred upon my soul the unforgivable sin of matricide. There is no question of forgiveness in my mind: I have no doubt that God will punish me as I undoubtedly deserve to be.’


  ‘Then why offer a defence at all?’ Zumárraga asked, seeming to be fascinated in spite of himself.


  I drew a deep breath. ‘Because I believe this court, as an instrument of the Church, must understand the greater evil, an evil far greater than heresy, being promulgated throughout the King’s empire. Because I hope the Court will be merciful and grant me a quick death, sparing me the auto de fe.’


  Zumárraga stiffened. ‘So you reject the possibility of atonement?’


  For the first and only time in the trial, my calm broke. ‘Have you not been listening?’ I shrieked. ‘I have done nothing since that day but try to atone!’


  The Inquisitor’s expression never changed. ‘By killing other Spaniards – oh, I beg the court’s pardon. By killing true Spaniards?’


  At that point I knew there was no hope for mercy. My blood was tainted. So I will only synopsize the Inquisitor’s summing up, and then confess, Holy Father, the true reasons I did what I did after the day I murdered my mother. Zumárraga was determined to bring the full weight of the court against me. Arguing that my own words had clearly revealed me to be guilty of fomes peccati – igniting the ‘tinder of sin’ – he argued that, even after so many years awaiting trial, I showed none of the penitence which would lead to the lighter sentence of the prison galleys.


  The Vicar-General agreed, but pointed out that I had confessed to my sins and therefore should be garrotted rather than burned. But Zumárraga argued that I was clearly a heretic and heresy was the worst of all sins because it killed the soul rather than the body. That was the very reason, he said, for the existence of the Court, at which point the Vicar-General said he did not need a lesson in legal history from the Inquisitor.


  He then turned to me and delivered the standard adjuration: ‘You behold us sincerely afflicted at your culpable obstinacy. We pray that Heaven will endow you with the spirit of repentance and contrition. Do not grieve us by persisting in error and heresy. Spare us the pain of being compelled to invoke the just but severe laws of the Inquisition.’


  I said, ‘I am repentant and contrite. I can say nothing more.’ This was not pure bravery on my part. I felt that God would save me from the flames, as He had saved Daniel in the lions’ den.


  The Court found that I was not repentant about the correct things, and so the sermo generalis of sentence was passed. I was declared a contumacious heretic and remanded to the Justicia Ordinaria of the city for punishment debita animadversione. And now, before I face the auto de fe, I must confess my deepest secret.


  



  Holy Father, you would no doubt have noticed that Bishop Zumárraga never asked why I chose to believe that Fray Ortiz was speaking the truth and not merely exacting revenge, as was my original thought. The Inquisitor’s avoidance was deliberate: although the facts were damning enough, my guilt was assured by the more crucial fact of my mestizo heritage. But my reason for believing Fray Ortiz’s account is the key to my conduct and, indeed, my very soul. Again I must caution Holy Father that much of what I now write shall seem like ravings, but at the end I shall offer proof not only of the truth of what I say but of God’s incalculable grace and miraculous powers the likes of which, I assure you, has never been seen since Jesus Himself trod the shores of Galilee.


  I went to the church with Fray Ortiz with the intent only of ensuring that he made a public retraction from the pulpit. Murderous as I was, I was not so stupid as to throw away all I had worked for by beating a priest, let alone killing one. But, as he told me the story of my birth, a strange thing happened: it was as if bright suns began to burn in my head, blazing up and going out, like days and nights passing within moments. In each separate sun there was an image: I saw myself playing on the white sands of the beach with a rubber ball; I saw myself hunting in the forest with a crude bow and arrow; I saw myself sailing a dugout canoe, along with an Indian youth of extraordinary beauty. The landscape I saw in my mind was the same, but different in small ways: no canes, no orange trees, no mines, and no Spaniards. Yet it was not me, Adam Colón, in these memories of a life I had lived before I was born. Even as I listened to Fray Ortiz tell a story, which it seemed I already knew, I was aware of myself in these images as smaller in body, browner of skin, peaceful of mind. It was that last quality that caused me not to reject these images as signs of madness, for whereof came this tranquillity? I had not known such a state was possible – this freedom from rage, from hate, from fear. I had never even known that I, conquistador, was so full of fear. And, as Fray Ortiz ended his story, a name came to me: Guiakan. And, out of those eyes, I looked at this priest who stood before me, with his arrogant red-lipped mouth and skin like that of a drowned corpse and I asked him why he had denied me my past and he said he wanted me to be like those who had murdered all my people, the Ciguayons and the Lucayans and all the Tainos. And, for the last time, the pure demon of the Spaniard Adam Colón rose in me, but driven by the spirit of the Taino Guiakan who had been born to be Preserver of his people and had failed; and I killed this foreign bohuti whose God said that the Tainos were fit only to be slaves for Spaniards.


  Not madness, Holy Father. The mad have no reason, cannot exercise self-control or arrange their affairs. Were I truly mad, could I have avoided those looking to arrest me for the murder of Fray Ortiz and still manage to dispose of two-thirds of my possessions and hide all my gold? And, while it is bruited that the mad sometimes have unusual cunning, I can be deemed mad only because of the complete reversal of everything I had once lived by. Yet such a violent upheaval of mind itself argues against a cunning insanity. And the evidence of my cunning lies at the root of my present situation: for the Court of Inquisition would hardly have bothered seeking out a heretic as far removed as New Spain, even for the suspected murder of a priest, were it not for the considerable wealth to be confiscated through my arrest. Which is the other reason for the long delay: for I was so cunning that, to this day, the major portion of my wealth remains undiscovered.


  There is, however, another possibility which even I must admit: that the spirit of a long-dead Indian had taken possession of me. Indeed, it did initially seem to me as though there were now two selves inhabiting my one body. There was the Taino named Guiakan, a person of peace and pain, and the Spaniard named Adam Colón, a person of war and pain. As true Christians, we know that demonic possession is a fact of life. Yet all demons are evil, and this demon (if demon it was) had no evil intent, as I shall show. Besides, what transpired next revealed beyond any shadow of doubt that God’s grace and divine mercy was indeed with me.


  Feeling as though my head were on fire, I quickly left the church through the back and ran into the forest. I was consumed by guilt, as though red-hot pincers were tearing away at my very heart and soul. For I was aware of myself as an Indian and also aware of myself as the Spanish killer of Indians. I remembered both swearing to be Preserver of the Tainos and my fiendish delight in torturing the Tainos. And, final twist of the blade in my breaking heart, I remembered knowing a young beautiful girl who became my own mother. I ran through the forest, it seemed forever, until I came to the high cliffs and kept on running.


  



  When I came to myself, it was night. The stars were like bright chips shattered from a clouded crystal moon. No flames, no demons – certainly no angels or pearly gates (though that I had not expected). No pain, although I recalled feeling every bone in my body shatter when the fist of the earth had hit me. I got to my feet with caution, and vague thoughts of Purgatory. But everything seemed as always: the air was chilly and filled with the songs of frogs. I stretched my limbs carefully. There was no grating of broken bone, no agony of torn flesh. Yet, as I ran my hands over my body and my face, I found stiffened trails of dried blood. Behind me, the hill stood like a silent and faceless giant. I was reminded of the Shadowman and turned with a gasp, as though he were upon me. With that thought came a tight terror, and I began running back to town.


  By the time I arrived at my hacienda, I had reached the only possible conclusion: that God had spared my life. The memories of Guiakan were now submerged in my mind, but his peace remained with me. I was Adam Colón but I was also Guiakan. The hate, which had also been hatred of myself, was diminished. And it was in the memories of Guiakan that I now remembered possessing this miraculous gift of healing. As Adam Colón, I had never discovered it. So proud had I been of being a warrior: but all my foes had been weaker, possessed inferior weapons, lacked armour. In all my battles, I had never once been seriously injured and, although the minor wounds I had sustained had healed with remarkable quickness, I had attributed this only to my own natural vitality. But now I knew the truth – that I had been given a gift so great that, in known history, God had bestowed it only upon one other: His only begotten Son.


  An extravagant claim, I know, Holy Father. So let me hasten to add that I make no claims to Divinity, let alone being the risen Christ, although the majority who may read this confession will doubtless accuse me of such awful blasphemy. Therefore, let me state categorically and beyond any shadow of doubt that I claim no special knowledge of God, that I never heard His voice, that I was never visited by any of His angels. But He did grant me a second chance. That is the simple truth. And I must speak the truth entire now or else my whole second life would also have been in vain. But, even as I write these words, I realize my denials have set another trap: the accusation that my gift may have been given by Satan. But I think not. I am no theologian but I have the advantage of knowing what is in my own heart. It is also obvious that immortality is not Satan’s to give. He is himself immortal only because he was once the angel Lucifer. But even in the Garden of Eden he could offer Adam and Eve only the knowledge of Good and Evil – in promising them that they would not die, he lied. Only God can grant life and immortality, for the Bible clearly says that even our souls are not immortal in themselves but only become so through God’s final dispensation. And so it must be that this great gift was given by God, and it must be that it had been granted to me for some great purpose.


  It was not difficult to divine what that purpose might be. Until that day I had lived a life defined by cruelty, perversion and greed. Surely no one can deny that these are sins. Obviously, God could have taken away my gift of immortality when I leapt to my death that day and consigned me to the pits of Hell. Indeed, it is clear that few persons on Earth could so well deserve God’s punishment. But, as we always preach (and so seldom practise) God is a loving, merciful and forgiving God. He had spared me, obviously, in order that I might spend the rest of my days in recompense to those to whom my cruelty, perversion and greed had caused the most suffering. No doubt this was also why he had made me long-lived: for it would take several lifetimes to accomplish this task. I do not believe, mind you, that I am truly immortal, as Christ is. I have no doubt that God shall take me in His own good time, but the Bible records that, in the olden days, men lived for many hundreds of years. It may be that I am one of the old race.


  So perhaps now, Holy Father, you can understand why I did what I did over the next three years. At my hacienda, I encountered several men lurking outside, including the four who had accompanied me on my raid. I slew them with all my old mercilessness. But now I had certain knowledge, the knowledge of God, that my acts were justified. God Himself destroyed the cities of Sodom and Gommorah for their evil ways, and New Spain was as those cities recreated. God had appointed me His Angel of Death. Yet I was not Adam Colón but Guiakan Colón now. When inside I found Fray Tomas de Gayana, Brothers Toribio E Ybarra and Ricardo Muñoz, I killed all but Br. Muñoz with my bare hands, and Br. Muñoz, I understand, remained a drooling, crippled idiot for the remainder of his short life. But I swear that in the act of killing them I had restrained my ancient rage. I acted as God’s avenging angel.


  I then gathered all my valuables and retreated to the hills. From there, I began carrying out my one-man raids on the colonists. I sabotaged their mines. I set fire to their haciendas. I broke the chains of the enslaved Tainos. And always my message was the same: obey the New Laws, obey God, or my vengeance shall fall upon you. Several of the harshest colonists I murdered in their beds. I was a formidable opponent: not only did I possess all the martial skills of Adam Colón but to this was added Guiakan’s considerable skills in using Nature. I was able to live off the land and the sea easily, and all the sallies of the King’s soldiers threatened me not. After about a year, I had gathered around me a small band of both Tainos and runaway African slaves. Our raids became more intense. The colonists lived in terror, viewing us akin to a plague or a storm that might fall upon them at any time. And yet they continued to work their mines and live like princes on the dying bodies of Tainos.


  Still, against the colonists’ greed I might have prevailed. They had begun taking measures against me, spending as much as one-third of their gold to pay soldiers to guard their towns and mines. But I was indomitable and might have worn them down, eventually, by terror. But I could not fight the invisible foe that took an even heavier toll on the Tainos than their cruel masters. That foe, against which my sword and my unnatural vitality was useless, was the small pox. It caused men and women and children to die strangled on the swollen tissues inside their noses and their throats, or thrashing and screaming in violent delirium until their minds could no longer endure the torment, or vomiting blood till they withered and died like dry husks of maize.


  I became determined that every Spaniard should be driven out of Espanola, and eventually all the islands, before the last Taino died. So I redoubled my raids. Even when my motley crew tired, I ventured forth on my own. I needed little sleep and, confident in my gift of healing, I took risks that no ordinary man would have dared.


  There was only one thing I feared, and he I never saw. Yet always I had the feeling he was near, a minion of Satan, despatched to stop my Godly task. But, even if that was the Shadowman’s purpose, he did not need to take action. As the months passed, despair grew like a weed in my heart. I had stemmed the tide of death, perhaps, but I could not stop it. And, always, more and more colonists and traders and soldiers came to New Spain. I was reminded of the time, about seven years before, when a crop of plantains I had brought in attracted a plague of black ants to my estate. At first they were no more than a nuisance: I had to sleep with the legs of my bed planted in four pans of water. But soon they became a threat to all my crops, eating trees by the roots so that the trees became black and withered as though struck by lightning. My orange and pomegranate fields were destroyed, as well as most of my cassia trees. Once, I placed a four-pound rock of corrosive sublimate on the flat stone roof of my storehouse. Ants came from miles around, dying in such numbers that the roof seemed covered with coal dust. Within days, the sublimate, although it was as hard as cobblestone, was reduced to the size of a pigeon’s egg by these rapacious insects. It took two years of digging trenches around every tree and keeping them filled with water, and seeking out and setting afire the two-foot high nests with their white eggs, before I got rid of them. Even now I am not sure if anything I did made a difference or if some other cause made them retreat. And now I had that exact same feeling again.


  It was this growing desperation which led to my downfall. I became careless, letting myself be seen, and soon the colony knew it was Adam Colón who was the new Diablo Bestias. People had assumed I had fled the island for killing Fray Ortiz. Ovando was able to persuade the King to send additional troops from Peru to deal with my band and I. The professional soldiers were formidable warriors. We were driven back into the hills, our movement circumscribed. Yet I took no heed of my lieutenants’ words of caution. Foolishly, I attempted to get at Ovando. I might have succeeded, but the new troops had bought new weapons, and I was hit in the head with a musket ball as I fled on my horse. When I regained consciousness, deep in the forest, I simply wandered into town in a stupor for, although my head wound healed, the injury had made me forget who I was. Thus was I captured with ease and sent in chains to Seville to face the Court of the Inquisition.


  
    That, Holy Father, is the complete truth and may God strike me down and consign me to the deepest pits of Hell if I have in any wise exaggerated or misled you. And my words will be easily proved: if, as is likely, I am executed by the time you receive this Confession, order that my grave be exhumed. Fray Las Casas has made arrangements for it to be marked. There will be no body. But ensure that trustworthy men do the exhumation, for in my grave I will leave instructions on how to locate my gold. I ask only that this wealth be used to save the few remaining Indians in New Spain for, as my story has shown, this is God’s will.


    Yours in faith & obedience


    Adam Guiakan Colón

  


  



  The copied document given to me by Cardinal di Medici ended there, but there are some details which I could not add then. After the trial, I was returned to my cell in chains. The auto de fe was set for twenty-one days hence – days in which, I knew, last efforts would be made to discover where I had hidden my wealth. Fray Las Casas came to see me a short while after, and I asked him to supply me with paper, ink, pen and candles. It was a desperate request, which I had no hope of being met but, to my astonishment, he brought the materials the very next day. When I praised him for his moral authority, he only said dryly, ‘I am sure that neither moral suasion nor the goodness of the Inquisitor’s heart are why your request was granted.’ He was right, of course, but I am always taken aback at how worldly priests are.


  I wrote two documents simultaneously, one for the Inquisitor’s eyes, the other for Las Casas to smuggle out. The unexpurgated version, Holy Father, is before your blessed eyes.


  Las Casas came to see me every day in that week and we always engaged in conversation. Despite his age, he retained a sharpness of mind and a passion of purpose which would have been the envy of many much younger men. But I also detected in him a core of bitter defeat, for he felt he had failed the Indians to whom most of his life had been dedicated. Fate, it seemed had always been against him. At Plasencia, Las Casas had persuaded King Ferdinand to take strong action to save the Indians, but Ferdinand had died while on his way to Seville so the petition was frustrated. Las Casas had then made the same petition to Cardinal Ximenes, who also was persuaded but appointed ineffectual delegates to carry out the Church’s instructions. Las Casas then applied to King Charles, who also agreed to his petition and passed on responsibility to his chancellor. The chancellor, however, died in Zaragosa. It was then that Las Casas truly began to feel God was against him and I believe, from the way he spoke, that his faith did go through a crisis. But he overcame it. And I think this was part of the reason he decided to help me: he saw in me a kindred spirit for he, too, had begun with an encomienda and then been persuaded of its evil.


  It is also a measure of the true Christian spirit of Las Casas that he was able to forgive a monster such as myself. I have lived almost five hundred years and I have not yet forgiven me. Although I have been reading over this document that I myself wrote, there still remains a dark veil drawn over my actual memory of the life of Adam Colón: after all, even in a normal life-span, the human mind blocks out what it cannot bear.


  I do remember being tortured even more viciously in the final week. Both the Inquisitor and the Bishop were often present, as their duty required. Bound and naked, I was shown the instruments of torture and urged to confess. I watched the irons being heated to a dull-red glow, the pulleys of the rack tested, and the bearings of the wheel greased. I said, as I had in Court, that I had confessed all I had to confess. I was then tied to the rack and stretched over a period of days. I remember clearly the loud popping sounds as every joint in my body was systematically dislocated, the muffled cracks as my hams burst, the sound mixing with my shrieks of agony and futile cries for pity. My tongue was spared: they needed me to tell where my gold was. Crosses were branded into my screaming flesh to bring me closer to God and his Infinite Mercy. And, in the midst of all this, one thought comforted me: I deserved no less.


  I confessed, eventually. Unlike more fortunate prisoners, I could not be certain that death would free me of my agony. Even as my joints were dislocated, they began to mend, the nubs of my ears began to regrow, the brands to heal. To be burned at the stake would be intolerable. I had seen what happened, or I had carried out such executions myself: the skin blackening and crackling like paper, the flesh melting and coagulating and melting again, the body shrinking before the very eyes, curling like an aborted foetus and, always, the high keening screams of the condemned, often continuing long after death should have silenced them. How much longer, then, would my screams continue?


  So I confessed, as my stomach was slit and my intestines wound out on a pulley before my eyes. They declared me dead and made their final prayers and I was buried in a shallow grave. I knew I was not truly dead: only a darkness fell upon me as I drew my last breath; I did not see any tunnel with the light at its end.


  There were no instructions in my grave about finding my gold: I had spent all my wealth to supply my small band with food and weapons. But I had had to give the Pope a good reason for the exhumation. I dug my way free when I awoke some nights later. Las Casas helped me to get out of Spain, although I could not include this fact in my Confession. I went to Rome where, with the authority of his seal, I was able to deliver my Confession to the Pope. Then I signed aboard a ship and returned to Espanola. I was resolved to continue my battle to save the Tainos. But I never had the chance.


  I had returned to my old camp – the same place I had captured my mother and carried her for execution. There was no sign that anyone had ever lived there. Taking out my machete, I began clearing a space to build a lean-to for the night. But, as I worked, I began to feel someone’s eyes upon me. I continued cutting bushes and branches as if I knew nothing, turning constantly. I felt no fear – I was still a conquistador and I still had God’s grace. But he came upon me like a shadow out of the forest and my only warning was a single footfall on the dry leaves behind me. Despite my advanced age, and all that I had suffered, my warrior’s reflexes were as quick as ever. I turned instantly, my machete blurring as I struck. But my attacker stepped smoothly inside my swing, his massive shoulder blocking my blow without effort, his face as calm as polished obsidian. He attempted to grab me, but I was too skilled a wrestler for that and wriggled like an eel out of his huge arms. I danced back on my toes, the old thrill of battle rising in my blood, and swung my machete at him again. But he was very quick, stepping back so my blade swung past his body, then stepping in to punch viciously at my head. I saw the gleam of metal in his fist and bobbed my head aside so he missed, but I did not anticipate his swift-moving foot, which sank into my stomach driving all the breath out of me.


  I collapsed in a heap on the ground. I felt a sharp blow. All my limbs suddenly became limp, and I felt my soul float out of my clay body. I lay on the forest floor, my face on the mulched earth, the sandalled feet of the Shadowman before me. Questions came vaguely to my mind, and a dimming rage, and despair. But, as I drew my final breath, all I felt was relief.


  Session #2


  At our next session I told Mr. Avatar that his account had me quite concerned. He nodded in an understanding manner.


  I should note that I am reconstructing these sessions from audio recordings and notes taken during the consultation. The accounts are accurate, but have been edited for clarity.


  I said, ‘I need to ask you some questions and I need you to answer truthfully.’


  ‘All right.’


  ‘Were you sexually abused as a child?’


  ‘No. Not in this life.’


  ‘In other lives?’


  ‘My second and fourth.’


  ‘Have you ever sexually abused anyone?’


  ‘No. Not in this life.’


  ‘In other lives?’


  ‘In my second and my seventh incarnations.’


  ‘All right.’ I opened his file. ‘I see that your mother died last year. Do you blame anyone for her death?’


  ‘No. She was old, and she was mortal.’


  ‘Were you close to your mother?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘But not as close as you were to your grandmother.’


  ‘Perhaps not. No.’


  ‘You’re unmarried. Do you have a significant other?’


  ‘There are others. But not significant.’


  ‘Close male friends?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘What about –’


  At this juncture Mr. Avatar stopped me.


  ‘All this is very fascinating, doctor, but not to the point.’


  ‘Oh? What do you see as the point?’ I asked.


  He said, ‘I want you to tell me if I’m delusional or not. I expect you to assume that I am at the outset. But I also expect you to consider the facts objectively.’


  ‘What facts, specifically?’


  ‘These accounts I have written down.’


  He took out an envelope from his briefcase. ‘Here is the same account you have just read, in the original Latin,’ he said.


  I said, ‘You realize, Adam, that there is nothing in these accounts that could not be the result of good research, hard work, and a vivid imagination.’


  ‘Including translations from two dead languages?’ he asked.


  I said, Well, I notice that your first account has Taino words and your second has Latin phrases. That wouldn’t happen in a translation.’


  ‘I left them in deliberately. It helped me recall my sensibility as that self when I was writing it down.’


  ‘Oh.’


  ‘And I got the Latin account from the Vatican. It’s definitely four centuries old.’


  ‘Well, what you have here is a photocopy. And isn’t it possible that you read the stories of Guiakan and Adam Colón first and then constructed these memories around them?’


  He watched me and pulled down the corners of his mouth in an impressed fashion. ‘I actually never considered that possibility,’ he said. ‘But how about my speaking fluent Portuguese, Spanish, French and patois, and several African dialects not so fluently?’


  ‘There are people with multiple-personality disorder who can speak a language in one self and not in the other.’


  ‘So you think I have multiple-personality disorder?’


  ‘I don’t know. I doubt it, since you say you’re just recalling past selves. People with MPD don’t usually have knowledge of their other selves. But I am very concerned about the psychotic tendencies of this Adam Colón.’


  ‘I think it’s clear from the account that I overcame those tendencies, even in that life.’


  ‘Yes. And it’s clear from both accounts that you feel very guilty about something.’


  ‘I feel guilty about having caused so many deaths.’


  ‘Do you feel you caused the deaths of your grandmother and your mother?’


  ‘No. They were mortal.’


  ‘Do you feel guilty about being immortal, then?’


  ‘No. I only feel that I have more responsibility.’


  ‘Responsibility to do what?’


  ‘To tell the truth. To help others. Which alone might confirm I not quite sane, eh doc?’


  ‘So some might say,’ I agreed. ‘The point is, Adam, I can best help you by considering what these accounts say about you, Adam Avatar, as a person. If you are suffering a delusion, these past selves will tell us why. If you are not – well, the truth must out, right?’


  At this point, there was a drawn out silence. Mr. Avatar watched me for several moments. His emerald-green eyes gave the impression that he was looking right through me, seeing everything, as eyes of that shade always do. He was also obviously of high intelligence.


  ‘Very well,’ he said, finally. ‘What else do you want to know?’


  The rest of that session was spent discussing Mr. Avatar’s relationship with his mother. That relationship seemed standard, but I felt there was something he was not telling me. He appeared to have no especial anger or resentment, save over certain social issues, but I felt that he was skilled at concealing his true emotions. I put him on Thorazine, making sure he took the dose in my office. I prescribed 75 mgs twice a day. This was somewhat higher than I would normally have prescribed for someone of his age and demeanour, but the psychotic tendencies revealed in his second story had me concerned.


  Before he left, he handed me a third account. ‘I wasn’t a very admirable person in some of my lives,’ he said, in a warning tone.


  Chapter Three: Slaver


  When the pilot announced that we were over Portugal, I slid up the window shade and peered down. The landscape below was oddly familiar: gently undulating plains and low tablelands, sliced in two by the twisted silver blade of the Tejo river; to the north the land heaved itself in a series of huge plateaus cut by deep valleys. The Minho Province, watered by the Lima and Cávado rivers, consists of deep gorges and flat-floored valleys stepping down by low hills to the Atlantic Ocean. The natural amphitheatre so formed backs a narrow beach from which, five centuries before, some of the world’s boldest explorers had sailed to India and Africa. I had sailed in the white wake of those explorers and so the landscape was well-known to me: the oddness lay in never having seen it from the sky.


  I had taken a flight from Rome, through Barcelona, to Lisbon. As the plane banked to land at the Portela airport, I continued peering through the window. It occurred to me that memory is the most significant, yet the most unreliable, aspect of our minds. It is the seat of our sense of self, for what does that sense arise from if not the memory of being the same person today that we were yesterday? So I – whatever ‘I’ means in my context – was in a situation even more untenable than that of the person who lives the normal threescore and ten. The average human being finds it difficult or impossible to remember the details of their life five, ten, let alone twenty years before. Often, even major events are inaccurately recalled, especially if those events are painful: the human psyche is conditioned to forget trauma.


  Since my own memory spans hundreds of years, this characteristic of forgetfulness – or perhaps “selectiveness” would be a more accurate term – seems present in me to an exaggerated degree. Thus, even though I have read the Confession I myself wrote so long ago, it awakens nothing but a few scattered, albeit clear, images. The sense of familiarity is overwhelming but, even in the midst of total recall, my mind still tries to expunge those memories –those acts – which insist that Adam Colon is part of who I am. Quem me dera! I thought, as though the landscape itself had made me shift into my once-native tongue. ‘How I wish!’ But I was too old for wishes and too old to forget. It is not time’s passage that is the issue: nearly all my other pasts I remember clearly; but Adam Colon’s, and the life I lived next after I died, remain wrapped in the darkest of shrouds. Yet it is those two early lives I would soonest forget that I have the best records of: Colon’s written confession, and the captain’s log of Antam Gonçalves.


  I checked into my hotel and lay on the bed listening to the hum of the air-conditioning. But I could not sleep. I went for a walk. Lisbon, like Rome, was built on seven hills. But one does not get the sense of great events here; it seems to be a normal Mediterranean city, with its arches and many small restaurants – a place that has always been provincial rather than a seat of empire. And everywhere there were signs of decay: cracked pavements and unrepaired houses and untrimmed hedges. I walked aimlessly – ao Deus daró, as they say here – for a long time along the wide streets, remembering old places. Some had changed less than I expected. On the Mar del Polhaís’s wrinkled waters float fibreglass yachts instead of wooden sailing ships, but its lineaments remain all too familiar. Late in the afternoon, I went to a library where I found a listing of prominent citizens and a map. I had planned to go to Algarve the next day, but I felt I could not wait. I went back to my hotel and rented a car. By nightfall, I was standing outside the estate of my ‘descendants’ who carry my ancient name, although their blood is not my blood. Four centuries after making their fortune from the slave trade, I noted as I climbed the vine-covered wall, the Gonçalves are still among the wealthiest families in Portugal.


  My third incarnation was named after my great-great-grand-father, a Portuguese sailor who is recorded in history for capturing ten Africans near Cape Bojador and bringing them to the New World where he sold them for a tidy profit. Thus began the Atlantic slave trade, which over the next four hundred years was to see over twenty million people taken from humankind’s cradle and brought to the Americas. I was one of the pioneers of that industry.


  I made my way to the mausoleum. The logbook is there, as I had known it would be. But how I knew I do not know. I returned to the hotel. Over the next five days I read what I had written so long ago, remembering what I would have preferred to forget. By now I was thinking in my old language and one phrase played its refrain in the back of my mind as I read: Ir a Rome e ñao ver a Papa – ‘to go to Rome and not see the Pope’, or, in other words, to not accomplish your mission.


  The log records only the last voyage I made; and from this I have translated only extracts. More than this I do not need to tell, nor do I wish to.


  



  July 5 — We have left Lisbon in good weather. The wind is strong at our back and the sky is clear. It is strange to think that this is my last voyage. I do not consider myself an old man, although I am nearly fifty years of age. My eyes are still as keen, my limbs still as strong, as when I was a callow youth. But in the past few years a sense of foreboding has grown upon me, I know not why. It is not the vasty deep: I have travelled these green-gray waters, as well-known to me as my own eyes in the mirror, too often to fear King Neptune now. Was I only 14 years of age when my father first took me on this voyage? It seems impossible that so much time has passed since I was a mere cabin-boy. But so it is, and I feel as though I should know every wave, every wrinkle, of this ocean, as though the Saõ Kush had cut a permanent path through the heaving waters. But the sea has no memory.


  Still, it is aboard my ship that I feel most at home: there is familiarity in the rocking of the boards beneath my feet, the bronze ringing of the bell on every half-hour, the smells of brine and tar, the feel of the spray on my face and the taste of salt upon my lips. Why has this never occurred to me before? I have always considered Portugal my home: the craggy face of Mt. Larouco is more familiar than my own; I have travelled the gorges and valleys of the inland, slept beneath the graceful pine trees, sailed the inland sea of Mar del Polha. And yet I feel no true connection to the land. Since gaining manhood, I have spent at least as much time in the colony of Brazil and on the island of Hispaniola as I have in Portugal. Indeed, had I to choose, Hispaniola is the place I feel most familiar with. I suppose this is because it is an island and I have always the sense of the sea being near. But, on my past three trips, my foreboding has flowered into nightmares. The dreams are different, but one thing is the same: a huge black man is chasing me. He has never caught me, but each time I dream, he draws closer. I only know that he is huge and black: more than this I cannot see. A terror grows upon me every time I have this dream. I feel that when the man catches me, I shall die. Maria, to whom I have not told this conviction, says these dreams are a portent: that the trade which has supported us in such fine style for the past fifteen years is becoming too dangerous. I do not know if this is so; I do know that I cannot live with this terror each time I go out to sea. I have begun to lose weight and, when I returned from my last trip to Brazil, I saw the first gray hairs in my beard. Perhaps the stresses of sailing to a savage land every year have become too great. It must be so, for once I returned to land, the dreams stopped.


  So I have decided to retire. I have already bought a small farm in Algarve, where I will live out my days with my wife Maria growing carobs, almond and figs. My uncle will keep the house where my father and his father are buried in the Gonçalves tomb and where my bones shall eventually be interred. This last voyage will give me the funds I need to pay off the moneylenders. After that, we will not need to work: I estimate that twenty-five Negroes will be sufficient to cultivate the groves. We will live almost like nobles. I take great pride in this thought. I admit that I would have preferred to buy a capitanio in Brazil, become a donatório, and plant cotton and sugar-cane. But Maria does not want to live in the bush, as she puts it. Also, we have decided to adopt two children, a boy and a girl. Both we will buy from two young women, living in a town twenty miles away, who will give birth by the middle of next year. The men are cavaleiros vitaos and their wives are strong and healthy. They will be glad for the ducats and already have other children so they will not miss these. Maria insists that we raise our adopted babies in a civilised country so that their common blood will not come to the fore. I do not mind. The farm will be idyllic, and Maria deserves the company of her husband before death claims her (or me). I am a sailor. But the sea, without memory, cannot be home. I will learn to put down roots in the land.


  Addendum: I have reread my first entry for this voyage and find myself almost wondering who has written such lines in my own hand? In the twenty-seven years that I have been captain of my own ship, my log has never consisted of more than observations of weather & cargo. Retirement has strange effects. But let it stand: a captain’s last log should have some poetry to it.


  



  July 10 — The weather continues fine and we are making approximately four knots per hour. I have spent approx. 15,000 Castilian ducats on the trading cargo for this last trip – hatchets, billhooks, knives, toguache wares, amber and glass beads, needles, cloaks, mirrors, and even bells and trumpets. I have always viewed these goods as the truest measure of the barbarism of the Africans: that they willingly, even enthusiastically, sell their countrymen for such trinkets. Not that I am complaining: the price of Negro slaves has risen nicely since my grandfather first began including Negroes as a regular part of his cargo. In retrospect, I think I can view my career as a very successful one, in terms of profit and otherwise. I calculate that I have transported over 11,000 slaves since I got my own ship. As a trader, I have been far more successful than my father or my father’s father, though it was my father’s trading voyages that helped build relations between Portugal and Congo: the king of Congo had exchanged ambassadors with our king and, I hear, was even learning catechisms. But my father lacked vision, for although he concentrated on the African-Brazil route, Negroes were never the major part of his cargo. He was interested mainly in the usual items – gold, ivory, hides, timber, palm oil and so on. Even when, twenty years ago, the Dutch broke the Portuguese monopoly on the supply of slaves to Spain, my father did not see this as a sign of the great profit to be made.


  It was I who personally approached King Philip to suggest to him that such a trade, properly organized, would both help make the colonies more profitable and seal his place in Heaven by spreading the message of Christ to all nations. It was I who made the effort to explore the interior of this vast land, even taking the trouble to learn the native dialects. We already knew we could not break the Spanish stronghold in the Mediterranean, and I felt there were already too many Portuguese explorers in the East. So I concentrated on Africa at a time when few traders were interested in that vast continent. But I do not measure my success only by profit. I often think that those Africans who survived the crossing to the New World should consider themselves far more fortunate than those left behind in their savage homeland where, save for the Congo, the message of Christ is completely unknown. At least the slaves have a chance to save their souls: no longer will they be Akan, Asante, Mandingo, Fuluni, Fon or Mbundu – I must confess that there is a certain music to their names – but true Christians. What matters the mortification of the body if the soul gain eternal life?


  Thus, I have in my fifty years done sufficient good for my country, myself and God. Maria is right: it is time to retire and enjoy the fruits of my labour, spend more time in prayer and contemplation, and raise children to inherit my wealth. Yet I will be glad when this trip is completed: the nightmares have begun again. The black man chases me, as always. But last night’s dream had an added terror – a small detail but one which (as is often the case in dreams) terrified me out of all measure: he carried a silver spike in his hand. When I awoke, I was sweating and my heart pounding as if I had indeed been running many miles. And, strangely, a name for this phantom of my mind has come to me: the Shadowman.


  



  July 11 — The wind is light today. I have ordered the drabbler laced to the bonnet. We are on course and making good time. I want this trip to be over as soon as possible. Ship’s crew is thirty – ten below the normal complement. And two of them are physicians – I am hoping the investment in the extra physician will be repaid in fewer deaths among the Negroes. I want to make my biggest profit on this trip but, now that we are underway, I somewhat regret not hiring the full number of men. I feel the need for the added manpower, especially since we shall have about 150 more slaves than usual on this trip. At the same time, I do not think I should submit to my nervousness. It is only the nightmares that are causing me to feel this way. Sailing is a proud tradition and I am a master of my craft: I must remember this.


  Addendum: I have reread my previous entry several times and am surprised to find I derive great comfort from seeing the words in solid black ink. I also find myself impressed with my unsuspected gift – perhaps I should consider publishing a memoir? A man of action can also be a man of letters.


  



  July 14 — Introspection does not come naturally to me. Yet, having begun the log in this style, I find self-examination becoming a compelling act. I suspect this to be mostly a sign of age. As a child and a youth, I do not recall ever thinking about my own nature in any great depth – certainly not for any length of time. Perhaps this was a measure of my good fortune in all things. My childhood was a very happy one, and therefore I was never aware of being happy. My mother was very loving. I am proud that she was Spanish, not Portuguese. Perhaps that is why I feel this connection to Hispaniola, since my mother lived there and fell in love with my father there. And perhaps the secret of my seamanship lies not only in family tradition, but in my being born at sea, on the way back to Portugal. The roll call of our great sailors resounds in my mind like a trumpet: Diogro Cam, captain for John II, who discovered the Congo River in 1482; Bartolomo Dias who sailed around the Cape of Good Hope in 1488 and beheld the Indian Ocean; the great Vasco de Gama who reached India in 1498; and Pedro Alvares Cabral who discovered Brazil in 1500. These were the men who, along with my father, I wished to equal; and I have done not so badly for my nation, I think.


  My father was a stern and reserved figure, but he treated me fairly and was interested in my upbringing. I was the only child: my mother was unable to have any more children after I was born. So I was never concerned about my future: I knew I would be a sailor on my father’s ship and I expected that one day I would be captain of my own. My only shock came when, at the age of 14, my father took me on as cabin boy instead of, as I had expected, first mate. But he was wiser than I: sailing is no easy life and I had to learn the ropes before I could be a captain. For the first years I sailed with him, I was treated as no more and no less than any of his crew. I learned everything from tying knots to reefing sails to navigating with the cross-staff. The only skill I never learned was that of swimming and, believe me, this motivates me greatly to keep my ship afloat. There was no prouder moment in my life when, on the day I turned 21, my father told me that he had never known a finer sailor than myself. And two years later, he put up his own ship as security to the Jewish moneylenders so I could commission the Kush. I repaid the loan within 18 months.


  My life, therefore, has been satisfying and successful. A man, having said that, can say nothing more that is worth saying.


  



  August 1 — A sudden squall yesterday. But we were not caught offguard. After so many years sailing this ocean, I need not even see the shift of the swells: I can smell a coming storm in the sudden bitterness of the air. So we had ample time to furl the sails and batten the hatches. The squall lasted about half-hour – I have just finished checking the ship. No damage. There will be several more of them as we draw closer to the West Africa coast – these are the hottest months in this part of the world. But my Kush weathers them well, as always. I have taken good care of her over the years and she has served me well. I named her the Saõ Kush because I intended from the first that she would ply the trading route between Africa, Brazil and Hispaniola. Strange as it may seem, I have always felt at home in Africa. Were it not for the lack of civilised amenities, I believe I could live there quite happily. The vastness of the land gives me a feeling similar to the feeling I have when I sail the ocean: of being a mote in the eye of God. I feel both tiny and immense at the same time.


  It will be difficult never to experience this again. I have already found a buyer for the Kush. I would have liked to save her for my son, but too many years will pass before he can be a sailor. But wait! It only now occurs to me that he may never be a sailor. He is more likely to be a farmer or a cleric or a lawyer or a doctor or a merchant. I will no longer be sailing the oceans where I can instruct him; seamanship will not even be in his blood. My father, and my father’s father, must be turning in their graves.


  



  August 3 — Whatever I have set my mind to in life, I have always accomplished. But I have no doubt that giving up the Kush will be the most difficult thing I have ever had to do. This is not mere sentimental attachment to a barque of wood and sail. Sailing is what I am best at. Indeed, I have mastery in nothing else: I speak several languages and I fight well and I can read and write and I bargain skilfully. But only in sailing am I a complete master. My crew respects me because I work as hard as any of them. But they do not understand that there is no greater joy for me than performing my duties. There is no time that I feel more alive than when I am at the helm of my ship: as I stand at the wheel, I know how God must feel. Whether it is tying knots or reading tide and cloud or navigating by Pole star, sun or cross-staff, I am the equal of any man and the superior to many. I have steered my ship safely through storm and doldrums and rocky coasts for over two decades. I have never been injured, shipwrecked and none of my crew has ever died through any error of mine. In Portugal, Brazil and Africa, it is considered an honour to sail on the Kush. And all this, with only two-thirds of my life lived, must I give up. It is a difficult thing to do. But I must do it. Now, it is only in the daylight that I am a master. In the night, I am a slave to my dreams. I cannot understand why these dreams should come to me now. I do not accept Maria’s view that they are portents: women always have these silly, superstitious ideas. Nor should the passage be any more dangerous now than it has ever been: indeed, it is less so, both because of my own long experience and because the trade is far more organized now than it was when I first began. But, perhaps because of this very thing, there is more dispute now about the enslavement of the Negroes. Fr. Paulo, who preaches in my parish, had become persuaded by those who are against the trade and, because I am a trader, copied some of these arguments are gave them to me. I put them in my desk without reading them, but before I sailed on this last trip it occurred to me that these dreams may have been started by Fr. Paulo’s sermons. So I have brought the documents with me: perhaps by reading and understanding them I can rid myself of the dreams. I am sure they have nothing worthwhile to say; and I am leaving the trade anyway. But I have been hesitant to read them: if I am right and it is only Fr. Paulo’s talk which has set off these nightmares, might my nights not become more terrorised by actual reading? But, again, I must not surrender to my fear!


  This is no easy task, though. All that never happened to me in life now happens in my dreams: the Kush is shipwrecked on a reef, I am drowned in a storm, my ship is becalmed while supplies run out, I am wounded by spear-wielding Ethiopians during a raid, I am marooned on a deserted isle, I am eaten alive by Caribs on Hispaniola. And, in all these horrors, the figure of the Shadowman stays omnipresent. But I never see his face.


  



  August 5 — Priests, I think, should confine themselves to matters pertaining to God and leave the affairs of this world to men of the world. Hear one Fray Tomas Mercado: ‘No end of deception is practised and a thousand acts of robbery and violence are committed in the course of bartering and carrying off Negroes from their country.’ Pah! No business venture of any sort – including, I dare say, the business that allows the Church to be so well accommodated – can be successful without some measure of deception. But Fray Mercado becomes even more foolish: ‘The Ethiopians make war on one another, their gain being the capture of their own people, being induced to do so by the profit derived.’ The priest knows that the Africans, of their own will, supply us with slaves, but condemns us for paying them for this service. Perhaps he feels it would be better if we eschewed payment! Without the slightest knowledge of these primitive people, the goodly priest assumes that they are ‘induced’ to make war on their own kind by greed for gold and goods. Well, if so, should not that in itself suggest to him the sordid outlook of the Africans and should he then not conclude that they stand in even greater need of Christian teachings? Fray Mercado goes on to make even more ridiculous statements: ‘In addition to the pretext of parents selling their children as a last resort, there is the bestial practice of selling them without any necessity to do so, and very often through anger or passion, for some displeasure or disrespect they have shown them.’ But, in my nigh-seventeen years as a trader, I know of no case of parents selling their own children, for the Africans value their children as much, or even more, than civilised peoples. Yet, even if Fray Mercado was right, would not the children be better off without such parents or better off being taken away from a situation so desperate that parents are willing to sell their children into slavery?


  Another priest, Fray Alonso de Sandoval, asserts ‘Half the number of wars reported among the Negroes would not be waged if they knew the Spaniards were not buying Negroes.’ What Fray Alonso fails to understand is that these people would make war and enslave one another whether or not the traders of Europe were there: the Africans do not value land, because there is so much of it. An African king’s power instead resides instead in the number of men he rules over: it is therefore to his advantage to kill, get rid of, or enslave the men of other kingdoms. When this is pointed out to those who condemn our trade, they argue that slavery between Africans is like peonage in the Christian nations. Absurd! That argument rests on the assumption that the Africans are more civilised – indeed, more moral – than Christian men. I find it incredible that educated men can make such absurd statements. The fact is, we Portuguese provide a valuable service: not only have we brought Christ’s teachings to this dark continent, but we save the very Africans from being killed – and these savages have horrible ways of killing one another – by providing a means for kings to reduce the manpower of a rival kingdoms without killing or enslaving potentially hostile captives. I may also mention that the higher classes of men are not very displeased that we thin the ranks of males, for polygamy is a widespread practice there and the less men that are available, the more wives the others can have. However, I do concede some of the priests’ points: Fray Mercado says that ‘Spaniards trick and carry off the Negroes with a few bonnets, gewgaws, beads and bits of paper. They put them aboard the ships under false pretences, hoist anchor, set sail, and make off towards the high seas with their booty.’ This indeed may be the practice among the Spanish. It is not so among the Portuguese traders, who have established good relations with the rulers of these continents; and it is certainly not my practice. As for ‘gewgaws’ – even a priest should know that the value of an item lies in the buyer’s desire for it. Would the Church’s coffers be so swollen if men did not desire salvation? What are ‘gewgaws’ for us are treasures for the Africans; and what is a treasure to us – freedom – is a mere commodity to them. At any rate, I have always dealt fairly with them. I have not even raided much, although I will have to do so on this last trip.


  



  [The next set of log entries consists only of observations about weather, tides, and shipboard details. The following entry was made six weeks later, after the ship reached the Cape Verde islands - A.A.]


  



  September 19 — We dropped anchor off Saõ Tiago at 1400 hrs. I had considered pushing straight on to the coast – we had enough supplies. But fresh water, fresh fruit and unsmoked meat – to say nothing of shitting with one’s feet planted on solid ground – will help revive the crew’s tired spirits. I want them as strong and alert as possible when we start the inland trek to gather slaves. I have assigned men to replenish our supplies and will stay on board myself to supervise. There is another Portuguese ship in the harbour, a four-master named the Saõ Joaquin. The watch tells me that the captain has gone into Ribei Grande. The captain’s name is Juan Portillo – I have met him several times since he started sailing the passage about six years ago. We finished storage at 1700. I told the men they could stay on shore for four bells each – ten men at a time. I know they will all get drunk but at least the first set should be sufficiently recovered by 600 hrs for us to heave to. I left my first mate on board to supervise the first watch and went ashore to pay the harbourmaster for the goods and to get the latest news about goings-on on the coast.


  I had not intended to stay on shore for more than an hour but, while talking to the harbourmaster, Portillo came in and invited me to drink some cerveza with him. I almost did not recognize him: when I had seen him just three years before, he had been a pleasant-faced young man. This man looked tense and ill and, even though Portillo is about fifteen years my junior, he now looked older than me by that same measure. He had clearly spent most of the day drinking.


  ‘I hear this is your last trip,’ he said. I was not surprised he knew this. Ours is a small community. ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I am going to become a farmer.’ ‘Why?’ he asked. ‘The wife says I must,’ I told him, laughing, but Castillo did not smile. I noticed that his eyes were rimmed red and that his lips trembled. ‘I want to get out, too,’ he said. Castillo’s haggard features made me wonder if the Shadowman had invaded his dreams too. ‘Why?’ I asked. He said, ‘I lost three hundred and seventy-nine slaves on my last trip. Disease. And most of the remaining two hundred were as good as dead by the time I reached Brazil. It was the first time that has happened. ‘Did you lose many ducats?’ I asked. He said, ‘I didn’t even pay for most of them. We took an entire village, just a hundred miles inland.’ I said, ‘No more tight packing for you, eh?’ Castillo held his head. The cerveza in that saloon kicked like a mule and he had been drinking for many hours. ‘It wasn’t the gold!’ he cried. ‘It was their cries – all day and all night for five weeks I heard them dying below my cabin. And now I still hear them.’ I attempted to calm him through reason. ‘It is part of the risk we take.’ But Castillo seemed not to hear me. ‘And the corpses!’ he said. ‘Every day, we had to go into the hold and unchain them. Every day we threw dead men and women and children overboard, like spoilt meat. The sharks followed my ship for weeks, waiting to be fed. They would fight, and the water would froth red and sometimes arms or legs or a head would float up...’ I suppose I was the first person of his own rank that Castillo had been able to tell his story. His experience seemed to have eaten into his spirit like maggots, although, since he had said he had not paid much for the cargo, I could not understand why. I tried to offer him solace. ‘These things happen. All we can do is forget it and go on.’ ‘I can’t forget!’ he almost snarled, sounding more dog than man. ‘I can still hear them! Every creak of my planks sounds like a groan, every splash of a wave reminds me of a body being tossed into the sea, every flap of the sails sounds like a body being crunched.’ This irritated me. ‘Get hold of yourself, man!’ I told him. ‘They were only Negroes.’


  Castillo’s eyes, bloodshot, stared into my own. I wondered if his mind had come slightly unhinged. Then he smiled at me. It was a smile of great warmth, as though a golden sun had broken through sullen cloud. He suddenly looked years younger. He said, ‘I am sorry, my friend. You are right. They were only Negroes.’ He stood up and held out his hand. ‘Thank you. I needed to speak to a man of your experience.’ I shook his hand. ‘It is no trouble,’ I replied. I watched him walk away and was pleased to note that his gait was quite steady. Apparently, my firm common sense had had a good effect.


  



  September 20 — Our departure delayed by an hour. Portillo hanged himself from the yardarm of his ship last night. We weighed anchor at 0730 and left harbour under a good headwind. The sun hangs in the sky like an unripe orange behind the sandy haze blown in from the Sahara.


  



  November 30 — Reached Luanda at 1600 hrs. Went ashore at once. The sight of the fort gave me a feeling of relief. Throughout the outbound journey I have been plagued with intuitions of disasters of one sort or the other. Oddly, I am always more nervous when sailing towards Africa than when sailing back. I think it is because an empty hold makes me uncomfortable. When it is packed with slaves, I have the feeling that the Kush’s hull is reinforced by a living curral of sorts and that nothing can happen to her.


  The sergeant at the fort told me that everything has been quiet. He took me to see the four new cannon. I paid for two of these in Portugal but they were delivered on another ship. The barrel is six feet long, fires a three-pound ball, and has a range of 2,000 feet. The cannon face seaward since, if the fort is threatened it will not be by the Africans, but by the Dutch or Danes or French or, lately, the English. The dungeons are empty; the last ship was in three weeks before. The weather is as cool as I had hoped, which should help reduce the number of slaves I will lose on the journey back. There were two Congolese guides at the fort. I told them I need 600 slaves. They said there are two villages we could raid. Both are over 300 miles away: all the suitable villages nearer the coast have already been raided. I will not get 600 slaves from those two villages, since I want mostly young, healthy males. But the sergeant said a Fon chieftain has promised a delivery of captives some time in the next two weeks, so that cargo should be in the dungeons by the time I return. I authorized the sergeant to barter for 50 slaves and to hold the rest until I return to buy the rest myself. I have set a fee of ten ducats with the two guides. We will leave at dawn.


  



  December 1 — We have been walking all morning and have stopped for the midday meal. I hesitated about bringing the log with me but now am glad I did. It will be good to have a complete record of my last trip. Perhaps it will comfort me in my dotage, as well as serve as an aid to failing memory when I regale my grandchildren with tales of my adventures on the Dark Continent. The party consists of 20 men, not including the guides, and we have between us seven blunderbusses, four pistols & 23 cutlasses. I have brought along sufficient shackles for 300 prisoners – we can make more if need be. This morning we tramped through long grass and thickets, up and down humid ravines, and over endless savannas with their giant termite mounds. Over everything there was a silence save for our breathing and the rustle of our clothes and the clink of our weapons. Even the sounds of the animals seem to echo in the vast and quiet sky. We passed through several abandoned villages – all that is left are sagging grass or mud walls, the blackened stones of cooking fires, some broken spears. As always, I feel this strange sense of familiarity as I gaze out on plains so vast the horizon is a shimmering, misty line. Although I am a regular visitor to the coast, I have ventured inland only about six times. This country should be strange to me, with its small striped horses and leathery monsters with mismatched horns and dancing antelope who wander in immense herds and always come close enough to be easily shot. It is strange to me yet, somehow, I feel at home here. Perhaps it is because the Africans have never tamed this land, whereas we Europeans, who have been here less than 200 years, have already begun to exploit the riches that are so abundant. But, beyond all these things, a certain difference now nags at my mind. Perhaps it is a greater emptiness, compared to when I first set foot here 35 years ago. It is as though the land and the sky have grown more immense. At any rate, I have an odd feeling of gazing upon the land with two sets of eyes: one pair of eyes finds this country foreign while the other pair finds it as familiar as my own face.


  My nightmares have stopped.


  



  December 2 — Last night we heard the drums, faint yet seeming to fill the starry sky. The sound seems to resound in my very blood in a way the music of my native land does not. Perhaps it is the very primitiveness of the drum which accounts for this, for one attends to civilised music with ear and heart. These African drums seem to beat in the very pit of one’s stomach.


  



  December 7 — Each day has been the same: tramp the hours away, make camp at evening, cook, spend the night in dreamless sleep, strike camp and tramp the day away again. But the Congolese tell me we shall meet a village tomorrow. We are camping tonight on the edge of a forest and I am writing by firelight. The forest is a dark and living presence beyond the camp, the trees poised like perfectly-disciplined soldiers while behind them strange chitterings, whistles and muted snarls emerge. It is as though the trees stand guard to some abyss of madness.


  I am becoming too fanciful, I think. It must be a sign of old age.


  



  December 8 — A successful raid. Although I have never had any formal training as a soldier, and although I have only rarely been involved in battle, I think I would have made a good general. We approached the village through the forest from the river just after 1300 hrs, when the inhabitants would be sluggish and sleepy from the midday meal. I placed the four best marksmen at our flanks, two and two, and led the charge myself armed with a cutlass and three pistols. The first warriors who attacked were cut down by shot, while we tackled the next wave hand-to-hand. Some of them had large wood-and-leather shields – these we shot. The others, armed only with assegais, were no match for our cutlasses or the hail of shot from behind us. The battle was furious but short. I was relieved at this: the drawback to raiding is that you always end up killing or maiming those who would fetch the highest prices.


  Nobody was killed. Four men received minor injuries and I was stabbed in the thigh. The second physician, whom I had brought along (figuring he should earn his pay) bound the wound for me and expressed amazement that I limped only slightly. But that is another reason I would have been a good soldier: I have always borne physical distress stolidly and I handle my cutlass like a Toledo blade. It is just a matter of willpower and concentration.


  



  December 9 — From that village, we got 82 slaves – 44 men, 26 women & 12 children. But that village was the farthest point of our trek. We bound our captives together in groups of 5-6, by height. I was not especially versed in this, never having been too involved in the first passage from interior to coast. But the Congolese guides are well-practised in the methods of transporting prisoners with a minimum of trouble and in no time at all had everyone well set. The men’s hands were bound behind, the women in front with their children tied to them by a long rope. They then divided them into groups of various sizes and ran lengths of chain through their manacles, so that no one could run off. The biggest and strongest men were chained together by iron collars or had wooden yokes put on their necks. It is a most efficient system.


  December 15 — The journey becomes a little onerous now. The prisoners slow us down and we have the additional chore of feeding them at night. But I push them hard and I feed them very little. This is not impatience or cruelty: there is no point in carrying any but the strong and healthy slaves back to New Spain. Indeed, there is no point in even carrying those who are weak or sickly aboard the Kush – if they cannot survive this first passage, they certainly will not survive the middle one. Already, I have had to leave three behind: two women and a man who was wounded in the leg, which turned gangrenous. (I have given the physician a good tongue-lashing for letting this happen.) I shot the man: the women could not carry him and it was more merciful than leaving him to the wild beasts. The women had been fainting regularly – I considered shooting them but since they appear to be weak rather than sick, I thought it better to let them take their chances. These are the unpleasant duties which I have never shirked but which, I admit, I shall not be sorry to leave behind. The other slaves are bearing up well.


  



  December 25 — We took a different, looping route on the return, which brought us to four other villages. Three of these we raided; from the fourth we were able to buy 38 slaves for a price much lower than I would have got on the coast. We now have 292 slaves. We will not march any further today. It is the day of the birth of Our Lord and we are camped in a glade beside a pleasant stream. I spent the morning writing a letter to Maria. [Here appended - A.A.]


  



  
    My dear wife:


    I lie here in a far off land but my thoughts are of you and the little ones we shall be celebrating our next Christmas with. Above me, the tall trees form a green canopy through which sunbeams play like ethereal arrows, seeming to carry the constant singing of the birds upon their golden shafts. I am writing to you besides a tinkling stream in which small silver fish dart and turn. Yet within this idyll there is no contentment in me, since you are not here. I think only of the time when we shall be together on our farm with the happy cries of children about us.


    Your loving husband


    Antam

  


  



  Maria often boasts that she has the best husband in all Portugal. She is correct: I rarely beat her and I provide her with the best of everything. Of course, she also is a good wife: obedient, able to hold her tongue, and firm with the servants. My meals are always hot and my home always clean. The other husbands sometimes make jokes about my wife ruling me, but I notice that it is those men who make the most jokes whose wives with the sharpest tongues. I always write several letters to Maria on my trips and present them to her when I return. They bring a blush of pleasure to her cheeks and, sometimes, even tears to her eyes. I have had two great satisfactions in my life: being master of my own ship and knowing that there is another person on this earth who loves me more than life itself. I shall continue writing these letters, I think, for now that I shall be in her company every night it is even more important that the household be pleasant. Women often became tempestuous at Maria’s age. Yet I begin to feel that, with a family and with the growing of things from the earth, that the life ahead of me will be even more contented than the life that lies behind me. I have indeed been blessed by the Lord and, on this anniversary of the day He sent His only begotten Son, I thank Him for all my blessings.


  The slaves have been quiet, lying like a set of black paper dolls along the muddy river bank. This is the other reason for treating them harshly on the march, so they will not have the strength or the spirit to attack us. We have allowed them to bathe in small groups, however. I assigned the men to watches so that they can take the women into the forest in turns. I do not allow my men to take the females in front of the captives, for the male slaves tend to become restless when this happens. It is a foolish man who throws matches at a powder keg. However, I always let my crew indulge despite the risk. Men have needs and they would become frustrated otherwise. I do not always indulge myself, but I did this time as it is my last trip here. The female I chose had small, firm breasts and a tight cunt. I took her around a curve in the river where we would be hidden from the party. She struggled at first, but after a few slaps lay quiet with her legs open. To my surprise, although she must have been about fifteen years old, she was a virgin. The mat of dry leaves crackled beneath her back while the trees provided a pleasant shade on my own as I stabbed my cock into her. She let out one short, sharp cry. When I withdrew, I saw with satisfaction that the head of my penis looked like a bright-red plum. I rolled off her, suddenly aware of the silvery stream and the green bower scattered with scarlet flowers and the blue sky with small white clouds above. A cooling breeze blew and the birds sang in the trees above. We experience only a few perfect times in this life: that moment shall remain in my memory as one of those times.


  



  December 30 — The guides tell me we should be back at the fort within four days. The country we are passing through looks familiar and, when I inquire, it turns out I have been here before, 15 years ago when I visited the village of the Congolese king. But that is not why the area sticks in my mind. We had stopped in a small village on our way there and, to my great surprise, there was a white man living among the Africans. He may once have been a missionary or he could equally well have been a sailor or a soldier or a tinker, for all I knew. But he had become an African. He wore a loincloth and wore several wooden and leather bracelets and a necklace made of coloured shells. He even had tribal scars on his cheeks and breast. He had let his hair and beard grow unwashed so they had become matted and fibrous. His skin had been darkened by the African sun, and he could well have been taken for an Indian save that the shapeliness of his nose and the thinness of his lips revealed his white blood. It occurred to me for the first time then that, just as we find the Africans strange-looking with their kinky hair and thick lips, so too must they find our pale skins and straight hair odd. Indeed, I have since then always felt alien when I go into the villages although, as I have said, I feel at home in the open country.


  I did not ask the man about his past. I assumed that he had stayed too long here and been driven mad by the sun or by disease. But, when we spoke at the evening campfire, he seemed quite rational. Moreover, he had taken two wives from among them; the children were beautiful creatures with golden-brown skin and sensual features. The man – I have forgotten his name, because he had taken a Congolese one – offered no explanation as to his presence there. We spoke only of the hunting and the weather and the king. However, although I cannot recall what brought on the comment, he did remark that Africans viewed people of Europe as men whose colour had been washed away by the gods and who had therefore become living ghosts. I did not ask him why he lived with the Africans as one of them nor did anyone else in my small party. I think we were all embarrassed at the sight of this Christian man become a savage. He, I believe, was amused at our discomfiture. Several times that evening I saw him watching us and I am sure he was smiling behind his beard. That was how I knew his very soul had changed, for the free Africans are great laughers.


  I asked the guides if they knew of a white man living in a village to the north-east. They shook their heads. I would have thought they would have: it was not that long ago and the man had children. But Africa, like the sea, is a place without memory.


  



  January 5 — A long day. We reached the fort at 1100 and locked the slaves into the barracoons. The dungeons were very crowded because the chieftain had brought about 400 captives who had been there waiting for three days now. The barracoons stink of sweat and shit. The sergeant brought the chieftain to me as soon as we had finished putting away the slaves. He was a tall man who wore orange robes and carried a finely carved staff. He wanted me to look at the slaves immediately, saying over and over again how he had brought me only the strongest, healthiest slaves since he knows I am such a great trader and he knew I would be very pleased and so on. I cut him short and told him I would examine the slaves after noon. I could have done so at once, but my men had to eat and rest after the long march. I, too, wished to simply be by myself for a while. I went for a walk along the beach and sat there for about an hour. It was so peaceful just resting there watching the gentle rocking of the Kush as she lay anchored offshore, listening to the crash of the waves and feeling the wind caress my cheek. It was with great reluctance that I finally got up. But business was business.


  My men brought the slaves 10 at a time into the Palaver Hall while the soldiers stood guard. The examination was an accustomed routine for me, of course, but this time I had both physicians examine each slave. I wanted only the healthiest ones for this last trip. I kept a close eye on each examination: I had no medical training but long experience had given me an instinct for those slaves who, though healthy, might try to kill themselves or who might die through sheer apathy on the journey back to the New World. Two soldiers restrained the Africans while the physicians went through the routine – eyes, teeth, hair, genitals and anus, squeeze the arms and legs, poke the stomach – while I watched to see how each slave reacted. Many stood as though the two physicians were not really there, some shivered all through, others cringed, women and children often wept. I slowly culled from each group. There was no particular reaction that made me think a particular African would not survive, but my perceptions had been proved right often enough for me to trust my judgment. By dusk I had chosen 316 slaves. This meant a cargo of 609. I was usually a loose-packer, so my normal complement was about 450. But I decided to tight-pack for this last trip, hence the reason I hired the extra physician, for tight-packing always resulted in more deaths. I was quite aware of the advantage of tight-packing, since you might end up with a greater total of slaves to sell by the time you reached home. Even loose-packers such as myself always lost about fifteen out of every hundred slaves, but I had always favoured this method in order to avoid as many deaths as possible (which is why I chose the slaves so carefully in the first place – I am not a heartless man). But I had to change my method on this trip, having Maria and the infants and the farm to consider. After the slaves I had chosen were put into a curral, my men set about branding them. While Mr. Cebola saw about our supplies, I sat down with the chieftain over a bottle of cane liquor to haggle. He laughed all the way through our bargaining, but he was ruthlessly shrewd. After an hour, we settled on a price both of us were happy with. He laughed again and spit on his palm and shook my hand. ‘Now, friend me,’ he said, ‘Me de have thing thing extra special a you.’ I said, in the same simple language we used to communicate, ‘Friend me, you leave nothing fi me a trade but me clothes pon me back. You make me poor too bad.’ He roared with laughter, banging his stick on the table in appreciation. ‘Friend me, when you see what I de have, you go beg you God a find more gold.’


  We went down to the dungeons, to a small cell where we sometimes put very violent captives. I peered through the bars into the dim interior and, for a few moments, I could have sworn that the cell was empty. Then I saw him, standing chained to the stone wall as though he were part of it: a huge Negro with a bald head, a powerful chest and thick limbs. He stood perfectly still, his wrists manacled in front of him, his legs planted like tree trunks on the earth floor. In the shadows, I could not see his eyes but his face was without expression. It was his stillness, and the earth-brown tunic he was wearing, that had caused me not to see him. ‘Way tribe a he?’ I asked. I found that I had whispered the words, as though I did not want to disturb the massive, motionless figure. ‘He a come fi de north,’ the chieftain said. ‘Egypt?’ I asked. He shrugged. ‘Musta bin trouble trouble for he a tek,’ I said. ‘Nah, nah, him a no trouble,’ the chieftain replied. This may or may not have been true. The chieftain wouldn’t have wanted me calling a lower price because the slave was a fierce warrior. ‘How much you wan a he?’ I asked. He named a figure. I laughed and named a lower figure. He called the same figure. I looked at him in surprise and raised my first figure a little. He called the same figure again. I realized then that he was not going to budge: the chieftain knew that, if I did not buy, he could easily sell such a fine specimen to the next trader for the price he was asking. I looked at the African in the cell and, though I could not see his eyes, I seemed to feel the weight of his gaze upon me. There was no doubt that he would fetch the best price on the auction block, which meant I would turn a tidy profit even paying what the chieftain was asking. So, after a little more haggling for appearances’ sake, I agreed to his price. I did not even bother to examine the African: it was obvious that he was in perfect health. I am well satisfied with this day’s work. We begin loading in one hour.


  



  January 6 — All the slaves were loaded between 1900 last night and the wee hours of this morning. The moon cast a good light, but I am always more nervous when the Africans can see the land as we are taking them out: they are more apt to do something foolish. However, the slaves were quiet for the most part and were loaded into the hold without any trouble. All have been manacled, the hatches battened, and the crew is taking a few hours sleep before we raise anchor. I am not at all tired, for the real journey begins now. It is now 600 hours. I shall have Mr. Cebola rouse everyone in 30 minutes. In the meantime, I am glad of this respite. I have been on the deck, fixing these last minutes in my mind: the moon casting its silver radiance from a cold gray sky, the waves clucking against the ship’s hull, and the featureless land off to stern. There is a sadness in my heart, knowing that I shall most likely never see this place again. But the winds of life oft decide where we shall be blown and it is a wise man who trims his sails to suit.


  1300 hrs – We raised anchor at 700 hrs and I stayed at the helm until 1100 hrs. Good wind, seas calm. As always, I feel the difference in the yaw of the ship, even hear her boards creak differently, now that the hold is full. I went down during the first feeding to make a personal examination. I did not stay in the hold long – the air down there has already grown heavy and warm. I suppose this doesn’t bother the Africans too much since they are used to it. But the children, whom I do not normally carry, have been kept on deck tied to the rail. This tight packing, I already see, increases the workload: it will take longer to bring the slaves up for exercise, more washing down of the hold will be needed, the physicians will have to make more checks, more food has to be cooked, feedings will take longer. However, once we bring enough slaves back in good condition, it will be worth it.


  I have ordered the Egyptian manacled to the prow. I want him to have space to stretch and will feed him twice a day. He overlooks the coming sea like a living figurehead, and as I stand at the ship’s wheel watching his powerful shoulders under the brown tunic he wears, I feel that all the omens are good.


  



  January 7 — The nightmares have begun again – as I am back on the sea, I suppose. But there was a difference last night: the Shadowman was no longer chasing me. Instead, I was lashed to the mast of the Kush in the midst of a terrible storm, the skies black and filled with whips of lightning, and the Shadowman, hidden by sheets of rain, stood at the wheel of my ship. He was heading towards a rocky coast; I awoke just before we would have foundered, my heart beating like a crazed bird in my breast.


  



  January 8 — I must stay calm. It can be nothing but coincidence or, more likely, I am imagining a resemblance. I had the same dream again last night. Only this time the lightning flashed bright enough through the sweeping rain for me to see the Shadowman clearly for the first time: he is the Egyptian. I must have shouted in terror in my dream, for the cook knocked at my door to ask if I was all right. I answered yes, feeling as though I was lying.


  It is absurd, of course. It is not that the Shadowman, a figment of my mind, looks like the Egyptian. It is that the Egyptian looks like the Shadowman. Strange that I did not recognize this the first time I saw him in the cell, for the Egyptian has the same size and shape. Or perhaps I did realize it and ignored it – but we cannot choose what to ignore in our dreams. So all that has happened is that the resemblance of the Egyptian has lent a face to my nightmare. I need not worry about this. But I confess: I cannot shake the feeling that this is an evil portent.


  800 hrs – I have not taken a close look at the Egyptian since I bought him. All Africans seem alike to me and I never look at them too closely, anyway. The physicians examined him and pronounced him healthy. He has remained bound in the prow since we set sail, with a piece of canvas strung between rail and stay to protect him from the heat of the sun. But now I find I want to look at him myself. I am trying to resist this impulse because I know it is a sign of weakness: I only want to convince myself that he does not really look like the Shadowman. After all, if I have never really looked at the Egyptian how could I have dreamed him? He has been tied facing away from me since we set sail, but the Shadowman’s features are now branded in white fire in my mind: smooth pate, sensual lips, slitted eyes. I do not want to go and look at the Egyptian, but I must. For, if my impulse is a sign of weakness, to not follow it would be an even greater sign of weakness: because I am fearful that, far from not looking anything like the Shadowman, the Egyptian will turn out to be his exact image.


  900 hrs – It is as I feared. The face I saw in my nightmare is the same face that stands looking over the bow of my ship. But it proves nothing! My mind has pasted a face I know onto a figment of its dreams. How could I have been dreaming of the Shadowman before I met the Egyptian? I am no seer and, besides, in my dreams the Shadowman pursues me. This slave was captured and is now my property, chained at my pleasure on my ship.


  I will confess: I did almost panic when I saw the face of my nemesis become flesh. I even put my blunderbuss to his skull (yes, although he was in irons I was fearful enough to approach him armed). But to blow out his brains would have been an even greater act of fear, for would I not have then been surrendering to my nightmares? Would I not have been granting them power over my actions? And how long would it be before another slave assumed the appearance of the Shadowman? Most importantly, killing the Egyptian would have meant a loss of profit. So I stayed my hand. It is the bravest thing I have ever done in my life. I must admit to a great feeling of pride, and even triumph. Maria would be pleased with me.


  The Egyptian is a strange one, though. He did not speak, although I addressed him in pidgin, Portuguese and five different African tongues. Were he a traveller, as I surmised, he must have known at least one. But he merely continued looking out to sea. Were he not so big, I would surely have struck him. I could have ordered him whipped with the cat o’ nine tails for his insolence, but I see that even my men, although free of nightmares, are cautious of him: he still wears the brown tunic he was captured in. It is an odd material, hard to describe – it looks like both cotton and wool. But I have heard that these Egyptians possess some sciences that we do not, for they have built massive pyramids and their nobles do not decay in their tombs. One can only assume that the Egyptians learned these secrets from the Phoenicians or the Athenians. I decided not to punish the Egyptian for his insolence. I can recognize that he is not like the other Africans. His eyes are slanted, almost like those of the people of Cipangu, and his nose straight, like a white man, although the nostrils are flared. His skull has a certain nobility of shape and he holds himself as though unaware of his chains. A fine beast. It only now occurs to me that I never saw his eyes, as he was squinting against the sunlight coming off the waves.


  



  January 9 — No nightmares last night. No doubt from confronting and defeating my fear. The weather continues to hold.


  



  January 11 — I have lost one of my crew, Diego Alecar. It was his own fault. A swaggering lout of a man, Alecar has damaged slaves before but I have kept him on because he is – was – a first-class sailor who was also able to take the helm and do simple navigation. This time, he apparently got a notion to have the Egyptian dance during the exercise period. (I was in my cabin at the time.) Third mate Trabejar tells me that Alecar took the bullwhip to the Egyptian – Alecar must have had some cerveza hidden somewhere, for he would have known he would be at least fined – whipped if he inflicted any lasting damage on my property. At any rate, Trabejar says, ‘The Negro caught the lash on the first stroke, freed his hands from the manacles, and hit Alecar with his fist.’ I write Trabejar’s exact words because the incident is so unbelievable. He insists that the Egyptian hit Alecar with his bare fist and struck only one blow. Luckily, I heard the commotion and came on deck before the crew could kill the Egyptian – and, judging from what happened with Alecar, a few of them would probably have suffered the same fate before they brought the Egyptian down. As captain, I of course conducted last rites for Alecar: the entire left side of his face was sunken, as if he had been hit by a large stone. I stopped the crew from taking revenge on the Egyptian and, armed with a blunderbuss, put him back in irons myself. This time I made sure his manacles are secure. The previous ones were badly-forged, for when I checked I found the clasps broken. The Egyptian gave no trouble; he must see that I am the leader here and that I do not fear him. But he has still never spoken nor shown any expression. The men think I should throw him to the sharks. I point out to them that he will bring an excellent price and that they now have a greater share in the profits. So they calm down. Alecar was not much liked, anyway.


  Afterwards, I ask the third mate if he saw the Egyptian’s eyes at any point during the incident. He says he cannot remember. This bothers me, but I do not know why.


  



  January 15 — Some of the slaves have developed coughs but the physicians assure me it is nothing serious. All of them are brought up in groups of 30 every other day to get fresh air and exercise. I have some of their tom-toms and flutes on board so they can dance to their own music, if their simple rhythms deserve that name. But of course the slaves do not appreciate our efforts to ensure their good health and it is a doleful sight indeed to see them shuffling their feet with hanging heads. But a few cracks of the bullwhip soon gets them lively enough and then the clinking of their chains makes a merry sound indeed. Only the Egyptian is free of this routine, for my men are now fearful of him. But I am sure he requires exercise no more than does a great bear.


  



  January 25 — 3 slaves have died and been thrown overboard. I am always happier when the weak ones start dying early in the passage. It saves on food and lessens the likelihood of others dying by creating more space in the hold. But one-third of the slaves now have the cough. I have ordered extra corn and dried beef in their gruel to give them strength to fight it off. Coughing slaves do not bring as good a price.


  



  January 26 — 2 more slaves have died and been thrown overboard. Weather continues good.


  



  January 27 — 1 slave dead, thrown overboard. A slight squall this morning, soon passed.


  



  January 28 — 5 slaves discovered dead at midday. The hold now echoes with dry coughs. One-third of the slaves have yellow rheum around the eyes and nostrils. I have ordered the crew to bring all the slaves on deck every day for exercise and fresh air. These damned useless physicians don’t know what is wrong and their medicines are having no effect.


  



  February 2 — Sharks are now following the ship. 3 more slaves have died. The sickness, whatever it is, has affected two-thirds of the cargo. Some of the crew are coughing as well, but seem only a little weak. This morning I went into the hold myself. I am not concerned about getting this disease; I have never been sick a day in my life. But I must make a decision. Things are not as bad as I thought: I would say about half the slaves are no sicker than one might expect. However, about one-third the slaves seem sure to die. I will wait three days again before deciding what to do. I want to give the slaves a reasonable chance.


  



  February 5 — 2 more slaves dead. More have gotten sick. I have no choice then. I estimate that, at this rate, half my cargo shall be entirely of sick slaves by the time we reach Brazil. This will be a great loss. I must take serious measures. From talking to other captains, and from my own observations, this kind of sickness is passed from man to man, no doubt as a result of diseased humours leaking out of the body. I suspect these humours are carried on the air, and that is why my crew is less ill since the fresh sea breezes blow them away. We have therefore chained the weakest slaves on deck. I have also ordered that the rest be brought up three times – morning, afternoon and at dusk. Hopefully, the fresh sea winds will cure what these useless physicians cannot.


  



  February 9 — The slaves continue to die steadily. 6 more bodies have gone overboard, and with them my hopes for a good profit. I have spent the past days in calculation. I can still turn a profit, although no one will be getting extra ducats. The physicians have already forfeited their head bonus. It seems that I may have to make one more trip. But I have to make enough from this one to finance another, for I have borrowed heavily from the moneylenders. Everything now depends on getting a sufficient number of live slaves back to Brazil. I may not be able to sell them at once, but I am sure that, once on land, I can nurse enough back to a good enough condition to turn a reasonable profit. So everything depends on keeping as many of the remaining slaves alive, if not healthy. I can think of only one solution. I believe that the evil humours probably leak faster from a dead body than a sick one. This is only sensible, for once a body is dead the soul must depart. So all our energies must now be directed to containing this disease that is so intent on ruining me.


  



  February 10 — This is not an easy decision. I expected nightmares last night, given my troubled mind, but I slept like a child. The Egyptian, I observe, remains as stoic as ever. He at least will help repair my waning fortunes, for I doubt he will fall prey to the illness affecting the others. Indeed, his continued vitality only persuades me that I am doing the right thing. I have told Mr. Cebola and the other mates what I want done. They are reluctant. But I have shown them my calculations, and they will do what has to be done. They know it is the only way they will be paid. We shall begin tonight. These tasks are better performed in the dark, so the other slaves will not become too restless. I should never have tightpacked. This is what happens when one breaks the habits of a lifetime.


  2000 hrs – An unpleasant task. We had already brought the sickest slaves on deck, so there was no need to go into the hold by lamplight. All told, there were 14 on deck. 5 crew members, whose names I will not list, assisted. I commanded no one to this task, but only requested for volunteers (the understanding, of course, that said volunteers would receive extra ducats there and then). I knew some of the men would be reluctant: they are only Africans, but it is a distasteful task to throw living men into the sea. But I was heartened that the majority of the crew were willing to perform this task. I did my part, of course: I had not so many extra ducats now that I could afford not to! We had to throw the least sick over first, because had they seen what we were doing our task would have been doubly difficult. The very sick ones were almost unconscious. Even so, by the time we threw over the fifth, a murmur rose from the hold beneath our feet. We had gagged the slaves before throwing them over, but it seems those in the hold heard the splashes. This murmur roused the sick ones on deck, who began to scream and make a fearful racket. We threw them over as quickly as we could, even leaving some of them manacled. (I am now so worried about my finances that I need to consider even the trivial expenses.) But their cries rose in the air behind us as the Kush sailed on and, as the last man went over, we heard the calls of his fellows turn to screams. I suppose the sharks had arrived, but I could not see in the dark waters. Hearing the screams of the dying ones, the slaves below deck set up a mournful chant and crying of their own. They cannot understand that I have done what I have done to help save their own lives.


  



  February 11 — 10 slaves overboard.


  



  February 12 — 7 slaves overboard.


  



  February 13 — 4 slaves overboard. My treatment seems to be working.


  



  Feb 17 — About three hours after my previous entry, the Kush was taken over by the slaves. I, along with my crew, am now chained below deck. That I am able to write this I will explain further, but first I must describe how this disaster came about. After we had thrown the last 4 slaves overboard and I had retired to my cabin, it seems that the Egyptian somehow freed himself. He murdered the watch, a boy named Pablo, and two other sailors. He then freed the other slaves and there was a short battle during which other sailors – I do not know how many - were murdered by these savages. We had no chance against such overwhelming numbers. I heard the commotion but before I could even throw on my clothes, my cabin door was smashed open and the Egyptian was upon me like a surging wave. Although I fought like a lion, the element of surprise was on his side and I was struck unconscious. When I awoke, seventeen of us were chained in the hold. Despite the space available, we have been chained side by side, slotted like rolled parchments in the cubby-holed desk of a scribe. Our compartments measure 6 ft long by 16 ins wide by 2 ft high. I know this for a fact, of course, but it only now occurs to me that this is less space than a man has in his coffin. I note that I have been singled out for special attention: the others are manacled by hands and feet. My hands have been left free, but an iron collar has been fastened to my neck. But the fact that the Africans have kept us together reveals their lack of intelligence since we will be better able to make a plan to escape and retake the ship. Such primitive people cannot keep us in their power for long!


  Meanwhile, I do not know if the rest of my crew are dead or have been pressed into service to sail the Kush. I can tell from the clap of the waves on the hull, and the slant of the sun’s rays that stream through the chinks of the deck planks, that we have not changed course. This is strange, for obviously the slaves’ first desire would be to return to Africa. Perhaps they do not know how to handle the ship but, if that is the case, why have they not forced us to help them? But whatever: the Kush is going with sails full; I have heard the trim being adjusted and the ship’s bells ring on every half-hour. There is someone with skill at the wheel. I would not be surprised to learn that the Egyptian is a sailor. He is a strange one. Some time after I regained consciousness, he climbed down to the hold carrying my logbook, pen and bottle of ink. The other Africans are clearly in awe of him. They stood when he entered the hold. Unlike them, I notice that he carries no weapons. A candle-holder had been fixed into the hull above me and the chain on the iron collar around my neck was loosened so I could sit up in a hunched position. The Egyptian placed the writing materials before me and stood with folded arms, waiting. Naturally, I was puzzled. What did he wish me to write? And why did he wish me to write? I took the logbook, pen and ink and put them aside and folded my own arms. There was no real reason to defy him, except defiance itself. I am sure he cannot read and, even if he could, what would be the point of reading my journal? The ship’s log has information more useful to him. After five minutes or so, he pulled the chain tight and doused the candle. The following day, this scene was repeated, and the day after that, and the day after that. He comes in, places my journal in front of me, loosens my chain, and stands waiting. His waiting is unnerving: he stands completely still, completely expressionless, completely silent. Finally, I could stand it no longer. I have decided to write simply in order to have the pleasure of light and sitting upright. The others are already getting cramped and one or two have begun to cough with that same dry-hacking cough the slaves had. So I think it would be wise to indulge the Egyptian, for if I am to be freed, even partially, I may get a chance to take action. I have not heard him speak, even to his fellows, and, in the deep shadows cast by my lone candle, I still have not seen his eyes.


  



  Feb 18 — I cannot fathom why the Egyptian wishes me to continue my journal. Every day he comes down into the hold with book, pen and ink and lights a candle so I may write. Perhaps, in his land, a learned man is accorded respect, even reverence. Perhaps, even though his people do not understand writing, he understands that a book has thoughts in it and therefore considers it powerful magic. Maybe he thinks I use it to propitiate the sea gods so we have strong winds or do not sink. That must be it. But, juju or not, I must confess that writing my thoughts down affords me considerable comfort. I have never feared death, but now that its possibility looms before me, I feel – what I have never before felt – that time is short. And within the pages of this journal, there is a summary of my life. I have no fear of it being destroyed: if the Egyptian did not have some reverence for its pages, he would not have brought it to me in the first place. So this act of writing suddenly becomes an act of living. I feel that as long as I write, the Egyptian shall spare my life, as the Arabian emperor spared the woman in the tales a Moorish servant told me when I was a child. But I have no stories to tell.


  



  Feb 19 — The hold is surely an open doorway to Hell. In the long nights, I fancy that we have all died and already been condemned to the Pit, our punishment made more exquisite by our belief that we are yet on Earth. But I know this to be a fancy, for why would God condemn me to Hell, I who have always been a faithful Christian and paid my tithes regularly to the Church? No, I must rid myself of these wild imaginings! We have all by now soiled ourselves and the stench is unbearable. But bear it we must. These black savages will not even throw two buckets of sea water over us and we must lie here chained in our own filth. Flies buzz in our excrement. I have ordered the men to strip off most of their clothes, for soiled garments will make our skins raw. So we lie here as naked as the most unaccommodated savage. It is swelteringly hot in the day and chilly at night. It is hard to say which is worse. We are constantly thirsty in the day but at least some light shines through the chinks of the deck and we hear the sounds of movement from on deck to assure us we are not chained in the hold of a ghost ship, sails and wheel lashed into place, sailing into eternity. Such are the fancies that plague my mind in this chained cavern with its mocking shadows. My candle is lit only for an hour after nightfall. Its yellow flame burns perfectly straight, like a teardrop. The Egyptian douses it when he comes to collect my journal. He always looks to see that I have written, though he does not appear to read my words. At least so I assume: still I cannot see his eyes in their deep slits. When he leaves with his lamp, the darkness in the hold becomes complete and there is silence save for the sounds of the waves and the occasional grunt in someone’s sleep. I never thought darkness could seem almost solid. It is as though time has stopped and dawn shall never come. Thus, it is impossible to sleep well, for fear that I shall not wake. Also, my stomach is now always a small ball of pain, for we are fed only once a day, and that only a small bowl of half-boiled slop. The flesh of our wrists, ankles and necks is tender and sore because of the irons rubbing against them. Although we must exercise if we are to avoid muscular cramp and weakness, we have to be careful in our movements. Fuentes, a nervous type, has rubbed his ankles raw without realizing it. This morning he found several maggots squirming in his flesh. He squeezed them out and ate them. Several of the men have the ague.


  We have made and discarded hundreds of plans to escape. We have one hope: they have not killed us yet, so they may let us go free once they sight land. I hate the Egyptian and my greatest wish is to kill him in the most painful way possible. Let him read that, if he can read!


  



  Feb 20 — Fuentes died last night. We were awakened by the screams of Delgado, who is chained next to him. We shouted that there was a dead body down here, but no one came. Fuentes’s corpse lay there for the whole day. The sun’s rays peeped across the hold as the day passed and we waited, with almost bated breath, for them to reach Fuentes’s face. Tiny motes danced in the rays that shone briefly into his staring eyes. He did not blink. Our collective sigh drifted across the hold, like a gentle breeze. We rattled our chains. Some of the men wept. No one came.


  Evening – The Africans came to feed us. We indicated the dead body and that they must take it away. They just laughed. Savages! When they were chained down here we were always prompt in getting rid of their dead. But I suppose I cannot expect them to understand the ways of civilised men. The Egyptian came later with my journal and lit my candle. ‘That man is dead,’ I told him. ‘You must throw his body overboard.’ He looked at Fuentes and looked back at me. He laid my journal and pen beside me, then turned and walked away. My curses followed him all the way up to the deck. I was resolved not to write a word. But the Egyptian did not return that night. I think I know why: he had left the lighted candle so we could see the body all night. I could not sleep with the light burning above my shoulder. Eventually, I took up the pen. If I die, this book shall be eloquent witness to the suffering these savages have brought upon us. If I live, I shall destroy these last entries.


  



  Feb 21 — Delgado kept all of us awake last night. He is in a sorry state, poor fellow. He could not get to sleep for a long time with Fuentes’s corpse beside him. I kept reassuring him that they would take it away, that they just wanted to terrify us, and that he should not give those savages the satisfaction. My word seemed to make some impression, for he managed to drop off. But in the middle of the night he brought us all awake with a yell of pure terror: he had heard a sound beside him and opened his eyes to find Fuentes sitting up. ‘He’s come back from the dead! He’s come back from the dead!’ he kept shrieking. All our attempts to tell him it was just rigor mortis did nothing to calm him. I admit it was an eerie sight to see the dead man almost upright, his head pressed askew against the floor of the compartment above, the candle flame reflected in his bulging eyeballs so he seemed to stare accusingly at all of us. The corpse soon went limp again, but Delgado is now curled up and whimpering continuously. I think he has gone mad.


  Midday – We have been fed. But the corpse has begun to smell and most of the crew threw up their meagre meal. Some catch their vomit and drink it. These things we must do: we cannot afford to waste any sustenance.


  



  Feb 22 — The corpse has begun to swell. I can see the manacles cutting into the wrists and ankles, which are now like bladders. The stench fills the hold – I do not so much smell the rot as feel it buzzing high in the bridge of my nose. No one kept down their food today. More of the men are feverish and their chains rattle continuously with their shivering. Delgado continues to gibber. I talk of escape to keep their spirits up but, with sickness and fear, apathy has begun to overcome them. Many of them have stopped even the daily stretches and just lie there in their narrow compartments. Never would I have thought I could come to such a pass! Only days ago, I was a content, free man, about to retire to a life of quiet prosperity. Now, I am a filthy starving prisoner who may be killed or fall fatally ill at any moment. But I am strong! I will not surrender to my fears! Even my nightmares help me to endure: last night, I dreamt I was a prisoner of the Inquisition. I was on the rack being tortured with hot pincers. When I awoke and found myself chained in the hold of my own ship, for a few mad moments I actually felt relief.


  Evening – Thank God! The Egyptian came and removed Fuentes’s corpse. I feel almost grateful to him, which is foolish since, were it not for him, I would not be in this sorry state. The Egyptian seems inhuman. He unlocked Fuentes’s manacles without a sign of revulsion and dragged out the rotting corpse by the hair. I wondered if he planned to preserve the body, as I had heard his people do. But we heard the splash soon after and I am sure all of us felt only relief that that loathsome thing was off the ship. But I know what is now also on everyone’s minds: who will be next?


  Feb 23 — I have been dreaming of the Shadowman again. This has been going on for several nights now. But they are not the same dreams as before. The Shadowman is not chasing me. Instead, he is just looking at me from a distance. Last night I dreamed I was on a ship looking at an island and he stood half-hidden in the trees watching me as I left. Yet I did not feel as though the person looking back was really me. The ship was not my own, for it was rigged in a manner not used for the last three decades. The crew was Spanish, dressed in a similarly archaic fashion, but I was not one of them either. In the dream, they looked upon me curiously, as though I were some strange animal. I awoke disturbed. Mr. Cebola, who is chained next to me, asked me if I am feeling unwell. I told him I am as well as can be expected. He tells me that my skin is looking strange. I hope I am not getting scurvy or, worse, the jaundice.


  



  Feb 24 — Two more men, Tavares and Vargas, have died. But there has been no panic from anyone. I suspect their calm comes, not from courage, but from resignation. The men pass most of the time in sleep now. Their limbs are clearly wasted. If all of us were freed right now, only two or three of us might be able to even stand upright. In all these years as a slaver, I never truly appreciated the animal vitality of these Africans (although, of course, I always treated them much better than they are now treating me). Still, it is amazing I did not always lose half of them or at least deliver them in much sorrier condition. For here we are, a handful of white men in an empty hold, and we are dying like flies. Even admitting the presence of sickness, we are pathetic. My own condition is fair, but I have always been more healthy than the average man and I have the diversion of this log to look forward to every day. Odd, how important these entries have become to me. I think if the book were taken away from me, I would become as apathetic as the others. Already, I am spending much more time sleeping. In all my life I have rarely slept more than four hours a night. Now I stay awake only a little longer than that in the whole day.


  In my sleep, I have these vivid dreams, which are imbued with the same quality as my former nightmares of the Shadowman but which lack the terror. Perhaps it is because in these dreams I am not myself. The self in these dreams appears to be an Indian – a people once plentiful in the New World but who have died out with the coming of the Spanish. I feel an odd sense of loss at their passing, even when I am awake, for in my dreams they seem to have been a beautiful people. There were not even any slaves among them. I am convinced that my dreams are in some way a truth. I do not know how this can be, but many of the saints – indeed, even Jesus himself in his 40 days – have had their greatest visions in times of greatest suffering. Perhaps the Holy Spirit has come to me in this extreme! Hope blazes anew in my breast; maybe a miracle shall be wrought to free me. If so, I shall surely devote the rest of my days to spreading God’s Word.


  



  Feb 25 — My sleep becomes more real than my waking moments. Reality is this dark, stinking hold and the monotonous slapping of the waves against the hull. In my dreams – my visions – I walk through green forests, sport upon white sandy beaches and swim in blue waters as clear as the finest crystal. I tread the cobbled court of Spain and fight like the greatest warrior knowing I cannot be hurt because the Almighty Spirit protects me. I see the Shadowman always watching me, and I know now he and the Egyptian are the same. But I do not fear him, for now I also know I cannot die.


  Mr. Cebola has begun to look upon me strangely and keep asking if I feel all right. I feel well, but I understand his concern. In the shadowed candlelight of the hold, the naked bodies of the other men remind me of underbellies of fish. But my own skin has become as tanned as if I had spent the past two weeks chained in blazing sunshine. Indeed, now that I look more closely at myself, my skin seems like polished wood in contrast to the black sweat-stained planks I lie on. I remember the white man in the African village who had turned. There is a certain beauty in the glossy brown of my skin. But I am beginning to worry. Has the blood changed in my veins, does some black disease course through them, so my flesh has begun to rot? I feel well physically, but I reread what I have just written: ‘I also know I cannot die’. What delusions of grandeur am I suffering? Might this feeling of well-being – indeed, of invincibility – not herald the onset of death, the exit of my immortal soul from the gross and dying clay of my physical form? It could be well be so; and I find I do not fear it.


  The bodies of Tavares and Varga have been removed.


  



  Feb 26 — Now the dreams become stranger, and even more vivid. I dream of the Shadowman stalking me through the forest. I dream of dying and I dream of waking from dying. Now I am a conquistador, but no longer a warrior. A loathsome life: such cruelty, such pain, such unhappiness! I see things that are evil incarnate: of unspeakable abuse given in childhood and then returned tenfold in adulthood; of torture for the sheer savage joy of it, and what kind of demon could take pleasure in such things? Murder most foul; and the killing of a mother I never knew – no, he never knew until he who is I slew her.


  I awoke from this terrible dream, that seems so much like memory, with tears streaming down my face – I, who have never had cause to cry since I was a mere babe in swathling clothes. Surely this must be some sort of madness taking hold of me! Yet I am as clear and as rational in my waking hours as I have always been. And whatever disease I had has begun to retreat, as sickness always has with me, for my skin is now its usual pallor. Yet now I find that the yellowish cast of my skin, to which I have been accustomed all my life, itself looks sickly.


  



  Feb 27 — I awoke, not because of a disturbance, but because of its opposite: an uneasy silence. I was dreaming of the conquistador and his tribulations under the Inquisition and thinking, in my dream, that my suffering now is truly as naught to what he experienced. And then something caused me to awake, and I found all the men sitting up in their compartments (as far they were able) and staring at me. The candle was lighted over my shoulder and I could see all their faces stiff with fear. They all seemed to be holding their breath, so the creaks of the ship’s planks and the splashing of the waters beyond resounded in their silence. ‘What is wrong?’ I asked. Mr. Cebola said, ‘Your hair, captain.’ ‘What about my hair?’ I asked. He hesitated, then said, ‘It has changed colour.’ I could not see the hair of my head, but when I pulled my forearms close to my face I saw that the curls of my once-black hairs had become a downy yellow. I started to laugh at the impossibility of it, but then I saw the shock – and a burgeoning fear – in Mr. Cebola’s gaze. I cut off my chuckle, suddenly fearful that it might sound like the chitter of a madman. At this point, the Egyptian stepped out of the shadows carrying my journal. He laid it down beside me and looked at me. His face was as expressionless, his eyes as hooded, as always. ‘What have you done to me!’ I snarled at him. Or perhaps I screamed. He did not answer, just turned and climbed out of the hold. Yet I felt there was some satisfaction in him, and I wondered if he had worked some juju that was draining my colour, making me into a ghost, as the Africans believe, without my knowing it. As soon as I have finished this sentence I will douse the candle. I think the men will feel more at ease if they cannot watch what is happening to me.


  



  Feb 28 — I am weary but I cannot sleep. I lie awake watching the unbelievable paleness of my body. My skin looks like milk. At the base of my stomach my pubic hair is now yellow-brown, like dying grass. I do not feel as if I am dying. In fact, I feel better than when I was first chained down here. But Mr. Cebola on my left and Alvarez on my right lie as far away from me as this cramped space allows. They probably think I am suffering from some strange plague. Yet I look healthier than them all. I have lost some weight, but they look emaciated. Although my skin now looks like that of a Swede, I have no sores or scales as most of the others do. It is just that I am so sleepy now. I have not rested since yesterday. How can I rest, when fear squats in my stomach like an old toad? My thoughts twist like fish caught in a waterspout. How can a man so easily change colour? It is impossible. I dream I am a brown man and I awake to find I am become brown. I dream I am a golden-haired Spaniard and I awake to find I have taken his colouring. How can this be? Is this a sign from God and, if so, what does it portend? Am I simply going mad? Even the humble shepherds were visited by angels to receive an explanation of strange portents!


  Forgive me, my Lord. I am so confused. And I am so fearful: suppose I sleep and dream that I am become a black man? I am so tired. But I must stay awake. I must remember who I am. Antam Gonçalves, a Portuguese trader, a captain. I must repeat this to myself, read it over as long as the candle lasts. Antam Gonçalves, a Portuguese sailor, Antam Gonçalves, son of Juan Gonçalves, Adam Gonçalves, a conquistador, Antam Colon Adam Guiakan, a Portuguese taino, Adam Antam Guiakan Gonçalves [these last words are crossed out - A.A.]


  



  March 3 — I have slept for three days. Mr. Cebola gave a glad cry on seeing me sit up – he was sure I had been dying. His relief moves me queerly. I had not known he had any affection for me, beyond the loyalty of a mate for his captain. But I feel sorrow, for he may be depending on me to bring us out of this and I do not think that I can. Mr. Cebola is so young, no more than 23 years of age, I think. And I have dreamed that I am more than a century and a half old. It is a dream that seems like knowledge. But how can it be knowledge? Yet I remember so many things – colours and sounds and smells that mere dreams cannot have. But no! I cannot have been a brown man, running almost naked through the forest, coupling with a girl, whose name was Nakana, as casually as dogs in the fields, unable to read or write or navigate at night. Perhaps the Egyptian has been putting strange medicines in my slop or my water, singling me out for this cruel revenge, trying to make me become a savage like himself! But then why do I dream I was a conquistador? He too is a savage, a barbarian worse than even those Africans who sell their own kind for a string of glass beads! I cannot have been a catamite, a torturer, a matricide. Truly the Egyptian must have the mind of Satan himself, to conceive a plan so devious. For surely he is keeping my body alive only because he wishes to slay my soul.


  



  March 4 — The dreams continue. In the day, I dream I am the Taino Guaikan. I remember being with Columbus and going to Madrid and coming back to my beloved islands. And when I awake and the Egyptian lights the candle, I see the dark flush below my skin. After darkness falls, I dream I am the conquistador. I relive his vile pleasures and the torture he underwent. My heart pounds and my body sweats but I cannot awake. When dawn comes, flushing the hold with a pale-gold light that is like a mockery, I see that my belly has become pale. But my skin returns slowly to normal once I am awake.


  I had exchanged food and water with Mr. Cebola. He asks no questions – he trusts me because I am his captain. He has had no dreams and his skin does not change colour.


  



  March 5 — Once again I exchanged food and water. Again I dream of these lives that now seem as real to me as my own. It occurs to me that there is a simple way to prove the truth or falsity of these visions. I shall do it now.


  The cut has healed. Now I know why I have never been sick, why all my wounds have always healed without even a scar, why all my crew lie dying around me while I am without fever, cough or even sores. I am immortal.


  I can write nothing more today.


  



  March 6 — Knowledge is a terrible thing. I feel as though the last 50 years of this life have been wasted. Not to have known what I truly am, to have lived a life confined to accumulating wealth. Yet do I not deserve some comfort after what I have been through? To see nearly all my people killed, to become a killer myself and then to be tortured for so many years... Perhaps I did indeed live those lives. But I am Antam Gonçalves now, a decent God-fearing man. But who is this mysterious God who created me a primitive Indian? Why would He give me this gift and allow me to become the monster that was Adam Colon? The Bible says nothing of men such as me and that means the Bible does not have complete knowledge of God. No! I shall not tread that blasphemous path, no matter what mysteries lie in my past and within myself. Still, the question remains: why has God cursed me with this strange immortality? I am an immortal who can be killed. And who is this black Angel of Death who finds me wherever I am reborn? Surely he has been sent by Satan, for twice now he has prevented me from fulfilling my destiny. Perhaps this is why God refuses to let me die: so that, in His infinite mercy, I may have another chance to save my soul from the eternal fires of Hell. That must be it. I wish only that He had granted me knowledge as well, that I might have discerned my path beforehand. But I must not question God’s mysterious ways. No doubt He intends I must face trials in order that I may be purified. I take heart in knowing that, no matter how harsh my tribulations, my Lord is with me. But what do I do? Hiding my actions from the others, I use the rough edge of the foot manacle to make a deep cut in my forearm and, although I expect it, I am still amazed when I see that the wound has sealed itself within hours. I had thought the Shadowman – for there is now no doubt in my mind that that is who the Egyptian is – had left my hands free in order that I could write. Now I see that he chained me in order to prevent escape. I could have broken the bones of my hand to slip the cuffs. I could try doing so with my feet. But I cannot cut off my own head.


  



  March 7 — I write sitting cross-legged on the deck, squinting against the sunlight that glares off these pages. The ink gleams blackly, so my words, my writing, seems to have its own life. I know these will probably the last words I ever write. And only now I remember: today is my fiftieth birthday. The Shadowman stands with his back against the mast, waiting. His legs are planted on the deck like tree trunks; he does not seem to even brace himself against the yaw of the ship. The Africans stand around watching. Most are expressionless, some intent. But all their pigeon-egg eyes, moving between myself and the Shadowman, are rapt. They consider him to be a god, and why not? Has he not lived at least as long as I? I suspect the Africans may know of me, too, for there is a peculiar respect, even awe, in their gaze as they watch me write. Perhaps they see our duel as a battle between Good and Evil – I, of course, being the white evil. Ironic, since his immortality comes from Satan as surely as my own is given by God.


  I know there is going to be a duel because my manacles have been removed and a Toledo blade has been placed beside me. It is a heavy sword, sharp-edged steel, the half-sphere grip solidly-wrought. The Shadowman has no weapon save a dagger – no, as I look more closely I see that it is a silver spike. I have seen that spike before, in my dreams. He is dressed as usual in his brown tunic and leather sandals, but he now has metal bands on his forearms. They are a greenish-brown in colour, neither brass nor bronze. Toledo blade against a spike and armbands. Victory should easily be mine. But I glance longingly at the island that lies about a mile off the ship’s bow. If I could swim, I would be overboard in a flash. The white sand of the beach and the cool green of the forest seems to beckon to me. But it is a mile-long swim: I might as well be chained down in the hold. The Taino Guiakan could swim it easily. But, if I ever was truly him, I am so no longer. I could still leap overboard, let myself sink to the bottom of the sea. But just because I can survive mortal wounds does not mean I can survive drowning. Suppose I end up spending eternity at the bottom of the ocean, while fish pick at my ever-regrowing flesh? No, I must stay and fight. But I have seen the strength of the Shadowman. Even with a sword in my hand, I do not think I can match him. I am no soldier. Adam Colon knew how to fight, but I am not he.


  I can delay no longer. Strange the thoughts that enter one’s head as death looms: I now remember the woman’s name in the Arabian tales. It was Shahrazad. Even she must have run out of stories eventually. The servant never did tell me if she lived or was executed. I can think of nothing else to write. But I know that God is on my side. If I survive, there shall be another entry. I must take heart: after all, David did slay Goliath.


  



  [Entries end - A.A.]


  Session #3


  My professional opinion at that point was that Mr. Avatar was suffering from a unidimensional delusion, which did not affect his normal functioning in the other areas of his life. I had tentatively decided that Mr. Avatar’s feelings about his mother to be the root of his delusion. His stories reflected obvious issues of guilt and abandonment. In his third story, where he imagined himself to be a slave trader, the mother-figure is mentioned only briefly and in a most positive light. I asked him about his father.


  ‘I never knew my biological father. He was British. I always considered my stepfather to be my real father,’ he said.


  ‘So your biological father was white?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘And your stepfather?’


  ‘He was Trinindian, like you.’


  ‘Trinidadian of Indian descent?’


  ‘Exactly. And my grandmother married a white Trinidadian after –’ he hesitated. ‘After her first husband died.’


  In his account, Mr. Avatar had expressed no guilt over being a slave trader, as I would have expected. There were, however, themes of repression and identity that were very revealing. That his father and his grandmother’s second husband were both white was, I felt, significant.


  I said, ‘Your mother and grandmother are of African descent, correct?’


  ‘They’re both mixed. But mainly African, yes.’


  ‘Do you think you might have feelings of guilt about your past? Especially since you are an historian. I mean, this third account is really about expiation, isn’t it?’


  ‘I have guilt about many things.’


  ‘What’s your ethnic ancestry?’


  ‘European, African, Indian, Amerindian and other meaningless terms.’


  ‘You think these terms are meaningless?’


  ‘They’re political labels.’


  ‘So how do you see yourself?’


  ‘Human, mostly.’


  ‘But not an ordinary human.’


  ‘No.’


  This brought me to my main concern, viz., Mr. Avatar’s belief about his invulnerability. This belief had been present in the first two accounts, but a conscious realization was expressed in the third. This particular delusion, combined with his conviction of a Shadowman pursuing him, suggested a condition of paranoid schizophrenia, although it did not seem chronic.


  ‘You believe that these accounts are memories, not invention, correct?’ I asked.


  ‘Yes, but I’m biased,’ he said.


  ‘You would like me to believe that your past lives are real, not figments of your imagination?’


  ‘Only if the evidence persuades you.’


  ‘Well, I see you believe that you cannot be harmed, that all your injuries heal.’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Yet you haven’t offered to demonstrate this ability to me.’


  ‘No. And I won’t, if that is what you’re worried about.’


  ‘Good. I don’t want you to. But would you mind telling me why?’


  ‘Small wounds heal pretty much at a normal rate, except that I don’t scar. The more serious the injury, the faster I heal. Is as though my body mobilizes its defences accordingly. But if I inflicted a serious injury on myself, you would lock me away, right?’


  ‘I would have a responsibility to do so, Adam.’


  ‘Exactly. And I don’t want to be locked away.’


  ‘So you have no intention of injuring yourself?’


  ‘No. Besides, it wouldn’t prove anything.’


  ‘How so?’


  ‘The issue here is whether I have really experienced these past lives or not. An unusual ability to heal would prove only that I have an unusual ability to heal. Right?’


  This was a quite clever rationalization to avoid giving proof of his belief. I decided to push a little further. ‘Yet, in this last account, you say a small cut healed quite quickly. In about a day.’


  ‘Yeah, well, I was three hundred and fifty years younger then. It doesn’t work that way now.’


  I was reassured by this. In retrospect, perhaps I should have issued at least an urgency order for temporary certification. But I do not think that this would have changed the eventual outcome.


  ‘Who is this Shadowman?’ I asked.


  ‘I’m not sure.’


  ‘He obviously frightens you.’


  ‘He did, once.’


  ‘Not any more?’


  He shrugged. ‘He’s a more complicated figure than I first thought. But I don’t want to get ahead of myself.’


  ‘If I’m to help you, Adam, you have to be completely honest with me.’


  ‘I’m always honest, doc. But I want you to learn about my lives as they unfolded.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘Because it will give you an overview that I can’t have.’


  ‘Fair enough.’


  I asked him if he had experienced any side-effects from the chlorpromazine.


  He said no.


  ‘Nausea, vomiting, dizziness, shaking?’


  ‘No, no, no, and no,’ he answered. He was smiling.


  ‘You seem amused,’ I said.


  ‘Private joke. I’ll share it with you one day.’


  ‘And you’ve had no change in your perceptions?’


  ‘No. I still remember my pasts.’


  ‘I’ll increase the dosage to 150 mgs,’ I told him. ‘If you are delusional, it will help.’


  ‘And if it doesn’t?’


  ‘Well, we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.’


  He took out a leather-bound book from his briefcase. ‘I’m not imagining this, right?’


  ‘What is it?’


  ‘The logbook I copied that account from. You can have it authenticated.’


  I took it and opened it. The pages were stiff and yellow, the Portuguese phrases written in faded black ink. There was melted candle wax on some of the pages.


  Mr. Avatar knew as well as I did that the log did not prove anything. Before he left, he also gave me a typewritten account of his fourth life. This account had a twist that I had not expected.


  Chapter Four: Servant


  Leaving Europe for the Caribbean, first stop Barbados. Tourist island, hotels of elegant concrete scattered along the beaches, so close to shore that the white sand seems the encroachment. The palms look merely decorative and even the clear blue sea, conditioned by commercials, seems to cooperate for the client economy. I sit in my hotel room, pen in hand, heavy curtains drawn to reveal a blind tropical glare whose heat cannot penetrate the hermetic cool of the air-conditioning. The leaping words scribble busily across paper that is as white as my complexion shall be when I am done. Stories have power.

  


  My mother got pregnant by an actor from the Globe theatre and her father sent her to the West Indies in order to avoid the shame. She hardly ever spoke of her father, and she died when I was only nine, but I somehow knew he was an aristocrat and a prominent member of the Church of England. He must have been a very cruel man, for he could easily have sent her away to the countryside instead. But he put her on a ship as an indentured servant heading to the island of Barbados five thousand miles over the sea and, though he gave her some gold, I am sure this was only to salve what little conscience he had. My mother was fifteen years of age. Her father was doubtless aware of the danger he was placing her in, but without doubt thought that, since she was already a trollop, such a fate was no more than she deserved. However, being a woman helped ensure her safety. The ninety settlers, rough and ready to a man, observed my mother to be a lady. They were going to a land where what mattered was the strength of a man’s back and the strength of his will. They saw that my mother wore no ring and, although the loose dress of the time would have concealed her gravid condition, they made a good guess as to why a young woman of her breeding was off to a primitive land. They all saw themselves as worthy suitors, in a way they could not have been in England, and they all therefore conducted themselves as befitted gentlemen. But my mother never learned of the twist the sailors’ natural assumption took. They knew the usual reason noble families disowned their daughters, but given the harsh exile imposed they thought the worst. Thus, thirty years later, when I went to London in 1659 to take my place as a wealthy Creole lady of good society, I made inquiries about my then-deceased grandfather, named Henry Wiltshire. It turned out that popular rumour told of him sending away his daughter to the West Indies because she had borne a child of his loins. The situation, I discovered, had even been the subject of a play in the Globe just before the Puritans shut down all the theatres seventeen years before. I took great pleasure in the thought that the old man would have still been alive to hear his good name bandied about. (He brought an action but died before it was heard.)


  My mother went to live with one Thomas Bartleby soon after landing in Barbados. The child she had carried in her womb from England was stillborn. She had been contracted to a family named Ligon, a man in his early fifties and his wife and their three children. But there were several settlers on the island, male and single, who saw a better use for my mother and who, while by no means wealthy, had managed to store away some Peruvian gold and English pounds. My mother was young and well-shaped and had chestnut-brown hair that fell like a wave to her waist. Not that this bought her any currency of choice, save that Ligon sold her contract at a far higher price than he had purchased it. Tom Bartleby was twenty years her senior and owned six hundred acres on which he grew tobacco, cotton and indigo with the help of five Christian servants, three Negroes and a donkey. Yet, when my mother came to live in his thatched wooden house, his total household furniture consisted of an old chest, six hammocks, some empty barrels, a kettle, a sieve, five pewter dishes, three enamel cups and a book of poetry. I know this because ’twas a list my mother always reeled off during their frequent quarrels. But Bartleby was, I suppose, the best of a bad lot, for many of these colonists had come to Barbados to escape debt or imprisonment or, the better among them, because they were not first-born sons. Life on the island was not easy for anyone, let alone a young woman who had grown up in comfortable circumstances. I would have liked to know what it was about the Globe actor that had caused my mother to risk all for love, but she never spoke of him.


  Bartleby and my mother lived as man and wife, but he did not tear up the contract he had bought. I was born in the first year of their marriage. I think I was a disappointment to Bartleby. He wanted a son. Nor, I feel, did he ever really consider me his child. When he drank and beat my mother, he would always accuse her of going with other men. I remember his red nose and black beard and the way spittle strings stretched between his teeth when he shouted. And to be sure, there was nothing of Bartleby in me. I had my mother’s oval face and surprise-curved eyebrows, but my emerald-green eyes seemed all my own and as I grew older my hair, which was the colour of dried leaves, became all crinkly, as though burnt by the tropical sun. Yet I was paler than the other English people, many of whom had painfully red complexions. So Bartleby’s instinct may have been correct. I hope so. Since he never let my mother off the estate by herself – once, when she went into town on her own without his permission, he brought her before the court and had her contract extended by two years – I believe my rather prominent nose came from the stablehand, a Spanish Jew around my mother’s age who had intense eyes and very black hair. And she did name me Sarah, after the wife of Abraham who posed as his sister. Bartleby did not read the Bible but he may have noticed my nose when I grew out of infancy, for he released the Jew from his contract two years before it was due. (Of course he gave him only two acres of land in compensation instead of the five to which he was entitled.) My mother received a terrible beating that day and blood ran in two bright-red trickles from her nose. When Bartleby saw that, he stopped hitting her and started to weep, kissing my mother’s bloody face and pulling off her clothes, saying that he only hit her because he loved her so much. I was behind the muslin curtain in my hammock pretending to be asleep. My mother lay on her back on the packed dirt floor, white legs raised and bent, staring with blank eyes at the wooden roof beams, while Bartleby grunted and puffed over her. But it was not long before her expression changed and her face twisted in that pain that was really pleasure. She and Bartleby usually did their business on the wide bed behind the cotton curtain. But I sometimes saw them in the act, when the strong breeze off the nearby sea blew through the house parting the curtains with its salty breath. ’Twas my mother who interested me more, her intent but lost expression if I could see her face; or the sinuous dance of her milk-white buttocks when she was on top of Bartleby and his veined thing was planted within her like a root; or, once, Bartleby kneeling between her thighs kissing there and she looking down complacently at the top of his head. I liked these glimpses because they showed me, though in a way I could not understand, that Bartleby was my mother’s servant.


  I always thought of my mother as strong. But I do not think she was ever quite healthy after I was born. The strain of childbirth, the climate, and the constant toil all took their toll. It seemed to me that she was never at rest. I remember her always sweeping the house, scrubbing clothes, weaving cloth or making buttons, or working in the garden. Even her sleep was restless. She would only have been seventeen when I was born but, save for her thinness, she looked like a woman who had lived a hard thirty years. The constant sun in the dry season, the sapping humidity in the rainy season, and the insects – tiny black flies that had a bite as large as themselves, the ants that meant all the food had to be put on top of pans of water, the woodlice infesting the walls of the house, the gulping lizards, the cockroaches and beetles crawling everywhere and, especially, the mosquitoes. These last were a constant torment to my mother. Even in the dry season, she could never bring herself to sleep in a hammock slung between two trees, where the constant breeze prevented them settling. So she slept indoors with a sheet pulled to the top of her head, but the top of her feet and the backs of her hands almost always had small red swellings. The mosquitoes took her blood and her sleep. She was never able to ignore their annoying whine around her ears. In the wet season, when they were especially plentiful, I remember often being awakened by the sharp slaps of her hands in the midst of the night and I often saw her grabbing at the air, hands working like scythes as she tried to crush them in her fists. She had the habit of muttering to herself when she was in a bad mood and I remember that she always muttered more bitterly about the mosquitoes than anything else, including Bartleby’s beatings.


  I got my share of beatings from my mother, but Bartleby himself never laid a hand on me. I have a memory of why that was, but it may not be a true memory. I was very young, perhaps not even three, and Bartleby for some reason – I believe I was playing with his boot – clubbed me on the side of the head and knocked me flat. My mother was sitting at the rough wooden table cutting vegetables and her head snapped around at my rising bawl. It seemed to me that she literally flew across the room at Bartleby. I even heard the sound of wings, which was really the thick flapping of her skirts, as she flung herself bodily at Bartleby. He crashed down with my mother on top of him and the knife she had been cutting vegetables with pricking the white column of his neck where the big vein ran down the side.


  ‘Never touch my child!’ said my mother. ‘Do you understand me? Never!’


  Bartleby, his gray eyes milky with terror, couldn’t even nod. But my mother saw his assent and, after a few moments, got off his body. I remember how she looked at him cautiously as she did so, but quite indifferently also, as though she didn’t really care what he did to her now. But Bartleby only pulled on his hat and his boots and went out without saying a word. My mother took me up and held me against her breast. She was trembling. I could feel her heart fluttering against my ear and I think I asked her if there was a bird inside her. My mother laughed and said no, it was only her heart, and I was pleased that I had made her laugh.


  All this I think I remember. But, as I say, I was very young. All my memories of my mother are good ones. She beat me often but I know I was a stubborn child who grew up wild. And, though it was my stubbornness which caused my mother to beat me, I believe ’twas a trait which she in some manner encouraged. Often, she told me not to do things – small things, like not use a particular cup or not touch the pies that cooled on the window sill or not play farther than the tall tree that stood down aways – and when I disobeyed she simply laughed, laughed as gaily as the wind flapping the white sheets on the clothesline. While she went about her never-ending chores, she always sang to me and told me rhymes and spoke to me in that special mother voice which she never used with anyone else. When she put me to sleep, if Bartleby was not there, we had long conversations which seemed filled with import but whose content I cannot now recall. Sometimes, she swept me into her arms and hugged me so tightly I could barely breathe. But I never complained. I always thought that my mother was two separate people. Her love for me was fierce and wonderful, but around Bartleby or the few other people we sometimes met she was always mild and quiet. I loved her even more because of this.


  I have said that my mother was not healthy. Yet she never showed any signs of weakness until I was a toddler. I can recall actually seeing the changes she underwent: her white skin coming to look papery, bags appearing under her eyes to replace the dark circles that were usually there, her cheekbones suddenly jutting. So the change was relatively quick. I think my mother was far more ill than she ever let on and that she held on through sheer willpower for my sake alone. The very time she began to go down was the time I began exploring the world around me on my own. I was at the age where a child’s mother stops being the continuous centre of the world. I became aware of how big the sky was above me and how, beyond the curve of the green land in front of me, there was the dazzling blue of the sea. Mother became pushed to the back of my mind in these forays, when I lay on my stomach in the dirt watching ants carry leaves three times their size or poked holes in the earth with a stick to throw in magic seeds for my magic garden or stood in fascination as a hummingbird poised on whirring wings, its beak dipped forward into the red bell of a flower. My days were very full.


  The clabber-mouth jaws of the other settlers would have flapped ceaselessly about what a bad parent my mother was. My clothes were always torn and, during the day, my face was always dirty. There was a great scandal in Jamestown when a farmer saw me chasing the wispy-winged cotton seeds with some Negro children, all of us naked as the day we were born. Bartleby came home completely enraged, roaring to my mother that her damned child had shamed him before everyone. He beat my mother and she beat me. I did not understand what all the fuss was about. I thought it unfair that the Negro children should have the privilege of running about everywhere without clothes, while I had to wear shirt and breeches. Years later, when I became the island’s wealthiest and most unrespectable woman, the same old biddies said that they had always known what I would become (not the wealthy part). I did grow up wild. This was partly because of my mother’s illness: she simply did not have the energy to see about a tireless six-year-old. But I think she also wanted me to learn to be independent as young as possible. She must have known she would not live to see me grow up. So she deliberately distanced herself from me. She let me go off on my own and I do not remember any hugs after I became a big girl. Of all the hard things my mother had to do, that must have been the hardest. And she failed. Outwardly, I seemed to be in my own little world; and I was. The servants were only vague presences. Bartleby was a little more solid, but only in the sense of a big rock that one must always walk around. My mother alone was completely real to me, and no matter how far I wandered or how absorbed I became, she remained the centre to which I always returned. So when she died, the centre could not hold.


  It was I who found her. I came into the house before sunset. She was sitting in her chair, folded over the table as though napping. Her arm was outstretched on the table, her head pillowed on it. I didn’t look at her when I came in, going into my ‘room’ behind the curtain, pretending to be busy, waiting for her to talk to me. After a while, I peered around and noticed that her eyes were half-opened and were the colour of burst cherries. There was a stiff black trickle from one nostril. I did not scream. I did not cry. I knew something was wrong, but I did not understand death. So I sat on the pallet that served as my bed and waited for my mother to talk to me. I did not look at her face while I waited. Instead, I looked at her hand lying palm-upward on the tabletop, the fingers curled. She had nice hands. Bartleby came in at dusk, cursing my mother because no lamp was lit. When she did not move, he peered closer and called her name. She did not answer, and he saw that she was dead. He leaned with both hands on the table, sleeves rolled up to the elbows, and put his face upwards and howled like an animal. His face worked, like water rippling, and the cords stood out in his neck. The sound brought the servants running and they also saw that the mistress was dead. They gathered round Bartleby. Someone lit the lamp. But no one saw me, sitting on my bed behind the curtain. Only much later, when they lifted my mother to put her on the big bed, did anyone notice me sitting in the corner. It was one of the Negroes, peering curiously through the door, who said, ‘De chile dey.’ But nobody knew what to do with me. The same Negro who had noticed me took me up and carried me outside. His name was Hamilcar and he walked with me cradled in his arms in the yard under the yellow moon and I fell asleep against his breast. I remember his smell, musky and warm, different from Christian people’s smell.


  



  They had the funeral on a small hill on the edge of the island. Many people came. It was an event. The strong salt wind pulled at my dress and I heard the boom of the surf sounding like a giant drum. The day was very bright. Bartleby, red-eyed, wore a baggy black suit and sweated. He had bought me a new cotton frock. The people, dressed in their Sunday best, were mostly quiet, though some chatted and chuckled on the outskirts. There was a small, pale man who stood apart from everyone else and seemed always to be watching me. I did not look at anyone. I saw everything. The sky was a clear, insistent blue; the sea rippled like a mirror too bright to reflect; the red and yellow flowers shouted against the endless green. I hated the world for being so alive when my mother was dead. She was buried in a plain wooden coffin. There was no headstone, just a wooden cross with words carved into it. I could not read the words. When the diggers finished filling in the grave and the preacher intoned ashes to ashes, dust to dust and the people started to move off, I stayed where I was. The preacher spoke to me but I did not answer. Hamilcar came and knelt before me and looked into my face. His eyes were wet. My eyes were dry. He said nothing but he stroked my cheek with his finger. He could do so because all the people had left except for the small, pale man. He came up to me now. Hamilcar made to move away but I held his hand. The pale man was dressed like Bartleby in a black suit, but closefitted. His hair was thick and he had a soft face.


  ‘Hello, Sarah,’ he said.


  I didn’t answer him and he said, ‘I used to work at thy home. My name is Benard.’ He spoke slowly, and very formally, but he leaned close to me as though he knew me well. I found his accent strange. He said, ‘I loved thy mother very much.’


  His eyes now became wet, too, and I saw that he had long black lashes just like mines. Teardrops stood on them like morning dew on the grass. I was glad deep inside that my mother could make other people cry. But I could not cry. There were no tears in my stomach, just an emptiness. The man said, ‘If thou needst anything, come to me. I live in the town.’ He looked at Hamilcar, who did not look at him. ‘You know where my house be?’


  ‘Yes, massa,’ Hamilcar said.


  The man nodded and got to his feet, dusting the bits of grass off his trouser knees. He reached to touch my face but I pulled away. My hand was still in Hamilcar’s. ‘Sorry, massa,’ he said. I was angry with him for saying sorry, and I pulled my hand out of his hand. The man shook his head and walked away quickly. Hamilcar took my hand again as though he had not noticed I had pulled it away, and I let him lead me away from my mother’s grave. Everyone had left now, except for a Negro who stood some way off under a yellow-flowered flamboyant tree that grew on the breast of the hillside. I could not see him clearly in the tree’s deep shadow but I could see that he was strangely dressed, in a brown tunic, and that he was very big. I had never seen him before, and there were not many Negroes on the island.


  ‘Who is that?’ I asked Hamilcar. The man had a bald head and, in the distance, his eyes were hidden in the shadowed cups of their sockets. It was as though two holes had been punched in his head and, for a moment, I forgot that my mother was dead.


  ‘Me na know, doux-doux,’ said Hamilcar, and we went down the hill.


  The house felt completely empty without my mother. My days were filled with missing her. Everywhere I was aware of her absence: I did not hear her voice, I did not see her smile, I did not feel her touch. Bartleby ignored me as he always had. He bought a Negress to take care of the house. She cooked and cleaned and washed and everything else. I came home only to eat and sleep. I spent the days in the fields and the forest. I played with the Negro children. There were only a few Christian children on the island, all older than me, all born outside the island, all living in the town. I did not like the town with its streets and low white houses. I only passed near it to get to the beach. I liked to bathe in the sea. I wandered all over the parish, and if darkness caught me far from the house I climbed a tree and slept in the crook of the trunk. I picked fruit and caught fish with a rod and hook I made myself. I knew how to roast the fish over a fire I also made myself, though I did not know how I knew to do these things. Those who saw me thought I had forgotten my mother. They thought I had run wild, or more wild. I was only trying to escape her death, but from death there is no escape. Or so I thought then.


  One night, Bartleby came to me. I was asleep on my pallet and I woke up to find him kissing the slit between my legs. I was surprised how soft his lips felt, and I drew up my knees as I had seen my mother do. He glanced up at me, also surprised, but his mouth did not stop. Instead, he put his tongue into my slit and I felt a kind of pleasure I had never felt before building in my belly. He licked and then stopped and I realized I had been holding my breath. When he moved on top of me I did not push him away. I felt his thing, stiff and huge, nudging at my slit and I opened my legs as I had seen my mother do. He pushed and pushed but it would not go in. He got up and went to the corner where the pot of lard was. I got up and took off my dress and went naked to my mother’s bed. I never wore underclothes. Bartleby grunted when he came back and saw me lying there. He had put lard on his thing and also rubbed some on my slit. Now he slipped inside easily, but he felt so big and I felt so stretched and there was a tearing pain as he thrust down. When I felt him deep inside me, I rolled over to be on top. It was less painful and I could move my hips as I had seen my mother do. Bartleby stared at me with wide eyes, as if he were frighted. I ignored him and rolled my bottom. His big hands reached up and squeezed my chest but I pushed them away because I had no breasts. He did not object. His face looked strained, feverish, and I saw that as long as he was inside me he was in my power. I moved my waist faster and he said ‘Ahh!’ as though something had struck him and his eyes rolled up in his head and his tongue stuck pinkly out of his mouth. I felt Bartleby’s thing bulge inside me once, and then again, and become soft. But only when I eased myself off him did I feel the stickiness in my crotch.


  Afterwards, I put on my nightdress and went out in the night under the glowing white moon. The crickets and the frogs fell silent before me as I walked through the fields. The shadows were deep so I could not see to pick my way. The stones underfoot were sharp but I did not feel them. I had always run about unshod and my soles were like leather. But the tall razor grass did slice my bare shins. I went down to the sea. The crash of the waves seemed louder in the night. The waves foamed onto the shore like flung sheets; beyond, the moonlight glinted off the water. I took off my dress and waded into the water to wash off the blood caked between my thighs. The salt stung at the thin cuts on my legs. I liked the pain. The wind was strong but not cold. I lay back in the shallows and let the waves push and pull me. The sky was black and silver with stars. When I sat up, running water through my cupped hands over my body, I could see these stars flowing like silk over my skin. Then a great wave of terror flowed over me as from the hills, behind the swaying palm trees, ghostly white wisps came speeding down at me. My heart seemed to stop before I realized they were cotton seeds. I watched them spin and dance in the silvery moonlight over my head and I wondered how the wind could be blowing out to sea. But I felt no fear and I began following the seeds that streamed over my head on that perverse wind. I swam for a long time. My arms and legs became heavy and I realized my entire body was heavy. I plummeted slowly into the deep waters, now no longer heavy, thinking that I, too, was like a cotton seed. Then I stopped thinking.


  



  I remember darkness. I remember a dream. The Negro who had stood under the tree at my mother’s funeral was in it. I was fighting him. I had a sword, but it felt clumsy in my hand. This was strange, because I knew I had once been a master swordsman. I could not seem to touch the Negro, who was as swift and as elusive as a running shadow. But his arms were as solid as tree trunks when they closed about me. I lay dying. It was a death without dreams. His voice whispered at my ear, cold as the water I now sank into. ‘Your book shall be at the tomb of your ancestors.’ I died. Then I was on the beach, the white sand gritty against my cheek. I rose to my knees. I could not breathe. My chest heaved, and something broke within me. Water poured out from my mouth and my nostrils. The salt water burned my throat, my nose, the backs of my eyeballs. My stomach heaved, sour green-grey bile spurted out; another heave, but just a sour trickle now. I gulped for breath, my stomach like a locked door. The world was grey and quiet, save for my whooping breath. I flopped down on my back, a gasping fish. The sky above me was now turning silver, the far horizon flushing a pale rose. The tightness in my chest began to ease. The cold air bit at me. My nightdress had blown away. I got up and peered at the palm trees. The dress was white and I would have seen it had it been caught on a bush. Then I looked down and became rock-still. My small footprints leading into the sea were still printed on the sand. But beside them were larger sandal prints. Bartleby, I thought. But the prints were too big and cut too deep in the sand. I saw that whoever had stood there had not saved me – the prints stopped short of the tideline. He had watched me drowning and left. I shivered and hugged myself. I felt very small and very naked. I had to get home before anyone saw me. A strange thought. I had never worried about nakedness before. I ran home as fast as I could. The cock was crowing when I let myself in. Hamilcar was at the stable door and saw me. Inside, I put on my breeches and shirt. I had only one other dress, which I never wore. Bartleby was snoring behind the curtain.


  I spent the day in the forest. That night Bartleby came to me again. He came naked, but I was awake and I pushed him away. My mother was dead. Bartleby cursed and tried to hold me down. He said what I later knew men always said: ‘You know you want it.’ His thing waved hugely in front of my face, the slit at the red plum-tip winking at me like an eye. I kicked at the double-wrinkled bag beneath his thing and Bartleby gasped and fell like a cut tree. While he clutched himself and whimpered, I went outside and slept in the stable. Hamilcar was there on the straw.


  ‘Ye awright, doux-doux?’ he asked.


  ‘Yes,’ I said and fell asleep with my head cradled on his chest.


  Bartleby came into the stable just before dawn. I only knew when he kicked me off the straw. Hamilcar ran away. Bartleby removed his belt and wrapped the buckle-end around his fist and started strapping me. I was curled in a ball on the packed dirt so the belt whapped mostly my back and my legs. After I don’t know how long Bartleby stopped and when I peeped out he was standing with his chest heaving, sweat pouring down his face, the belt a limp black tongue at his side. My back was sore and stinging, but I couldn’t help it: I laughed in Bartleby’s face. That was when he backhanded me with his other hand and I went back and my head hit something. When I came to, I was naked and between my legs was very sore. So I knew Bartleby had been inside me again. He was gone. I went into the house and put some goose grease between my legs to ease the hurt. I couldn’t reach my back, though. The Negress, whose name was Eliza, came in and asked me what I was doing. I said that Bartleby had strapped me and had put his thing inside me and it was hurting. I asked her if she had any of the healing pulp from the spiky thick-leaved plant that I knew had come from her country, though I did not know how I knew this. But her eyes had opened till they looked like pigeon’s eggs and it was some moments before she spoke. ‘These white men– savages!’ she said, and it was strange that I knew she said this for she spoke in a tongue I had never heard before. Eliza didn’t have any of the plant but she rubbed the grease on my back for me. She was very gentle and pain rose anew in me, for I could have imagined her touch was my mother’s touch. Afterwards, I put on my clothes and went down to the sea. When I passed back through town on my way home that evening, I noticed how people were looking at me and whispering. At the house, the servants did the opposite, avoided looking at me and not talking at all. Hamilcar was still missing. They would catch him, I knew. The island was small and flat, so the sky seemed to fall away and you felt you could fly away off the earth like a bird. But because the island was small and flat there was no place for a runaway slave to hide.


  Bartleby did not try to interfere with me that night. Perhaps he saw how the other people were watching him, or not watching. But some days must have passed before he knew why people were doing so. For it was about four days later when I came home one evening to find him outside the house dressed in his baggy suit.


  ‘I must talk to thee,’ he said.


  He had never spoken to me in this formal way before. I said nothing but stood and waited.


  He said, ‘Thy mother died before her service to me was done.’ Bartleby spoke as though this were her fault. I watched him and still said nothing. He ran his finger around the inside of his round high collar. His face was very red, though that may have been the light from the setting sun. He said, ‘I am not a rich man. ’Tis time you started earning thy keep.’ He pulled out a rolled paper from his pocket. ‘I have sold thy mother’s contract to another person. Since she is dead, you shall serve out the remainder of her service.’


  I shrugged and went inside. The next morning Bartleby dropped me at my new home. It was a red-tiled stone house in the very centre of town. The front was of wood: a shop that sold cloth and dishes and cutlery. It was owned by an old woman called Widow Simmons. Her face was thin, and she had a big nose and thin, pursed lips. She wore black dresses with high stiff collars and sleeves down to her wrists. No lace or ruffles for her, she being a Puritan.


  ‘Dost thou know why I have bought you?’ she asked me.


  ‘To work,’ I said. I did not much care.


  ‘To work,’ she agreed. ‘And to save thy soul from sin.’


  She looked at me closely with her narrow-set eyes as she said this, so I knew she knew what Bartleby had done; and I knew for the first time that this was a sin.


  Widow Simmons took the saving of my soul seriously. We said prayers at every meal and before going to sleep at night. She made me wear black dresses all the time and beat me severely when she caught me smoking. She was also strict about my being a lady, hitting me in the small of the back when she caught me slouching, insisting I keep my eyes demurely downcast, and always telling me to speak properly. ‘You sound like one of those illiterate Negroes,’ she kept telling me, although she never made any effort to teach me to read or write.


  She also took my working hard very seriously. I spent the day cleaning and cooking and tending her garden. I planted and tended tomatoes, beans, squash, and even a few corn plants. The widow also kept three milch cows, which I milked every morning, churning butter every week for the widow to sell. My days of playing and running and swimming in the sea were behind me now. It was strange that I let go of my old life so easily, yet I never thought of running away. They had caught Hamilcar and tied him by the wrists to the gibbet in the harbour and whipped him till the dirt below his swinging feet was stained dark red with blood. The whole town came out to watch, including Widow Simmons. She pursed her mouth so tightly while they beat him that her lips disappeared, but I saw how her small black eyes gleamed. Hamilcar fainted twice and was revived and beaten again before they stopped. I saw how his back was a pulpy mass; and they threw sea water on his wounds before putting him in Bartleby’s cart. Bartleby didn’t speak to me though I knew he saw me. Hamilcar had fainted again.


  I do not mean it was the fear of punishment that stopped me running away, although that was part of it. But, mostly, it was just that my days seemed fated. I worked all day and went to bed in my small dark room at night weary to the bone. There was no leisure – ‘The Devil finds evil for idle hands!’ said Widow Simmons – and so I never had energy or time for thought. Even on Sundays, when she allowed me to rest, the day was spent in prayer and in her reading to me from the Bible. And to not think was better than to feel the pain I knew was buried deep within me. I did not miss the sunny, open days. The widow’s shuttered house was always dim, always quiet. The sounds of voices on the street outside, grinding of cartwheels, snort of horses, squealing pigs and mooing cows on market day – all sounded far away, as if the town’s main street did not pass right outside the widow’s mahogany door. Inside, the house was different to what I had known: ordered and well-kept. Every item, big and small, was neatly finished, like the mahogany dining-table and matching chairs; like a writing desk that stood tall against the wall with its pigeonholes and rolled-top – an adventure in itself (each time I wiped it, I wondered when the pigeons would be coming to nest in it) – and little knickknacks, like pewter animals kept in a cupboard with ornately carved doors and knobs; fine pewter dishes; and a silver tray in which my strange reflection stretched and fattened as I cleaned the drawing-room. All these items the widow had brought with her from England, and I thought that the Mother Country must be a land as strange and as wonderful as the undersea world of coral plants and brightly-coloured fish I used to see when I went swimming beyond the breakers. I wondered about the English people who made these beautiful and clever items, and I felt that they must be very different from the dull and foolish persons I saw around me every day. Yet, since the colonists were mostly also English, I was puzzled: there must be, I felt, two different kinds of people in England and the worst were sent to Barbados. I never wondered why the widow had left that world to come to this one – I was not very curious about anything in the three years I worked for her. But I did once ask her if the English people were better than the Barbados people and she boxed me on my ear and said she was a proper English lady, thank you very much, and there was no such thing as a Barbados people and I had better mind my mouth. That was the first and last question I ever asked Widow Simmons.


  So the days hooked into weeks and the weeks clasped months and the months nailed into years. Time means nothing when every day is the same and every day is without meaning. But I think three years had passed when I was rudely reminded that Time overlooks no one. One morning, I was in the garden tending the widow’s tomato plants, my lower stomach feeling strangely warm and heavy, when I felt a stickiness flowing down my thigh. At first I thought I had peed myself. But when I pulled up my dress I saw that my knickers were stained hibiscus-red. My breath caught in my throat and, pulling off my dress and my underclothes with frightened haste, I sat naked in the vegetable bed with my legs spread. My first panicked thought was that Bartleby had wounded me within with his thing long ago and only now had the festering injury expressed itself from my guts. The smell was fresh, almost fishy. But I felt no pain from this inner wound and I wondered if I was dying and therefore numb to hurt. But I remembered the night I had swum after the flying cotton seeds; and I remembered how all my cuts and bruises had always healed quickly and without scars despite my very pale skin; and finally I remembered my mother telling me when I was seven years old that this exact thing would happen to me one day. The memory rose very clear in my mind. She had been putting me to sleep one night and it had just been the two of us. She must have been in an unusually gay mood, for she had taken several beautiful silk scarves out of a trunk which was usually kept locked and draped one, bright green like the high grass of the hills, over her shoulders and used another, scarlet like the flowers of the flamboyant tree, to tie up her thick hair. Three more scarves, of parrot-feather blue and sun-bright yellow and royal purple, she spread across my pallet and my small body. The feel of the material on my skin was unlike anything I had ever known – the closest I knew to it was the brown hair of the corncob. I was amazed when my mother told me that this slippery-smooth cloth was made from the threads of worms and I swore never to fish again, at which she laughed and said not those kinds of worms. I watched how her eyes sparkled and danced like the sea and I said I hoped I would be beautiful like her when I grew up. And she told me that being a woman meant more than being beautiful and described what seeing my menses would be like.


  This was the first time I had thought of my mother since going to work for the Widow Simmons and the grief was suddenly there, as though a giant fist had struck me in the very core of my being. I sat naked in the garden and wept for I do not know how long, before I was roused from my belated misery by the widow’s outraged shriek. She hauled me up by my hair, beating me with her other hand and, when she saw the slow blood coursing down my thighs, beat me more. ‘The curse is upon you, you stupid girl, and you sit there like a cow, naked as a peeled orange, instead of hiding yourself away and praying to Jesus for forgiveness!’ And so on and so and so on.


  My menses lasted only one day. And it occurred to me on that day to ask the widow if my service to her was not up. She seemed surprised at my question and seemed about to beat me. But then a sharp gleam came into her eye and she went to the writing desk and pulled out a rolled piece of paper. ‘Come here,’ she told me. I went across and she pointed to the paper and said, ‘As you see, I bought your services for three years which expired five weeks ago. However, this clause says I can retain your services until you pay off any debts incurred by you during the course of your service.’


  I could not, of course, read the words written on the paper, but I said, ‘But I have never borrowed any gold from you.’


  She boxed me on the ear and said, ‘Have I not fed you every day for the past three years? Didst I not clothe thee? Didst thou not break many of my dishes, including my best mixing bowl? Hath not thy carelessness ruined many of my best produce?’


  Her speech became more puritan and self-righteous as she reeled off her list. Finally, she turned over the paper and I saw a stiff, spidery handwriting which I knew was hers without ever having seen it before. ‘Only when you pay off all this shall you leave my service. I have already been to a magistrate to see about it.’


  I knew the magistrate, Justice Wilkins, was a Puritan like Widow Simmons. I said, ‘What will it cost to pay what I owe thee?’


  She told me and smiled grimly when I gasped. I had not imagined such sums existed. I realized that I would be in bondage to this woman for the rest of her life – indeed, in bondage for the rest of my life if she willed me to another master. But, as it turned out, I was a free woman in less than a year.


  



  After I saw my period, my body ripened to womanhood quickly. I developed small, round breasts. My nipples puckered and changed from pink to brown. The light down at my crotch grew into coarse brown hairs. The folded lips there, once neat and hidden, pouted rudely even through its unvirgin forest. I became aware of my now fleshy buttocks. I became aware of everything about my appearance. At night, I lay on my corn-cob mattress in my small, dank room and, by the flickering light of a candle and a small hand-mirror I had sneaked from the widow, I looked at myself. I noted all the changes I have mentioned. And I saw too that my face had changed, though not in ways that anyone but I would have noticed: my nose, which I had just thought big and curved, now seemed to blend better with my high cheekbones. I looked haughty. My lips and my skin seemed softer. Even my gaze looked different to myself: more direct, more knowing. The realization was sharp, but not regretful: I was no longer a child.


  I have said that only I would have noticed these changes. But that is not correct. The widow noticed, and she made sure I dressed even more decently in loose dresses that brushed the ground and laceless sleeves that reached halfway down the backs of my hands. She insisted that my hair was always covered with a cap or bonnet in public. Even more: I had been in the habit of sleeping in my underclothes or, on hot nights, naked. Now the widow gave me a flannel nightdress to sleep in and stood beside my bed to make sure I put it on and said my prayers.


  All these efforts were for naught, because even covered so entire and with my face demurely downcast, I could not help but observe the fresh glances that came from the men. I had got taller, and that was one reason for the new intentness of their gaze. But their glances were so close, so intimate, I felt at times as though they looked right through my clothes to the new body beneath. And when they stared at me full in the face I had a most unaccustomed feeling: that what they were seeing was beauty.


  There was a freckle-faced lad named Sean O’ Flannery, a few years older than me, with red hair and twinkling blue eyes. He was indentured to an old man who lived just on the outskirts of town. We often passed each other on our various errands and he had always hailed me out with a smile and a cheerful, ‘How’re ye?’ But now he stopped to chat awhile and one day he commented, off-handed, ‘My, but ye’re growing up well’ and I went home with my heart singing.


  We began meeting. Sean’s master was half-blind and did not make too many demands of him. It was more difficult for me to get away, but I managed to steal some time during the day and I would often sneak out after dark when the widow had gone to sleep. Although she worked me even harder now, I was never as tired as I had been when I was a child. Being in love with Sean filled me with vigour. We met in hidden corners of the town or in the private hills or in the hidden forest. We spoke of our days and the funny habits of our masters and other people we knew. We spoke of ourselves. And we kissed. I let him touch my breasts. He told me I was pretty and that he would buy me away from the Widow Simmons when his service ended in two years and he got his land. He brought me little presents: a pretty shell, flowers he had gathered, a piece of cake he had stolen from a house – once a silver coin his master had dropped. We made love for the first time one night at the top of a hill under a blaze of stars. The dewy grass made my back itch but I did not mind. I felt Sean’s body with exquisite delight: the hard blades of his back, the soft hollow of his waist, the smooth curves of his thrusting buttocks. He fitted perfectly into my own body. When I felt him shudder and gasp I felt, for the first time, perfect satisfaction. I held him within me, my legs wrapped over the back of his thighs, until his breathing slowed.


  When he came off me, kneeling between my legs, he said, ‘Ye’re not a virgin.’


  I sat up and shrugged. I said, ‘My father had a go at me some years back, before he sold me.’


  Sean was silent for a bit, then said, ‘Oh.’


  I was disappointed. I suppose he was, too, though I did not understand at what. We went back to the town in silence, careful in the darkness. Sean held my hand and I knew there was a new thing between us. But I also knew that perfection, though possible, is always fleeting.


  Despite that – or perhaps because of that – I found perfection to be seductive. It seemed to me that I now lived two lives. There was my accustomed, everyday life as servant to the Widow Simmons. That was grey and dull. It had always been so, but I had not known it was so. Now there was my other life with Sean. As I went about my accustomed tasks, he always was in my mind, adding to my life a beauty like the gorgeous silk scarves hidden in my mother’s trunk. We met rarely. But those stolen times overwhelmed the long hours or days in between. We made love at every chance. I was not concerned about conceiving a child. My menses never came more than one day for the month. The widow must have noticed my new joy which, though I tried to hide it, must have shone in my face like sunlight. Her mouth seemed always pursed now, she beat me more, and made me pray four or five times a day. I did not mind. My hidden life nourished me. It seemed to me that I had achieved my natural state.


  Perhaps this was why I did not at first notice that, though he still attended to me, Sean talked less after that first time and brought me presents less often. He never spoke again of buying my contract from the widow. Then the settler who lived a few houses from him got a new maidservant, Irish like Sean, and I saw him talking to her several times. We met less often – he said the old man was working him more because his service was coming to an end. I asked Sean if he was in love with the Irish girl and he said no, course not, but she was from the Old Country so naturally he would speak to her. ’Twas around this time that Captain Ketteridge took an interest in me.


  The captain was one of the older settlers of the island. He lived alone in his stone house and owned an estate some miles out of town which was run by an overseer. His wife had died some years before and his children were in England. He was an important man, who ruled on disputes between the settlers and was said to have an entire shelf of books in his home. I often saw him walking about, always well-dressed in his brocaded weskit, swinging a silver-topped cane, his leather boots with their wide turned-down tops always well-polished. But I did not know he had noticed me until one day I passed him in the street and he glanced at me so intently that, startled, I curtsied.


  ‘You are the Widow Simmons’s girl?’ he said.


  ‘Sarah, yes sir,’ I said. He was shorter than I had imagined, seeing him in the distance. His beard was well-clipped, almost severe, and his lips very red. His face, though lined, was ruddy.


  He said nothing more but merely nodded, and I went on my way with a vague feeling of confusion. After that he always nodded at me in the street and, one day, he came into the widow’s shop when she had stepped out and conversed with me for a short time. It was that day that I saw Sean with the Irish girl.


  I had been out running an errand for the widow and, because it was so lovely a day, I decided to take the long way back. I knew the widow would scold me, perhaps even beat me with the broad leather strap she kept for that purpose, but I decided ’twas worth it. The sky was a deep blue with occasional masses of high white cloud that would not yield rain. The wind was steady, cooling and I thought that if Sean was free we could talk a little or, if he wished and ’twere possible, I would stand against a wall, raise my dress, and let him go at me from behind. (He liked when I was wanton and I liked the way his breath deepened when I made bold to be so.) I approached his master’s house from the back, over the fields. Sean’s room was to the back and I heard the little cries even before I came up and peered through the closed shutters. She was on top of him, her skirts gathered about her waist, her broad white buttocks clenching and unclenching like waves uncurling upon the shore. My breath choked in my breast and I remembered the time when I had almost drowned. As I stood watching them, a voice spoke in my head: You did not almost drown, you did drown, it said.


  I fled, weeping, across the green and empty fields.


  I did not see Sean for some day after this nor did he seek me out. When he did come into the widow’s shop to get some goods for his master, he kissed me and I let him. ’Twas as though all was usual. When he was leaving, I said, ‘Sean, you remember once you said you would buy me away from the widow?’


  He nodded. ‘But you know I must end my own service first and even then I’ll be able to do it only after my own farm is set...’


  He had not listed these provisos back then. But I only nodded and said I understood. Later than day Captain Ketteridge came in, again when the widow had stepped out. I stood close so my bosom brushed his sleeve. ‘I’d very much like to see thy estate some time,’ I told him, looking into his eyes. He swallowed and asked when. I felt some little astonishment that such an experienced and important man should become as a callow youth simply because I made my meaning clear.


  ‘Tuesday, after dark,’ I said.


  He nodded and left. His face, I noted with amusement, was as red as though he had spent the afternoon under the open sun.


  When, one month later, I paid the widow the full sum of my contract, ’twas the most pleasurable moment of my life. Her mouth actually unpursed, becoming loose and trembling, while her small black eyes darted about like flies.


  ‘And where’d you get this, I’d like to know,’ she said, but the whip in her voice trailed off without a snap. The gold and silver coins lay on the counter of her shop, glittering irrefutably.


  ‘That be not thy concern,’ I said. ‘Thy concern is to sign my paper.’


  ‘I’ll not be taking any stolen coins. I am an honest Christian woman, I’ll have you know.’


  My pleasure doubled and ’twas all I could do to stop myself laughing out loud. I took out from my bosom an official document with Captain Ketteridge’s seal on it. The widow read it, her hands shaking slightly and not from age. Her lips were once again a thin line. Then, without a word, she signed my paper. She guessed where my money had come from, but she could not speak against an important man like the captain. Yet she could not resist a hissed ‘Hussy!’ when I left her home with my small bag of belongings slung over my shoulder. I laughed and walked down the road and out of the town under the bright sunshine.


  



  The captain had wanted to buy over my contract. I had refused. I was willing to sell my favours, not myself. A little kiss, a little groping at my young bosom, and he was lost. Not that ’twas any great loss, because what was for me my freedom was for him a pittance. His house had a wooden floor and the wooden floor had carpets thrown across it. The shutters closed on lead-paned windows and the windows had glass and the glass was covered by lace curtains. There was a drawing room and a dining room and three separate bedrooms. All were filled with furniture – chairs, tables, dressers, cabinets – from England and there were more dishes and cutlery than the captain could ever use. And he did indeed have a shelf filled with books. He let me hold one once, a thick leather-bound book with gold letters on the front that, he said, spelled ‘The Holy Bible’. I was amazed, almost afraid, to think that I was holding the Word of God in my hands, and I thought how wonderful it would be to be able to read. But I was not there to read.


  Although I was as careful as could be, people still found out that I was going to the captain’s estate house. One evening, Sean came to see me. We spoke in the garden. He asked me questions which I answered evasively or not at all. He grew angrier and angrier, his lips pressed together whitely, two red spots burning high on his cheeks, his eyes the colour of the sky on a heated day. I could not fathom why he was so enraged when ’twas to the Irish girl he was now making love.


  ‘Thy face looks like the smithy’s fire,’ I told him with a giggle. He slapped me. I staggered back with the coppery taste of blood filling my mouth. He had slapped me so hard that my teeth had cut my cheek inside. I had a sudden feeling of satisfaction that, oddly, felt like memory. Sean slapped me again, bursting my lip. I fell to the earth, and now there was horror in me. It was as though that hard slap had opened a shutter in my mind, and I saw a garden of death filled with dying and dismembered bodies. I screamed, and Sean ran away. By the next day, most of the swelling had gone down, though my lip was still burst; but even the cut inside my mouth had healed when I went to the captain that night.


  After I bought my freedom, I went to live on the deserted western side of the island where the great Atlantic roared. The captain lent me two of his slaves to build a house. It was a simple hut, made of cleverly braided twigs that the Negroes called wattle, sealed with straw and mud. I had built close to a low copse through which ran a streamlet, alongside a path that twisted through the dipping plain. Some few hundred yards away the edge of a cliff overlooked a desolate shore. When the last twig was set and I had sent the Negroes on their way with two unexpected silver coins, I stood on the edge of that cliff, looking out. The crashing waves thrashed the massive red boulders that were scattered like a giant’s playthings along the beach and into the sea. The lowering sky stretched like an ironed sheet above me, and the surf spat and hissed, as though cursing my invasion. I stood there and smiled and smiled and smiled. I felt alone upon the earth, supreme in the eye of the heavens, mistress of my own rough mansion. There was nothing more in life that I desired, save furniture.


  This I got, and a few other items, over the next two years. A solid oak chair and a small cyp table, as well as a copper pot, an iron frying pan, a straw-filled mattress and a down-filled pillow. I got these items from the captain the same way I had got the money to buy my contract. But, other than this, I lived quite simply. The Widow Simmons would have said I lived like a heathen, and I suppose she would have been right. After a few months, I stopped seeing the captain and I rarely went into town for anything – when I say rarely, I mean that I went about once in the year. For food, I fished or set snares in the forest or picked fruit. I planted cassava, which I pounded into flour and baked into bread on a clay griddle. My food was seasoned with salt from the sea and herbs that grew wild right in my yard. I even made myself a fishing spear and a bow. These skills, this knowledge, seemed to come to me naturally. My few clothes became tattered. Sometimes I patched them, more times I went almost naked. My white skin surrendered to the insistent sun and turned a pale gold. In the wet season, my thatched roof withstood the wind and rain well. Months passed when I would forget that there were even other people on this small island. No one else was stupid enough to live on that wild coast. Another woman, or even a man, would have died several times over. Once, I fell when the cliff edge crumbled beneath my feet. When I awoke, black-feathered vultures were picking at my flesh. I got one before it could fly away and twisted its neck. I plucked and roasted the bird but the meat was tough and stringy. Another time, a sudden tide caught me while I was swimming and threw me against one of the giant boulders, breaking some ribs. But they mended by the following week. Other accidents happened. I always survived. I was happy.


  One day a man met me on the path as I was returning from the sea with my catch. I had by then been living there for three years and never had I seen another living soul on that part of the island. It was late afternoon and we came upon each other suddenly, myself coming up the cliff, he approaching its edge. I was holding a large fish in my right hand and, seeing a man right in front of me, swung it by reflex. Its scaly body slapped him on the side of the head and he fell backwards like a cut cane.


  ‘No, no mujer!’ he said, holding up his hands and laughing. ‘Estoy un amigo. Amigo!’


  I lowered my fish and looked at him. He was a youngish man, with a mop of black hair, soft beard and a sunburned face. His eyes were a honey-coloured brown. He wore canvas trousers and a leather jerkin and carried a knapsack on his back which had broken his fall. Then he looked at me and his face grew serious. I was wearing only a scrap of cloth around my hips and my breasts were bare. For the first time in several years, I felt embarrassed. My breasts had grown to the size of grapefruits since I had been there. The man glanced back along the path. My hovel stood out with its yellow thatch brave against the brown-green plain.


  ‘Alli,’ he said. ‘Su casa? Su bohio?’


  I nodded and said, ‘Si.’ But the word gargled and I cleared my unused throat and said, more loudly, ‘Si.’


  The man got to his feet. I quickly pulled loose the scrap of cloth I used to tie my hair My hair had grown waist-long, its curls tangled like seaweed, and I spread it like a cloak about me. When the man turned, he kept his eyes on my face. But I saw the new lump at the front of his canvas trousers.


  ‘Me llamo Will,’ he said, putting his hands to his chest.


  I pushed past him and began walking towards my house. I was suddenly very aware of the plump swing of my buttocks under the ragged skirt. The man came up and walked at my side.


  ‘Como se llama?’ he asked.


  I cleared my throat again and, for one panicked moment, found myself unable to remember my name. ‘Sarah,’ I said finally.


  ‘But that’s an English name’ he said.


  ‘I am English,’ I said.


  His eyes widened. ‘You’re English!’


  I continued walking, clutching the fish to my bosom.


  The man said, ‘I’m sorry. I thought you were a mestizo.’


  ‘No,’ I said.


  We walked on in silence. When we reached my house, I went inside and put down my fish and put on my only cotton dress. The man was sitting on the stool I kept outside my door. He got up as I came outside.


  ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I didn’t expect to find anyone living out here.’


  I said nothing but sat on my stool and gazed out at the reddened horizon. Sea gulls wheeled over the cliff and I could hear their faint cries on the wind. I had forgotten how to talk to people.


  He said, ‘You speak Spanish well. Where did you learn?’


  I shrugged. I did not know how I had understood him. I thought of the pale Jew who had been at my mother’s funeral. He had never taught me to speak Spanish, but I thought that perhaps the language was absorbed through the blood.


  ‘My name is Will Powell,’ said the man. ‘I’m a sailor.’


  I said, with some effort, ‘Where’s thy ship?’


  Will Powell grinned. ‘I fell out with the first mate. So I jumped ship. I decided to explore the countryside before I sign on another one. I certainly didn’t expect to find a woman living all the way out here. Certainly not a beautiful one.’


  I said, ‘Yes. I live out here.’ I really had forgotten how to talk to people. But Will Powell did not seem to mind. It was getting dark and I offered to let him stay. He agreed readily and scaled the fish which I baked and served with greens.


  Because he was a guest, I lit one of the few candles I had. I usually went to sleep with the sun and arose likewise. He talked and I listened. He spoke of England and other far-off lands like Spain and Africa. He was a good talker, for I felt as though I had been to those places. Yet, strangely, he did not speak as well of the country I most wished to know, my mother’s homeland and his, England. Perhaps it was because that which was to me a land of wonders was to him dull with familiarity. Yet was I still taken with his talk of palaces and playhouses and busy ports.


  When he tried to kiss me, I pushed him away. He was not a bad-looking lad, but I had bought my freedom with my favours and, if I understood nothing else in life, I understood that my favours were too valuable to be given free.


  ‘I’m sorry, Sarah,’ he said. ‘’Tis only that you are so beautiful and I have been so long without a woman.’


  I did not understand what he was apologizing for. I said, ‘You may have what you want, Will Powell. But I have need of a mill.’


  ‘A mill?’


  ‘To grind corn. I have planted some maize out back. I need a mill to make flour to bake bread on my buren.’


  For some moments he looked quite blank. Then his face cleared. ‘You want me to pay?’


  ‘Nothing is free in Barbados, Will Powell. People least of all.’


  He had some silver coins in his sack. I believe he left the next morning well-satisfied. So was I: I went into town the very next day and got my mill.


  I never saw Will Powell again. Yet that chance meeting had important results. I discovered that Captain Ketteridge was not exceptional: yet still was I amazed that men would trade their silver merely to stick their thing into my hole. But if men were so easily contented, who was I to argue? More importantly, though, Will Powell had filled my head with pictures of wider world. I wanted to see that world before I died. And, perhaps unknowingly, Will Powell also provided me with the means to do so.


  In the next few months, more men happened by my lone hovel than had happened by in the past three years. Perhaps it was that Will Powell had told other people about the woman living alone on the uninhabited coast, or perhaps it was that more settlers had come to Barbados. At any rate, no man ever passed by and said truly what he had come for. All made excuses: they said they were just looking over the land or exploring or just happened by. But all came with coins, when coin was rare enough in the island, or with gold, or with goods. Even those who came to rape came with something to barter. I was raped only once, though, by three men. Other men tried, but even when they were bigger than me my fierceness and my sharp-bladed machete made them think again. The three who came together did not live on the island but were, I believe, buccaneers. They had their way and slit my throat. But I caught up with them three nights later, my machete in hand, as they lay snoring around their campfire. I had run all day and night, easily. ’Twas as though I were a tireless ghost, or a demon. As I set about my murderous work, I felt a coldness in me that I had never known. Two of the men I nailed to a tree. The third escaped, wounded. I could have caught up with him, but I let him go to warn others. No more men visited my hovel for a while after that, but when, like dogs in heat, they began to come around again, none came to rape.


  But ’twas not many who came over the next few years. After all, ’twas a long journey, even by horseback, and not many men had coin. I accepted goods at first, but only in such quantities that they needed to be brought by horseback or even cart. However, I never refused anyone who had my price. If they made the effort, I thought I had an obligation to accommodate them. Also, most of those who came were among the most important men in the island. ’Twould have been bad business to turn them away. There were by this time quite some few other women on the island who could give them what I gave. But my isolation had an important advantage: I offered a privacy crucial on that small Christian island. I was clean, insisting the men bathe in the river before we did any business. Often lacking that habit themselves, my insistence helped allay any fear of disease, although the true root of that comfort may have been the rather curious assumption I discovered each man made: that I had few or no other customers. Another important attraction was that I did not speak much. Men liked that quality in a woman. They often spent most of their time with me just talking: about affairs of trade or politics or crops or their own wives. There was something amusing to me in this: that although women were supposed to be the chatterboxes and men the ones who would do anything for sex, the truth was that the men were not capable of spending much time on sex, and liked nothing better than an attentive ear. I realized that people have a great ability for not seeing life the way it is.


  Eventually, though, my trade began to diminish. Over the next few years, my corner of Barbados became quite crowded. When someone built their estate house a mere ten miles away from my shack, I began to wonder if I should move. ’Twas the fault of the sugar-cane, as I knew from my talk – or rather my listening – to my visitors. The profits from the tobacco had fallen because a better crop was being grown in the American colonies. The cotton and the fustic did not bring much income. So the planters had abandoned those crops entirely and had turned to the sugar-cane and within a few short years had begun to earn great fortunes. Thousands of slaves had been brought from Africa to work on the plantations. The wealthiest planters were building Great Houses that made Captain Ketteridge’s cottage seem as rude as my shack when it was first put up. (It was now considerably improved.) There was now a Parliament, only the third such in the entire world, and Dutch ships, loaded with every imaginable sort of goods, put in regularly at what was now called Bridgetown.


  The slaves spoiled my business. Mostly males were brought to the colony, but there were sufficient women to slake the settlers’ needs. (In fact, I thought this was the true reason that female slaves were bought at all, since they never bred enough children to replace lost stocks, as was the argument.) So, with free slave-women so readily available, few were the men who saw any further need to make the trek out to my hovel. When it comes to lust, men care little about race. At first, I thought I could return to my old ways. I had lived without comfort or coin for years, and I thought I could do so again. But I thought wrongly. I had changed. My hovel now had wooden jalousies, an outside kitchen, and a wooden floor. I was too aware now of the world beyond my little corner, beyond even my little island. I wanted to be part of that world. No, more, I wanted to take my place in it. But I could not see how. I had only one commodity, one skill, to sell and that, like the tobacco, was now in little demand.


  I found the way after the Shadowman killed me.


  



  There was a mid-afternoon storm. Long whips of rain beat the plain. I stood in the verandah of my cottage, listening to the falling water drum like God’s fingers on my now-shingled roof. Beyond the cliff’s edge I saw the sea boiling foamy-white and green. The pelting raindrops stitched the dirt just beyond my shelter. I laughed. Thunder cracked overhead, but I was not afraid. I took off my clothes and ran naked, exulting, into the storm. Silver needles stabbed my shoulders, my breasts, my upturned face. The mud squelched between my bared toes. I ran through the billowing wet curtains. More thunder, as though the sky itself would split asunder. I was not afraid. Since the night I had drowned, almost drowned, I knew that my mother’s spirit watched over me. I danced, arms upraised, with the rain. I felt its streamlets drip off my chin, run between my breasts, pool in my navel. Water cascaded down my back at the tail of my soppy thick mass of hair. I stood with feet planted in the muddy earth and let the rain beat upon me, as it would beat upon a rock. And, in the far distance, I saw him.


  He wore a hooded cloak and was walking towards my cottage. I felt a moment of resentment that this man should arrive now. But business was business. I went back to the cottage, the rain now only wet. I would charge him a few coins extra, nonetheless. I towelled myself as dry as I could, tying up my hair, and pulled on my dress. Then I sat on a high stool in the verandah with one musket across my lap, the other just inside, and waited. The pistol was inside, under my pillow, as usual. The cloaked figure was already much nearer. Even through the flinging downpour, I saw that his gait was sure and steady, as though the wind and rain did not rush upon him. He was a big man. When he arrived and pulled down his hood to reveal his bald head, I remembered him from my mother’s funeral.


  He had not changed at all in the twelve years. He was even wearing the same brown tunic under his cloak. Still I could not see his eyes, which were mere slits in a carved and expressionless face. But he felt familiar to me. I put down my musket and nodded. He did not speak but merely offered a leather pouch which, when I opened it, proved full of gold coins. I did not question whether he was a free man or not, although I did not see how this could be since, after some argument about ten years before, the settlers had passed a law saying all Negroes and their offspring were slaves for life. But there was nothing servile about this Negro: it occurred to me that, though he had not spoken a word, he was the first man to say plainly what he had come for. I stood up and leaned close. There was no smell to him save rain-wetted leather. I took him inside.


  He removed only his cloak. Beneath it, he wore the same tunic I had seen him in all those years ago. He never spoke; I assumed he did not know English. That he could not speak never crossed my mind: there was too much authority in his carriage. He turned his palm upward, and I removed my dress. He moved his forefingers downward, and I lay back on the bed and pulled my knees to my chest so he could see my privates. He remained standing at the side of my bed. I opened myself with two forked fingers and, when I looked, saw his phallus rising under his skirt. Were it not for that sign, I would not even have known he was aroused. His eyes were still hooded. I did not mind. I never took any pleasure in the act. I merely did what my customers wished. I pretended to pleasure myself with my fingers; the Negro remained stolid. I thought for a moment that perhaps men from Africa behaved differently. But then I decided not: that he had paid me a whole bag of gold showed that African men were just as subject to their cocks as English men. His forefinger moved in a circle. I turned over, propping myself on elbows and knees, and thrust my buttocks boldly at him. Now he touched me for the first time, his fingers tracing my spine from base to neck. I shivered. I wondered why he had not removed his gloves; but had he been wearing gloves? And, as I thought this, his hand gripped the back of my neck with terrible force and his other hand grabbed my thick hair and pulled back sharply. The crack resounded in the centre of my brain, and darkness enclosed me.


  



  Awaking, as always, as from a black dream. Through the window, the setting sun painted red strokes of light across the cloud-sunk horizon. But I knew ’twas not the same evening. A day of death had passed, perhaps even three. But a different death: this time my unknotted soul a net that had caught strange fish from that uncharted sea. The Shadowman – I knew his name as soon as I awoke – had gone. I awoke, sprawled in bed as though I had merely overslept. A slow gathering of wits, then a harsh roll to my frightened feet. Why had he not killed me? Always he had before, he alone having that power over me. But I was still myself – or was I? Now fear unleashed panic, and I scrambled to the brass-framed mirror hanging on the wall. Other phantom faces swam there briefly – a pug-nosed man with dark hair and a red mouth, a blonde-haired man with face of an angel and the gangrene gaze of a devil, and a brown-skinned boy with high cheekbones and an expression of heartbreaking sadness. Then ’twas just my own face with jewelgreen, staring eyes. But I feel these other ghosts tangled inside me, flapping like strangely familiar fish. My revived body feels strange, too lumpy all over save between my legs, where I feel an awful absence.


  Rage rose within me like a high and vicious tide. ’Twas the Shadowman who had done this to me! And he had done worse than not kill me: he had raped me! He who was my mortal enemy – no, worse again: he who was my immortal enemy. I looked around for my machete, and on the table I saw the leather pouch, gold gleaming in its undrawn mouth. He had left his payment. I picked up the pouch, fingers nudging the mouth wider. Coins clinked with gentle music. ’Twas not a fortune, but ’twas plenty. My rage ebbed. The Shadowman had killed me, but he had left me myself this time. I did not know why. Perhaps to show me that he given up pursuing me? Perhaps it was because I was now a woman? I did not know. I knew only that, because I was now a woman, it would be madness to pursue him. What chance had I, if Adam Colon and Antam Goncalves had both failed in face-to-face battle?


  There came a knocking on my door. Automatically, I smoothed back my hair, checked my appearance quickly in the mirror. Then I opened the door with a bright, false smile. Two men stood without, sailors by the look of them. They were young, with nervous eyes. I invited them in. They said they had been exploring the countryside and had happened upon my cottage, were hoping for some bread and cheese. They would pay for it. As if I had not heard all this before. They were shipmates. But one wanted to explore the coast. Could he return in a half-hour? I could feed his mate in the meantime; he would eat when he returned. I smiled inside myself at these absurd games. Always these encounters were a game, sometimes tense, always the outcome known. The advantage always was mine, though. I merely had to play it as much as possible. This time, though, advantage did not seem to matter. I felt all-powerful, although there were two of them. Especially because there were two of them. My wrists were like blades, my breasts felt full, the nipples painfully hard. The groove between my legs was a full, empty purse. I said, ‘No one needs to go anywhere.’


  They acquiesced, readily. Though there were two of them, I was not their slave. Because there were two of them, they were my slaves. I told them what to do, in a voice that brooked no disobedience. It was my voice, but Antam Gonçalves’ voice too. They did me, in every orifice, in every position and then I made them do each other. That voice, with its undertone of cruelty, came from Adam Colon. The sailors had no objection, being shipmates. The satisfaction, the joy, I felt watching them was all my own. Only now did I understand why men parted with their hard-earned coin for this. I had not known how deep the roots of lust lay in men’s souls. ’Twas all-consuming, undeniable, this need that filled the mind as a stared flame fills the eye with swirling colour. I came, and I came again, and yet again. My entire body burned with a most delicate, a most intense, fire. The rushes of swooning pleasure, the tingling of fingertips and toes, the almost painful sensitivity of skin – all this consumed me, as wood burns down to ash.


  When I was done, they were finished. I let them leave without paying. They wished to stay the night, but my lust was spent and I wished to be alone. I told them they could camp in the copse or down on the beach. They did not protest. I commanded them. It felt wonderful.


  I slept. This Shadowman could not finally kill me. Thrice had he tried and thrice had I returned. He had even spared me the rebirth on this occasion, I knew not why. But I knew now what I had to do in order to finally escape him. And the bag, plus my savings buried in a deep hole out back, would help me to accomplish it.


  



  I had not been to the other side of Barbados in years. It was like returning to a different land. Where once there had been open fields planted only with the cotton and cocoa trees, now the fields were covered with rows and rows of undulating green cane-arrows. Behind this sea of spears lay the Great Houses I have mentioned, with outlying buildings, and stone windmills that squatted weirdly on the land. I saw many Negroes working in the fields and among the buildings, watched over by a few English men, who wore hats with wide-floppy brims and always carried a gun and a whip.


  Bridgetown had grown, too, the houses now crawling up the low hill, most made of white coral bricks but many made of clay bricks and wooden shingles, nearly all with complex fretwork in their verandahs, like wooden lace. And so many people! As I walked through the town, unaccustomedly nervous, I realized that the changes in the land had brought other changes, too. Gone was the air of indolence, which caused even the Widow Simmons to nap after noon. Most of the people seemed bustling and purposeful. There were two ships in the bay, sailors and slaves busy unloading bricks and crates and iron-hooped barrels. I saw many more women in the street, though men still far outnumbered them.


  There was another more obvious change among the people: the Negro slaves now far outnumbered both Christian men and women. These dark-skinned people alone reminded me of the old Bridgetown, for they moved around with no particular haste, pretending to hurry only if their masters lashed them with the whip. The Negroes and the cane were the biggest change in the island, and I wondered if the English people who had come here first did not now feel foreign. But I saw that they did not. There was a self-satisfied expression to every Christian face I saw, reflected by a luxurious adornment, which came from being masters. But I noted as well a nervousness of gesture and voice, that also reflected the uneasiness of the master. There had been an uprising recently, I learned, and eighteen slave-leaders had been hanged. So the Christian people had this tension, like people always expecting a hurricane. The Negroes, though subservient and cautious, lacked that unease.


  But the most amazing change I discovered on that first day in Bridgetown had to do entirely with myself. I was walking along the main street, well-cobbled now, observing the new wooden signs with carved-out letters hung on iron brackets. Business in the newly-wealthy town was obviously thriving: there was Tailor, Cobbler, Dry Goods, Boar’s Head Inn, King’s Tavern and others. Reading these signs, I grew faint and had to stop and lean against a near wall. I had done it so casually that the realization was like an actual blow to my wind. I had read the signs! The letters, which in all my years had been only meaningless shapes, now made sense!


  I knew that I had lived almost two centuries: in all that time, I had never experienced a greater pleasure than at that moment. I stood on the street for a long time, simply drinking in those carved words.


  This small miracle made me more aware of the three ghosts within me. But their memories were separate, distant. They were men. Their ghosts seemed without reference to my present life. Yet I knew their roots were within my soul, as the reading showed, as the act with the two sailors had shown, and as other more subtle things also showed.


  It did not take me long to set myself up in Bridgetown (or, to be more accurate, just outside Bridgetown). I bought materials and some slaves and hired a builder. My house had to be designed carefully. I had the builder lay it out so the front faced the rest of the town, rather than east-west as everyone else did in order to take best advantage of the cooling winds. But I required different advantages. I wanted my house to look like that of a decent woman: Gothic lines, upright rectangular windows with wooden shutters, and a delicate fretwork in a wave-and-palm frond design enclosing my verandah. Behind this I built a single large room, slightly higher than the house, with an enclosed loft that could be reached only by a stair from the inside of the house. The space downstairs had a bar, shelves, and discreet booths. I bought an Irish servant to run it, for I knew that the town’s good citizens would find ways to close down any woman who had the temerity to be a publican. Indeed, I knew that some of the town’s good citizens were already discomfited at my mere presence among them. So, whilst my house was being built, I sat down in the dark little room I was renting from a good Christian family and wrote each of my former customers a note, assuring them of my discretion. I told them of my plan to open an inn and assured them further that, when they visited, I would greet them as complete strangers.


  I can hardly convey what delight it was to take pen in hand and form those unaccustomed letters, stroking the letters into cunning words, words dashing across the page into whole sentences. The writing I had done before, in other lives, had been driven by loss, by guilt, by fear. These short epistles were pure luxury, almost. I took more joy in the physical act of writing itself than in the ensuring of my security. Some of the men who had come to me in my hovel were, I knew, educated. I could not understand why, having this skill, this gift, they would come to me at all. Writing was far better than sex! Later, in England, I penned a stark account of my life. But that has been lost and what you read now comes out of my still-vivid memories of that life, for which I had no words while living it.


  When my house was finished and I had bought supplies, I was almost out of capital. But I was not concerned. From Antam Gonçalves I now grasped the ways of commerce. Within days, my inn was doing a reasonable trade. I’d known this would happen: the men would come simply out of novelty. The main novelty was, of course, myself. Innkeepers were usually fat men with large moustaches. I, hair elegantly coiffured, always in a low-cut dress, moved among my customers with superb grace. I presented myself from the first as a lady; only those who already knew would have dared request services more intimate than my serving them ale or wine. This was how I intended it, at least at the beginning.


  Of course, the secret of any successful establishment is to keep the customers coming back. I had, I thought, learned enough from my days in the wild. My place, which I called simply Settlers’ Inn, was sufficiently out of the town to encourage the good burghers to visit. It was dimly-lit, and had enclosed seating, ensuring they could avoid each other’s eyes; and it had the secret loft for those who were willing and able to pay the large sum I would demand for other services. Yet ’twas not these elements, but certain other decisions I made, for reasons unconnected to my inn, which soon made it the most popular establishment on Barbados.


  One of these decisions was to sell all the slaves I had bought – seven in number. I did so because, soon after opening, I was conversing to a planter about the recent slave uprising and he mentioned that the leader had been a slave named Hamilcar. I had not thought about Hamilcar in years and yet, hearing his name so casually mentioned in the past tense, it was as though he had held my small girl’s hand only the day before. A few shocked questions confirmed that the slave leader was indeed the same Hamilcar who had comforted me after my mother’s death. There had, in fact, been no actual uprising, though one had indeed been in the making. But the planters had learned of the planned massacre from a sympathetic slave, and struck first. All the leaders had been rooted out and hanged and their bodies left on the gibbet for days as a grim reminder to the other blacks. I remembered Hamilcar – his dark eyes and his gentle touch. ’Twas hard to believe that this same man could have planned to kill every Christian on the island. Would he have killed me too, I wondered – not that he could have. I did not know, but I knew what had driven him to it: I had been there when he had been flogged in the public square. That decided me. If this was what slavery did to a kind and gentle man, then I could not be a slave-owner. But, common sense asserting itself, neither could I afford to simply release my slaves: not only did I not have any money left to throw away, but they would simply be taken by someone else. There were no free blacks in Barbados I knew of. I had assumed the Shadowman was free but, when I inquired about such a Negro, no one even knew of him.


  Nonetheless, ’twas the thought of the Shadowman that decided my course of action. I exchanged my seven slaves, five men and two women, for two strapping male Negroes. These were my bodyguards. They were my slaves in law, but I paid them servants’ wages in order to ensure their loyalty. I did not think they could stop the Shadowman, if he came to kill me, but they might prove a sufficient obstacle to allow me to escape. For the other duties about my house and inn, I hired seven indentured servants, all Irish, ‘redlegs’ as we called them, for a goodly supply of prisoners had been shipped to the West Indies because of the political battles in faraway Britain.


  Just at the time I opened my inn, the great upheaval had taken place in England: Charles I had been beheaded by Oliver Cromwell. These Englishmen were no more than names to me. But, in Barbados, the politics of the Mother Country thousands of miles away caused great conflict. The colonists were split into two camps, called the Cavaliers and the Roundheads. The former was made up mostly of gentry, clergy and peasants. They supported the King. The latter included merchants, planters, even some nobles. They supported the Parliament. I had customers from both sides and the Settlers’ Inn became a centre for discussion and argument – this because, with its Christian servants and well-muscled Negroes and woman owner, ’twas considered a safe venue. Throughout all the months that the island was split asunder, not a drop of blood was spilt over this heated cause, even when Cromwell passed the Navigation Act and declared the leading Barbados colonists to be traitors.


  But, while all this made my inn initially popular, ’twas not these things that kept the men coming back after the Articles of Surrender were drawn up in January of 1652 when Cromwell sent a fleet of ships to reclaim the colony for Parliament. The only aspect of this which impacted upon me was that I got extra custom from the sailors who came with the conquering fleet. I even had to hire extra help for those months. But the continued prosperity of my inn was based upon a factor more constant. Not to put too fine a point ’pon it: what kept my customers coming, was coming.


  I have said that, with the advent of the Negro slaves, men had no real need to come out to my far hovel. I suppose few would have paid my admittedly outrageous sums save for certain factors. One factor was that a few prominent citizens were still worried that I might speak and so paid me to remain quiet (but thought that, inasmuch as they were paying me, they might as well take advantage of my services). Other men, who had easy access to Negro women, simply liked white flesh for variety. There were a few other women in Bridgetown who provided similar services, but all of them were poor and dirty. And none of them provided the exact services I did, which brings me to the main factor that was to account for my remarkable success in my unchosen profession.


  I was simply very good at what I did.


  When I had been with Sean O’ Flannery, I had been wanton in our lovemaking because I knew that was what he liked. But I did what pleased him because I knew it pleased him, not because I myself took any especial pleasure in such acts. But now that was changed. I understood men. I understood their bodies. I knew those secret places where a mere stroke of the fingers, a simple lick of the tongue, brought back-stretching pleasure. In formal arrangements like ours, or even within the more formal arrangement of marriage, men do not much care if a woman takes pleasure in the act. But the men thought I took true pleasure in all the wanton, and often strange, things they asked of me. This gave them pride in the act. I knew how to use my mouth and my hands and my holes to give complete satisfaction. And I knew, what was most important of all, that a man’s complete satisfaction never lasts very long. Indeed, the more complete it is, the sooner he returns begging for more.


  I even received several proposals of marriage, much to my surprise. Even with my new knowledge of men, I had not expected that anyone would wish to marry a woman such as I. But it seemed so – although all my proposals came from men who had residences in the Mother Country. I refused them all, anyway. I was mistress of my own place, had my own money, and did work I enjoyed. I even had a certain degree of power in shaping the affairs of the colony. To give all that up for the life of a respectable wife seemed not to me a good deal.


  There did come a time, however, when I decided to become a respectable woman. But, before I tell of that, there is one more incident I must recount.


  By 1658, when Cromwell died, my brothel was doing such a thriving business that I had hired girls both to serve and to service the customers. I insisted they be clean and polite and understand that their goal was to satisfy the customer. I myself provided services now only to the wealthiest of my customers (though occasionally if I saw a man, usually a passing sailor, who caught my fancy, I changed him only an affordable rate). The good biddies of Barbados, both male and female, were naturally outraged at the existence of such an establishment. But I could not be closed down, not only because several of my customers were the most prominent and powerful citizens on the island, but also because the colonists’ rank hypocrisy made it impossible to admit in public that customers did not go to the Settlers’ Inn just for the ale. (There was much preaching from the pulpit about the evils of drink, though.)


  I estimate that by 1658 I was the wealthiest women on the island, though this only meant that I was not even quarter as wealthy as an even moderately successful planter. But my fortunes were to change and the starting-point lay in a night several years previously, when Bartleby came in.


  I recognized him at once. He had not changed much in the nigh twenty years since he had sold me to the Widow Simmons. His hair and beard now had broad streaks of gray and his stomach curved out amply beneath his cotton shirt, but he was still a powerful-looking man, and his face was still calmly brutal. When I took a seat at his table, he looked at me as though I were a stranger.


  I said, ‘I am Sarah.’



  His face remained blank for some moments, then his eyes widened. His expression became cautious. ‘You work here?’


  I smiled. ‘I own here.’


  He did not believe me. But he said nothing. He took a swig from his pewter mug, wiping the back of his hand across his mouth. But his eyes swivelled uncomfortably away from my own. I said, ‘Actually, ’tis you I have to thank for this.’


  ‘How so?’ he asked.


  I gave him my sweetest smile. ‘Why, father, ’twas you who taught me to fuck when I was just ten years of age. Without that early education, I might never have gone into this business.’


  Bartleby turned red. ‘You were not my daughter!’ he said.


  ‘Would it have made a difference?’ I asked, raising a curious eyebrow.


  He did not answer.


  I expected him to get up and leave. But he merely sat there in glowering silence. I suppose ’twas a matter of pride: to leave would have been an admission of shame. Inside, I burned with a cold, surprising rage. As with Hamilcar, I had not thought of Bartleby in years. But, seeing him now, all the old hate rose inside me. Had he in fact left at that point, I think I would have followed him at once and killed him. ’Twould have been easy: I had the skills now, and he was old. Instead, I chose a more cruel fate for him.


  I said, ‘But I am not vexed at thee, Bartleby. I like this work. And I earn more than any milkmaid or mistress.’


  He watched me quizzically. I said, ‘’Tis better that a woman learn of lovemaking when she is barely ripe. It makes her more skilled. Especially when she had a good teacher.’


  His gaze softened, became curious. ‘You found it good then?’ he said, thickly.


  ‘Of course,’ I said, touching his hand. ‘Even after all these years, I think of it often. A woman cannot forget her first time.’


  ‘No,’ he agreed.


  I said, ‘And to prove it, I shall offer thee a special treat.’


  ‘A treat?’


  ‘Two women. Free. To do anything you wish.’


  Bartleby’s gaze now had that intent yet faraway expression which by now was so familiar to me. ‘Truly?’ he said.


  ‘Truly. Go upstairs and wait. We shall be up shortly.’


  ‘We?’


  ‘I want to watch.’


  He went out, grinning nastily, and I went to the kitchen to get two girls who worked there. I took them upstairs and watched while they fucked Bartleby until he was delirious with pleasure. Afterwards, I walked with him a little way into the night.


  He said, with some difficulty, ‘’Twas good of you.’


  I said, ‘Not as good as you think.’


  ‘Eh?’


  ‘The two women you were just with worked as harlots until a few months ago. But I have put them to work in the kitchen until they begin to show signs.’


  ‘They are with child?’ he said, confused.


  I laughed and turned to face him. ‘No, Bartleby. They have the syphilis.’


  I saw his face darken in the moonlight. ‘You lie!’


  I shrugged. ‘You will know in a few months. Perhaps weeks.’


  He tried to strike me, but I easily evaded him and ran back, laughing, to my inn.


  



  It took four years for Bartleby to die, although he spent three of those years locked in his house hiding his sores. ’Twas good timing anyway, for I had planned to quit: the career of a harlot, even an immortal one, cannot long persist after her twenties. When Bartleby finally died, I claimed his estate. There was no difficulty. My claim was rightful, and I had influence. The plantation was not one of the more prosperous ones in the island, Bartleby not being a good owner, but so powerful a King was Sugar that even a badly-managed estate returned significant profits. The money I got from the sale, plus my own savings, was more than sufficient. The last part of my plan was simple: I got an old buccaneer drunk one night, took him to the loft, and taunted him when his phallus stayed limp. He drew his dagger and stabbed me through the heart. Learning well from Adam Colon, I had converted my assets to gold and pounds and arranged to be buried in a shallow grave. A few days later, disguised as a man, I sailed to England where I had already had an agent purchase a property for me just outside London. It tore my heart to leave Barbados, the only home I had ever known, but as I looked back at the receding shore and saw the stocky figure in his brown tunic standing under a palm tree, I knew I had no choice. If I stayed on the island, or anywhere in the West Indies, the Shadowman would find me. In the Mother Country, also an island but far bigger from all reports, he would find it difficult to track me. Most importantly, he was black: he would be noticeable in England, would almost certainly be thrown in gaol. I sailed out of the West Indies feeling truly safe for the first time in three and a half centuries.


  England turned out to be not what I had expected. Indeed, I must confess that after only three years in the Mother Country, I was seriously wondering if safety was worth it. The very climate was oppressive to me: cold air, grey skies, continual drizzle. I missed the bright sunshine of the tropics, the heavy downpours that were like a cleansing. The English countryside I liked, with its downs and the water meadows, the little streams you could picnic by and the distant castles. Yet, though I lived outside the city, the place still seemed too full of houses and cobbled streets and pale-skinned people. I missed the open spaces, the freeing flatness, of Barbados. I went into the city only to go to the playhouses, and then only when they were doing the plays of Master William Shakespeare. I liked The Tempest, Othello and Romeo and Juliet especially. But, although I enjoyed their theatre, I did not take to the English people. I felt foreign among them. They smiled at my speech and told me I was clearly Creole, as though ’twere an insult. I never understood the insult. They had thick legs, as though the cold air had pinched their flesh into white dough. All of them stank, either of dirt or of perfume, according to their class. When London burned in 1666, I regret to say it gladdened my heart to see the fire leaping monstrous against the dark sky. In the nigh twenty years I lived in the Mother Country, the memories of the fire are the only ones that remain clearly with me: the houses at the end of London Bridge all aflame, St. Magnus Church and most of Fish Street only blackened wall and timbers, hordes of people removing their goods by horses and cart and on their very backs, flinging their possessions into the Thames or bringing them into lighters that lay off like a school of jostling fish, sick people being carried away in their very beds, and over it all drops of flame carried on the high winds, as though the very fire wept. But the only creatures I felt truly sorry for were the pigeons, which were loath to leave their houses and hovered over windows and balconies. Some of them lingered too long and got their wings alight and fell like burning embers to the ground.


  I stayed in this land, unhappily, until my forty-ninth year. But I had moved to Liverpool by then, for rumours were being bruited about my persistent youth in London. There was even talk of witchcraft. And ’twas in that city on a winter’s morning when I glanced out of my lead-paned window to see a man looking up at my house from across the way. He was dressed in a brown fur coat but his bald head was uncovered. His skin was so white it seemed to match the snow on the ground. His lips were red, his eyes cold slits set deep in his shaven skull. His features were the same, African, but his now pale skin gave him an appearance of arrogant sensuality, so he would have been taken for Spanish or Greek. I fell back, almost fainting from terror, and when I recovered sufficiently to look through the window again he had vanished.


  The following month, I sailed on a ship from the Liverpool harbour back to Barbados. The ghosts were louder in me now. I ignored them. If I had to die again, I wished to die in my native land. But I confess that fear was clamped like a cold fist around my heart. I kept thinking of when I was Adam Colon. I remembered my man’s body then: strong and swift and sure. I had been a trained soldier. Yet the Shadowman had killed me with my sword in my hand. What chance did I have then in this frail female form?


  My previous thought – that the Shadowman had three times failed to stop me being reborn – now provided no comfort. Why did he pursue me so relentlessly, seeking me out even across oceans? How could I stand against his terrible power? I could not look to God for help. Not only was I a fallen woman, but God had clearly washed His hands of this battle. I felt like Job, suspecting that perhaps God had made a wager on the outcome. If that were so, then my fate was in my own hands. My biggest disadvantage was I did not know my enemy. He knew me. But, in a sense, perhaps he did not know me, either. I thought of the time he had killed me when I was twenty-one. Perhaps he had been seeking a method of killing me so I would not rise from the dead. And he had failed.


  This thought exercised my mind until the ship sailed into the bay off Bridgetown.


  I went back to the cottage on the western side of the island. It had remained unoccupied and fallen into disrepair but I made it habitable. One way or the other, I did not anticipate needing it for very long. I spent the following months walking: along the beaches, through the forests, and among the growing sugar plantations. The rustling forests of canes with their sweet juice seemed to me like a blight upon the land. The royal palms still stood proudly, tall and elegantly thin, as did the traveller’s-tree with its unfolded fan and half-folded leaves. I passed the yellow-and-green croton, picked the pink flowers of the bouganvillea, rested against the small sturdy trunks of the palm trees. This was the land I had known since I was born as Guiakan, the Preserver, whose people had now vanished from these islands. Time had moved on and I had moved with it. Now the whites ruled here and the blacks worked here and nobody lived here. But that was not quite true: I lived here. I had done so for three lifetimes, not counting Antam Gonçalves’s. With some astonishment, I found myself almost grateful that the Shadowman had killed me in that life, so I could be reborn a Creole. But it would mean nothing unless I could continue as I was. And the thought that had been exercising my mind since I sailed from England now flowered into a clear, cold acknowledgement: only as Sarah Wiltshire had I once had a real chance to kill the Shadowman.


  



  When he entered my cottage some months later, on a moonlit night, I lay naked on the bed awaiting him. His skin was black once again, and a silver spike protruded from the fist of his right hand. The yellow flame of the oil lamp printed a streak down its gleaming length, turning the spike partly gold. I ran a lecherous finger over the slit between my legs. I was fifty years of age but I had still the unsagging flesh of a healthy thirty-year-old. The Shadowman came forward, but his expression did not change. His phallus did not rise beneath the skirt of his tunic. Fear coiled within me, but I smiled my sweetest smile and spread my legs farther apart. And, as he loomed over me, I sat up and gave myself into his embrace, resting my head against his rock-hard breast. I sensed his spiked hand rising behind me and I pulled out the pistol I had hidden under my pillow and shot him in the heart. He grunted in surprise, then his hand fell like a thunderbolt. Regret seared me like flame: at my greatest moment of need, my greatest power had failed me.


  In my dying moments I wondered if I would be reborn. I wondered who I would be next. I hope I come back as a man, I thought as the now-familiar darkness washed over me, carrying away my soul like a piece of broken wood to the light beyond.


  Session #4


  Mr. Avatar’s fourth account showed me that his case was more complex than I had initially thought. There was a definite issue involving his father. This was shown by the incestuous rape by the stepfather (‘Bartleby’), the meeting with the natural father (‘Benard’), and even the relationship with the rebel slave (‘Hamilcar’).


  At our fourth consultation, I spoke with Mr. Avatar about his relationship with his stepfather. This talk was not very revealing. He did not declare himself to be unusually close or unusually distant from the man who had raised him. There was the Oedipus complex, which is present even in males towards their biological father. Mr. Avatar seemed to have a quite normal relationship with his stepfather. I did not trust what he told me. His written accounts showed that he was quite adept at hiding his true past.


  The fourth account, although confirming my earlier diagnosis (abandonment issues related to his mother) also added confusion about his sexual identity to his other identity issues. Mr. Avatar’s self-portrayal as a female prostitute suggested strong, but repressed, homosexual desires. This had been implied since the first account, in his relationship with ‘Caon’.


  ‘You mentioned before that you have no male friends,’ I said. ‘Why is that?’


  ‘Most men aren’t too bright,’ he answered.


  ‘Surely that isn’t the only reason,’ I said.


  He said, ‘Well, I do have what you might call friends, both male and female. Is just that I don’t use the word loosely. A friend is someone who knows your true self, and at least some of your deepest secrets. Me, I have several selves, and I certainly don’t go around telling people I’m immortal.’


  ‘I see.’


  ‘But I am closer to my female friends than my male ones.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘Because it easier to be emotionally intimate with women than with men. My relationships with men are primarily intellectual.’


  ‘You don’t think your relationships with men have other dimensions?’


  He smiled at this.


  ‘You mean I might have an unconscious desire to take man?’


  ‘Well, don’t be offended, but there are suggestions of repressed homosexuality in your accounts.’


  ‘I’m not offended. When I was a woman, naturally my attraction was for men. And I did have some sexual experiences with men when I was in my twenties in this life. That’s because my past selves were all tangled up with my present one. I hadn’t matured when I started regaining my memories. But I’m male in this life, and by my late twenties I had come to terms with my pasts. So my memories from when I was female don’t condition my present sexual orientation.’


  ‘Do you regret your experiences with other men?’


  ‘No. I don’t regret anything in my present life.’


  ‘Do you think homosexuality is wrong?’


  ‘I don’t believe in morality.’


  ‘Oh. You consider yourself amoral?’


  ‘No, I didn’t mean that. I meant that I don’t believe in arbitrary moral rules. I believe in ethics.’


  ‘And you define ethics how?’


  ‘As demonstrable moral rules.’


  ‘So you have no objection to homosexuals?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Yet you killed the monk who sodomized you in your incarnation as Adam Colón. You also killed Bartleby by deliberately infecting him with syphilis.’


  He became irritable. ‘That was child abuse. So was what Bartleby did. I do object to paedophiles. Do you, doctor?’


  ‘I understand.’


  ‘Good.’


  This was the first time Mr. Avatar had lost his composure even slightly. Until that session, he had always been quite self-possessed. Even in his irritability, he spoke to me as if to a somewhat weak-minded child. I was now certain that Mr. Avatar had undergone significant emotional trauma as a child. The trauma probably involved his mother and/or grandmother. His biological father or his stepfather – most likely the latter – had played a key role in this trauma. The Shadowman seemed to be Mr. Avatar’s true father figure: menacing and mysterious. There was a possibility that the father had abused him as a child, and that either the mother or grandmother had condoned it.


  To this point, I was satisfied with my analysis. If I had any doubts, they came only from Mr. Avatar’s personality. I never thought of him as being about the same age as me. His attitude was that of a much older man, and his appearance that of a much younger one. He lacked the nervousness, the anger, or the insistent conviction that is usual in these cases. He was self-assured, and he always seemed secretly amused at my analyses. At the same time, he appeared to be genuinely interested in my deconstruction of his delusion, and would often pursue those suggestions that implied there was no foundation for his belief about his past lives. Save for these atypicalities, his delusions characterised him as suffering from textbook hebephrenic schizophrenia.


  But my doubts, if they existed at all, were minor. What I was not at all satisfied with was my progress in treating him. The chlorpromazine seemed to have had no effect. I decided to switch to Clozapine.


  ‘It’s more effective than the Thorazine, but you will have to have weekly blood tests for agranulocytosis – that’s an infection that may be caused by reaction to the drug. But the risk is low.’


  ‘Whatever makes you happy, doc.’


  ‘You seem amused again, Adam.’


  ‘You’ll get the joke soon.’


  My task was to get Mr. Avatar to confront his trauma. My conclusion was that he had repressed his memories, substituting these complex fantasies instead. (Though, again, his ready admission of homosexual encounters contradicted my assumption of repression.) The written accounts had made my analysis much easier. But the very complexity of his constructions meant that it would be much more difficult to get him to abandon his delusion of being immortal. He seemed to have compensated for his sexual insecurities by developing himself intellectually. However, this had only concealed his trauma, not healed it. I hoped that, as I continued reading his ‘accounts’ of his past, I would find a means to help him face what was truly bothering him.


  For the first time, I asked him to read me the story of his next incarnation. This fifth account showed me that my task was going to be even more difficult than I had imagined


  Chapter Five: Pirate


  I did not get my wish. Not only was I reborn a female, but I was reborn the type of female that my former self would have detested.


  Of all the islands, Jamaica is the one that has changed least over the centuries. Nowhere else does the landscape so dominate: not Barbados, nor Trinidad, not even Haiti. To be sure, the sprawling shanty towns of Kingston, the massive hotels and mansions, the modern middle-class duplexes are new. Yet all these human accoutrements seem like petty impositions on the green ring of the Blue Mountains. Many areas of old Kingston are falling into decay: walls of business places are cracked, the roads are unswept. The rough wooden shacks lie just behind the middleclass apartments, like a mango whose smooth red-green skin hides a rotted pulp.


  But the most constant element runs deeper than even the landscape: it is a latent violence, an alert savagery, a primal spirit that seems to permeate the very air. It is there in the faces of the people today, black, brown, pink and other, and it was there three hundred years ago. You hear it in the people’s dialect, with its listen-to-me accents, and in the bloodbeat pulse of reggae music. An argument, you might think, for the influence of climate on character. But this age-old savagery was not there when I lived on this island as Guiakan. Landscape shapes an economy and an economy is shaped by people making their history. None is separate; all determine the outlook of a people. The unslouched beast I speak of came later, after Columbus, and had taken root when I was reborn in 1679.


  It was a wild place then, with a reputation that extended even to Buckingham Palace. Taken easily from the Spanish in 1655, Port Royal had quickly become a base for buccaneers who mainly attacked Spanish ships and ports but were beholden to no one, least of all the English crown. But wildness alone would not have made it noteworthy: it was the fabulous wealth of the port which made its name synonymous with decadence throughout the then-fledgling British empire.


  None of this I knew until I became an adult; much of what I am about to write I never knew until I began recovering my past memories in my present life. To write this account, I have rented a cottage high in the hills, where the air is cool and I am not likely to be interrupted. There are enough supplies for a month. It will not take so long to record my next two lives. But to remember is dangerous. Memory catalyses change and change always hurts.


  When I wrote my notebooks, I easily recalled all the details of my past lives. But the information there was separate, distant. The notebooks will interest the anthropologists and the historians. In the writing, there was no intrusion from my present consciousness. But this is a different exercise. Now, recollecting my past selves, I feel a growing instability taking hold of me. The voices of the past, once a murmur, are rising to a shout. I must remember who I am. But my mind is splitting, literally. The deeper I go into this process, the more dangerous it becomes. I am Adam Avatar. I knew this could happen; that is why I had put off the true process of recall for so long. But now I know I have no choice. Timing is crucial if I am to have any chance of surviving my fiftieth birthday. I know this from my life as Mary-Anne Rackham, the only one of my selves who ever escaped the Shadowman.

  


  



  I


  I was reborn the daughter of a wealthy Jamaican planter. Our Great House was one the most magnificent on the island. There was a cobblestoned road, lined with elegantly tall royal palms, leading up to the front verandah where slender red-brick pillars rose from maidenhair and fishtail fronds to the shingled roof. I would have preferred the round stone columns I saw in drawings of the palaces of kings and dukes, but I considered my house a Jamaican palace. To the back, narrow wooden stairs led to the kitchen, the stables, and the slave quarters – all upwind so we never disturbed by any rude smells. When it rained, I often played princess in the glacis at the back. Sometimes, I played in the pantry among the large earthenware jars which were filled with water. I pretended that Maroons were hiding inside waiting till nightfall to attack and murder the white people while we were sleeping and I was the brave heroine who poured in boiling oil and killed them.


  My only playmate was a Negro girl of my own age, whom my father had bought to be my friend and servant. I named her Anne-Marie, which I thought was a fine joke indeed. There were other white children on the island, but none of my own class. The rich planters often went with their children to live in England, leaving their estates to be managed by lawyers or relatives. But my father already owned two small plantations in Barbados – I had, in fact, been born in Barbados – and preferred to oversee his newest and largest acquisition himself.


  Since he could not bear the thought of being parted from me, I was brought up on the island with the best of everything life could offer. Father called me his little princess, and I was indeed the prettiest thing for miles around. I had rosebud lips and a button nose and long-lashed green eyes topped by a mass of dark-brown curls.


  Everyone loved me. Only my mother was reserved towards me: when I became aware enough to be conscious of this, I thought it was because she was jealous of my beauty; later, I thought it was because she had been unable to have any more children after me. She did her duty by me, but always as a duty. She was tall, with a long horse face, and her hair was always pinned up. She had some curious habits in private, like sitting and staring at herself for hours in the mirror. She did nothing but stare, not even brush her hair or put on make-up. Several times, when my father was away, I saw her standing at her window looking out at the slaves in the field, with her lips were drawn back so her upper teeth were exposed like a snarling dog’s. So I was cautious about her, but I do not recall ever being hurt or bothered by her lack of affection. My father showered more than enough attention upon me. He was always buying me little presents, making jokes with me, and he hugged me all the time. However, I do remember always wanting to emulate my mother in her ladylike deportment and elegance of dress.


  But that was only in the house. I was, after all, a child. When it did not rain, which was most of the time, I played in the wild, sweeping garden. Here the ferns grew tall under the trees, and the pink and red hibiscus flowered everywhere. There were orchids with snaky roots, crowned by bell-shaped masses of white, mauve and deep-purple flowers. Their scent was strong and sweet. I liked best of all how the garden smelt. I would often lie in the hammock, Anne-Marie fanning me with a palm-leaf fan, and doze among the sweet scents of cloves, cinnamon, roses and orange blossoms. But I could never quite sleep away, because I was always aware of the nearby mountain, rising purple against the blue sky, like a living presence.


  But it was not merely in my imagination that I was a princess. In real life, I was pampered in every way imaginable. There were slaves to meet my every whim, and I understood from early that there were few things in this world that my father could not buy. Father insisted that we live like gentlefolk, as befitted our wealth, even though we were not in England. He always impressed upon me that I conduct myself as a lady, so I could take my place in proper society when we returned to the Mother Country. So we always dressed for dinner. It was no bother for me, though my mother was always silent at the table, save when she told me to hold my fork properly. I liked dressing up, and I had servants to lace my corset and button my boots and brush and pin my hair.


  At least once a month, but sometimes more often, we held magnificent feasts. All the wealthiest folks on the island were invited, as well as others who were not wealthy but important nonetheless. (This distinction always confused me.)


  I loved these gatherings, which were held mainly for the sake of relieving the tedium of life on the island. There was music and cloth-covered tables lain with all sorts of succulent dishes: the largest table was laden to groaning with various meats: turtle and goose, ham, tongue and game fowl, pickled oysters, caviar and anchovies. Our plantation supplied beef to Port Royal and a young ox was always killed and the main cuts roasted, rump and tongue boiled, cheek baked, the rest minced in pies. Sometimes, there was a suckling pig roasting on a spit outside. Another table had all sorts of fruit: bananas, guavas, melons, prickled pear, custard apple and watermelons. And a third table was almost as laden as the first with liquors, which father allowed me only to sip: there was brandy, which I didn’t like; sherry, which I did; and various wines: claret, white, Rhenish, and Fiall are the ones I remember.


  We had white servants who prepared all this food, though they had nigger slaves to assist. But no planter would trust even the most faithful niggers not to put ground glass, or some kind of poison, in the food. They were, after all, savages.


  I was, of course, the darling at these balls. Even as a small girl, my flirtatious comments drew roars of laughter from the men. I could play the piano and sing. And, when I grew older, I learned to look fascinated by the conversation, whether it was dull old women talking about recipes and knitting or dull old men talking about crops and weather and British politics. So everyone found me perfectly charming. But the topics that truly interested me – the latest fashions and new hairstyles and eligible men – there was no one to talk to about. Indeed, until I was sixteen, I recall only two interesting things ever happening on the island.


  The first incident, which occurred when I was already eleven years old, was the slaves in Clarendon running away. There had always been free niggers living in the Jamaican hills. These had escaped when the English expelled the Spaniards from our island. They were called Maroons. The runaway slaves joined up with them, and, from what I overheard from conversations between my father and the other planters, attacked colonists in a most cowardly fashion. The runaway niggers would never fight in the open, but use tricks like disguising themselves in leaves and ambushing the soldiers. If they found themselves at a disadvantage, they didn’t stand like men but retreated into the woods. ‘I suppose it would be too much to expect honourable warfare from these heathens,’ I once heard my father remark in disgust, as I sat behind the folding door that separated the dining-room from the drawing-room.


  The colonists were forced to build forts and barracks close to the Maroon settlements, but this didn’t help much. The free niggers had become very organized; there were rumours that their new leader had been a great warrior chief in Africa. They said he was tall as a tree and the wideness of his shoulders made even the Blue Mountain look small. They said he didn’t carry gun or machete, but if he looked at a man in a certain way that man would drop dead from fright. (This I was told by Anne-Marie.) The wailing sound of the abeng, became common. Everyone, whites and blacks, always stopped what they were doing when that unearthly call wafted over the air from the hills. When I asked my father what the sound was, he said it was the signal of the escaped niggers running away from the soldiers. He was always trying to protect me, my father, and I hated the Maroons for causing the fear I saw on his face.


  The other incident occurred two years later. I was playing on the glacis, when suddenly I heard the house begin to rattle. I looked around, wondering what was happening. Anne-Marie was with me and I looked at her to see if she was somehow causing this. But her eyes were just as wide in her brown face as I am sure mines were in mine. I heard the sounds of dishes falling over inside the house, and then a louder crash as a cabinet fell over. Then the glacis itself begin to shake under our feet and I sank to my knees in fright. Anne-Marie fell beside me and we hugged each other, hands wound tightly together. The trees in the garden were swaying in an insane dance; the bushes seemed to be trying to shake off their leaves. A swift, keening breeze blew all around. It seemed to go on forever.


  But it did end, eventually. The sudden peace, the sudden return of the earth to its accustomed steadiness, seemed at first unnatural. Anne-Marie and I were still in each other’s arms. I saw that her face, like mine, was wet with tears. I also felt a dampness at my crotch; I thought at first that I had peed myself in my terror. But when I lifted my dress, I saw that my first period had come. Anne-Marie also lifted her dress to show a similar puddle of blood beneath her. I remember being surprised that the two puddles were exactly the same rust-red colour. My father came and, I suppose in the shock of the moment, carried us both in to be cleaned up. My mother saw to me, in her usual efficient and distant manner, sending Anne-Marie with a slap back to her room.


  As soon as my father knew I was all right, he rode out to see what had happened. Later, we found out that more than half of Port Royal had sank into the sea and about two thousand people had been killed. Everyone said that God had visited vengeance upon Port Royal, as he had upon Sodom and Gomorrah, and the churches were all filled in the following months.


  But, as I say, apart from these two things, nothing interesting happened until I was sixteen years of age. That was when I met Edward Henry.


  It was, in fact, my birthday. Father had naturally thrown a magnificent ball to mark my coming of age, and everyone who was anyone – and even some who weren’t – were in attendance. I wore a wonderful dress made of heavy blue silk, with puffed sleeves and a swooping neck that showed my décolletage to advantage. I danced with distinguished old men and handsome young soldiers and drank as much sherry as I pleased. The central hall was filled with light from the crystal chandelier and the many-branched candelabras.


  When father made a speech, declaring in a choking voice to all present how much he loved me and how I was the island’s princess, tears came to my eyes. But tears gave way to shock when father announced that my main present on this special occasion was a bequest of five thousand pounds, which I would inherit on my thirtieth birthday or at his death, whichever came first. ‘You mean I must wait so long?’ I called out, causing loud laughter. It was an unheard-of sum for a young lady, save for the noblewomen of England. Shock then gave way to delight when father, smiling impishly, said, ‘And, the minor present...’ and pulled out a glowing pearl necklace from the pocket of his jacket. It was then that I truly knew how deep and abiding was his love for me. And, while he was fastening the necklace around my neck to the applause of all around, I saw Edward for the first time.


  He was not clapping, but merely looking on with a smile. He was very tall, clean-shaven, with wavy black hair curling on the nape of his neck. He looked to be in his mid-twenties. There was a scar cut crosswise on his forehead, running down the cheekbone. I assumed it was a duelling scar, for he seemed to be a gentleman. He was elegantly dressed in a gray suit and polished leather boots. His eyes were brown, with long lashes. But I did not like the twinkle in his eyes: it seemed to me mocking.


  Later, I asked Anne-Marie who he was. I had asked father to let her attend the ball, and had given her one of my old gowns. It fitted her perfectly and, as she stood shyly in a corner, it occurred to me that in her native country she herself might almost have been taken for a princess. Her back was slim and straight, her neck held with poised elegance. ‘Im name Edward Henry,’ she told me. House slaves always seemed to know all the colonists’ business. ‘Im a planter who doan plant.’


  I watched him as he danced with a number of women. He looked lean and hard and moved with an assured grace. I made some discreet inquiries, but no one seemed to know very much about him. One person told me Henry had been a Navy captain, another said he was a merchant, others said that he had made his fortune in the slave trade. All agreed that he was quite wealthy, even by Jamaican standards. Anne-Marie had been correct: he ran his small plantation apparently only to supply his immediate needs. I could tell he was not the usual type of man who came out to Jamaica. He was very tanned, not in the peeled bark way that most white men tanned, but a cyp-wood gold that almost glowed. I waited for him to introduce himself and to ask me to dance. I wanted to satisfy my curiosity, and men were always pleased to tell me about themselves. But he danced only with the older women and even the two giggling little girls, daughters of a lawyer, who were there. When the band paused, he talked with the men. I was not used to being ignored at any time, and certainly not at my own birthday party. Eventually I was introduced, as father escorted me around. The captain bowed, but did not kiss my hand. Despite his appearance, I decided, Edward Henry was obviously no gentleman.


  But when I saw him go out to the back verandah, I excused myself from the portly merchant I was dancing with and went outside as well. The sherry was making my head buzz pleasantly, and I was feeling quite impish. I had decided that I would flirt outrageously with the captain, discover what he was really about, then leave him high and dry – shipwrecked, as it were. As I stepped through the doors, I giggled at my so-appropriate imagery and the captain turned his head. He was standing there smoking, looking out at the grounds, one leg cocked on a wooden bench. The hand holding his pipe rested across his knee, his other hand was on his hip. Even dressed in a formal suit, he still looked as though he were on the deck of a ship.


  ‘Oh, I am sorry,’ I said. ‘I didn’t realize anyone was out here.’


  ‘Good evening,’ he said. He didn’t change his position, but turned back around and drew on his pipe. There was a large, white moon floating above the nearby treetops. A cool wind was blowing and the chatter of the people inside seemed far away.


  ‘It is a beautiful night,’ I said, making sure to put on my most sophisticated voice.


  ‘Is it?’ he said. ‘I had not noticed.’


  Naturally, I grew angry. I was not used to being mocked. I said, ‘Perhaps you are not a man with an eye for beauty.’


  He chuckled. ‘Perhaps not. The Good Book does say, “Favour is deceitful and beauty is vain”.’


  The conversation was not going as I had expected. I thought that I should go back inside, but that would have been an admission of defeat. Instead, I moved forward, standing to his side but a meaningful distance away. ‘Now were you a courtier instead of a priest, you would have quoted something like “The envious moon is already pale and sick with grief that thou her maid art far more fair than she”.’


  ‘I did not know the Bard’s works were performed in this far outpost.’


  ‘They are not.’


  He cocked his eye at me without turning his head. ‘Surely a young woman as delicately nurtured as yourself does not read vulgar works of drama?’


  ‘Of course not,’ I said, not about to let him think I was not a lady of the highest breeding nor that I could not read. (Father had hired a tutor once but, although I could sign my name, I found learning boring; besides, it was not necessary for a young lady such as myself.)


  ‘Then how come you to know the plays of Master Shakespeare?’ asked Edward.


  ‘I listen well,’ I said, although in sooth I could not recall where I had heard the lines from the balcony scene, which I knew by heart. The tutor certainly had not taught it to me: when I had become bored, I told father that he had tried to make love to me and he was dismissed forthwith.


  ‘An invaluable gift,’ said Edward, continuing to look at the moon. He then chose to fall silent.


  I let the silence stretch out until I saw that he was not about to break it, then said, ‘I see your wife would have little chance to practise that invaluable gift.’


  ‘Oh, I am quite dull, Miriam. Perhaps that is why no woman will have me.’


  ‘My name,’ I said, with some asperity, ‘is Mary-Anne.’


  ‘My apologies. My memory is appalling, I’m afraid.’


  But he did not look the least embarrassed at his gaffe.


  ‘It must be the effects of the tobacco,’ I said sweetly. ‘King James did say ’twas a foul habit.’


  ‘Curious. I have never met a pheasant who liked tobacco.’


  ‘Poor manners seem to accompany poor jokes.’


  He grinned, his teeth as white as the new moon. ‘I apologize for my poor manners, poor memory and poor wit. It seems that only my purse and those other things I keep in my pockets are plump.’


  This held me speechless for a moment, but I recovered quickly and said, ‘A small bird will seem plump if all the other birds are starving.’


  ‘A small bird will also seem quite large if it alights in a small nest.’


  I cleared my throat. I could feel a blushing tide rising in my cheeks, and hoped he could not see it in the dark.


  ‘I think I should go back inside.’


  I turned to go and he stiffened. ‘Come here!’ he said. His voice was low, controlled, but it snapped like a whip. I had actually taken two steps towards him before I caught myself.


  ‘Sir, I fear you have me confused with your dog,’ I said, with all the considerable hauteur at my command.


  ‘Woman, if you value your life, shut your gob and come to my side.’


  He turned a little and I saw that there was a pistol at his waist. I went to him, knees shaking. It did not even occur to me to scream for help; the fierce expression in his eyes erased any such thought. It was as though he had suddenly become another man entirely


  ‘Stand behind me,’ he said. He put his pipe to his mouth. To an onlooker, he would have seemed as calm as a rock. But standing beside him I could almost smell the strung tension in him. His not dancing with me had already shown me that he was no gentleman, but I had not realized he was an actual barbarian.


  ‘There is someone in the woods,’ he said.


  ‘What?’


  ‘Someone is in the woods. I have seen only one, but there may be others.’


  Relief washed through me, so sudden I felt like swooning. And then I caught the import of what he had said. ‘Maroons?’


  ‘Probably. I don’t want to cause a panic, but I don’t want to leave here in case they’re out there. They may not attack without the advantage of surprise.’


  ‘What shall we do?’


  ‘You will act natural and go back into the house. Tell your father.’


  ‘Will you be all right?’


  ‘Laugh.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘Laugh gaily and go back inside.’


  ‘Why must I laugh gaily?’



  ‘So they won’t suspect we have seen them.’


  ‘I can’t laugh gaily just like that.’


  He took my hand and squeezed it reassuringly. ‘Of course you can. I’m trained to fight, you’re trained to laugh gaily. We’ll both be all right if we do what we were trained for.’


  I smiled, then forced a laugh. It did not sound very gay to my ears, but Edward looked approving.


  ‘Now go,’ he said. I did not move; my feet seemed stuck to the floor.


  ‘I’m afraid,’ I said.


  He took my other hand. ‘You’ll be safe once you’re inside.’


  I gazed up at him. He saw the fear in my eyes and, leaning forward, kissed my cheek. But – perhaps because of fear and sherry and turning sixteen – I turned my face so his lips impressed upon my own. I felt his surprise, and the kiss lingered dangerously long.


  He released my hands and I moved away, letting my hand trail off his shoulders so it would look like a natural leave-taking to anyone who was watching. Edward was right: it was just a matter of training. Within minutes of my telling father what he had said, men with rifles had joined him on the patio, while others stationed themselves on the other sides of the house. Torches were lit and a party of heavily-armed men checked the grounds. They searched for about half-an-hour but found nothing.


  Naturally, the ball ended early. Naturally, I was furious. Although there was no threat, and although father made a half-hearted attempt to reassure everyone, people wanted to get back to their homes. They left in groups, for safety. Some of the men lingered, including Edward Henry.


  ‘Tell me, sir,’ I inquired, ‘what did you imagine you saw?’


  ‘I saw,’ he answered, ‘someone watching the house.’


  ‘And was this person three inches high with gossamer wings and shoes with pointy toes?’ I asked sweetly, and some of the men chuckled.


  He took a sip of brandy from the goblet he was holding. ‘No. He was very big, dressed in some kind of tunic, and had a shaven head. He did not at all resemble a fairy.’


  ‘The Shadowman,’ I said, faintly.


  ‘What, my dear?’ asked father.


  I hesitated.


  ‘Shadowman. That’s what the niggers call their new leader.’


  ‘I thought his name was Cudjoe,’ someone said.


  ‘I’ve seen Cudjoe,’ said Edward. ‘Short, stocky fellow. Always wears a round hat and a head-tie. This wasn’t him.’


  ‘How do you know of this Shadowman?’ father asked me curiously.


  ‘Anne-Marie told me,’ I said, although I did not really remember her telling me. But how else would I have known? ‘They call him that because he is so good at laying ambushes.’


  ‘Hm,’ said father. ‘I’ll have to have a talk with Anne-Marie, filling your head with such stories.’


  Edward said, ‘While you’re at it, sir, might I suggest you also get some facts – sorry, stories – yourself. If this man was watching your house, you may want to have some soldiers patrolling your estate for a bit. Perhaps hire a few extra overseers.’


  Father cleared his throat. ‘Yes, captain. No doubt you’re right.’


  Edward came over to me and took my hand and kissed it. ‘I apologize for ruining your ball. But better safe than sorry.’


  I said, ‘Do you remember my name now?’


  He grinned. ‘I believe so, Miss Rackham.’ He paused. ‘Mary-Anne.’


  My name sounded like music on his lips – those firm yet soft lips which had stolen my first kiss. I smiled and said, ‘Then I forgive you.’ He was, after all, quite handsome and quite wealthy.


  ‘Why thank you. And here I thought I would have to pay a tithe.’


  And so concluded my sixteenth birthday. After that, life became interesting indeed. This, I discovered, is not always – or even usually – a good thing.


  



  II


  For several months, my life followed its accustomed course. Had I left well enough alone, perhaps all would have been well. But, gradually, I became furious. After all, I had expected at least one crucial difference in my routine: Edward was supposed to be courting me! Instead, I heard from him not at all. After the first week passed – this, I felt, being sufficient for decorum – I assumed that he must have been called away from the island on urgent business (though even so I thought common courtesy would have enjoined him to send me a note). But not so: I saw him rush by on horseback as I was shopping in town three weeks later.


  I was amazed and hurt. I was also very angry: I saw myself as a woman clearly scorned. It even occurred to me that Edward might have made up the story about the nigger in the woods, just to steal a kiss from me. But that did not explain why he had not returned to get more kisses. I spent all my days trying to figure out what the explanation for his apparent lack of interest in me might be. Slowly, the suspicion grew upon me that Edward Henry was hiding some dark secret. I had several thoughts as to what that secret might be.


  I thought that perhaps he was the disgraced son of a nobleman, who had killed another nobleman. His father had spirited him out of England before he could be arrested, giving him enough of the family jewels to keep him comfortable in far Jamaica. Unsure whether he was yet safe from the other family’s revenge, he was hesitant to court me.


  I thought that perhaps Edward had refused to marry the woman chosen for him by his aristocratic father. The father had cut him off without a penny but his mother, whose favourite son he of course was, had given him enough of her jewellery so he could live without working in the far colonies. Naturally, he was hesitant to court me since he could not properly introduce me to his family.


  I thought that perhaps Edward had married the woman chosen for him, but his wife had gone mad when she realized he did not return her love and had tried to kill him. He had come to Jamaica to escape the scandal, and now kept the raving lunatic he had been forced to marry hidden in the attic of his Great House. Naturally, courtship in such a situation would be difficult.


  I thought that perhaps he was a trusted agent of the King, scion of an old and noble family, sent by him sent to keep a secret eye on the colonists. Naturally, he was hesitant to court me because his great love for me would conflict with the oath of secrecy he had made to his King.


  But none of these thoughts lessened my vexation at him. I felt he should be perceptive enough to know that I was not so superficial to care about the nobleman he had killed and that I was brave enough to stand at his side against them; that I would respect him all the more for not marrying a woman he didn’t love and his family did not matter once we had each other; that the Jamaican courts would easily grant him a divorce from his mad wife, especially with my father’s influence; and, most vexing of all, that he should know that our great love far superseded any oath to King and Mother Country.


  At any rate, I decided that I needed to know what was what. Once Edward knew that I knew his secret, there would be no barriers to our love. And so I dispatched my trusted friend and servant, Anne-Marie, to find out. It may seem strange that I would involve a Negro in my romantic life, but Anne-Marie was more than a slave to me. Although I have said that father bought her for me, I cannot remember a time when she was not my companion. She was an energetic, bright-eyed girl with a shrill laugh. She was not as dark-skinned as the other niggers, having a more coffee-brown complexion. We had played together constantly when we were children, making mud pies in the garden, stealing cookies from the pantry, and bathing together in the pool whose green water matched my eyes.


  Indeed, her exalted status as my playmate made her get ideas above herself. Once, in a silly argument about who should carry a nosegay of flowers we had picked, she so far forgot herself as to slap me. I went crying to my mother, father being out of the island, and she immediately had Anne-Marie tied to the whipping post and personally beat her with a horsewhip. I watched from the verandah as the weals rose like wriggling worms across Anne-Marie’s bony back, soon becoming thin red snakes. I was six years old and so was she. Anne-Marie cried and cried and cried, and I was torn between satisfaction at her getting punished for slapping me, mortification at the severity of the punishment, and happiness that my mother was making this rare demonstration of concern for me.


  After the whipping, Anne-Marie looked upon me with new respect. I knew this was how it was supposed to be, but I almost regretted my newfound power over her. In fact, after that incident, I was very careful not to get into quarrels with her because I did not want to see her beaten again. As we grew up, the puckered scars left on her back by that whipping also grew, elongating like the thin branches of a dead tree. Father, I remember, was not too pleased when he returned. He was always very adamant about taking good care of his property. But I did go out of my way to share my toys, treasures and clothes with Anne-Marie thereafter; later, I shared my most personal feelings and thoughts. I even asked that she be tutored with me, although this was partly to relieve the boredom of the lessons, and she actually wrote my letters to my relatives in England. So she was a close and clever companion who could be trusted to help me win the captain’s love.


  Edward lived on a small estate about twenty-five miles from our own. I gave Anne-Marie a pass so she could leave the plantation, supposedly to sell the fine coffee which we grew and sold throughout the islands. We even shipped some back to England, along with cocoa. The plan was that Anne-Marie would go to Edward’s place in the morning, spend as much time there as possible, and contrive to pass back late enough in the evening to ask to stay overnight. She could not go with a cart, I decided, for that would require her getting a driver, which might lead to embarrassing questions from father. Also, there would be no reason for her to stay overnight on Edward’s estate. Yet it would look suspicious if she were out selling only a small bag of beans. However, Anne-Marie herself resolved the problem, saying she could carry two large bags on a staff and another smaller bag on her head, as the slave-women did when going to market. I had not even known Anne-Marie had that skill, and I realized that was why she held her long neck so elegantly. We had great fun discussing every small detail: how she would act, what she would ask, what she would try and see. (She was to especially try and detect any signs of the mad wife.) I felt like a general laying out a military campaign.


  Anne-Marie left at mid-morning, right after father had gone out. Mother did not see her go, for it was harvest-time and the plantation was abuzz with activity. Slaves were cutting canes in the field, others bundling and loading them into the heavy carts. I could hear them singing as they worked and, occasionally, the sharp crack of the driver’s whip came to my ears. Laden carts pulled by the stolid oxen trundled ceaselessly along the deep-rutted tracks between field and mill house. Thick white smoke poured from the chimney of the boiler-house. There was always a sense of urgent excitement at harvest-time, from which I always kept myself aloof. But this time I stood and watched from my bedroom window; though my own excitement was focused several miles away, I needed to contain myself.


  I imagined her greeting Edward politely. ‘Good morning, Massa. Me have some fine fine coffee beans ’ere. Would you care for some?’ Anne-Marie had been concerned that he would recognize her as my servant, thus ruining the plan, but I pointed out that all darkies looked alike. True, her pass would say she was from the Cohiba Plantation, but slaves often went around selling produce. Anne-Marie would say she had stopped off for a rest on her way to the market. Later, she would return, speak to Edward, or his overseer if he had one. That was when she would ask all the questions about Edward that I had told her to ask. If she got a chance, she would get as close as possible to his house, to see whatever she could see. Maybe she would hear the mad wife. Maybe she would see the coat-of-arms (I had told her what a coat-of-arms looked like) on the wall of his hall. Maybe she would even get hold of a draft of one of his letters to the King (he had blotted it and thrown it into the bin to be burnt but a cat had fished it out of the bin and dropped it outside for Anne-Marie to find and read to me).


  I slept only fitfully that night, impatient for Anne-Marie’s return. When she had not returned by noon, I was fretting with frustration. I thought that maybe assassins sent by the family whose son Edward had killed had come just as she was spying at Edward and she had fought them and been killed, but her dying scream had given Edward sufficient warning for him to escape. (Oh faithful slave, Anne Marie! I thought.) I thought that Maroons might have waylaid her on the road, and she had run off into the mountains with them with my precious letter. (Oh treacherous Anne-Marie! thought I.) Or I thought that she might have lost her pass and been thrown in jail and the letter had been confiscated and Edward’s secrets now revealed so he would be forced to leave the island. (Foolish Anne-Marie! said I.)


  With such dire imaginings did I torture myself throughout the day, knowing full well that Anne-Marie was probably just dawdling along the road. Eventually, around late afternoon, she returned. I hurried her up to my room immediately. ‘Well, you see him, you see him?’ I asked excitedly.


  ‘Yes, me saw im,’ she answered, and proceeded to give her account. She had not, in fact, seen him until the night. He had been out of the island and only returned that very evening. When she had arrived in the morning, she had spoken to the bookkeeper, who was also manager of the estate. The plantation was quite small. Edward grew very little sugar cane; he actually had more acres planted with cocoa, coffee and even cotton. It seemed that he did work, after all. He was some sort of merchant, for the slaves said he regularly left the island for a few weeks, returning with goods to sell. I felt rather disappointed to learn that Edward was a mere agent, who did not even own a ship for his cargo business. Since he was only gone for a few weeks, he obviously traded only between the islands. Father was always gone for several months. On the other hand, there could not have been much profit to be gained from such short trips, so I realized that Edward must be involved in business only to keep himself occupied and had to have inherited wealth.


  ‘So when you did see him?’ I asked Anne-Marie.


  ‘Ah sneak outa de barracks dat night an went up to de house. It have a tree growing right outside and I climb up till I coulda see troo de window into de hall. Massa Edward was inside wit im shirt off, fighting with im sword.’


  I caught my breath. ‘Fighting?’ I almost shrieked. ‘Who im was fighting with?’


  ‘By himself, fren. Just doing same ting over and over again. Cut and trust and block and ting.’


  ‘Hmm,’ I said, thinking. ‘And im shirt were off, eh?’


  ‘Yeh. Sweating like im under waterfall.’


  ‘Im must a look like a god!’ I said.


  Anne-Marie shrugged. ‘Im look all right, for a white man.’


  I giggled. ‘I wish I coulda bin there. You wun appreciate the sight.’


  ‘Oh, im nice-looking. Nice yellow hair.’


  I frowned. ‘Edward av black hair.’



  ‘Not when im come back from im trips, im maid say.’


  ‘You sure was him?’


  ‘Of course am sure,’ she replied, frowning back. ‘And ah din see no mad wife an no armcoats.’


  ‘But im keeps in fighting condition and im dyes im hair,’ I said thoughtfully. ‘I know was sometin strange bout im!’


  ‘Something strange ’bout all all-yuh white people,’ said Anne-Marie, taking off her frock. ‘Yuh like de man, go an see im yourself.’


  ‘That is not how a lady does things, Anne-Marie,’ I said primly.


  ‘No, a lady does send she nigger-girl to spy pon de man.’


  ‘That different. You lucky, you know. You could just fren with who you like, like how you does fren with Caesar.’


  ‘Just leave my man outa dis, tanks. Anyway, I goan an wash off all dis road dust.’


  Since I could not bear any pause in our discussion about Edward, I had Anne-Marie fill the huge porcelain bathtub in my room and we talked while she scrubbed my back. This was nothing unusual, for we had bathed together since we were children. Anne-Marie was a very clean nigger. She even smelt white.


  I made her repeat her story. I had her describe again how Edward looked practising his swordplay, particularly his chest, which she said was hairy (and black not yellow) and muscular (for a white man). I had her give me every detail of his estate grounds and what she had seen of the Great House.


  ‘So what you going to do nex?’ she asked, when we were drying ourselves off.


  ‘Write him love letters, of course. That is how the courtiers do it in France.’


  ‘But you’s not a courtier in France.’


  ‘Is the same principle.’


  ‘It look to me like your principles same or different accordin to your convenience,’ Anne-Marie retorted. She was often rude to me like this, having privileges beyond the ordinary nigger.


  I said, ‘What I want from you, Marie, is less backchat and more cooperation.’


  She rolled her eyes heavenwards. ‘Meanin I goan have to write dese letters and deliver dem too, eh?’


  ‘Well, I doan keep you here for your looks.’


  She sucked her teeth, a sound the darkies made to express annoyance (though many white people did not even realize that was what the sound meant). I said, ‘You going to help me or not?’ I knew she would, because she loved me. That was why I never gave her orders. And, sure enough, she came across and gave me a hug, ‘Course I go elp you.’


  I cannot reproduce those letters, since they have been lost and were written by Anne-Marie. I told her what I wanted to say, but naturally I could not read what she wrote. She put my words into flowery phrases, which she got from some sonnets written by Master William Shakespeare. (Father had a collection among his books.) The first letter was quite short. It just told Edward that he had a secret admirer who had seen him riding through town and thought he was a very handsome gentleman. I said that I hoped he was unattached and unencumbered (thus allowing him the opportunity to explain himself) and would eventually consider returning my interest. Anne-Marie signed it, as I told her, ‘A Fair Lady’. She carried it to Edward’s estate the following day; I gave her some money to bribe a house slave to leave the letter among his other correspondence, so he would think it had been delivered in the normal way. I would have liked for Anne-Marie to stay so she could spy on him while he read it, but we could not figure out a way to do so. The following week, we repeated the exercise. That letter described my own charms in some detail, though not so much detail that he would guess who was sending him these missives. The third letter spoke of how beauteous the dawn was, though, wrote Anne-Marie, the sun’s brightest rays could not bring as much light into my life as did the merest glimpse of Edward’s noble countenance.


  Matters continued like this for some months, at the end of which time I was totally frustrated. I could not even know what Edward did with my letters. Did he put them to his face to absorb the scent I soaked the paper in? Perhaps the smell reminded him of the beautiful ladies of England, whom he had been forced to leave behind when he had rejected the attentions of a Duchess because he had sworn to wait for a woman he would love for eternity and the Duchess, enraged, had told her husband, the powerful Duke, that Edward had tried to rape her. Did his heart beat with excitement when he saw the blue ribbon with which I lovingly tied each small scroll? His first love had worn ribbons of that exact shade of blue in her hair, but she had died of scarlet fever and Edward still kept a lock of her hair in a locket and around the lock was tied a tiny scrap of that same ribbon. Did he place the letters lovingly in a drawer where he kept his most precious possessions? These included a miniature of his mother, who had been forced to give him up at birth to a peasant family because he was not fathered by her husband, but Edward had a document testifying to his noble birth, for his true father was a great King.


  Of course, I realized that Edward might never have received my letters at all. The slaves we bribed might well have taken my coins and put the letters to the fire, thus earning coppers for doing nothing.


  ‘I want im to write me back!’ I wailed to Anne-Marie.


  ‘Ah have a plan,’ she said.


  There was, she said, an abandoned shack in the forest, a few miles away from Edward’s property. In the next letter, she could suggest he leave a reply in the thatch of the roof above the door.


  ‘But suppose the rain wets it!’ I cried. ‘Oh, I couldn’t bear it if his words to me were blotted!’


  ‘He must have sense to wrap it in canvas.’


  ‘True!’ I exclaimed ecstatically. ‘He must have sense!’


  No sooner said than ’twere done. Anne-Marie dropped off my latest missive, in which I told him that I did not yet wish to reveal my identity until I was sure he could be trusted (thus letting him know that I, too, had secrets – though of course I had not, save my letters to him – so he would know that he could trust me to keep his) but we could exchange letters by this method. I was sure that this situation appealed greatly to Edward’s romantic soul, and that when my identity was finally revealed he would already be madly in love with me because of my mystery, eloquence and resourcefulness. So the letter was duly delivered – I actually gave Anne-Marie a whole half-crown to bribe the maid and had her risk staying until the maid reported back to her – and then the torturous period of waiting began. I was able to restrain myself for three days, then I told Anne-Marie to go and check. I had had a nightmare about a bird finding the package and pulling the string loose with its beak, thus scattering the precious pages within to the four winds. Anne-Marie was reluctant to go so soon, though.


  ‘Suppose im put a spy to see who pick up de letter?’ she said.


  ‘They can’t force you to tell,’ I said.


  ‘No, but whoever watching might recognize me or might follow me back ere.’


  I saw that she had a point. ‘So how we going to get his letter?’ I wailed.


  But Anne-Marie, as always, had a plan. She had me give her several coins, then bribed a slave to bribe a slave who bribed another slave to go and check the shack. Even if the slave picking up the letter was caught, he would not know who it was for. I found all this most exciting and, had Anne-Marie not been a nigger, would surely have kissed her.


  Three days later, the slave brought a letter to Anne-Marie, who immediately ran into the dining-room where I was chatting with father. The instant I saw her shining eyes, I excused myself and we rushed up to my room, leaving father rather bemused. Sitting on my bed, I slit open the envelope and unfolded the single sheet of paper inside.


  Edward’s writing was clear and firm. For the first time in my life, I regretted not having paid more attention to my boring tutor, and I almost flung the page at Anne-Marie. ‘What does it say, what does it say?’ I squealed.


  She took it up and began reading. ‘He say...’


  ‘Doan tell me what he say! Read what he write!’


  She sucked her teeth. ‘That is what ah trying to do.’


  ‘Well, stop trying and do it!’


  She gave me a glance and I subsided meekly. Shaking out the page, she began reading. ‘Dear Fair Lady – I am, as you may imagine, extremely flattered at your kind attention, as well as the quite undeserved praises you have heaped upon me. However, it is not my habit to engage in anonymous correspondences so I would suggest we become acquainted at the earliest opportunity. Sincerely yours, Edward Henry Esquire.’


  Anne-Marie and I exchanged blank looks. ‘What does ‘anonymous’ mean?’ I asked.


  ‘I dunno. What he mean he want to get ‘acquainted’? That is white people word for fucking?’


  ‘Edward would never say something like that!’


  Anne-Marie frowned at the letter. ‘I think it mean im don’t like getting letters from somebody im doan know.’


  ‘But he does know me!’


  ‘But im doan know he know you.’


  I saw her point. ‘I am not ready to let im know is me yet.’


  ‘Why not?’


  ‘I have to find out im secret.’


  ‘You ent even know if im ave any secret. And if im fall in love wit you, im will tell you all im secret.’


  ‘I can’t meet him till I’m sure there’s a good chance of him falling in love with me. I want to be sure he won’t laugh at me. He was laughing at me at the ball.’


  ‘So what you goan do?’


  ‘I’ll write him back.’


  Anne-Marie took out quill and paper and I sent back a reply saying that we would meet in good time but I begged his patience. Before she left to deliver it, a question occurred to me.


  ‘Anne-Marie?’ I began. Even though I knew niggers had no morals to speak of, I was still somewhat embarrassed to ask.


  ‘What?’ she asked.


  ‘Do you and Caesar...?’



  She watched me wide-eyed. ‘What?’


  I sucked my teeth. ‘Do you and Caesar fuck?’ I said.


  She grinned. ‘All de time,’ she said, and left with my letter.


  It was a whole week before Edward replied and he said that he would prefer to end this correspondence since he was sure I was married or an old hag or both. He had, he wrote, already warned his house slaves that the appearance of any more mysterious letters would result in all of them being flogged.


  It was a great shock to find my game suddenly stopped, and I became furious with Edward all over again.


  ‘He think he can escape me so easy, he will have to think again,’ I said grimly.


  ‘What you goan do now?’ asked Anne-Marie, resignedly.


  ‘I am going to find out what secret Mr. Edward Henry is so anxious to keep hidden.’


  ‘I still dunno why you so sure dis man have a secret.’


  ‘He must have. What man who didn have a secret would stop writing a woman just like that?’


  ‘But...’ Anne-Marie began, and I raised an imperious hand.


  ‘I know what I know, Marie.’


  She shrugged. ‘All right. What you wan do?’


  I told her. Anne-Marie was appalled and refused me outright.


  ‘A field slave?’ she kept saying. ‘You want me to work as a field slave?’


  I begged and begged and – so great was my love for Edward – even kissed her hand. Even then she did not budge. She had always been a house slave. House slaves were much better off than field slaves. They did not have to work in the hot sun, they ate the same food as their masters, they even wore good clothes. Most of all, they were close to the masters in a way a field slave could never hope to be. So I understood Anne-Marie’s reluctance to become a field slave, even for a short period of time. But I could not, of course, tolerate her disobedience. I threatened to whip her, but she began to weep, which made me feel bad so I had to comfort her and say I had only said that because I was so anxious to find out about Edward. Finally, her sobs lessened and she said, ‘I go do dis ting for you on one condition.’


  ‘Anything,’ I said.


  ‘Free me after.’


  I was completely astonished. ‘Free you?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘You mean you want to be free?’


  ‘Yes,’ she said.



  I could not believe my ears. ‘I thought you liked having me for a mistress. I thought you were happy on Cohiba!’


  I was very hurt.


  ‘I do. I am,’ she said. ‘But I want to be free.’


  ‘But why?’ I said. ‘You have a roof over your head, food to eat. I even gave you a gown to come to my ball!’ My voice rose and cracked.


  She shrugged, sullen like any ordinary nigger.


  ‘Get out!’ I snapped and, without a word, she got up and left.


  We did not speak for three days. At the end of that time I called her to my room.


  ‘Very well,’ I said. ‘Work on Edward’s estate until you find out what I need to know, and I will give you your freedom.’


  She nodded, but did not speak. Her eyes were very bright. I said, ‘What you will do after?’


  She bit her lower lip and said, ‘I want to be your lady-in-waiting.’


  I tried not to smile, but I could not help it and, when Anne-Marie saw the twitching of my mouth, she immediately ran forward to hug me tightly. Somewhat to my surprise, I found there was a lump in my throat.


  So Anne-Marie went to work on Edward’s estate, bribing the driver to hide her when the bookkeeper took a head count. Before she left, she had me sign a paper promising to free her. I almost got angry again that she didn’t trust me to keep my word, but she said suppose I had to elope suddenly with Edward because his enemies caught up with him and he had to flee the islands to go live in India, where would she be then? I saw her point and signed the paper.


  It took three weeks for Anne-Marie to return and, when she did, she had a most curious tale. The head slaves always knew when their master was planning to go on one of his trips, because he always cleaned and tested his weapons – sword, pistol and rifle. Anne-Marie found out what day he was leaving and arranged to go down to Port Royal before him to see what he did. She waited on the docks, knowing he would be boarding one of the ships anchored in the harbour. But the Edward who left his estate and the Edward who arrived at Port Royal looked completely different. His hair was straw-yellow and his face almost entirely hidden by a beard of the same colour. Had it not been that she recognized his horse and saw his scar, Anne-Marie would not have known it was he. A rough-looking sailor had met him on the gangplank and Edward had greeted him familiarly. Anne-Marie, lingering nearby, had heard the sailor address Edward as ‘captain’. Edward went aboard and the ship weighed anchor soon after.


  I sent Anne-Marie back to Edward’s estate. She was reluctant, but I pointed out that it would look suspicious if she vanished from the estate for several weeks only to mysteriously reappear.


  ‘But ent you say all we darkies look alike?’


  ‘I prefer not to risk it.’


  ‘Oh, yes, is a great risk you taking.’


  ‘What you mean?’


  ‘Sitting dong here in your fine house while I sneakin around trying to find out bout yuh man.’


  ‘All you have to do, missy, is work on his plantation till he come back and let me know when he going on another trip. I will take over from there.’


  ‘You? What you gwan do?’


  ‘You go see.’


  So said, so done. Anne-Marie ended up working another two months as a field slave. It was very hard on her. When she returned, her hands were roughened and her skin had become dark indeed. I felt sorry for her, but in the end ’twas worth it. Edward, she said, would be leaving in three days.


  ‘Then I shall go to his ship and await him,’ I announced.


  Anne-Marie’s eyes became as big as pigeon’s eggs.


  My plan was simple, but effective. I would dress in my Sunday finest and present myself to the first mate of Edward’s ship, explaining that I was the captain’s fiancée and had been sent to collect some important papers from his cabin. Naturally, the mate would not be able to refuse a lady such as myself. Once I was in Edward’s cabin, I was sure I would be able to discover what Edward Henry was really up to. Everything worked in my favour. Father was leaving that day on a long trip to Barbados. Mother confined to her room with fatigue, so I alone went to see father off. Anne-Marie came with us. Father sailed at mid-morning and I told the driver to leave and return for us in an hour. Surprised, he asked if I did not want him to wait, but I did not want him to see what we were up to in case word got back to father. So the driver left and Anne-Marie found Edward’s ship which, she told me, was named the Sea Maid. She went to fetch the first mate, and I stood waiting at the side of a warehouse, my delicate nose wrinkled from the smells of dead fish, brine, molasses, tar, and other scents too numerous to identify. Eventually, Anne-Marie returned with a red-bearded man. I could see him taking in my elegant dress, parasol, gloves, hat and buttoned shoes.


  I said, ‘I am Lady Victoria Asquith. My fiancé, the captain, has sent me on a most important errand. I am to go to his cabin to collect some confidential documents which he most urgently requires.’


  The man’s eyes were small and suspicious. I grew nervous. It had not occurred to me that a crude and unsophisticated sailor might fail to be charmed by me.


  ‘I dunno wot you’re talking about, lidy,’ he said. ‘I’m the captain of this ship.’


  I smiled sweetly. ‘Now, my good man, we both know that is not true. The captain will not be pleased if I return to tell him that I was unable to complete my task.’


  His gaze became sharper. ‘Oo is this captain you keep talking about?’


  I glanced around as though to make sure no one was within earshot. ‘The people here know him as Edward Henry, a respectable planter,’ I said in a low voice. ‘We both know that he’s really something else.’


  ‘Really? And wot might that be?’


  The mate was now looking at me as though I were a madwoman. I felt my heart sinking, but pressed on. ‘Something...’ I hesitated, trying to think. ‘Something that requires a yellow beard.’


  His eyes widened, and for a moment I thought I had convinced him. But then he said, ‘Lidy, I aven’t a clue wot you’re talking about and I’m busy loadin me ship.’


  And with that he turned and stomped back up the gangplank.


  Naturally, I was mortified. Naturally, I had to go shopping to overcome my disappointment. I told Anne-Marie to go find the driver and have him bring the carriage to the main street. I walked to the shops rather than wait. Purchasing enough fine dresses, fancy combs, elegant shoes, some knick-knacks and so forth to fill the carriage would restore my spirits.


  I did not see the red-bearded sailor and two other men following me through the town.


  



  III


  When I came to my senses, I found myself squashed awkwardly behind some barrels. For some moments, I could not recall who or where I was. Pushing my way out, I adjusted my hat and dusted off my dress. My parcels were all gone. My memories of being attacked were vague: a rough hand clamping over my mouth from behind, the red-bearded sailor appearing in front me. But it was the broad-shouldered Negro behind him who had struck terror into my heart: a tall, bald man with slitted eyes. Shadowman, I remember thinking, just before the red-bearded sailor had struck me in the chest. I looked down. My dress had a small slit in it, just below my left breast. The front was stained and stiffened. Luckily, the dress was crimson-coloured, so the stain was not noticeable in the dimming light of evening. The flesh underneath was whole.


  I made my way back to the main street, where I found Anne-Marie and the driver waiting for me. Anne-Marie, her face pinched with anxiety, ran forward when she saw me.


  ‘Way yuh was?’ she almost shouted. ‘I tought yuh was dead!’


  ‘Not for long,’ I said, and got into the carriage, laying my weary head against the cushion. I was very quiet on the journey back to the plantation. It was not the shock of being attacked. I had already dismissed that. I was not even bothered at losing my trinkets, which could be easily replaced. But there were strange thoughts flickering like quick fish along the bed of my mind. I could not grasp them. Everything was strange, even the familiar countryside. I felt as though there were too many buildings, that the road was too rutted and too wide; even the vegetation seemed too sparse. Anne-Marie plied me with questions. I told her only that I had been robbed. But I did not tell her by whom, although I always told her everything.


  We arrived home just after dark, and I bathed and changed and had a slave put my bloodstained dress in the fire. I then called Anne-Marie to my room. She kept asking me if I was all right. I assured her that I was fine.


  ‘You not behaving like yuhself,’ she said.


  I shrugged. ‘I’m all right,’ I said. ‘But we don’t have much time.’


  ‘Much time for what?’


  I told her. She objected, of course, saying I was mad.


  ‘You go never fool dem.’


  ‘I will fool them,’ I said.


  This was why I had not told her who had attacked me. Even so, she harangued me long into the night about returning to the ship. If I could not make them believe I was a Lady Victoria Asquith, how would I make them believe I was a common sailor? It would be much less trouble just to go and ask Edward why he disguised himself to go sailing. I told her that was not the romantic way to do it. Also, Edward would undoubtedly lie; I could discover the real truth only by surreptitious means. Yet the truth is, these were no longer my main reasons. There was an urgent desire in me to play sailor, to get aboard a ship. I longed for the feel of rough rope through my hands, the rocking of the planks beneath my feet. I lay there on my soft bed in the midst of my many fine things, and for the first time in my life felt out of place. And there was yet a third motive: to see if I could not exact revenge upon those men who had so rudely attacked me on the streets of Port Royal. Of course, I knew these were just fantasies: I would have to leave the ship before it sailed and there was no way I could overcome three grown men. But I had set my mind to discover what Edward was really up to and Anne-Marie, seeing this, stopped arguing.


  Very early the next morning, she helped me disguise myself. I dressed in breeches and a leather jerkin which hid my bosom. Anne-Marie’s mouth opened in shock when I handed her the scissors and told her to cut off my glossy curls.


  ‘You have real love fe dis man, girl,’ she commented, setting about the task.


  ‘Is just fun, Anne-Marie,’ I said.


  We used the hair and gum to make a false beard, moustache and sideburns. When it was stuck on I looked like a young, though somewhat soft-looking, young man.


  ‘Just scratch yuh balls and belch ever so often, an you go be all right,’ said Anne-Marie.


  We sneaked out of the house and took the carriage. I drove. It was perfectly easy, although I had never driven a carriage before. I fell into the man’s role very naturally, even shouting coarse witticisms to passers-by as we trundled along. Anne-Marie stared at me as though I were mad. I was too filled with excitement to care. I felt alive in a way I never had before. Why had I never noticed how big and open the sky was before? Why had I not felt awed at the massive shoulders of the Blue Mountains arching across that sky? But ’twas when we breasted the hill overlooking the harbour that I felt truly blessed: the port busy with people, the sparkling water which glinted brighter than the most precious jewels, and, in the distance, the misty line of the horizon marking a world more enchanted than any I could ever imagine.


  Anne-Marie stayed in the town while I went down to the harbour alone. I had slipped completely into my role and felt quite anonymous, as Edward would have put it, among the sailors. He was already aboard the Sea Maid when I went to inquire about a berth. The crew was busy loading supplies, checking sails, scrambling up the masts and the hundred of other chores that must be done before a voyage. Edward’s hair was now yellow and he had a beard, just as Anne-Marie had described, but I would still have known him by his easy grace and the briarwood pipe in his mouth. When he spoke to me over the ship’s railing, I almost smiled prettily at him, only just remembering the part I was playing.


  ‘We already have a full crew, sailor,’ he told me and began to turn away.


  ‘Ah, but I’ll wager ye don’t have a man like me among them,’ I called, remembering to deepen my voice.


  He turned back. ‘And why’s that?’


  ‘Because, master, I can do anything that’s required aboard a ship and some things that are not.’


  I could see that he was amused at my brashness. ‘Such as?’


  ‘Whatever ye want, master. Hoist sails, keep accounts, use a crossstaff, fire a cannon and wield a sword.’


  Edward drew on his pipe. ‘I see. And how did one as young as you acquire all these skills?’


  I looked at him right in the eye. ‘If you ask me no questions, master, I’ll ask none in return.’


  He looked back at me thoughtfully. ‘So you say you can navigate, eh?’


  ‘Aye.’


  ‘We can always use a man who really knows his way about a ship. Come aboard.’


  Here it was the most wondrous thing occurred. I had hoped that Edward would leave me to my own devices before testing my brass-faced claims. But ’twas not to be. As soon as I stepped onto the deck, he tossed a length of rope at me. ‘Bowline,’ he said.


  I stared at him, puzzled. Then I felt my hands moving of their own accord, under and over and through, and when I looked down the rope was neatly looped.


  ‘Granny,’ said Edward.


  ‘She’s dead,’ I said. He gave me a hard smile. My hands moved again, like small animals. Edward peered at the knot.


  ‘That’s not a granny,’ he said. I fumbled for an excuse. Edward said, ‘But I prefer the square knot, too. Many’s the time the granny’s slipped on me.’


  ‘Yes,’ I agreed, wholeheartedly.


  ‘Sheet bend now,’ said Edward.


  ‘What?’ I said. All I could think of was that I had never washed bedcloths in my life.


  He tossed a second length of rope at me. ‘Sheet bend,’ he repeated.


  I cleared my throat, trying to think up some quick excuse.


  ‘Good,’ said Edward, and there in my hands were the two lengths of rope joined together by a knot whose complications I could not even follow.


  Edward knocked out the bowl of his pipe into the cup of his left hand. ‘Good. At least you know your knots.’


  I looked around. ‘Thanks,’ I gargled.


  ‘Come to my cabin. I want to see if you’re as good at navigating.’


  I followed him on leaden feet. I assumed that my father had taught me to tie knots when I was a small child and I had forgotten about them. But I knew beyond any doubt that I had never learnt to navigate. I wondered dully what would happen when Edward found me out: keelhauling or just walking the plank. Or, worse yet, he might never speak to me again.


  His cabin was cramped but well-appointed. There was a bunk, an oaken table with charts and instruments scattered over it, and a small glass-fronted cupboard filled with leather-bound books.


  ‘Plot a course to St. Vincent, Santo Domingo, then Tortuga. Avoiding all the main routes.’


  ‘Is that where we’ll be sailing, Captain?’


  His voice was very gentle. ‘Would you have a problem if it were?’


  I shrugged, elaborately casual, though my heart felt as though ’twere beating faster than a humming bird’s wings. ‘Not if you pay fairly, sir,’ I said.


  ‘I think you’ll be satisfied,’ he answered.


  I bent over the charts, quadrant in hand, as if I knew what I was looking at. The moments stretched out. And, just as I was thinking of tearing off my beard and throwing myself at Edward’s feet and begging for mercy, someone shouted from above deck. ‘Captain Giles, someone to see you.’


  Trying not swoon with relief, I said, ‘I’ll have the course plotted in two twos, sir.’


  He studied me for a moment. ‘You’re a polite lad. What’s your name?’


  ‘Hawkins, sir. Jim Hawkins.’


  ‘Can you handle a sword, Jim Hawkins?’


  ‘As well as anyone, Captain.’


  ‘And can you keep your lip buttoned?’


  ‘Better than most.’


  He nodded. ‘Very well, then. Let me take care of business and I’ll sign you up.’


  As soon as Edward left, I started searching the cabin. I was already pretty sure what his secret was, but I wanted clear evidence. I found it behind the bookshelf: a black cloth which, when unfolded, revealed the grinning skull-and-crossbones of the Jolly Roger. As I’d suspected from the moment he mentioned Tortuga, Edward was a pirate. I had to get off the ship. I folded the flag and replaced it and went out of the cabin.


  Edward was on the gangplank talking to a plump man whom I recognized as a grocer from town. I took up a crate of onions and went down into the hold. I intended to lurk there till Edward returned to his cabin, then make a discreet dash for freedom. There was no one in the hold but, as I put down the crate, I sensed someone behind me. I grabbed the dagger in my belt and spun, stabbing out. The Shadowman’s massive forearm easily blocked my blow, then his fist hit my skull like a pelted rock. White light burst to red, and faded to unknowing black.


  



  IV


  The ship was underway when I came to. I could tell from the movement of the hull under my feet and the sound of the water dashing against the prow. I looked down the length of the hold expecting to see men in chains. I did not know why I expected to see that, any more than I knew why the ship’s motion should seem so familiar. But there were just barrels, crates, ropes, folded sails and several brass cannons with their barrels pointing out of the portholes. The cannons had been concealed before, the portholes cleverly fitted with detachable covers. The Sea Maid was a fighting ship disguised to look like a merchantman. Then I remembered, and felt my face to ensure that my own disguise was still in place. I had no doubt that if the sailors discovered a woman on board, I would suffer a fate worse than death before suffering death itself.


  I went up on deck to find Edward – ‘Captain Giles’, I would have to remember – at the helm. He had taken off the beard, though his hair was still yellow.


  ‘I thought you had jumped ship, Hawkins,’ he said.


  ‘Slight accident down in the hold, sir,’ I answered. I had no intention of telling him that a nigger had struck me unconscious. I did not know what might have happened while I was out cold. And here was another surprise: I was not as traumatised at that possibility as I thought I should have been. If the Shadowman was on board, my only thought was that I would have to deal with him. (It turned out that he was not.)


  When I looked back along our wake, Jamaica was a gray outline. For a moment, panic rose within me, but I stifled it grimly. Matters had taken a most unexpected turn, but had I not always wanted adventure? True, I had wanted adventure where I was the maid being saved from the dragon, and here I was disguised as the hero. Then a cold voice interrupted my reverie.


  ‘I did not hire you to stand around gawking, Hawkins,’ said Edward. ‘Get to and help trim the foresail.’


  ‘Aye, Captain,’ I said, and joined the sailors at the mast.


  I got accustomed to shipboard life quite quickly. Too quickly, for I could not fathom how I was able to do the things I did. I got my sea legs at once. I could climb the shrouds as nimbly as if I’d been doing so all my life. I was even able to plot our position correctly when Edward told me to. In fact, my main problem was hiding in order to empty my bowels. I also had some difficulty keeping my beard in place, but I found some more gum in Edward’s cabin when checking the charts: he also used it to keep his disguise stuck on.


  I knew who he was now: a pirate known as Yellowbeard. His ship, the Sea Lion, was feared throughout the Caribbean by English, Dutch and Spanish alike. Buccaneers had fallen out of favour with the Crown since the Treaty of Madrid of 1670, where Spain recognized England’s legal right to colonies in the West Indies. Before that, though, Captain Edward Giles had enjoyed an official commission from the British Crown to attack Spanish ships. Now, as respected colonist Edward Henry, he was privy to crucial information such as which ships with what cargoes were sailing when.


  All this I put together from shipboard chat and from talks I’d had with father. But I did not understand why Edward had chosen to remain a pirate when he could have become a successful planter. We did not have much chance to speak. Despite his initial pleasantry, he became a different man once we were underway: stern and distant. Still, once when I was helping him in the cabin, I made bold to question him. Somewhat to my surprise, he replied readily enough.


  ‘I’m a sailor, not a farmer,’ he said laconically.


  ‘But you must be rich already,’ I persisted. ‘And surely ’tis an easier life.’


  He shrugged. ‘Nothing’s easier than spilling the guts of an overfed merchant.’


  I said, ‘But do you not want to settle down someday, raise a family?’


  ‘Family?’ Edward guffawed and clapped me so hard on the back he nearly knocked off my beard. ‘Ye’re an innocent lad for sure, Hawkins,’ he laughed.


  ‘Yes, sir,’ I said, deciding that to ask any more questions would seem unseemly. But Edward continued speaking. ‘And even if I were so minded, lad, who would I settle down with? One of those spoilt planters’ daughters? Pah! Give me a wench with some fire in her pussy any day of the week and thrice on Sundays.’


  Shocked as I was at Edward’s coarse language, I was almost tempted to tear off my beard and show him what this ‘spoilt planter’s daughter’ had done. But prudence prevailed, and I merely finished my task in silence.


  



  V


  Two weeks out, we launched our first attack. We had anchored for three days behind a small island, waiting for a merchant ship carrying silks and coin to Hispaniola. Edward was masterful: poised at the helm until our prey almost passed, then shouting for the sails to be hoisted so we bore down hawklike upon the other vessel almost before they had time to realize they were being pursued. We did not use cannon – that was mainly to defend ourselves against warships; after all, there was no point in sinking the prize. We caught up to the merchant ship from abaft, exchanging musket fire, then flung our grappling hooks. We then boarded the ship, leaping across like bladed lemmings, yelling savagely. Blades clanged and muskets barked and dying men screamed.


  And there I was in the midst, no longer planter’s daughter or sailor, but pure pirate. My sword whirled in my left hand, my dagger thrust in my right. Red mouths opened in white flesh before me, men fell like canes before me. One part of my mind watched the accustomed fluency of my movements, the skill with which I handled my weapons, and wondered. But most of my mind was possessed by battle. I did not hear the cries of surrender till Edward himself, his false beard flecked with blood, stopped me short.


  We took an hour to transfer the cargo into our hold, then we put all the survivors in a row-boat. The island was not far away. We then sank their ship with our cannon and sailed away. Afterwards, I vomited.


  The journey lasted three more weeks. We made two more attacks, each successful. By then our hold was groaning. We sailed back to Jamaica, every sailor on board now considerably wealthier. We had lost seven men. I myself had been wounded, but not so badly that anyone would have wondered how I still lived. I did, however, keep on my bandages lest anyone notice that my wounds had healed perfectly.


  Anchored again at Port Royal, I took my leave after Edward gave me my share of gold. ‘I’d like you to sail with us again, Jim Hawkins.’


  ‘Just say when, Captain,’ I replied.


  He fixed me with a stare. ‘But if you see me on the street, you don’t know me.’


  ‘I understand, sir.’


  ‘And if any rumour about Yellowbeard being a respectable planter comes to my ear, your life is forfeit. Are we clear?’


  ‘I told you at the start, sir. I know how to keep my mouth shut.’


  He nodded and I left, pockets heavy. In town, I bought a cotton blouse and a pleated skirt and took a room at an inn. There, I removed all traces of pirate sailor Jim Hawkins. The pleasure of soaking in a tub of hot water and soaping my skin was indescribable. I had not had many chances to bathe while on board ship (not that any of the crew noticed). But my greatest pleasure was actually to simply have my breasts swinging free. As I scrubbed myself with a rough cloth, I wondered how best to explain my five-week disappearance. Anne-Marie had obviously said nothing or soldiers would have been waiting for the Sea Maid at port. (I hoped Anne-Marie had not got into too much trouble.) I could say that I had been hit on the head and had lost my memory and been taken in by a kindly family. Or that I had been captured by Maroons and held prisoner in the hills. Or that I had got lost in the woods and had lived on roots and berries until I had found my way out.


  But, after some thought, I decided it would be best to stay as close as possible to the truth: I would say that I had gone aboard a ship to buy some goods before they reached the stores where the cost would be ten times greater, that I had been knocked unconscious while in the hold, and the captain had sailed without realizing that I was still on board. When he discovered me, he kindly disguised me as a cabin boy so as to avoid causing trouble on the ship. The captain had been a perfect gentleman and had carried me back to my home port as soon as he was able. This story would account for my browned skin and shorn locks. And, when father asked me the name of this captain, I would say that I had promised not to reveal it since the captain was Dutch and it was not legal for him to be trading in a British colony.


  But, as it turned out, no story was necessary.


  



  VI


  It was only when I said my name that mother realized who I was. While I did not expect cries of relief and hugs, her reaction was quite curious. She gave me a tight-lipped smile that immediately made the hairs on my scalp prickle. And I realized then that I had never in all my life seen her smile at me.


  ‘Where’s father?’ I asked.


  She turned and walked into the drawing-room. ‘Come,’ she said. There was an unfamiliar tone to her voice, and it took me some moments to recognize what it was: glee.


  She sat in an armchair and gestured for me to sit opposite.


  ‘Is he still on his trip?’ I asked.



  She said, ‘Your father is dead.’


  ‘What?’ I was sure she was joking, albeit poorly. I could see laughter in her pale-blue eyes.


  ‘He is dead,’ she repeated. ‘He was out searching for you. They were attacked by a band of Maroons.’


  The laughter was still in her eyes, twinkling like daggers. My eyes filled with hot tears. ‘He’s dead?’ I asked. I still hoped she was only making a cruel joke.


  She nodded. ‘Their leader killed him with his bare hands. Big nigger they call Shadowman. Snapped your father’s neck like a chicken, I hear.’ She was looking at me like a cat watching cream. I was in shock, the tears streaming down my cheeks, but I did not break down. I refused to break down while she watched me like that.


  ‘Where is Anne-Marie?’ I asked.


  She rose to her feet in a sweeping motion. Her smile was a toothy white. She turned and walked to the back. ‘Come,’ she said again, the word like a knell.


  I followed on leaden feet.


  Outside, she went straight to the low stone gaol, where we put disobedient niggers. She took out an iron key from her pocket and bent down and unlocked the heavy wooden door. After some moments, Anne-Marie crawled out. She was naked and the flesh was tight on her ribs. She stood blinking unsteadily in the bright sunlight and, when she saw me, ran forward, stumbling, to hug me. She was weeping. I could see that she had been locked away for a long time: her skin had turned almost as pale as mine had become brown. I hugged her back tightly. She was filthy, but I did not mind.


  ‘Oh, is that not sweet?’ intruded my mother’s voice.


  I turned to her, my arm around Anne-Marie’s shoulders, trembling. I screamed, ‘What is wrong with you?’


  My mother laughed. ‘Nothing at all.’


  She took a whistle out of her pocket and blew a piercing blast. Four men I had never seen before came from various corners – the millhouse, the bookkeeper’s cottage, the slave-quarters. The one who came up first carried a bullwhip looped around his shoulders and two muskets in his belt. The others were also armed. All wore broad-brimmed, floppy hats.


  ‘Mr. Spence, gather the slaves,’ said my mother.


  The man nodded and set off for the fields, followed by two of the other men. The fourth waited beside us. He did not speak.


  ‘Who are they?’ I asked.


  ‘Overseers.’


  I wanted to ask why we needed so many overseers. I wanted to ask why she was behaving so strangely. I wanted to ask what had happened to my father. I wanted to ask why Anne-Marie had been locked up. But I did not ask.


  ‘I’m taking Anne-Marie inside,’ I said.


  ‘No,’ my mother said.


  I sucked my teeth and turned to go, but she reached out with one bony hand and pulled my hair hard. I staggered forward, losing my hold on Anne-Marie, and then my head was rocked by a hard slap. For the first time in my life, my mother had hit me!


  ‘Tie her up!’ she snapped.


  For one horrified moment, I thought she meant me, but as my blurred vision cleared I saw the overseer grab Anne-Marie and, with practised movements, secure her to the whipping post. She looked as though she were hugging the smooth wood, her tied wrists hooked around the right-angled peg that stopped the slaves falling while being punished. The old scars on her slim back were drawn tight.


  I said, crying, ‘You’d not have dared hit me if father were here.’


  ‘But he is not,’ she replied. To which I had no answer.


  The other overseers were returning from the fields, herding the slaves before them. To this day, I do not know why I did not grab a musket or a machete and get myself and Anne-Marie out of there. I had just been renewed in battle. I had regained many of my forgotten skills. But it was as though the mere change of clothing had muted what I was becoming. I did nothing and, in all my five hundred years, my inaction still remains one of my bitterest memories.


  The slaves gathered. An overseer handed my mother the whip: a cat-o’-nine-tails. Without pause she slung it back, and I saw metal glint from its pleated tips.


  ‘No!’ I screamed, rushing forward. But two of the overseers caught me by the arms and held me. The whip whistled through the air and snapped on Anne-Marie’s back. She rose to her toes, her scream piercing the silent air, clear as crystal, and seeming to echo from the stolid hills. Weals raised like thin unnatural veins on her back. Droplets of blood oozed out of them. My mother smiled like a skull. The whip cracked again. Anne-Marie screamed out my name and stretched, the muscles in her forearms and her thighs bulging in her agony. A rumble came from the gathered slaves. The overseers cocked their muskets. The whip cracked again. Drops of blood jumped into the air like sweat. I pulled against the overseers, but they held me tightly. The whip cracked again. Anne-Marie’s head was lolling, and she only grunted now, a high quavering sound.


  The whip cracked again. Blood flew like red paper streamers. A slave cried out as though in agony himself and rushed forward. It was Caesar. A musket cracked and a round black hole appeared in his forehead and gray-and-white-and-red bits burst out the back of his skull. He collapsed like a puppet. The slaves groaned. The whip cracked again. Anne-Marie’s legs had buckled, but the rope around her wrists kept her upright. Her back was a pulpy red mess, like mashed papaya. I heard a voice pleading with my mother to stop. It was my voice. But the whip cracked, and cracked, and cracked.


  When my mother stopped, it was only because her arm could not raise the whip any more. Anne-Marie hung limply from the whipping-post. Blood ran down her back and her legs. The earth below her was soaked red. An overseer put his fingers to her throat, and nodded to my mother. He moved away, and two of the slaves came forward slowly to take Anne-Marie down.


  My mother came up to me, the whip dripping from her hand. She took my chin in her other hand and said, ‘How unfortunate you are. To lose your sister so soon after losing your father.’


  I said, ‘My sister?’ I was still in shock.


  ‘Yes,’ said the woman who was not my mother. ‘Yes, nigger.’


  The slaves were taking Anne-Marie’s body away. I could see her face, and for the first time I truly saw her face. Same rosebud lips, same button nose, same oval face. All hidden from me till now by her brown skin. She was my sister, my darker and brighter twin, and now she was dead.


  I fainted.


  



  VII


  There are many stories I could tell about the rest of my life. I could tell of how my unnatural mother threw me out of Cohiba with just the clothes on my back. But I will say only that she did and I took a room with the booty I had earned and hidden before going to Cohiba. I could tell of how my father’s lawyer, a sweaty man with small plump hands, said that giving me the £5,000 my father had bequeathed to me might present certain difficulties since he understood that I was really a mulatto, but that if I were willing to grant him certain favours he could see that the procedure took only weeks instead of years. But I will say only that I gave him what he wanted and that, though he was the first man I ever took, he was also the last.


  I could tell of how I used the money to buy and outfit a ship and how I became known as the Pirate Queen of the Caribbean. But I will say only that I did. I could tell of how there was a slave uprising on the plantation one year later in which my stepmother was burnt to death. But I will say only that it happened and that ’twas I who supplied the slaves with weapons.


  I could describe the many battles at sea over the course of the next thirty-four years, and how I plundered English merchant vessels and fought English warships. I could tell of how Edward himself, now a knight of the realm, was commissioned by the Crown to stop me and how I trapped and sank his Sea King just off Tobago’s coral reef. But what would be the point of telling all these stories?


  One point: I do not think the Crown sent its warships or commissioned a former pirate to stop me because of my attacks on English merchants. I only sailed once a year, for two to three months, so there were several other pirates far more active than I. But I also attacked slave ships, and I always killed the captain and crew. No white man who dealt in that trade was spared; and I always left the captain nailed to his mast. The slavers’ lobby was strong in Britain, and I believe that was the real reason the Crown wanted me stopped.


  My crew never liked these attacks. There was little profit in them and we always had to divert to drop the freed slaves on some deserted isle, sometimes sailing as far south as Trinidad which was claimed by Spain but only sparsely settled. But the crew did what I commanded. Not only did they make five times as much as they would have as ordinary sailors, but they received a bigger share of our plunder than they would have under any other captain. I was a better fighter than any of them and they had seen me sustain wounds that should have killed an ordinary man, let alone a woman. But I believe they obeyed me mostly because they saw that there was a kind of madness within me.


  I remembered everything I had been. That was why losing my virginity to the lawyer had not bothered me – as Sarah, I had slept with men many more times for much less. It was why, although I was a woman, I was able to command the crew, for as Adam Colon I knew the ways of warfare and as Antam Gonçalves I knew the ways of seafaring. But ’twas a hard task to summon these skills, for with them came Colon’s cruelty and Gonçalves’ contempt. ’Twas a constant struggle not to let these emotions overwhelm me. That was why I sailed so rarely, and ’twas also why I was so harsh in my treatment of slavers. But I also sailed only once a year and gave most of the spoils to the crew because, as Guiakan, I preferred the simple life.


  The rest of my time I used in two ways. Taking a page out of Edward’s book, I would pretend to be an English or a Portuguese lady. Sometimes, I even played a Spanish youth. In those few weeks, I gathered all the information I needed for my next voyage. Sometimes, I used the opportunity to spark a slave rebellion, supplying weapons and a plan as I had on Cohiba. But these uprisings were never successful and many slaves were killed, so I eventually stopped.


  Once, ten years after Anne-Marie’s murder and some years after I sank his ship, I met Edward Henry in Barbados at a ball held by the governor. His face had grown puffy and a paunch now curved his waistcoat. Otherwise, he looked much the same. As usual, the men were all courting or flirting with me, and I did not notice him until he bowed before me.


  ‘Miss Rackham, surely?’


  ‘Lady Heath, Mr. Henry. Oh, pardon me, I understand it is Sir Henry now.’


  ‘Indeed. So you are married now?’


  ‘Widowed.’


  ‘Oh,’ he said, and I saw that old familiar light in his gaze.


  I was spending three weeks on the island, and Edward came every day to the inn where I had my lodgings. We had tea and spoke of trivial things. I was even better at that art now than I had been in my younger days. The day before I was to leave, Edward proposed to me.


  I said, ‘Surely you know why I left Jamaica, Sir Henry?’


  ‘The rumours of your being a mulatto? That was a long time ago. You are a beautiful white woman and I am sure your late husband never knew of these rumours.’


  ‘Suppose I told you that the rumours are true?’


  He blinked at that but, like the perfect gentleman, said, ‘I would admire your honesty.’


  I said, curiously, ‘You did not display such interest when I first met you.’


  He shrugged. ‘I was a different man then.’


  I said, ‘And I am a different woman now.’


  The idea of marriage was now absurd. Between voyages, I spent most of my time by myself, often deep in the forests or high in the hills of the islands. The skills of Guiakan made living in this manner easy. I hunted, fished and cooked. I took care of my hut. For several years, this was all I did. My pasts were alive in me, but I did not wish to think about what had been. Forgetfulness was bliss. So I lived the daily round, always in the moment, mindless in my immediate existence.


  But it could not last. The past weighed in upon me like a press, stamping its shape upon the clay of the future. I would stand on the point of whichever island I was on, perhaps fishing, perhaps just gazing, and I would watch how the green waves rose from the endless sea, curling white as they raced shoreward to foam at my feet, and, even as the water lapped at my toes, another strong wave was rousing itself from its mother’s constant, treacherous breast. At night, I would lie in my hammock and look at the stars standing in the sky’s dark vault and I would feel very small, as though I was looking at the only face of God a man could see without being struck blind. ’Twas a good feeling. But it did not bring me peace.


  I could not be killed by mortal men. My wounds always healed; I had even regrown my hand some years before when it had been cut off in battle. Such a talent must mean something. Yet here I was, two hundred and fifty years old, and I had not an inkling what it all meant or might mean.


  I began reading books – Shakespeare’s plays, which I read with great greed, hearing in my mind the words I had heard with my ears a lifetime ago. Also the poetry of Walter Raleigh and John Donne and John Milton. I especially liked Donne, though most considered him an uncouth versifier. But I felt as though I spoke to God in the poet’s voice when I read the first lines of Holy Sonnet I: ‘Thou hast made me, and shall thy work decay?/Repair me now, for now mine end doth haste;/I run to death, and death meets me as fast,/And all my pleasures are like yesterday.’ I read, too, the essays of Sir Thomas More and Thomas Hobbes and, in later years, John Locke. Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding was the finest thing I had ever read – an opinion I was to hold for two hundred years more. When I read his thoughts on resurrection, I even wondered if he, too, was an immortal like myself: “It is not necessary to the same person, that his body should always consist of the same numerical particles; this is demonstration, because the particles of the bodies of the same persons, in this life, change every moment... God may, if He pleases, give to everyone a body consisting only of such particles as were before vitally united to his soul.” But I decided eventually that Locke enjoyed a better sort of immortality than my own. I read also the Bible, especially Genesis, Chapter 5: “And all the days that Adam lived were nine hundred and thirty years: and he died. And Seth lived a hundred and five years and begat Enos: and Seth lived after he begat Enos eight hundred and seven years, and begat sons and daughters: and all the days of Seth were nine hundred and twelve years” and so on through Cainan to Mahalaleel to Jared to Enoch to Methuselah to Lamech to Noah, who was five hundred years old when he begat Shem, Ham and Japheth.


  Perhaps, I thought, the Shadowman was such a man as those who had lived when God still walked the Earth (for ’twas clear to me that He no longer trod this world). I wondered if the women of those days had also lived as long as the men. The Bible does not tell of them, but perhaps they had been as I was. Perhaps, I thought, if I were resurrected enough times, I might simply outlast the Shadowman.


  I read many more things, but found no answers. And, eventually, I grew weary of books, weary of men who were fortunate enough to be able to write their pretty words and spend their entire lives just thinking, while in distant lands people whose only sin was to have a brown skin toiled and died like beasts in the field. Their wisdom, it seemed to me, was naught but a game.


  So came a time when I mostly just thought. I remembered the dead – Caón and Guacamari and Cristobal Colón; and the thousands of my people who had died when the guamakinas came to our islands; I remembered Br. Muñoz, Ledsema and Las Casas; and all the Indians I had killed for my pleasure; I remembered my wife Maria, and Captain Portillo who hanged himself, and my first mate Senor Cebola; and the cargoes of chained Africans; I thought of my mother and Bartleby and Hamilcar; and I remembered Anne-Marie.


  I thought much about my dead selves who were yet alive.


  Questions that had never before occurred to me now plagued me. Who and what was I? I did not even have a true name, only the one I happened to be born with. How did I outlive mortal men? Was I truly immortal or merely long-lived? And what happened to my soul between my deaths and births? For, looking back, I realized now that several years passed before Guiakan was reborn as Adam Colón and Adam Colón as Antam Gonçalves and Antam Gonçalves as Sarah Wiltshire. Perhaps time passed differently in whatever realm my soul slept. Yet Mary-Anne Rackham was born in the very year that Sarah Wiltshire died.


  Then there was the matter of remembrance. Why was there only blankness betwixt my deaths? And, when I was reborn, why did I not have the memories of my past selves? This was the youngest age I had recalled everything about my selves, whereas Antam Gonçalves was almost at his fiftieth year before he remembered living before he was born.


  Which led to the questions I dreaded most. Who or what was the Shadowman? Was he like me? It was clear that no one had ever killed him, since he had kept the same form for the past two hundred and fifty years. How did he always find me no matter where I was? Was there any place I could hide from him? If not, how could I defeat him in battle?


  As the years rolled away, this last question was the one I kept coming back to.


  



  VIII


  Three months before my fiftieth rebirthday, I used the last of my gold to buy a new ship and hire a crew. While I did not know for certain the exact dates of all my births, I realized that the Shadowman had always appeared for our last battles on or around the half-century mark of any particular life.


  At fifty, I looked twenty years younger. My face was unwrinkled and the hard life in bush and at sea had kept me lean as whipcord. Only the two white streaks on either side of my brown hair suggested my age, and those had actually appeared the day my sister was whipped to death. The important thing was, I was battle-hardened. I had gone to Martinique for several years, where I had trained under a French fencing master. I had lived in England for six months where, disguised as a man, I learned Cornish wrestling. This was also when I began reading books. My tutor, a Welshman, never realized I was female since we always practised in the stout, loose-fitting canvas jackets that all the wrestlers wore. My skills as Adam Colón, I knew, would not be enough to handle the Shadowman. I remembered his uncanny speed and his huge strength. Fencing sharpened my reflexes to their utmost and the wrestling tricks would, I hoped, offset his strength. When we set sail, I also kept two muskets constantly in my belt, even when sleeping. But, knowing my own invulnerability, I could only hope to slow him down with those. But, in truth, I hoped not to encounter him at all. I hoped that, by sailing the Caribbean sea until I was well past my fiftieth year, he would give up hope of finding me. Or that perhaps I could only be killed on my fiftieth rebirthday. Or that living past that mark would mean that I would at least be reborn with my memories intact.


  A drowning man, they say, will clutch at a straw.


  



  IX


  There is a peace that comes with knowing you may be spending your last days on earth. We had good weather and the seas were calm. The crew had no clue what I was about and dared not ask. At dusk, I watched the sun, caped in orange-red clouds, sink below the horizon; and I was always awake at dawn to see him rise on the other side of his bed, flinging his glittering yellow shadow onto the winking waters.


  I stayed at the helm all day, simply breathing in the magnificence of the world about me. Sometimes, dolphins came and sported beside the keel. Several times I saw great swordfish leap dancing from the ocean’s depths. There was one which must have weighed about eight hundred pounds and measured at least ten sleek feet; in his silvery grace, he seemed to mock the poor barque on which we puny humans coasted his realm. But even he could not compare to the glimpse I got one morning of a whale off the port bow, whose god-like head rose out of the water with a hiss of his blowhole, one wrinkled eye seeming to survey us calmly before he submerged again, his giant fluke giving a single wave that made the ship rock moments later.


  ’Twas at such times that I felt I was seeing the true mysteries of Creation, compared to which my own existence was of no real import. Still, I did not wish to die. For were I reborn white, I would have lost the humanity I had worked so hard to restore; and were I reborn black, the humanity would be beaten out of me.


  And so came the morn of my fiftieth year as Mary-Anne Rackham. But, more than ever now, I knew I was not she. My body had changed in the past three months. There was an added strength in my shoulders and my legs, and a new sharpness to my gaze, and an additional fluency and balance to my movement.


  I had made sure we were far away from all the main islands. I ordered the cannon primed and ready at the portholes. The men were tense, alert, expecting battle. I had them kill a pig and trail it behind us to attract sharks. I did not know what kind of creature the Shadowman was so, like a good strategist, I planned for every contingency. But the sun merely wended its uneventful way across the sky. Only the sharks came and fought over the bloody meat. Night fell and we continued sailing under a new moon sky. The men were grumbling now and I swore foully at them and threatened to throw them to the sharks which kept pace with us, hoping for another treat. All was quiet save for the creak of the ropes and the splash of the waves against the bow. And, just as I was thinking that perhaps I had at last outrun him, it happened.


  The moon had gone behind the clouds. The lamps burning fore and aft cast long dancing shadows across the deck. And suddenly all darkness vanished in blaze of pure white light. At first, I thought that the gunpowder had blown up, although I had heard no sound. Then the light vanished. It did not fade; it was simply gone. I turned, and there he was standing aft, casting a solid shadow in the re-emerged moon. The crew were all sprawled on the deck, not dead for I saw them breathing, but as though asleep. Even the goats and the pigs were in an unnatural stupor. The Shadowman had power over both men and the beasts of the field, it seemed, but not over me.


  I drew my pistols and fired. He flung his arms up crosswise in front of his head and I saw sparks fly as a ball was deflected from his metal wristbands. I dropped the pistols and drew my sword in left hand and dagger in my right and, with a scream of pure hate and terror, leaped down to meet him.


  I fought well. I fought better than I had ever fought before. For the first time, nearly all my selves were focused. I could feel Guaikan’s calm that was so necessary in battle; Colon’s strength of wrist and natural coordination; Antam’s sharp eye; and Mary-Anne’s speed and stubborn refusal to accept defeat.


  But the Shadowman was as quick as a whip, blocking every stroke of my sword with his wristbands, sidestepping every thrust of my dagger with a fluent footwork I could neither match nor grasp. And in his right fist the familiar silver spike stabbed like a snake’s fanged head. I was soon bleeding from waist and thigh and shoulder. And I was weakening. I needed a different strategy.


  I pretended to be weaker than I was. He intensified his attack. Came the moment when he knocked my sword out of my grasp and moved swiftly behind me, arm across my windpipe to strike the only blow that could kill my body. But I moved back as I had been taught, reaching behind to grab his tunic and shifting my weight, and I threw him over my hip. He hit the deck with a thud that rattled the planks but, even as I dived for my sword, I realized that he had not even grunted. I got my sword and rolled and I could hear his sandals rapidly slapping the deck as he raced up behind me, already recovered, and I spun, still crouched, sword thrusting for his torso. His right forearm was already sweeping out to deflect my blade, but I held the sword in my right hand, and I skewered him right through the body. Now he grunted, and my yell of triumph was cut short as the force of his rush carried us back against the railings. The breath was driven out of me, but I drew up my legs and thrust him back, but the effort overbalanced me and I fell with a yell into the cold dark waters.


  I resurfaced at once, tossing my head to clear the water from my eyes. The hull was sliding past me. I had already drawn my spare daggers to thrust into the wood when I felt something butt my torso below the water. Only then did I remember the sharks. 


  Session #5


  Two days before our next session, the laboratory report on the log arrived. Much to my surprise, the report said it was authentic. Ink and paper were definitely from sixteenth century Europe. I decided not to tell Mr. Avatar this. It showed how much effort he had taken to create this fantasy, and if there was any confirmation from me, it would only strengthen his delusion. Instead, I began by asking about the process by which he wrote his stories.


  ‘I notice that you have tried to go to each country you lived in when you write your stories. Why is that?’ I asked him.


  He said, ‘To restore my sense of place. To sharpen my memory. After so many centuries, my recollection is a little rusty.’


  ‘Oh. And do you become that person as you write?’


  ‘Not exactly. My memories in that life dominate. I feel what I felt then. But I don’t lose my present awareness.’


  ‘I see. I noticed, in your last story, that the step-parent is again a malevolent figure. What do you make of that?’


  ‘That I was unlucky with step-parents. Until this life, anyway.’


  ‘You don’t think it significant?’


  ‘Come on, doc. You know that step-parenthood is the strongest risk factor for child abuse. Step-parents are forty to a hundred times more likely to kill a young child than a biological parent, right?’


  ‘I believe that’s correct.’


  ‘I was pretty lucky with my father and grandfather in this life.’


  ‘I see that the “I” in this account gets along quite well with the father.’


  ‘Yeah, well, he was indulgent and I was shallow.’


  I asked him if he did not think that relationship might be wish-fulfilment. He laughed at this.


  He said, ‘So if I don’t get along with my stepfather in one account, it means I had problems with my father in this life, and if I do get along with my father, it’s wish-fulfilment?’


  I saw that I had would have to be quite careful with Mr. Avatar. I said nothing. He continued speaking.


  ‘Did I tell you that Emily’s husband was my best friend?’


  ‘Your grandfather?’


  ‘Not biological of course.’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘He was a very smart man, very well read.’


  ‘Intellectual development is important to you, isn’t it Adam?’


  ‘Of course.’


  ‘I get from your accounts, especially the last one, a great concern for social issues.’


  ‘I suppose. I mean, I wasn’t, as you put it, “concerned about social issues” when I was Mary Anne Rackham. I was just vex.’


  ‘You lived in Jamaica for some years, I believe?’


  ‘Yes. I lectured at Mona.’


  ‘What did you think of Jamaica?’


  ‘Exactly the same thing I thought two hundred and fifty years ago. Societies like that change very slowly.’


  ‘I think, Adam, that you are still “vex”, as you put it, and frustrated at your inability to do something about the many deficiencies you see around you.’


  He shrugged. ‘I do what I can, and I think I’m lucky because I can do more than most people.’


  ‘How so?’


  ‘Because I’m rich enough to set up a Foundation, intelligent enough to educate others, and immortal enough to continue doing so for a long, long time.’


  ‘Oh.’


  He chuckled. ‘You know, doc, you have a kind of cynical way of saying “Oh”.’


  ‘I’m sorry.’


  ‘Oh, it doesn’t bother me. I was a bit concerned about your other patients, though.’


  At this point I opened his file. I said, ‘I see that you’re not married Have you ever been?’


  He said, ‘And we’re back on track. No, never been married, never lived in sin, either.’


  ‘Why is that? I would think you would have had quite a few women interested in you.’


  He batted his eyes. ‘Why, doctor, I didn’t think you’d noticed.’


  I ignored his humour. ‘Any particular reason, Adam?’ I asked.


  ‘Nothing distracts you, does it? Yes, several particular reasons. I don’t want to make a commitment to one woman. She would have to notice there was something weird about me – that I don’t get sick, or scar, or get wrinkles. Plus, she might be in danger from the Shadowman. Plus, it wouldn’t be fair to make someone fall in love with me, knowing I would probably be cut down in my prime.’


  ‘Which raises an interesting point. All your selves die at fifty years of age. And you will be fifty next year. How old was your grandmother when she died?’


  ‘She was in her seventies. And my mother was in her late sixties. No psychological significance there, doc. The Shadowman just chooses to kill me every time I hit the half-century. Let me tell you, it is very frustrating.’


  I closed his file, and opened another one. ‘I got the report back from the linguist.’


  ‘Hm. Took long enough.’


  ‘I sent it to a university in Canada. Since you work on the campus here, I wanted to avoid any chance of collusion. I also wanted to find a linguist who specializes in Amerindian languages.’


  ‘Very sensible. I’m impressed with myself.’


  ‘Eh?’


  ‘For choosing such an intelligent psychiatrist. You wouldn’t believe how many I saw before you.’


  ‘Ah. Well, anyway, the professor says it’s a viable language. She was very impressed at all the work that had gone into creating it.’


  This annoyed Mr. Avatar.


  He said, ‘Creating it? It’s an actual language!’


  I said, ‘So is Klingonese. But that was just invented for the Star Trek movies.’


  He laughed. ‘I didn’t know you were a Star Trek fan. The original series, of course?’


  ‘Well, yes.’


  ‘And I bet your favourite episode is “The Enemy Within”.’


  ‘Adam, I must tell you that I have no reason to believe that any of what you tell me is objective fact. I think you have put a lot of work into making your beliefs tenable. But the sooner you accept that they aren’t, the sooner you’ll be on the road to true healing.’


  ‘Well, doc, I’m afraid you haven’t offered me any proof that what I believe isn’t objective fact. But maybe my next account will help us decide the issue one way or the next.’


  ‘How so?’


  ‘You’ll see. It isn’t written down yet. I’ll need you to be there when I do write it.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘Because what I said before, about what happens when I write, may not be true this time.’


  He then told me what he wished me to do. At that session, I examined Mr. Avatar thoroughly for any extrapyramidal reactions from the Piportil. He had no tremor, rigidity, dystonia or dyskinesia. I was confident we were making progress. That is partly why I did not anticipate what happened next.


  Chapter Six: Slave


  Had I to actually to write an account of all my lives, I would surely go mad before finishing. Fortunately, in ten incarnations, I have left written records four times. That is an improbable percentage, but I am beginning to see that little of my life or lives has been ruled by chance. My next incarnation, however, left no record, and I have never written one, even in my so-called novels. For there is great danger to me in recollecting – and, being immortal, my recollection is resurrection – this self.


  Were it not for the evidence – the knowledge of historical facts and of languages I could not possibly speak, and the independent records left by myselves and discovered by me – I would call myself insane. But the evidence shows that I am not mad. I know what is my voice and which are the voices in my head and how all those voices are me. But, in writing the following account, there is a strong chance that my mind may be trapped in the world of two and a half centuries ago. This is why, though my story begins in Jamaica and touches every major island but Trinidad, it is to Trinidad that I have returned to write it. Only by being in a different place to the then can I keep my grip on the now. I am depending on the known space of my home and the pressing brink of the millennium to act as a magnet, drawing me back from the valley of a psyche to whom time and space have no reality. The paper stares at me blankly. I relax my too-tight grip on my pen. My mind, a heated comet, flies backward.

  


  Always they want to know from way me get mi power. They think the old gods dead, and nothing bout me say is not so. If I was a man, they wouldn question mi words. If I was old like Mother Earth self, they wouldn question mi power. But I standing in front them, an unwrinkled and unscarred woman looking like I not no more than thirty wet seasons, telling them they must be free. And they want to know what spirit speaking through me. I claiming Nyankapong, the creator, but that name doan mean nothing to them. I claim Oludamare, the supreme god, but that name doan mean nothing neither. I claiming mi mother other gods – Ogun, Shango, Damballa – but the people forget dey names. The only gods them know is the whiteman guns and im whips. Them believe in them, for they could remember that the old gods was cruel too.


  If I had the usual badges pon mi flesh, mi task might be easier, if not easy. But they does see that I unscarred, unmaimed, and they does feel that I cant speak for them because I doan know dey pain. ‘House nigger she,’ dey mouths mutter. ‘Whiteman whore she,’ dey eyes snap. That is the root a dey deafness: these men who pride a possession tek way, these women who doan enjoy the pride of husbands who wield power. But I was always a field slave. I’s too black to of been a house nigger, doh mind mi savanna-green eyes. The planter does only take them females im want to fuck regular as house slaves. No white man ever fuck me. So I shout pon mi people, a river a words flowing from me. And they force to listen, because I does speak three whiteman tongues and I even speak the tongue a the people who was in these islands before the whiteman come.


  I use these tongues to show mi power. But is bitter, bitter to me that I must speak in the language a we oppressor. I speak none a the old tongues. I know only some words a the tribes: the Igbo, Akan, Kongo, Xhosa, Yoruba, Wolof, Fulami. But it have no power in them tongues now, and the tribes living in one space now and cant speak to one another now. Now all a we Negro. So, when I tell mi people that they must be free, I speak the tongue all a we share. Is the whiteman tongue, but not the whiteman tongue. The whiteman think that this speech good only for obeying im orders, that it too simple for anything else. But is this speech self I use to lift mi people, like the tide raising a barque on im breast.


  Words is never enough, though. I does tell them the truths they forget, tell them that the old gods living still, ruling over even this portion a the earth. But words cant reach the minds a those who doh want to hear. Doubt does fill dey face like dark clouds. For the whiteman one God is strong, no doubting that! Mi words does fall like rain on dusty ground, making mud.


  So I does show them why I unwrinkled an unscarred. ‘Not because I fuck the master!’ I say. ‘I getting whip since I’s a small chile!’ I shout. But I seal mi lips on the memory a mammy’s strong, loving fingers breaking open the striped wounds on mi back when she saw that they had close early early. For the overseer might a notice and call me witch and kill me. Or the other slaves might a notice and call me witch and kill me. So mammy protect me and teach me to be fearful. When I did born, she keep she breast from me for seven days. A baby did have to be strong to survive on the plantation. Not many live. Most die even in the womb. Better the weak die, we women know. But I was born and I live and after seven days she did give mi suck.


  She did name Ruth, but she real name was Yelede. I remember she neck, long and full a grace, and she face oval like a smooth river stone, and she cocoa-brown skin. She did come from a great city name Benin, and she tribe was among the strongest in Africaland. But she refuse to become the youngest wife of a powerful chief, and she father in exasperation sell she to a white trader for a goodly sum. Mammy tell me all this, and the name ah she mammy, and she mammy’s mammy. The planter did name me Tituba but, after she saw that I had great power, mammy named me Legba, which is the Dahomey name for one who does tell men what the gods want and does ask the gods favours ah men.


  Mammy didn want me to carry only a whiteman name but she didn want me to have a Yoruba name in this new place, either. The Yoruba tribes use to capture other tribespeople and sell them to the white traders. But none ah the Yoruba tribes was powerful here and others might a remember that was Yoruba who did sell them. So mammy gave me a Dahomey name, because she tribe and the Dahomey were great enemies. Mammy tell me that past enemies didn matter in this place, that all the tribes believed the same things, and we all had to be African now if we was to get free. She did know this from early, and taught it to me when she see I had power. But she was fearful, very fearful, that the master would find out about mi power and kill me. Slaves couldn have no power, and even free niggers with dey own plantations knew to keep dey place. ‘Yuh day a come, pickney,’ she would tell me, rocking me on she breast. ‘Buh not yet, not yet.’ And I was content to have it so.


  But it have no secrets in the barracks, so stories about a newborn god-child was bruited about soon after mi infancy. Was said that it had one who was like the whiteman Son-of-God, but come to save the Negro race. But even among mi own people it had those who thought that such talk would bring down the wrath ah the whiteman God pon we kinky heads. Mammy never boasted that I was the child people spoke about, and since I was a girl-child was simple enough to deny that I did have any strange powers. Yet the very fact ah mi existence did give mi people confidence, and when I was only five years old the runway hill slaves, name Maroons, made war on the planters, because they hear that the old gods was with dey. And so mi message was spoken even before I spoke it: We are many and the whiteman is few. All we need is to speak with one voice.


  That is why mammy gave me a Dahomey name, why she make sure to teach me words in all the African languages, why she tell me I should worship every god as a god (except the whiteman crucify god). And was a great hurt to she when the planters make peace with the Maroons and the Maroons agree to give up dey own brethren who was still in chains on the plantations. I did want to ease mammy hurt, but I was only ten and didn have a voice yet.


  Mammy die before I start giving mi people the message ah the gods. She just fall down dead in the field one day, though she hadn even reach thirty years. Mi heart break, and I cry for days. The slaves bury she in the slave graveyard at the edge ah the plantation and sing hymns and put up two stick to mark wey she was bury. I know Mammy woulda like to bury in the Yoruba way, but I didn know the prayers and it had no babaloawans or even a oje to do it. So she get bury in a open field, not mong she ancestors’ bones, in she cotton dress, not in any special clothes, and with not a fowl or goat sacrifice for she spirit.


  Was at she graveside that I decide was time to stop hiding mi power, though I was only about fifteen wet seasons in age. And I take the surname Falunbi, which means ‘reborn by the grace a Ifa’. I claim mi birthright as mi people saviour. I doan fear the master any more, for the whiteman try plenty times to kill me and always fail. Once I thought mi power was a curse. Now I proclaim to all that mi power come from the ghosts a we ancestors; but I never tell anybody that is not we ancestors’ ghosts who show me how to fight the white man.


  I keep mi deepest secrets secret. But, when I speak in the forest by the light of a fire, I show mi power. I must, to show mi people that they could be free. They fear obeah, respect obeah. At these adaes I strip myself to the waist, mi helpers tie me with mi arms outspread like the whiteman dead god. Someone from the audience whip me – it always have someone willing to do it. I let miself get whip till the blood course down mi back, black in the flickering light. Always the same expressions on dey faces: fear, mistrust, curiosity, revulsion. Always I tell them the same thing: ‘Tonight I pray to our gods, who were old before the whiteman walked the earth. Before tomorrow night, mi scars shall be healed, as though they had never been.’


  That is how I does talk, because sometimes they go to leave and I speak to them in the whiteman voice, dey master’s voice, commanding them to stay. And they always stay. Most times, I does make sure it have rum and cakes and even some coins to keep them dey for the night. If we far enough from the plantations, or if is a celebration night like the end a the harvest, we have drumming and dancing and singing and storytelling. But often this not possible and the hours does pass slow slow. Plenty does slip away in the dark, fraid the overseer find them, or bored, or just unbelieving. But that was then and the unbelievers getting less and less every day, every night. For a few does stay and, in the new firelight, they see that mi whipped back now as brown and as smooth as every person back suppose to be. And dey faces become full ah wonder, full ah belief. But that not enough, for some does fear that that kind a power only mean that they could be whipped more.


  Yet the word spread that Tituba power true, that mi obeah stronger than the whiteman whip. And more and more people know mi by mi true true name – Legba Falunbi. Later, I learn to do the wounding and healing with chicken guts and pig’s blood. It less painful, quicker, more convincing than mi real healing. And the true true spring a mi power cant be shown or even told: for what would mi people think if they knew that the ghosts that give me knowledge and strength are not the ghosts a we ancestors?


  Maybe I did eat human flesh when I was a child, or maybe mammy did eat. For mi people say that that is how a witch get made. It have such stories, like the planter who chop up and cook im dead slaves to save money on meat. But if I did eat ah the dead, they wasn dead Africans. For the spirits inside me not egungun, not ancestors, not even African souls.


  Since I was a child I hearing dey voices. It have the boy who people did live in these islands first and who become the whiteman first slaves. Im tongue I talk first, when I was still a infant, but no one did understand because it had no one alive to understand. It have the man who did bring mi people from Africa, who tongue is like the Spanish own but is not Spanish. Im tongue I talk as a small child, soon after mi first whipping. That was when mammy first suspect mi power. It have the man who take pleasure in killing, and who later repent, who tongue is Spanish. Im tongue come to me after the overseer chop mi hand for slapping him when im did try and fuck me. And there is the tongue a the two women, whore and lady, whose words I already knew but which I knew differently after I run away and get catch by the hunting dogs who hold me by the leg but I tear mi flesh off in the dogs’ jaws and continued running but the Maroons catch me on the trail through the District of Look Behind and hand me over to the hunters and I get beat till I nearly dead. But Obatala protect me and I recover. But was bitter to me, more bitter than anything any whiteman ever do, that mi own people should a betray me like that, and that the beating afterwards was done by a African who woulda been a warrior in his native land. Him I always remember, because im was built like a mountain and because im was dressed like a African in a brown tunic and leather sandals. I remember mi shame that this ebony-wood man, who woulda been a prince in we homeland, should in this place be only a lackey to white worms.


  So, when I recover, I did resolve to restore mi people to dey rightful pride and place. Every time I get beat, I did remember a person I eat. From that moment, I remember all. Five spirits it have inside me. Mammy say I’s a cousin a Eshu, the messenger, who have twenty-one paths in im and who does punish them who break the gods’ laws. I think that I’s these ghosts’ Hell, and they is mi means a leading mi people to salvation back in Africaland.


  But I have mi own power, too. That last time, the hunters split mi nose and cut off mi ears as punishment for running away. But mi nose heal and mi ears grow back. I did know then I didn have to fear the whiteman and I run away again. This time I leave the island, in the belly of a ship like mi ancestors. The Indian boy ghost in me could make raft, but im wouldn tell me how. I woulda sail back to Africaland, but I didn know how. The Portuguese whiteman ghost in me know, but I wouldn ask im. Mi ancestors’ ghost not inside me, but I have dey’ memories inside me. That is all I need. I could remember the long plains and horned beasts and the big snake-nosed creatures with leather hides. I could remember the thatched huts and the lean-body hunters and plump women with dey many children. All this get take way from we.


  Sometimes I think that I die in Africa and mi spirit get sent to this savage Afterworld, where the sun shine hot hot or the rain falling like a curtain, where is only green hills or long plains a sugar-cane arrows, where mi people, bodies hard with hard work, subject to cotton-body men who only exercise is to snap whip, pull a trigger. But I know this is Aye, the living world a men, and I must guide mi people to Orun, the outerworld a the gods. And I know we not alone. African come with we. The ancestors want to talk with we; is mi people who doan want to talk with them.


  I talk to them all the time. Alone in the forest, I live between Orun and Aye. Old men and old women sit with me beside mi fire, dey hair white like Sahara dust, wrinkle-up faces full a wisdom. The men wear robes of bronze and gold and purple. In their right hands they hold sticks of carved power, and they stand straight and proud. The women wear dresses ah deep blue and rich red and blazing yellow. I wear black and red, Eshu’s colours. We eat smoked fish and corn and okra, and I always remember to throw some food on the ground and say the names ah mi ancestors. We drink palm-wine and rum and smoke tobacco. And we talk. We talk. The men tell me bout the great exploits ah dey youth, the women tell how to raise obedient children. I listen more carefully to the men, for I have no children and never will. But I shall lead mi people to freedom!


  But it wouldn be easy. I have to free dey minds before I could free dey bodies. Some ah them does do like them living here. Only I know that this island I get born on is not mi home. I look back at the waves running away from me to the beckoning beach, I look back at the lazy mountains resting on the big blue sky, and I know mi own fragility on the endlessly cruel sea. I pray to Damballa, the god ah all journeys. I did want to hide away on one ah the many ships going to steal more a mi people, but I could not return to mi native land without freeing mi people here. Nana Nyankapong give me great power, and I would use it to fight the white man. This was mi purpose here, what I did born for.  Sleeping, I hear the waves slapping outside the wooden planks, and I dream I is a fish, floating smooth smooth through the dim sea, eating smaller fish and swimming again, eating and swimming eating and swimming, until one day some siren call me to land and I see mammy with she belly already round sleeping on the sand. I is Eshu’s cousin, but Yemoja who watches over the sea carry mi soul in she womb before I did become flesh. When a fish reach the land, it does drown in air. I dream I did drown and was reborn a slave. But no ordinary slave, because I between egungun and orisha, not quite god, not quite man.


  When I did reach another island, I steal a sheet a paper and a pen and I write out a document in the whiteman hand giving miself permission to be off the plantation. The enemy’s ghosts living inside me, so I know the enemy’s mind and I know how to fight im. But is not enough! Mi people labouring in the fields, the mills, the boilinghouses. They rise at dawn, stretching. The overseer hands out tools. They go out to the fields. The sun does stretch high, hot hot hot. Some does sing as they work, others bend and rise, digging or cutting, faces shut to life. A mid-morning break to drink water and rest for a while. The men and women watching each other with flirting eye. Then to work again. Lunch break after noon. I know the routine good good.


  I was the best worker on the plantation, never tired, strong like hardback man. I did always try to work hard and be obedient and give respect, because I did fraid too bad to get whip. Other slaves could get whip till they faint, or get the relief ah death. But mi own power subdue me, because I fraid ah eternity ah torment, getting whip till tender brown skin rip, and healing in a again and again pain. So I toil under the hot sun, quickening mi rhythm when the driver come close. I watch how mi people humble themselves before the whitepeople, doffing hats, never meeting the master eye. Strong African men abasing themselves before pale-skinned men they coulda break like a twig. African women offering dey proud-bottom bodies to flat-ass whitemen. I was one ah them, fearful ah the master power. Yet always a question was in me: what give the whiteman authority over we? And I could ask that question because I had a power not even the whiteman had. But I didn have no answer. Not then.


  The answer only come when I realize that mi power was a gift, not a curse. But I learn, and now I ent no slave. I learn that the whiteman have no authority over we. And I gone around with Damballa to the plantations, saying so. Most didn like to hear such words. They didn want to listen. Is those with the shutaway faces who open dey eyes to me first. But often I get betray by the very ones I seek to free, and I had to run. Sometimes, I was too slow and I get catch and lash and put in gaol. I always escape. Once or thrice, I get hang and bury. I always escape, slave never bury deep.


  The hangings was the better fate. To get whip is defeat, discouragement. But to get hang, though first a more harsh warning, reverse when I revisit alive. Though the planters like to punish, they hesitate to kill. Especially women. They want to rouse the slave fear, but fear to raise the slave rage. That is why I get hang but rarely. That, and because hanging is a unpleasant fate. The eyes does bulge like if dey want pop out you head, the bowels does let go, the skull does feel like it want to burst, and the neck could stretch like tar. No wonder the whitepeople like this kind a execution! Death I doan mind, but dying always awful. But the gods protecting me. They does visit me in mi lean-to or walk with me as I walk the rutted roads. Damballa always travelling with me, with im shaven head and feet that doan touch the ground. When I walk in rain and wind, Shango does come and dance with me and I does roar back in delight when im speaks in im thunder voice. Ogun does come and we does fight. He does wear a tunic ah rusty iron and polish copper bands, and im limbs make ah gleaming black iron. He did teach me how to be a warrior. He ent giving no quarter, and though I have knife or sword or even gun, and im only have im bare hands, im always beat me. Afterwards, Atabale comes with his crown ah aloes and soothes mi wounds. Atabele is Ogun next face, for Ogun merciful: he never pull the silver spike from im belt. Nobody, not even me, can heal after getting wound by Ogun spike. But im doan want to kill me, im want me to be African queen, like Cleopatra.


  The whitepeople ghosts inside me frighten too bad a mi African gods. Every time a god visit I does hear them bawlin inside mi head. If they coulda, they woulda run away like agouti. Just like whitepeople, to be frighten ah real gods. I does ask Oludumare to get rid ah them, because now I know all they know. But is like they part ah me. I suppose I go have to live with it. Oludumare know best. But is hard, is hard, but black woman always have it hard. I wish I could get rid ah that planter daughter, though, abort she from mi insides like a monster child. Is she who nearly make mi betray mi cause. I go tell you how.


  When I did now start preaching bout freedom, it had a boy name James used to come by. Pretty like pretty self – coffee complexion, curly curly hair, and sea-grey eyes that look straight in my green ones. I wouldn lie – I fall in love with im one time. But I was young, eh, and I didn really know miself and what I stand for yet. So I give im mi heart and mi body. Im was the first man I sex with. But I didn give im mi soul – that belong to Oludumare. But I feel was the whitegirl soul that really cause me to feel like I was in love with im, because I know miself now, and Legba Falunbi could never love any man who wasn a true true African man. James was a house nigger, a butler, and im did earn money making wood carvings of animals and people and what im say was African gods. Im master, who was also im father I feel, used to sell these carvings for im and give im some ah the money. Im did make lil statue for me, and I suppose it was good for somebody who doan have no true true African spirit.


  James did love me back, so far as somebody like that could love anybody. But im didn believe in fighting for freedom, though im say im believe in freedom. That is how I shoulda know im was just a hollow log. Im say we couldn fight the planters, because them have guns. Im say the best way to fight was to buy freedom, and for free Negroes to show how they could be hard-working and polite and not a threat. Pah! ‘Not a threat.’ The whiteman woulda never give we freedom unless we show im we was damn well a most dangerous threat! But James didn agree. That would just make the planters more determined to keep us enslaved, he say. He used to talk pretty like he look. He said it was up to free Negroes to be better Christians than the whiteman, to get an education to show he could be as civilized as the whiteman, to write letters and articles to demonstrate his intelligence and, more importantly, to show that freedom was right both morally and economically.


  I tell James that im was a dreamer, imagining words go be better than guns. And I shoulda know im was a traitor from then self. But I was young and I did think I was in love.


  We went we different ways when James save enough money to buy im freedom. Im come to me that say and show me im paper and say im wanted to marry me. That was when I get vex. Just two weeks before, a African chief who used to come regular to mi adaes try to take over the whole island. Im name was Tacky and im and some Ashanti slaves take over a fort and get guns. Hundreds a slaves join up, and they mighta succeed if a traitor slave didn alert the militia. (I find out who im was and went into im shack three nights later and knife im in im bed.) Most of the slaves retreat, but Tacky and the Ashantis continue fighting till the Maroons track them down and kill them.


  So they fail. But, for the first time, I truly feel I could make a difference. And then James come offering me a peaceful life, telling me to get marry in front im whiteman god. I cuss im black, white and blue, telling im how all he good for was to lick the whiteman shoe till it shine, suck he wife cunt till she pee, lick the shit off the whiteman asshole and so on and im went away with a face like thunder. Maybe I was really vex at that traitorous slave and at the Maroons. Ashantis in other parts of the island rebel too. I join them. I remember running with mi brother warriors, making screams that would stop the whiteman blood in im veins. Some of we had muskets, most had hoe and cutlass. I carry a knife. I leap like a lioness on the whitemen, opening their throats like oysters, seeing their cruel eyes roll up dead, their faces lose meaning. I shriek in triumph, as mi African warriors pour past me in a victory tide, flames ah the Great House roaring in chorus. Whitemen and whitewomen and whitechirren killed like how they kill we, kill by the tools they enslave we with, cutlass to cut arse, hoes for the whores, picks for the piccaninnies. But then come the bark ah the militia guns, the wounded grunts ah the warriors, the cannon booming, dirt jumping high and a human hand spinning over mi head like a weird bird. The soldiers advancing, red uniforms with gold buttons so organize; kneel and shoot, kneel and shoot. Our warriors, slaves again, fleeing in a mad rout. But some remember Africa, and attack the soldiers head on, with only cutlass. They are cut down. Black bodies lie on the ground like harvest cane. Bullets did tear through mi arm, mi thigh, mi throat. I did join mi brothers on the dead and bloody earth.


  Was months before the unrest really stop. By that time, hundreds ah Africans was dead, but only sixty or so whitemen. I miself get shot and kill plenty times.


  James never fight for freedom. I never see im again. I hear how im write a book and whitepeople bring im to England to talk. That is when I know for sure im was a traitor to im people, because whitepeople would never respect any nigger who wasn telling them anything they didn want to hear.


  But is the whitegirl inside me who make me take so long to see all this. She with all she nice ideas about courting and pretty clothes and styling she hair, while all the time she a blasted half-nigger, a disgrace to mi race. I hate the whitepeople, but I hate the half-white people more. Them so does dilute we pure African blood, and some a them feel they white like white self. Some a them even getting inheritance and owning they own plantation. See why I hate them! They does make mi people feel they could get freedom without fighting. Plenty times I meet slaves who working outside the plantation, selling dey produce or catching fish, or doing masonry or carpentry or boiling, if they have them skills. And why? To save up money to buy dey freedom! But that is how nearly all them mulattos get born in the first place: with African women sleeping with whiteman and getting coin. You cant win your freedom like that. No African could be free if even one African in chains! But not all mi people understand that.


  So I wiser now. I does temper mi words, so I doan raise wordless tempers. It have plenty fear in mi people, and fear does lead to anger. Those who doan have words could only lash out. But they cant lash out at the source ah dey fear, the whitepeople, so it easier to turn dey anger on me. So I choose mi words. I doan speak about revolt too soon. At first, I doan speak about it at all. I tell them I am Ifa, a oracle, and I hold dey hands and tell them what kind a person they are. Not a difficult task: no slave too different from any other, and what difference it have obvious. A person character does get stamp on dey face, reveal in dey walk, and the crook in a finger. Easy, too, to see the callus palm ah the field slave, the burn forearm of the boilerman, the thick fingers ah the ropemaker, the powerful chest ah the blacksmith, the lighter complexion ah the house nigger. Easier even with the women: who have a man, who doan have, who fucks with the whiteman, who has lost children in the womb or in the auction, who did kill she babies at birth.


  I pray to Babaloawo the Diviner, doing the itan , throwing the bones to tell them if they lucky – easy: no slave lucky save in small things. I give them potions to heal dey ills or to lend vigour in sexing: easy – belief is the best healer, and the best aphrodisiac. I commune with the dead – also easy: the dead even more alike than the living. I commune with the egungun – easiest of all: mi people have forgotten dey ancestors.


  They ask me most to tell them what they already know: about theyself. They ask me least to tell them what they need most to know: the wisdom a we ancestors. And many ask me for curses – not against the whiteman, but against one another: that one who sex with she man, the other who leave the tools in the rain and make im get put in the stocks, this one who steal the fish from im fishpots, that one who get more than she share a beans by cosying up to the overseer.


  But I never give curses, and I always tell them who want them that we cant curse one another if we are to be free. Is only then that they look upon me with doubt. What manner ah obeah women doan grant curses? them ask. But that belief is not we belief, but the whiteman, who know about we magic. He is clever, the whiteman, for im know that to truly defeat a people you must cut them off from dey gods. So im says the obeah is evil. But for us spiritual evil doan exist. Evil is live. There is kin, and them who ignore dey kin – them evil. There is the tribe, and them people who reject the tribe’s ways – them evil. There is hunting, and them who kill without respect for the animal spirit invite evil. There is the chief and the tribal elders, and them who disrespect the chief and the elders acting evil. And there are the ancestors, and them who disrespect dey ancestors guilty ah great great evil.


  I trying to save mi people from evil. They come to me for power, which all people want. By telling them good things about theyselves, by prophesying lucky things for them, they feel they taking control. But they doan have no control: them is chattel. All I really offering is solace; but solace is no light thing for a slave.


  Once I give solace, I begin mi real work. I tell them: ‘The whiteman says his god is good, but im does great wickedness in He name.’ I tell them: ‘The whiteman god is a dog, but his devil is lived.’ On some plantations, mi people think they’s get treat good. I say: ‘The well-treated slave gets fed in a month what his master eats in a day, don’t get whip too often, gets a day off for the birth of the whiteman god’s son.’ Mi words lash like whips, but the slave who think im get good treatment hard to talk to. I prefer the plantations where the master stingy with clothes, where the food sour, where the overseer’s hand free with the cat o’ nine tails, where they quick to put a rude slave in the stocks daubed with molasses to attract the stinging flies, where the whitemen hot to fuck the newly-ripened slavegirls. That slave does respond to mi words. I does only tell him what im already know, quickening the rage already in im heart. Often times, I doan even need to stay. The powdered glass gets into the master’s biscuits, or the poison in im wine, or the slaves break into the tool shed one dark night and attack. But when I do stay, I lead such attacks myself, armed with machete or sword. I scorn guns, and mi followers does attack more savagely when they see mi own savagery. Most times, we can’t get muskets anyway.


  For that reason, the uprisings mostly fail. We have more numbers than the whitemen, we fighting for freedom while they fighting for possessions, we good and they wicked. But the whitemen have guns and we do not. The gods did not give us guns.


  I is mi people only real weapon. I can put curses on the white man – the black hen with slitted throat at im front door. A dead man wrinkle hand under im bed. A frog with mouth nail shut in im kitchen. The whiteman God avails him not then – im as fearful ah we gods as we are ah his. So im rage at mi portents and whip he slaves. I could put these curses only when the slaves doan fear the master’s rage, which is rare. When the slaves already brave enough to ask for obeah on the master, they brave enough to revolt. I did lead in some a these, and I did get strike down by the whitemen’s guns. Always I recover. I show mi people how mi wounds close, I tell them how the whiteman weapons cant kill me. I did think that showing the gods’ power would rally them behind me. But not so. I cant be everywhere. It have many plantations and many islands. And mi people say, ‘You cant get kill, but what about we?’ I tell them that everyone have two souls, one that is them and one that belong to the gods and that neither soul could ever die. But some people just think that I refusing to share the secrets of mi power. They ask why did the gods not give them all strength like mines, if the gods really want them to be free? But the power is mi own, born to me. I doan know how to share it, and I doan know the minds of the gods. I have tried to pass spells so mi people could heal like me. I even give them potions made from mi blood and the milk ah goats. But they fall in battle nonetheless, and I have no power of orisha so they stay dead. Was a long time before the people trust me again, and I learn never to promise immortality, at least not in this world.


  All I could truly share is mi inside knowledge ah the whiteman. I tell them the whiteman is no more than we. I tell them that im fraid we black strength, we black power, same way he fraid the black night. I tell them we can defeat him. I know all this because all the ghosts in me show me is so. And I sure none a them would want to have six souls, as I do. I cant even sleep good at night, always have to remember myself by day, with their voices whispering constantly in mi head. I tell mi people that to know your enemy is the best weapon, better even than invulnerability. They should be glad for dey two natural souls. But they cant believe me when I say this, for all they know is that the whitepeople have guns and we doan have guns.


  I tell them mi visions. I tell about African warrior, going to battle in the skins ah leopards that he slew with only a knife and a brave heart. I tell them that as Africans we have the strength ah the lion, speed ah the leopard, the grace ah the panther, the power ah the rhinoceros. But mi people them forget the spirits ah these beasts, and the whiteman have guns. I tell them that Africans was walking the earth long long before the whitemen, and that it had great cities in Africa, like Ile Ife and Oyo and Benin and Yagba and Egypt, when the whiteman was still crawling naked in the grass. But they doan believe me, and I cant tell them how I know these things. Some a them even say that all men were once white, but Negroes were burned when God got vex with a whiteman named Ham. And I despair for mi people.


  I cant tell them mi dreams. I cant tell them about the voices that speak so loud inside me. I see some ah the faces inside me: the man with flowing yellow hair and eyes like cold sea water; the woman with dark eyes and pale skin and painted smile; the girl with flirtatious eyes and styled hair and coquette’s tilt ah the head. I can feel how dey bodies was different in shape and gesture when they was alive. I can feel how they felt, and still feel. They not truly dead. I know they not dead, because the strongest feeling is dey desire to control me, to become me. And that is mi hardest, most constant struggle. The whiteman already controls mi people: I shall not let him control mi spirit! The conquistador, who hate all people who skin not white; the white whore, who betray the Negro who take care a she when she was a baby and then buy slaves sheself with money she get from whoring; and the planter daughter, white like milk self, who let she own sister get whip to death to hide the fact that she half-nigger sheself.


  He who want to conquer others have to first conquer heself. I conquer myself. He who leading others must win dey loyalty. I is only one, and I need allies. Always I have enjoyed sexing with mi beautiful African men. I love dey chest muscles, specially when it cover with small kinky hair. I love dey flat brick bellies. I love dey lips kissing mi lips, tongue like snake in mi mouth. And I love dey hard cocks slipping smooth smooth into mi wet hole when we make love in the grass under the hot sun or on the dirt floor in a dark shack.


  But I know that sex cant command a man loyalty, especially when the men who loyalty worth commanding could get sex easy easy from plenty women. When woman cunt entered, man contented. But the ghost Sarah show me that it have more to sex than fucking. Any woman could lie back and spread she leg. She doan even have to really like it – the man go never know. But dey does know, you know, even when they doan know they know. But me, I love it! The whiteman take way everything else that does make people people. We doan have marriage – how you could have marriage without parents to gi permission, without nice ceremony with plenty food, without even a oje who looking like you? We cant mind we children – how you could mind children when you have to work in the field whole day, when if is a beautiful girl some whiteman go pluck she as soon as she ripe, when if is a strong boy the whiteman go break im or sell im or kill im? We doh even make real friend with one another – how you could have a real friend when im cant help you, when you doan speak im language, when getting a lil more must always mean taking way from somebody else? But in sexing we know each other, body and soul. The whiteman cant take away that. Ha! Im does want it so much heself im does even fuck with the same black people im say so ugly and savage. But mi African queens does only sex with the whiteman to get a lil advantage. When she sex with she strong black man is to know she a real woman and to tell the man im a real man. Every man who sleep with me know that. They like what I do, they does hear the true true breaths when the pleasure rush like a sea wave over me, over and over. Them is mi asafo, mi warriors. Every one always come back for more, because this spring does never run dry. True, the spring also bring forth no seed. But even if I could have chirrun, I mighta kill them inside me. I doan want to bring no chile into this world to be a slave. Better to never born. Worse yet, to bring a chile into the world who wouldn fight for freedom. Better to kill such a chile. So I doan mind being barren, for I have too much work to do to mind a chile. And mi warriors doan mind: dem could have chirrun with other women. Is because they never see me for too long that they doan forget me.


  But the man who was most loyal to me was a man who never sex with me. Johnny. Strong and smart, willing to die for me. When, after a adae, I bring im into mi tent and let mi dress drop, im fall on im knees before me. Im say I is a goddess and im happy just to worship me. That was in Jamaica. Im was below tall, with a cocoa-brown complexion and laughing eyes. Even the planters did trust im, and I suppose that is why im was able to get away for so long. Johnny risk plenty, and when I leave the island I know he there keeping mi people aware until I come back. Im had plenty plenty skills – thatcher, wheelwright, boilerman. So the master was always lending im out to other planters. Johnny was a Ashanti, from a runway slave village, Me-No-Sen-You-No-Com, in the Cockpit Country. Im left there after im come to mi meeting. Im never keep im extra money for imself. Im get weapons, even some muskets, and went around telling slaves where to run if they decide to run, how to sabotage the mill or the boiler so the overseer wouldn know. Johnny was mi right hand, but after a uprising on three plantations, somebody tell the planters bout im and the soldiers track im down and kill im. I woulda prefer to lose mi real right hand, and not have it grow back. But it have too much grief round me for me to grieve. And I didn have to grieve for Johnny. Im dead fighting for the freedom ah im people and imself. I know that he go be a honoured egungun in Orun.


  I know, too, that some nigger woulda also betray me. So I does never stay in one island too long. I have to do mi work everywhere. I hide in ships sailing between the islands. Sometimes the sailors find me and fling me overboard. Then I is be a fish again. My arms and legs doan get tired. Sometimes it have sharks, but Yemoja does protect me. Most times, though, I does hide good, or I does pretend to be a man slave who get sell from one island plantation to the next. So I does reach land, and once again I is only a Negro. But I is not a Negro, I is African. And I have to tell all mi people that they not Negro, they African.


  Years pass and I doan age a day. Mi ancestors did know that time doan really pass. How time could pass when the world does last forever and when everyone does become a ancestor in time? This passing time is a whiteman invention. Im even have a metal egg to make it pass. Tick-tick tick-tick tick-tick. Is like the small beat of a cold heart. The whiteman does hear this heartbeat of a egg that go never hatch, that does only mark time tick-ticking away. So im think time does run out, because time is sand in a glass, so im does try to fill im belly now for now. But im belly will burst, time will gobble im up, and the African go once again be free! It must be so, because all the whiteman does do is destroy. Im doan create nothing, im doan live with the Mother Earth. Im only want to rape she, the mother who did bring im forth. Monster! Im inventions enslave mi people, im guns and ships and cloth and bells and clear glass, but is im inventions that go kill im. That is why I know that black man day coming soon soon.


  That is why we does laugh and sing in we slavery. The whiteman cant understand that. So he say is because we like children, we cant understand we condition. Ha! Black man was old when the white man tremble in cave hiding from Shango storms. I remember the great city of Ile Ife, where Odudawa created dry land from water and the first men walked out of the sea. Black people know more in we bones than whiteman could ever know in im head. Im inventions just give im false knowledge. You think im could laugh if im was slave like we? Just having we as slave show how stupid whiteman is. Planter does pay overseer and book-keeper and trader and all other whitemen. If them whitemen doan do dey work good, dey doan get pay, if they doan get pay they doan eat. But slave have to get feed whether he work good or not. True, if he doan work hard he might get lashes. But slave is property and whiteman hate to damage he property too much. So slave working in the fields, look like working hard, massa, chopping fast, carrying heavy heavy load. But every slave expert in looking like they doing plenty but doing the least they could. Not one plantation on one island does produce what it should – I say so! That is why I know that black man day coming soon soon.


  So you does hear the planter complain about lazy niggers. What he expect? People does work hard if they getting enough in return. People doan work hard just to avoid lash. But the planter doan think we’s people; im think we’s beast. Im wouldn pay im donkey, so im wouldn pay we. But that is only part a it. The whiteman is a devil, but im is a smart devil. Some of them, the people in England who make all them clocks and big ship and guns and stone castle and so on, them must be smart enough to know that making the African people slaves, having to feed and clothe we, doan make sense. Even some a the planters here, who know the plantation business inside out, must realize it. That is why I know that black man day coming soon soon.


  But they still prefer to have we as slave. Why? Is not because the whiteman only like gold, although is that too. But it seem to me that the whitepeople just like having slaves. They greedy for gold and the fine fine things that gold does buy, but they more greedy for power. They like to feel they have power over other human, even if that mean they have less money for theyself. The whiteman like having one set a woman to fuck, even if they’s African women – especially if they’s African women, with we round round backsides for a man to squeeze, lips that a man could kiss forever, cunts that could squeeze a man’s hard cock so hard that im scream for joy. The whitewoman like having slaves to serve she every whim, strong African men bowing before she, beautiful African women combing out she straight dead hair. But, most of all, I think whitepeople like knowing they have power a life and death over other human. They like knowing they could kill we any time they want, and having we know that they could do that. Love for things doan matter to them as much as that feeling a power. Because, more than anything else, the whitepeople want to feel like gods. They need to feel so because, in dey heart of hearts, they doan believe in dey own God. That is why I know that black man day coming soon soon.


  The whiteman is the devil self. I know that from inside me. I know the pleasure the conquistador did take in torturing and murdering the Indians. I know the ambition of the slave captain who only see cargo when he packing Africans into im ship. I know the feather brain of the planter daughter. So, even though I African, I know the whiteman evil like evil self. I know, too, that evil could never prevail, because evil does only destroy. When it destroy everything around it, all evil have left to destroy is itself. But you cant have a world with nothing, and that is why good will always win over evil. That is why I know that black man day coming soon soon.


  Even if I didn know the whiteman nature from the ghosts in me, mi own eyes woulda tell me the same thing. I see whitemen cuff down slaves just for watching them too hard. I see them shoot slaves for answering back; I see them punish slaves by shitting in dey mouth and putting on gag for hours; I see them put women in the stocks with honey smeared on dey cunts to bring biting flies; I see them cut off ear, nose, tongue, foot, hand, even penis; I see them shuk killer dogs on running slaves and watch laughing while the slave get bite nearly to death; and plenty times I see them tie slaves to the whipping post and beat them till they dead.


  But the whiteman rage doan stop when the slave dead. Plenty time I pass through islands where it had revolts, and I see slaves’ heads stuck on poles by the roadside, I see dey bodies hanging like butchers’ wares in middle of the town square, while white chirrun pass and pelt stones at them.


  But that is how I know that the whitepeople know, in dey heart of cold hearts, that Negroes human just like them. They wouldn do all them things if they didn feel we was human. Because whitepeople doan even treat dey dog or cat or bison the way they does treat niggers. And, because we human, is either we get free or they kill all a we. That is why I know that black man day coming soon soon!


  We go dead before we remain slaves, I tell mi people. The Taino ghost inside me agonize at mi resolve. But im weak. I know all im people dead, and I could feel im grieving inside me. But I see too much grief too grieve. And im people wasn Africans, wasn warriors. When I done, all Negroes will be asafo. Is better to die like a man than live like a slave. Them niggers who buy dey freedom, them not free. Them just have a piece a paper saying they free. But they more slave than the lowest field slave, because they sell dey soul to get freedom. They work the whiteman work, instead a fighting. They souls trap here now, they not African no more. Better we dead than suffer that fate! At least then we soul go be free, flying back to the African homeland. If we din eat salt in this land, we coulda put two corn cob in we armpit and fly back just so. But we eat salt and now we bodies too heavy. But if I coulda dead, I woulda fly back aready. Cut mi throat so mi spirit could fly back home to mi ancestors! But for any great gift it always have a price. Orun close up to me till Ogun silver spike open the lock. I cant dead, so all I could do is teach mi people that they always have that choice that I doan have. When a people have nothing to lose, you cant resist them. They must triumph. That is why I know that black man day coming soon soon!


  I could see it. I see it with mi Orun eye, I see it with mi Aye eye. A restlessness everywhere I go, every island, every plantation. A glint in mi people’s gaze, a set to dey mouth. I see it in the whitemen’s faces, the nervousness in dey darting eyes, how dey hands never far from dey guns, and the licking a dey thin thin lips. They always sweating now. Cawn’t take this damned heat, they say. But we black skins doan mind heat. And it getting hotter. I feel it in mi bones, and I see it in mi bones. I cast them and I tell mi people, ‘Black man day coming soon!’ And they doan turn dey head, they watch me and grin, a hard grin that have no laugh, a smile like a skull who know what im know.


  More plantations burning, more uprisings, more soldiers coming. Everywhere it happening, even in the islands I never gone to: Martinique, Nevis, Monserrat, St. Domingue. In Suriname, the governor make treaty twice with the Bush Negroes. But most uprisings happen in the island I born on: Jamaica, land of wood and water. We paying the price. More Africans getting shot, getting hanged for planning revolts. British government want more whites in the islands for every black. But is one a them to ten ah we now. White men ignoring im own laws – im need slaves to cut the cane. Because they getting less sugar now. The soil is less fertile, they complain. But I know is not that only. Is what Johnny teach the people, what I tell them. The gods on we side, time on we side. The whiteman measure time in im lifetime, maybe im chirrun lifetime. The African know im ancestors from back to Time creation and so im know im descendants till Time destruction. The African know time doan move in a tick-tock-tick-tock. I teach mi people that too, because I doan change at all at all. The world change around me. Some slaves buy freedom, work lil plots in dey backyard, like small plantation. More mulatto chirrun, black but born free, some even inherit property if is male. I hear talk of Abolition coming from the whiteman Mother Country. Slavery illegal there now, but not here. Black planters now too in most a the islands, but not freeing dey African brothers at all, so James a fool like I thought. I hate them black planters almost as much as the white ones. The white planter is a natural devil, but them is unnatural ones. They choose to be devil. But I doan badtalk them, no need to make confusion in mi people’s minds. The black betrayers damage the fight for freedom just by existing, I cant let weself get distracted by them.


  I miss Johnny too bad. He understand Aye better than me. I move in and out, between Orun and Aye, praying to Oludumare and Ogun and Damballa, seeing Babaloawo’s visions, calling on Ifa, praying to egunguns, talking to the ghosts, calling on Eshu to guide me.


  Is Eshu who lead me to Hispaniola, once called Bohio, now named Santo Domingo and St. Domingue. I hide aboard a Dutch ship that was suppose to be going to St. Kitts and Ogun come to me and test me and when next I awake I was in Santo Domingo. This place not like any of the other islands. It bigger even than Jamaica, and you could only walk so far before the mountains stop you. The place familiar, even though is the first time I coming here, but the people look different, even though is mi people. I remember the mountains and the curve of the coast, but is strange to see all these black people labouring in the plantations with wooden shacks and a Great House behind them. Mi eyes keep wanting to see brown people with straight black hair working in fields of cassava and maize, talking and cooking and resting in a village of thatched huts. But that is the past, and is not mi eyes that want to see them people.


  My eyes have pleasure in seeing what really there. Strong black people with the memory a Africaland still reflecting in dey eyes, the tongues ah the tribes still alive in dey mouths, the black magic still chanting. These Africans have not become Negroes. They doan trust me at first because they think I is Creole. But I join them in the houmfort in the deep forest where they do the vodun, and I show them mi power. And they see that I is a true houngan, and more than houngan since I could raise myself from the dead, because I speak with the voices of loas living inside me. Not only Creole, I show them how I is even more African than them, since I see all the tribes as one under a God who have no name. Because I realize now that Damballa and Obatala and Eshu and Yemoja and Shango and Erzulie and Nyankapong and Oludumare could only be different names for the nameless God. Because how each god could have all power? You cant have many gods with all power. Great power, yes, but to be All is to be One. And if a god doan have all power, then im not really a god, im just have plenty power. But even plenty power is just a gift from the One who have All power.


  So I learn that lesson. But when I try to tell mi African brothers of this great truth, they look pon me with suspicion, not wanting to accept that they gods is gods but it have a God, like small jars inside one big jar. (Yet plenty a them ready ready to believe in the whiteman One God!) Is because dey spirit still back in Africa that they forget dey bodies here. But if dey want to be free, dey spirit have to reach here too. But I have sense in mi old age (I nearly fifty wet seasons, twenty-five more than what most slaves does live) and I realize I must free dey bodies before I could free dey spirit, make mi people whole again. But I cant postpone the truth, and I also see that it have a lesson for Aye from Orun: that just as the gods have One God, so too must mi people have One Leader. And finally I realize that that is why the God With No Name give me all this power – not just to give mi people hope, but to lead them out a bondage!


  In this island, I see the seeds I planting for so many years beginning to flower. It have ackee growing here now, we could sleep under the red flowers of the flamboyant tree. The people is true African, but plenty of dey leaders is African-born-in-the-islands. Is because we who born here know here, because we suffer under the lash longer, and because I make we want to be free. On the other half of the island, we hear that the mulattos causing trouble by wanting same rights as dey grandparents’ masters. But I know they wouldn free dey black half-brothers.


  ‘Black man must free imself!’ is mi eternal message. And, though I always keep mi hope for the future, for the first time here in Santo Domingo I feel hope for the present. For here are come African warriors who do not fear death. All that dividing we is the clinging to tribe, instead a Africaness. That is why I look to the creoles for leaders, and why I give special blessing to two small boys, who I see have the braveness and the brain we go need in the years ahead. One a them I bring with me from Jamaica, the other come from one a the smaller islands. They name Boukman and Christophe. And when I go to the western half of the island, I meet a man in his thirties named Toussaint, and im power I see at once. I talk plenty to him about what he can do, and he listen but he doan say much. He can read and he know medicine, so he comfortable. But I feel the desire for freedom in him, burning like a hidden flame.


  One night I go to the sobagui to be cleansed, so I might become a true houngan and win their loyalty for the coming revolution. And at the bruler zin afterwards Babaloawo seizes me and I have a vision. I see blacks slaughtering whites by tens of hundreds. I see Africans slain by the thousands, but not faltering. I see mi boys, now men, leading their people. I see a great army sent by a short white man with waxed sideburns. In Jamaica, the Maroons rise again, in Grenada planters fight one another, in St. Vincent the brown people fight the planters, and everywhere in the Caribbean the revolution spreads. I see Toussaint, short and stocky, running the campaign in Hispaniola, playing whiteman against whiteman, then uniting all Africans to drive all the whitemen out and then, proving his wisdom, torturing and killing thousands of mulattos. I see the short white leader defeated in his own land, because his troops have been defeated in this one. I see him forced to sign a treaty with Toussaint. And I see the island name Haiti – Haiti once just a village a the brown-skin boy people –Haiti now a proud outpost of Africaland here on the other side of the world.


  But, in all this, I do not see myself.


  I awake, disturbed, and walk through the dark forest. Ogun, shavenheaded and thick-limbed, waits for me like a lover in the shadows. But he is no lover. He holds the silver spike in im iron fist. And I know this is mi final test. If I pass, I can lead mi people to freedom, become dey warrior queen. If I fail, I pass on to Orun. But I doan want the door to Orun unlock just yet. I draw mi knife, knowing I cant fail. Because mi people not free. And Toussaint go be betrayed by im own generals, ending im days in the whiteman gaol. I have seen it. I am mi people’s only true hope.


  The ghosts inside me scream. I must run. I must fight like a conquistador. I must get behind him. He is the Shadowman. But Ogun is no Shadowman. He is a god, and I do not listen to ghosts. I shall pass this test so I can lead mi people. The gods go protect me. But Ogun so quick, giving no quarter. His iron arms trap me, I feel his chest like a stone wall against mi back. The ghosts, mi true egungun, reach out in desperation. The conquistador knows how to break this hold, the slave captain knows a trick, the pirate moves like quicksilver, the Taino knows where to stab him! But I have spent mi whole life trying to shut out their voices, and now is too late to listen, too late for me, too late for mi people.


  Session #6


  I cannot explain the phenomena I witnessed during my sixth consultation with Mr. Avatar. This does not mean that I believe his stories. Proof by ignorance is no proof.


  Mr. Avatar said he had to write the account of his sixth incarnation under my supervision. He said that this incarnation, who lived in the mid- to late eighteenth century, was unlike any of his other selves. He needed me, he said, to ensure that his past did not overwhelm his present.


  Perhaps I should have anticipated what happened. I felt, however, that Mr. Avatar, by writing his account in my presence, was attempting to provide “proof” of the truth of his stories.


  The session took place in my office. He sat at my desk with a fountain pen and a sheaf of unlined paper. I sat opposite him, with my notebook in hand and the tape recorder running. He wrote a few lines quickly, then stopped. His gaze became unfocused. He was holding the pen in a normal manner, with the barrel pressed against the middle finger, thumb and index finger guiding. As he began to write, however, his grip shifted so the pen was gripped between his tightly-curled index and middle fingers. He wrote quickly, but his gaze never focused on the pages. He developed a slight head tic.


  I called his name, but he did not answer. I opened an issue of Psychiatry Today and began reading. I glanced up several times during my reading, but about half-an-hour had passed before I noticed that Mr. Avatar’s copper-penny complexion had grown considerably darker. I thought it was a trick of the light, and dismissed it. Fifteen minutes later, however, his skin had become far too dark for it to have been the light.


  I went around the desk and checked his pulse at the base of his throat. It was rapid, but normal. He gave no sign of awareness of my finger at his neck. His skin was now a sooty colour. I checked his blood pressure. It was a little high, but safe. I was puzzled, but I felt the change could be explained by some sort of capillary action. It was when I was taking off the gauge that I noticed that his hair had also changed.


  Mr. Avatar’s hair is dark brown, with small tight curls. What I saw now was that the roots of his hair were dark and kinky. At first, I assumed I had not noticed this before. But, fifteen minutes later, the kinkiness was quite obvious. The curls of his hair had become tighter and smaller. At the same time, his hair seemed to have got longer.


  I was now quite nervous at what was taking place. The only similar psychosomatic phenomenon I had ever heard of (but read nothing about) was the stigmata: those wounds that mimic the supposed wounds of Christ, and which psychiatrists believe are brought on by stress. I could, with some effort, see how stress might darken Mr. Avatar’s skin. I could not understand how stress would cause his hair to change texture and grow. I certainly could not expect to see what I did in fact see about half-an-hour later. His fingernails had also grown.


  I sat in my chair and waited. Two hours and eight minutes after he began, Mr. Avatar ceased writing. He did not put down his pen or sit back. He simply stopped writing and remained in that position. When I checked, I discovered him to be in some sort of catatonic trance. He did not respond to pinpricks, and his pupil reflex was slow. His arm did not fall when I raised it.


  I did not call at once for an ambulance. Instead, I put a diskette, given to me by Mr. Avatar, into my floppy drive and ran the program. It was a Star Trek screen-saver. Mr. Avatar had told me, in case anything like this happened, the theme music, the catch-phrases, and the electronic sound effects would serve to bring him out of his trance. Since I was certain any such trance would be self-induced, I was also certain that his self-prescribed cure would work.


  It did not. That was when I called for the ambulance.


  Mr. Avatar remained in this state for three weeks. I made sure he was in a single room at the private hospital of which I am part-owner. His brainwave graph was atypical of a catatonic patient, with jagged peaks and valleys. I believe he would have recovered sooner, but I did not discover the key sooner and, when I did, it took me some time to figure out how to use it.


  When I returned to my office, the manuscript was on my desk. I read it at once. ‘Remembrance is resurrection,’ he had written. It was that belief which had caused his catatonia. The entire story was, in effect, an admission of his own mentally disturbed state. It was also, more obliquely, an admission of the abuse he had undoubtedly suffered at some time in his life. I was no longer sure, however, that the abuse had happened in childhood (or at least not only in childhood). He may have gone through some very traumatic experience as an adult, possibly in his thirties. There were other possibilities and, when he recovered, I decided that I would ask him to do a CAT scan. However, the manuscript did not provide what I was really hoping for, which was a way to bring him out of his trance.


  It was not until the following week, when the cleaner came, that Mr. Avatar’s leather briefcase was discovered pushed beneath my desk. It contained only his appointment book, a novel and a binder of typed pages headed, simply, ‘Seven’. I read this over the next few days, making my notes, wondering what treatment I could give Mr. Avatar. The Clozapine had not worked, or else his delusion would not have been powerful enough to induce his catatonia.


  It took me two weeks to try reading his seventh story out aloud to him. The actual reading took about two hours. By the end of the first half-an-hour, his complexion had begun to return to normal. After an hour, his hair had unkinked. And, by the end, he was awake and alert. Only his long finger nails remained as a reminder of what had happened.


  Chapter Seven: Master


  My diary, in the name of Adam Chardonbois, lies beside my computer. It runs to nearly twelve hundred pages, but my task now is that of editor, not writer. My mind’s eye, humankind’s best and most dangerous gift, can remain closed for this next stage.

  


  August 1, 1828—


  Today I have turned 40. The house abuzz with activity as the servants prepare for the grand fete I am having in my own honour. Thin smoke bearing the fragrances of divers meats drift through even the upper part of the house as I sit writing in the oasis of my study. It shall be a grand feast indeed. I have invited 50 persons and ordered a young ox killed. I can smell it roasting even as I write.


  Yesterday, I personally went down to the harbour to purchase the various spirits for the evening’s celebration. I bought claret at 20 shillings per bottle, old hock at £3.25s. a dozen, champagne at 25s.10d a bottle and cider at 40s. a dozen.


  I am looking forward to embarking on my forties in truly fine style. Yet the ball seems so far away, the bustle unconnected to any detail of true import to myself. Instead, seeing the black ink leap across these white pages, I feel that this journal is a truer and better way of marking the next stage of my life.


  When I was 15 years of age, I attempted to keep a diary of my thoughts, aspirations and everyday activities. That venture lasted only a few months, if I remember aright. Youth is always too busy plucking the fruit of life to contemplate its cultivation. Yet, looking back over the misty plains of memory, I regret that I do not have a written record of my life over those past years, that I might compare the boy I was to the man I have become. ‘It might have been’ are the bitterest words in life, yet, though we cannot revisit the past, by keeping a true record of it we may avoid repeating our mistakes. Pascal, whom I consider the most brilliant of all philosophers, puts it this way: ‘One must know oneself. If this does not serve to discover truth, it at least serves as a rule of life, and there is nothing better.’


  Assuming I live the usual threescore and ten, my life is already more than half over. So my purpose in beginning this diary, which I am committed to maintaining until the hour of death is hard upon me, is not really to steer clear of future error. I am hardly likely, in middle-age, to repeat my youthful follies. But Socrates says, ‘The unexamined life is not worth living’, and I find on this introspective day that there is born in me an overwhelming desire to leave some record of myself. After all, I have lived a life of substance – as a man of affairs, a man of wide knowledge and ideas, and as a man who has struggled against significant odds. Although this document is private, I am sure I shall derive comfort from it in my dotage – when mayhap I shall feel the black wing of the Angel of Death beating over my shoulder, or when fallible memory steals my own past from me.


  So I do not undertake this commitment lightly. I am resolved to make at least one entry every week. There may be more, but that one entry shall sum up my thoughts and activities for the preceding seven days. In this manner, I shall avoid the preeminent sin of most diarists – banality. Pascal writes: ‘Eloquence is the art of saying things in such a way – (1) that those to whom we speak may listen without pain and with pleasure; (2) that they may feel themselves interested, so that self-love leads them more willingly to reflection upon it.’ True, I intend no other eyes to see these words. But this is the standard to which I shall try to adhere, for true excellence, like true morality, consists in doing one’s best even when there are no witnesses.


  My plan is to set aside the whole of any convenient evening for my diary. But a schedule is easy. I am also resolved to write down the many ideas on many matters that I have contemplated since my twentieth year. Too often, I have let those ideas lie fallow, have not thought them through, or have not worked out satisfactory conclusions. Writing is the best method of clarifying one’s ideas. This diary shall also serve as a palliative, for always there has been within me an unease, a sense of things undone. Yet that, too, shall be relatively easy compared to my core resolve in beginning this diary. For what I am most committed to is unflagging, even violent, honesty in this record.


  Montesquieu in his Persian Letters notes: ‘With truths of a certain kind, it is not enough to make them convincing: one must also make them felt. Of such a kind are moral truths.’ A venture of this kind, since not intended for public consumption (though naturally I shall consider extracts for publication, mainly on philosophical and social matters) can only be worthwhile if it is an unabashed record of the whole truth. Given the nature of man, which embraces me as surely as it does all others, this commitment shall undoubtedly be the most difficult to meet. But it is also my nature, as an exceptional man, to adhere to my resolutions with an iron will.


  



  August 2, 1828—


  My party was a resounding success! Nearly everyone came, and I was especially pleased to see the Lieutenant-Governor and his wife. I invited only those whites whom I was fairly certain would not decline. I have no desire to put anyone in an awkward position, or to make influential people think I am getting above myself (for they would certainly try to return me to my appropriate stature, even if they had to cut off my legs to do it!) Most of all, though, I had no intention of letting anyone snub me. So most of the whites who attended were doctors, clergymen, lawyers, traders. There were also two or three officers of the militia. But there were no poor whites. I invited some free blacks, mostly craftsmen, poor but respectable. It is important to show the whites that black people can conduct themselves in good society, and I cannot be the sole example for I would always be viewed as a notable exception. That is why I was so pleased to see the Lieutenant-Governor in attendance.


  Yabba and her four helpers outdid themselves on the feast. I must remember to give her some bitts. She served the ox in fourteen ways: rump boiled, chine and breast roasted, and cheeks baked; tripe and ends were minced for succulent pies seasoned with suet, sundry spices and currants; plus the marrow bones. There was potato pudding, collops of pork, broiled chickens, a shoulder of goat, a whole kid with pudding in its belly, two suckling pigs, a shoulder of mutton, a pasty of young goat, a loin of veal with an ambrosial sauce made of oranges, lemons and limes, two turkeys, three capons, four ducklings and three rabbits. Fruits there were in abundance: a table groaning with bananas, guavas, melons, prickled pear, avocado.


  We ate out in the garden, by candlelight, served by thirty slaves in white uniforms I had had specially sewn. My guests all rose from the tables swollen-bellied, but happy. Afterwards, we had music, drinks and conversation in the drawing room. The last person left in the small hours of the morning.


  So I have entered my forties in fine style. Yet on looking back at last night’s fete, I find that I was marking, not my entry to middle-age, but my departure from youth. My celebration was really to show what I have achieved. But, in this regard, I frankly found the event hollow. As a party, it was marvellous. But as a fête, it fêted nothing. I suddenly feel that I have not achieved enough to warrant feting. More strangely, I suddenly feel that there lies an eternity behind me, and that the sands of time have hastened their flow in my remaining years.


  However, while forty is not old, it is undoubtedly true that my time on this earth is less ample. Therefore, any future achievements must be conceived, executed and attained in a focused manner, before I depart this earthly plane. But it is not death that worries me, so much as actually growing old. I know I should not worry. My face remains unlined, my hair is still as black as ever and my waist almost as trim as when I was a young man. I look five, even ten years younger than my actual age!


  The signs of my aging are more subtle, and no doubt no one notices them but I. I go to bed later, for one thing, and awaken earlier. I think, when one is old, one sleeps less because one realizes one has less time left. The deep sleep of my youth is also a thing of the past, and I am most aware that ‘tired nature’s sweet restorer’ is not what it was through one simple but telling observation: I no longer awake every morning with a full erection. Not that my waking sexual vigour is diminished. I perform with my slave wenches as lustily as I ever did. Perhaps a man who does not desire children should not be concerned with retaining sexual vigour, for animal lust does indeed distract from more uplifting and meaningful pursuits. Yet I find myself, in this new period of contemplation, anticipating with resigned regret the day when my competence must inevitably vanish, like the snows of yesteryear.


  This leads to another concern, one logically more vital, though I must confess that, emotionally, it affords me less worry than the other inevitable effect of aging. This is the possible diminution of my intellectual capacity, perhaps even the loss of my mental competence. I have always prided myself on my clarity of thought. Indeed, it is to this attribute that I attribute my success. Whether in practical affairs of business or the loftier concerns of philosophical issues, it is my keen intelligence even more than my strength of will, that has won me the respect of even the white planters. They see me as a credit to my race, and I am well aware of the responsibility I have to both uphold and enhance that position.


  Yet I sometimes find it difficult to conceal from them the truth of Montesquieu’s observation that, ‘An intelligent man is usually difficult when he goes into society. Few men meet with his approval; he is bored with the large number of people whom he chooses to describe as bad company. Inevitably, they become aware of his disapproval, and he has made so many enemies.’ Fortunately, I have been too intelligent to fulfil the latter part of this comment.


  I am therefore resolved that if ever my mental capacities begin to decline, I shall immediately retire from public life. I have already made arrangements with my lawyer for my affairs to be placed in his hands, should that sorry pass come to pass. (For that is another key to my success in a world where nearly every man of my race is either a slave or a savage: planning for every contingency, no matter how small.) Yet to be aware of one’s own mental decline poses an obvious contradiction: how can one know for oneself if one’s mental abilities are becoming less acute, when one has to use those same faculties to make such a judgement?


  This is where my diary assumes key importance for, even in my dotage, I see no reason why I should not be competent enough to note any decline in the quality of my thought between earlier and later pages. Besides, if my decline should be so serious as to make even such judgement impossible, then my affairs shall perforce be taken out of my hands. But I do not know why I should worry so about this matter: the mind, I suspect, is much like a muscle, and grows stronger with use. And I am surely the most mentally active man on this island – indeed, if I am to judge by the occasional writings that emerge from the region, perhaps in the entire West Indies.


  



  August 9, 1828—


  Those with whom I hold regular conversation, and the public that has read my several writings, would doubtless be astonished at the private concerns expressed in these pages. My image is that of a devoutly Christian, highly intelligent Negro. I would prefer to be seen as a devoutly Christian, highly intelligent MAN, but that is hardly possible in this world. I am quite certain that the rankings that obtain in these colonies are far more finely-drawn than precedence among the nobility of any court in England or France or Spain. This is so among the Negroes as well as the whites.


  It is therefore inevitable that all men see my skin colour before they see me. Yet I am by no means the typical Negro. My green eyes clearly reveal the blood of my white grandfather, as does the fine sculpting of my nose and my thin lips. Of the many gifts God has blessed me with, I am also a very handsome man! But, no matter how much knowledge I gain, I will surely never comprehend why Papa, a fair-skinned and straight-haired mulatto, chose to marry a pure Negro woman. Perhaps it is just as well that my mother died when I was still an infant, for I would probably have resented her for the difficulties her dusky hue and kinky hair have brought into my life. For who can say what one of my capacities might not have achieved, save for the limitations imposed upon me by the colour of my skin?


  My mother was said to be a woman of magical powers, reputedly a powerful African witch among the slaves of St. Domingue. Even the white planters were said to have consulted her for potions to improve their potency, and to foretell their future. I, of course, do not believe in such nonsense. I am a Christian and a rationalist. Only the Bible and those anointed by God can heal the sick and tell the future It is from my Papa that I got my love of books, though I never started reading the great philosophers until a mere 10 years ago. Yet not a day goes by when I am not reminded that my mother’s blood also flows in my veins, and it is for that reason that I am concerned about my mental acuity. For clearly she could not have practised such superstitions without being, in some clinical sense, deranged.


  I worry that I may have inherited some such tendencies. If so, my rational conduct and logical thought has offset them. But, of late, my dreams have become unusually vivid and intense, so much so that on awakening I am frequently confused about what is reality and what is dream. The confusion lasts only a few seconds, but it is troubling. Sometimes I look at around my bedroom with the feeling that I am in the wrong place: that I should be seeing a thatched roof above me, or stone walls, or a woman’s dressing table, or the naked forest. Sometimes I feel that time is out of joint: that the sounds outside of cocks crowing or cows mooing or the slaves chatting in their uneducated accents do not belong here, that the island has returned to a more pristine era when the white man was still on the far side of the world, and everything I hear outside are the sounds of ghosts – or that I am become a ghost.


  That dislocation, of time rather than space, is oddly the more terrifying experience. And, sometimes, in the midst of my waking activities, I have the same feelings of dislocation descend upon me, so that my own drawing room seems suddenly unfamiliar. Worse yet, I seem sometimes to hear the whisper of voices, speaking words which I understand perfectly, but which are neither French nor English. I have not had such experiences since I was a boy.


  Worst of all, though, is a new vision that plagues me: the image of a tall, powerfully-built African who appears both in my dreams and my waking visions. I call him African, not Negro, because he is clearly no slave. He is always dressed in a brown tunic and leather strap sandals. There are bands of a dull metal, like copper, on his forearms. His head is shaven and his eyes hooded. But that he is no slave, not even a free Negro, is conveyed to me most clearly by his bearing: he carries himself with a self-assurance which no Negro in these islands ever displays.


  I have no idea who, or what, he is. He is often present in the background of my dreams, an onlooker who seems an inexorable part of my dream world. I fear him yet also trust him, and there seems no paradox in this. I believe he is part of my childhood, for I have a memory of just such a man helping my papa when we fled from St. Domingue to Trinidad to escape Toussaint’ murderous hordes. I was twelve years old at the time, and in my adolescent years, I believe – though I cannot claim absolute certainty – that I several times saw this man watching me. Perhaps he was some relation to my mother, though when I asked my papa about him, just before he died, he said he could not remember who I was talking about.


  Papa has been dead ten years now, and in the years since I have several times seen – or think I have seen – this strange figure slipping through the trees, or as a shadowy figure on the road at dusk, or walking over the far fields. I never see him clearly, and so I have christened him the Shadowman. I am sure he is not real, though I am equally sure that he is a real memory. But I am yet to figure out why he has impacted on my imagination with such force, so that I see him even in my waking hours. Perhaps this over-activity of imagination is a usual experience for other people, particularly those who are as mentally active as I. But, of course, no one ever speaks of their imaginations running wild, as I do not. The reason is obvious: those who have been given the supreme gift of imagination are often considered mad by their fellow man. They are considered dreamers, eccentrics, fools, who while away their time looking at the clouds instead of attending to the practical business of the world. Pascal himself wrote: ‘It is that deceitful part of man. Being most generally false, she gives no sign of her nature, impressing the same character on the true and the false. I do not speak of fools, I speak of the wisest men; and it is among them that imagination has the greatest gift of persuasion.’


  Pascal’s passionate denunciation shows, I believe, that he had the same fears as I. In any case, I disagree with him. In my opinion, imagination is man’s greatest virtue, the single most potent cause of mankind’s greatest works, the root of his arts, his philosophy, his sciences. It is the eye that God gave us that we might conceive of Him.


  Yet we should not forget that no one can ever truly see God. Moses saw a burning bush, Lot’s wife was turned to a pillar of salt. Were any man to look upon the face of God, we would be blinded by His glory, our mortal minds shattered by His magnificence. And so I ask if, in all my researches and meditations, I have come so close to true knowledge, which is the same as Divine Knowledge, that I tether on the edge of madness myself?


  



  August 15, 1828—


  Dinner this evening consisted of pea soup and cassava bread seasoned with red pepper, lemon juice and piece of bacon. Afterwards I read for some hours. I finished Observations in Husbandry, by Edward Lisle Esq., then began René Descartes’s Meditations on First Philosophy, which I have long wanted to read. He is called the father of modern philosophy, and from what I have read thus far, the title is well-deserved. (Interestingly, rumour has it that Descartes was a mulatto.) His style is remarkably clear and lucid, yet his thoughts lose no profundity because of that. One passage I found quite fascinating, because it rebuts Pascal’s opinion on imagination more effectively than I ever could. Descartes writes:


  
    If we suppose that there is a body so associated with my mind that the mind can ‘look into’ it at will, it’s easy to see how my mind might get mental images of physical objects by means of my body. If there were such a body, the mode of thinking that we call imagination would only differ from pure understanding in one way: when the mind understood something, it would turn ‘inward’ and view an idea that it found in itself, but, when it had mental images, it would turn to the body and look at something there that resembled an idea that it had understood by itself or had grasped by sense. As I have said, then, it is easy to see how I get mental images, if we suppose that my body exists. And, since I do not have in mind any other equally plausible explanation of my ability to have mental images, I conjecture that physical objects probably do exist. But this conjecture is only probable. The distinct idea of bodily nature that I get from mental images does not seem to have anything in it from which the conclusion that physical objects exist validly follows.

  


  I do not grasp Descartes’s idea fully. But I do know that my own body possesses unusual attributes, which, if Descartes is correct in his assumptions, may well explain the even more unusual attributes of my mind.


  



  August 17, 1828 —


  Looking back at all I have written, I find that, after a mere four entries, my diary has taken a morbid turn that I cannot countenance. For it conveys a false impression. Yes, I do admit the possibility of my losing my grip on reality, and, yes, I do admit to a perennial concern about such a possibility. Yet it is this diary itself that may negate the possibility. After all, what is insanity but a mind whose thoughts are in chaos – a mind without discipline, without control? And what does a diary impose upon its writer’s mind but the need for discipline, order and control?


  



  September 2, 1828—


  The two-week intermission between my last entry and this one does not mean my resolve has already begun to falter. Rather, I have got into a rhythm of thought and writing, and now must discipline myself against writing too quickly and too much. Mundanity, triviality, superficiality – those three besetting faults of most diarists – would be the inevitable result otherwise.


  In my entry of Aug. 9, I wrote of the Shadowman: ‘I am yet to figure out why he has impacted on my imagination with such force.’ It is this question that has mainly occupied my mind in my spare hours for the past two weeks. It seems to me that the image of the Shadowman can hardly be unconnected to my other main hallucinations – to wit, the several voices I hear speaking in my mind and the different surroundings I sometimes awake to.


  Descartes provides me with a useful insight on this matter: ‘I find in myself innumerable ideas of things which, though they may not exist outside me, cannot be said to be nothing. While I have some control over my thoughts of these things, I do not make the things up: they have their own real and immutable natures.’


  Now it is reasonable to assume that I am neither insane nor plagued with demons (for surely Father Pierre would have remarked on my condition in either case). That being so, it is also reasonable to assume that the voices, my dreams, and the Shadowman are all expression of an imagination attempting to express longings which cannot be expressed in any normal manner. What would such longings be? My feeling on awaking that time and space are out of joint may well be a dissatisfaction with the world as it is – a dissatisfaction that, obviously, I cannot as a respectable Negro express. The voices may reflect a desire to assume other roles. After all, we all have different selves to a greater or lesser degree: the self we present to the world and our private self being the most obvious split. We also present different selves to different people: I speak and behave quite differently to the Governor than to my butler, and differently to my butler than to a field slave. So, perhaps, given my more powerful imagination, that characteristic expresses itself in voices in my head; or perhaps all people have such voices but never mention them, in the same way one does not speak about one’s activities in the privy.


  Which brings me to the Shadowman. He, I suspect, is a culmination of all the previous hallucinations. He comes from a different world, as witnessed by his odd dress. He is obviously a figure of power and authority. In other words, this Shadowman may well be my ideal self. And in writing this I note that he always stays in the distance. In other words, I consider my own ideal to be unattainable. But this does not dismay me. On the contrary, I think it merely reflects my sturdy common sense. It is that common sense that accounts for my success; it is my common sense that will prevent me falling prey to madness.


  



  September 9, 1828—


  As if to prove me wrong, the Shadowman this very evening stepped out of the shadows. But before I describe our encounter, I must give an account of my day, for what I did beforehand may have some bearing on what transpired.


  I attended an auction at the home of Monsieur Michel Rogét. I have sufficient slaves at present, and normally buy at a price agreed beforehand when slaves are brought in. Prices continue to rise – a sign of the growing strength of the Abolition Movement in the Mother Country. But the talk was that Monsieur Rogét had some very special property, and so more out of curiosity than any wish to buy I attended. But my curiosity was only in part about Rogét’s goods. Truth to tell, I was more than a little surprised to have been invited to his auction.


  Rogét has a reputation as a particularly cruel slavemaster, in a land where kindness is not a noted quality among the planter class. That is why, although last year the trade in slaves was declared piracy and therefore punishable by death, he continues to aid and abet. While he has never displayed any malice toward me personally, there has been rumour of him punishing runaway male slaves with a device he had had specially made. It is an iron chair with front legs in the shape of iron boots. The slave’s lower legs are put in them and clamped in place. Rogét then pours boiling water into the boots, often continuing until the flesh is melted off their bones. If he is feeling merciful, he then pours the boiling water down their throats, so they die. His mildest punishments are perverted humiliations, such as making male slaves suck one another’s penises or sticking phallus-shaped rods into their anuses. I also heard that he has trained his hunting dogs to mount female slaves if they displease him (or even if they do not) and, if he is not satisfied with the women’s ‘performance’, the dogs tear out the women’s throats at a signal from him.


  In my opinion, it is planters like Rogét who do most to strengthen the abolition lobby in England. Not that the other planters do much to stem the growing tide of public opinion there. Nearly all of them refused to support the Amelioration. It’s simple measures – like not flogging women, giving male slaves a day’s respite before flogging, not splitting up families, keeping a record of punishments – were all resisted. The planters here have argued that if they give an ell, they’ll lose a yard. They also resent that the Amelioration plan was introduced by absentee planters who live in England.


  My feeling, though, is that in particular they did not wish to keep a written record of their punishment of the slaves. On many plantations, the crack of the whip is virtually incessant. The planters know that if a punishment book ever fell into the hands of an abolitionist or was otherwise published, the calumny would crack the skies. I also think the planters themselves would be personally uncomfortable to record their own infliction of punishments. To whip a slave and be done with it is one thing; to have it permanently written down must eventually nag any normal man’s conscience.


  Not a man like Rogét, though. The stories about him were, to me, so incredible that I had gone to some trouble to confirm them, through the doctor who tended to Rogét’s slaves and through some slaves who knew the slaves on his plantation (named, I suppose, with deliberate black humour – Egypt). This monstrous man is of medium height, slimly-built, with thinning grey hair. Although he is probably not much above 40, his face is a nest of wrinkles from which pale-blue eyes peer curiously. He had always spoken to me with strict courtesy at social functions or when we met in town, but I felt that his inhuman callousness towards his Negroes must extend even to someone like myself. Thus, once I confirmed that the other planters were indeed going to be there, I made sure to attend. Not that I feared Rogét, for no one knew my deepest secret. And, as it turned out, it was fortunate that I did attend.


  Rogét had somehow managed to obtain some very special slaves indeed. Here was a young man who could add figures like lightning. No matter how large the numbers, he would spout an answer in seconds, and much slower checks with pen and paper revealed him always to be accurate. Yet, strangely, he was otherwise even more dull and speechless than the most vapid Negro. There was a young woman who played several musical instruments, from flute to lute, and had the voice of an angel. There was a boy who made up witty (and often amazingly vulgar) rhyming couplets on the spot on any topic named. More mundanely, but valuable nonetheless, were three skilled boilermen, a carpenter, two masons and two cooks (the last whose superb skills we were able to experience first-hand).


  None of these slaves I would have spent money on, for my success has been built largely on my frugality. But then Rogét brought out his piece de resistance, which he had kept hidden in an adjoining room while the bidding went on.


  She was brought in by two muscular slaves, dressed in leather skirts and sandals, like Roman soldiers. Rogét liked his melodrama, but in this case it was hardly misplaced. She was a quadroon, but such a quadroon as I had never seen. Her complexion was so creamy she could have been white – only the faintest duskiness, like a slight curdle of the cream, betrayed her Negro blood. Her hair was straight and straw-yellow, but its thick ropiness again showed her mixture. She had grey eyes, cold as a rainy sky, and her face was a heart-shaped, heart-stopping oval. But her features were clearly negroid: full, sullen lips and flattened nose with broad nostrils.


  She surveyed us – there were eleven planters there – with apparent contempt. Rogét made a signal and the two slaves untied the shoulders of the white cotton dress she was wearing and drew it off. The sigh that went through the room seemed to stir the plant leaves. She was quite naked underneath, and she stood boldly, making no attempt to cover herself. She was shaped like an hourglass. Her breasts were the size of ripe mangoes, the thick nipples so pale a brown that the large aureoles shaded into pink. Her stomach was firm, deep-naveled, rounding down into the luxuriant bush of brown hair at her crotch. Rogét was giving her background – she was from St. Lucia, twenty-one years old, she could read – but no one was listening. The loudest sound was the saliva dripping on the floor! I thought I saw a spark of laughter touch her storm-gray eyes, and she pirouetted slowly. It was her derriere that enraptured and captured me: two high rounded globes, perfectly curved, twin-dimpled at the spine, flexing with knee-weakening ripples as she turned. Then she was facing us again, and the bidding began.


  It was a frenzy. Every man there was thinking with his tête petite. I myself knew exactly what I was getting into. I knew that a female of such obvious charms could not have remained a slave without good reason. She could easily have married a free mulatto, even a professional white who did not abhor her one-eighth blackness. I also knew that my bank balance did not allow me to bid the sums we reached within minutes. All this I knew. I did not care. I could not leave such a woman in Rogét’s untender mercies or to any other planter’s touch. And I wanted her with an ache so strong I could feel it with every fibre of my being.


  Eventually, I outbid everyone. There were three planters there who could have swallowed my purse without even gulping, but they had already disbursed considerable sums for the other slaves. Rogét had played his cards cleverly, though I only later realized that he always intended for me to have her. I would have to sell some animals below price, probably a few slaves as well. But I now owned her. Rogét, his bloodless pink lips curved in a rigorous smile, brought her across. Still naked, she looked at me coolly, grey eyes as hard as slate. ‘Her name is Ophelia,’ he said.


  It is late and I am tired. I shall finish this entry tomorrow. (NB: Reading over what I have written, I see that I must ensure that this diary is never seen by anyone, especially anyone white. They would surely hang me for treason, though the real crime would be my temerity in criticising them.)


  



  September 10, 1828 —


  Had a good dinner tonight – duck stewed in claret, roast turkey & ham & greens, plus fried ortolans, cheese, bread & a very fine shaddock.


  It was on the way home with Ophelia that I encountered – or I think I encountered – the Shadowman. I took Ophelia out to my cart and put her in the back. Rogét came out with us, and when he saw me attaching the leg iron, said, ‘But that is not necessary, m’sieu .’ His French is very precise, with a Parisian accent, so that although I speak French well, I nonetheless felt like a country bumpkin.


  ‘I prefer to be safe than sorry, Monsieur Rogét,’ I replied. ‘It is the secret of my success. Besides, I suspect my purchase may prove... difficult.’


  This was as close to impertinence as I dared come with a white man such as Rogét. He smiled his bloodless smile, and I mounted up and drove off. The sun was already low behind the trees and I whipped the horses to a fast canter, wanting to reach home before dark. I tried to chat with Ophelia. I said, ‘Did you know that your name comes from a play by a great English writer. His name was William Shakespeare.’ She said nothing, and I said. ‘The play is called Othello. It’s about a black general who is married to a white lady. Her name is Ophelia.’ She was unresponsive, not even looking at me when I spoke. Some masters would have been angry, but I just smiled at her. She knew that I really wanted to make love, not conversation.


  It was when we were halfway home, proceeding along a rutted road running within a large copse, that the Shadowman stepped out of the trees. The horses reared, startled, and I pulled back on the reins, swearing. I heard Ophelia tumble in the back, then a solid thud as she hit her head, and looked around to see her lying limp. When I looked back again, the Shadowman seized me by my lapels and flung me bodily off my seat. I flew through the air, hit the hard-packed earth already curled up, rolled, and came to my feet with both pistols in hand. He was already rushing upon me, face expressionless and eyes hooded. I fired right and then left. Then he had me by the throat, my back pressed against the bole of a tree, feet dangling. Not for the first time, le savate saved me. I kicked out, hitting him in the ribs and spine. My legs are quite powerful, and I have lost no skill since a childhood spent battling white boys. But kicking the Shadowman was like kicking a stone wall. I felt myself blacking out, and grabbed his wrists, drew up my right leg, and pushed hard against his chest. As soon as I got some leverage, I jerked up my knee, hitting him on the jaw. His grip broke and he staggered back.


  I collapsed on the ground, heaving for breath, my vision clearing. When I looked up, although only seconds had passed, the road was empty save for my horse-cart, and the only shadows were the long ones of the trees.


  I reloaded my pistols and checked on Ophelia. She had a nasty bump on the back of her head, but otherwise seemed unhurt. She awoke as I was checking her, hitting away my hand. ‘Wha happen?’ she asked. I told her we had been attacked. ‘Who tack we?’ she said. Her voice was husky, but very female. She spoke in patois, which I could understand only with some effort. I said, ‘You didn’t see anyone?’ She shook her head, looking at me suspiciously. I said, ‘It was three runaways. Don’t worry. I fought them off.’ She sniffed and looked off into the distance. I asked her how her head was. ‘All right,’ she replied. I held up a finger in front of her averted face. ‘How many fingers do you see?’ She didn’t answer and I repeated my question. I said, ‘Look, I just want to make sure you are all right. Otherwise, I’ll have to carry you by the doctor now.’ She watched me. ‘Worrying about yuh property, eh?’ she said. I said, ‘I paid enough for me to worry. Now how many fingers do you see?’ She held up her own hand with the middle finger extended. ‘That many,’ she said. I said, ‘Good’ and jumped back up on the driving seat and went home. I realize now that my question embarrassed Ophelia, because she cannot count.


  



  September 17, 1828—


  Bought some personal items today. Jacket and breeches for £7, boots for £3 and a new carbine for £4, plus several hundred cartouches for it at £1. But I will have to somewhat frugal in my expenditures for a while – the purchase of Ophelia has put my finances under some strain. I admit that in the past week I have begun to reconsider the wisdom – no, I should not say wisdom – the MADNESS that made me buy her. But that has been a secondary issue, and I have not yet decided if I was right or wrong. My mind has been mainly occupied with trying to make sense of my encounter with the Shadowman.


  I have decided that that encounter took place mainly in my own mind. Descartes says: ‘Dreaming and being awake are importantly different: the events in dreams are not linked by memory to the rest of my life like those that happen while I am awake. If, while I am awake, someone were to suddenly appear and them immediately disappear without my seeing where he came from or went to (as happens in dreams), I would justifiably judge that he was not a real man, but a ghost – or, better, an apparition created in my brain.’


  (I think I must elevate Descartes even above Pascal. Never have I encountered a mind so perfectly lucid.)


  So, even if I were indeed attacked on the road, I am sure it was by someone who may merely have resembled my dream-image, and it was only my imagination in the fading light that made me think it was he. True, my pistols were discharged. But my throat was not even sore, did not even have any finger marks, the next day. In fact, there may not even have been a real man upon whom I imposed my dream-image. After all, I did shoot my attacker point-blank twice, yet there was no body. A pity that Ophelia was knocked unconscious, for I can depend only on logic to figure out what occurred.


  It occurs to me, however, that Ophelia herself may be a key factor in explaining why the Shadowman has so suddenly emerged from the shadows. In my entry of Sept. 2, I wrote: ‘I note that he always stays in the distance. In other words, I consider my own ideal to be unattainable.’ I now think that my self-analysis was wrong. Why should the Shadowman have come close – let me rephrase that: why should my mind have brought the Shadowman so close that he seemed to me a real and solid human being? I believe the answer lies in the one significant change in my life – Ophelia.


  I say Ophelia, but in fact it is not she, of herself, who is the change. We have as yet had no real communication. I have made her a house slave – my personal attendant. But I keep her still in hobbles, for I am certain she will run at the first chance she gets. No, the importance of Ophelia to my own mental state lies in the reason I bought her: to wit, a complete lack of reason.


  As I noted in my previous entry of Sept. 9, my decision to pay such a huge sum for Ophelia was quite irrational. ‘The heart has its reasons, which reason does not know,’ says Pascal. It is the first time in my life I have acted completely contrary to both reason and morality. I cannot claim a moral motive, since taking her away from Rogét was secondary. I cannot even claim a natural motive, since I am well supplied with sexual partners. Nor have I even got a good return on my investment, since it will clearly take much training before she becomes even a passable servant. Yet, if I had to do it over again, my actions would be the same. Of this I have no doubt.


  Yet, if there is one thing I am, it is a disciple of reason. It is reason that lies at the root of man’s most significant advances, and few in this part of the world are as committed to it as I. There is nothing strange in this, for this is a part of the world created out of science. What other society has been formed out of deliberate intent and formed, moreover, to make use of the newest technology of the world?


  I am a pure product of this novel effort. Were I not dark in complexion, I think I would have found the 17th century to be my ideal era. It was then that the mind of man seemed to advance onto a new plane in all the sciences. The compound microscope was built in 1590, allowing man to observe a world that only the eye of God had so far seen; the telescope in 1608, extending our vision beyond that of the keenest hawk, so that even the heavens were brought closer; the thermometer and barometer; clocks so improved that we mark time better than the sun; Gilbert’s wonderful book on magnetism in 1600; in 1614, mathematics, the original language of Nature, leaped forward with Napier’s invention of logarithms, with coordinate geometry, differential and integral calculus invented independently by Leibnitz and Newton. Then Harvey discovered the circulation of blood in 1628, and spermatozoa, bacteria and protozoa were also discovered, unlocking the secrets of life. Newton published his Three Laws of Motion, unlocking the secrets of the heavens.


  So I am both a disciple and a practitioner of reason. And, in giving in to my baser, irrational nature (which is part of all men) I believe I court destruction. That is why the Shadowman assumed such fearful reality in my mind, and why my hallucination took the form of an attack upon my person. It is why even my guns appeared to be ineffective, but why my own martial skills served to fend him off.


  Should I, then, get rid of Ophelia? I can surely recoup at least some of my losses by selling her. But I think not. To do so would be to admit that my irrational self has triumphed. Rather, I believe that by conquering her, I can also conquer the Shadowman.


  



  [Entries for October deal mostly with details of plantation life and scattered thoughts of no especial interest. Ophelia remains a house servant and gives no particular trouble. Continues reading Meditations. No more sightings/visions of the Shadowman. Intense dreams whose details always misty. – A.A.]


  



  November 12, 1828—


  I had a bottle of good ale, mixed with sugar and water and grated nutmeg over it. Very tasty indeed, and my head pleasant. Spent the day checking the books for the last quarter. I take great (but, I hope, not sinful) pride in my assets. There are few, if any, Negroes in the West Indies who can boast of the following:


  An estate named Kush 100 acres in size – the average holding is usually quarter this. I have a boiling house, still house, curing house, and drying house. I own, at last census, 78 slaves, four horses and six oxen. The average slave-owner has only 7. I employ three servants – two mulatto, one Negro; an overseer, white; a doctor, white; a farrier and a carter, both Negro. Of my acreage, 40 is given to cane, 40 are fallow, 20 are for pasture provisions and the cane nursery. But I also grow ginger, cotton and coffee, because I do not want to keep all my eggs in one basket. (I also have hens, goats and some milk cows.)


  I suspect that the West Indian planters as a whole underestimate the significance of the beet sugar extraction process demonstrated by the Prussian chemist Maggraf in 1747, their attitude being that the longer the process remains non-commercial, the less likely it is to become so. I have never fathomed the penchant of human beings to favour the obviously false premise that the longer something doesn’t happen, the less likely it is to occur.


  Today, I tried to kiss Ophelia. She scratched my face quite viciously and I slapped her. Since purchasing her, I have treated her with scrupulous courtesy. I have not overworked her, and she has eaten the same food as I. She sleeps in a comfortable cot in a room within the house. Her duties are quite light: to keep my bedroom and study clean and organized, to wash and lay out my clothes. Even my paid servants have never been treated as well. But she is an ungrateful wench, and if she is not careful I shall surely take the whip to her! In looking over my accounts today, I calculated that it would take me five months to make up the shortfall I incurred from her purchase. But thus far, I have got no return from her, unless I count watching her through the peephole I made in the wall of her room.


  These observations have been quite enlightening. Watching Ophelia in her private moments brings irresistibly to mind the following passage from the Persian Letters: ‘How wretched a woman is, having such violent desires, when she is deprived of the only man who can appease them; when, left to herself, with nothing to distract her, she must habitually spend her time in longing, in a frenzy of unsatisfied desire.’


  So I can be patient with her, because what I have seen through the peephole tells me that I will eventually seduce her. And I must confess to deriving considerable pleasure from watching her when she is unaware of being watched. The sulkiness of her mouth softens and she loses her suspicious expression. She is very aware of her own physical charms, I have discovered. When I saw how, when she changes her clothes, she always examines her body – cupping her breasts, running her hands down her stomach, even squeezing her buttocks – I bought a full-length mirror for her room. Sure enough, she now always undresses before it, looking at herself with a fascination that is exceeded only by my own.


  The first evening I saw her rub herself still remains vivid and intense in my memory. She stood completely naked in front of the mirror, her back towards me, and in the shadowy lamplight I could see in the mirror’s reflection how her middle-and ring-fingers moved in small, rapid motions at her crotch. Despite the obscenity of her action, there was something elegant in the manner in which she held her fingers, and in the curve of her wrist. Her entire being was engaged in this masturbatory act; she was aware of nothing but her own self-pleasuring. My eyes darted back and forth between her blurring fingers and the trembling globes of her buttocks. I could see her rib-cage, her stomach, rising and falling as her breath quickened. Her fingers slowed their motion, then vanished within her vagina as she clutched tightly her most intimate parts. I heard her sweet, subdued “Unnh!” and my own seed spilled warmly into my palm.


  



  November 19, 1828—


  Despite the volume of work, I finished Meditations and am already two-thirds through Jean Jacques Rousseau’s Du Contract Social, which arrived last week. Some things I agree with completely, others I think arguable. On the whole, a notable tract, well-written and profound. I should consider doing a translation.


  I think it would be best to deal first with those parts with which I disagree.


  Rousseau writes: ‘Man is born free, and yet everywhere we see him in chains. Those who believe themselves the masters of others cease not to be even greater slaves than the people they govern.’ Yet is it really so obvious that man is indeed born free? All men are subject to God’s will. Morally, He has given us the ten commandments, which men must obey or suffer eternal damnation. Physically, all men are subject to Newton’s Three Laws (which, as Newton himself pointed out, are also laws of God). Indeed, the latter laws are even more binding, for no man can fly. Therefore, to say all men are born free is not, strictly speaking, accurate.


  This is not mere pedantry on my part, for it leads into the second, more crucial part of my argument. Rousseau writes, ‘Since no man has any natural authority over his fellows, and since force produces no right to any, all justifiable authority among men must be established on the basis of conventions.’ Yet I am not sure that some men do not, in fact, have ‘natural authority’ over others. Watch a group of children playing together. Inevitably, there will emerge one, or two or three perhaps, who dominate their playmates. There can be no question of ‘conventions’ in the minds of toddlers. It is simply that some individuals, through some inherent advantage – physical size, higher intelligence, charm of manner – exert influence over their fellows. The causes of such dominance I cannot fathom, nor can any other man. For those causes, even the simple dominance of brute strength, are determined by God. And, in His eyes, men are clearly not created equal. Moreover, Rousseau himself seems to deny his premise, when later he writes: ‘Liberty not being a fruit that every climate will produce, it is not within the abilities of all peoples.’ Whether that assertion is true or false, I shall discuss at another time.


  On other, but no less profound, matters – Ophelia earlier this week looked at me and exclaimed, ‘But your face heal up already!’ This may seem trivial, except that it is the first time she has really addressed me. I am hoping her comment bespeaks some burgeoning attraction toward me. Usually, she speaks only in response to my own conversation or to make necessary queries. I replied, ‘That’s because they were love scratches.’ She twisted her mouth and made that peculiar sucking sound by which Negroes express annoyance. I would not tolerate this from any other slave, but with her I merely laughed. For the fact is, I can take her any time I wish. That is my right as her master, and she knows it. But I would much prefer if she comes to me willingly. And, of course, she knows that too.


  I have such a feeling of familiarity for her. This is partly because I feel a kinship of race, she being also a mulatto. But I do not feel so strong a kinship that I scorn to fuck her. Our opposing qualities only fuel my passion: that she is fair-skinned where I am dark; that my features are European where hers (save for those unreadable grey eyes) are Negroid; that I am master and she is servant. And, since I have begun watching her through the peephole, I feel as though I know her better than she knows herself. I know she is not as fierce as she pretends, nor as cold. Oh, far from it! That is why, forgetting myself, I reached under her skirt as she was sweeping my study and caressed her plump buttocks. I was speaking to her about some triviality, and she bent over to pick up a piece of paper. It seemed perfectly natural for me to feel her. She reacted immediately, grabbing a candlestick from the table and swinging it at my head. I managed to jerk back just in time to avoid being brained, but the blow stunned me nonetheless. Pain flared through my skull, and in a rage I got up and cuffed her on the side of the head. Her head rocked back, but she poked the candlestick into my stomach, driving the breath out of me, then turned and fled.


  I fell to the floor, and by the time I recovered sufficiently to run downstairs, Quashie, my faithful butler, and another house slave Nero, a footman, had already held her. She was screaming obscenities and spitting like a wildcat – the farthest thing from the gorgeous creature I had paid so regrettably large a sum for. I told them to throw her in the gaol. I did not even bother to go and see them do it. I was thoroughly disgusted with her, and my head ached horribly.


  



  November 26, 1828—


  Ophelia’s attitude is now much improved. I kept her in the gaol for five days without food, though I let her have enough drinking water. I let her out personally. The gaol buzzed with flies amidst the stench of her faeces. Her long confinement, naked, in the sweltering heat of day and chill at night, had left her thin and drawn. Her expression was still defiant, but she was unsteady on her feet. Women are like horses – beautiful, noble animals that need a master’s firm hand. I could see that Ophelia was close to breaking-point. But women are NOT horses – I did not want her broken, just tamed. So I watched her up and down, and she crossed her arms across her breasts, not looking at me. I said, ‘I treat my slaves well. I have treated you very well since you came here. But if I do not begin getting the kind of service I paid for, I’ll sell you to a master who will not be as... understanding as me. And I’ll sell you in a condition that will fetch a very low price. Do you understand?’


  She nodded, a bare movement of her averted head.


  I said, ‘What?’


  She said, ‘Yes.’


  I said, ‘I cannot hear you, Ophelia.’


  She said, raising her head and looking directly at me. ‘Yes. I understand.’


  ‘Good,’ I said. ‘Clean yourself up and come to my room.’


  And I walked off. I am quite proud of how I handled the situation. Ophelia came to my room about half-an-hour later. No doubt she expected I would fuck her, but I just had her tidy up while I wrote some letters. I did not speak to her at all. When she was done, she asked, ‘That go be all?’ and I said yes and sent her to her room. I will fuck her, but I want her to be willing – or at least cooperative. My hand still remembers the silken feel of her buttocks. But I can wait. (Though I confess that as soon as Ophelia left, I sent urgently for Little Mimber. I didn’t even remove her clothes, but took her standing, from behind, with her dress rucked up around her waist.)


  



  December 3, 1828—


  Busy week. Transplanted star-apples, oranges and shaddocks out of the garden. Also planted lignum vitae and horse lilac seed there. The boiled wood of the lignum vitae will be a cheap elixir for the slaves. I myself chewed it for three days after Ophelia burst my scalp. In pasture, planted following: corn, plantain suckers, cauliflower, broccoli, cabbage, lettuce, parsley, and aloes. This last also good for healing. I put it on my face when Ophelia scratched me. My mother used to give me these medicines since I was an infant, and I suspect that is why I do not ever get sick and why my cuts and bruises heal so much faster than those of other people.


  Continuing on Du Contract Social: Thomas Hobbes in his Leviathan argues that slavery is the result of war and socially desirable. The American revolutionary leader Jefferson also argued that slavery is socially desirable. (Yet I was informed by a well-connected American correspondent that in the original draft of that country’s Declaration of Independence, Jefferson had originally included three paragraphs attacking the King of England for his ‘piratical warfare’ on the coast of Africa against people who had never offended him. Jefferson deleted these paragraphs under pressure from representatives of the major tobacco and cotton-producing states, but, writes my correspondent, it is a well-known secret that this most eminent of Americans lives with his Negro slave mistress as a man lives with his wife and has even fathered children by her.)


  At any rate, it turns out that Rousseau himself, contradictorily, seems to agree with these thinkers. ‘Among the Greeks, whatever the people had to do, they did personally, and were continually assembled in the public square. This they were enabled to be by the mildness of their climate, their exemption from the vice of avarice, and their having a sufficient number of slaves to do their work for them – their important business was liberty... What! Liberty depend on the servitude of slaves for its support? It is not impossible. The two extremes may act upon each other.’


  This, to me, is the most fascinating passage of Rousseau’s treatise. Despite his initial opposition to slavery, he realizes that no civilized society can be created unless its lesser individuals serve the needs of the greater. That is because gifted men need to concentrate upon philosophical issues without petty distractions. From personal experience, I know this to be an absolute necessity for, if I did not have to run a plantation, I might already have established myself as a modern Aristotle. After all, if what Rousseau says is true, then surely Trinidad can become the Athens of the West Indies! We certainly have the correct climate and sufficient slaves. What we lack is freedom from the vice of avarice. This is a vice from which both masters and slaves need to free themselves. For men of lesser abilities, the truest freedom is freedom from want. Slavery provides this. For a man of greater abilities, the truest freedom not worrying about mundane needs, so that his mind is free to concentrate on the higher realities. Even I, try though I do to resist it, am continually dragged back to this earthly plane by everyday concerns. But I shall redouble my efforts to live up to my highest goals, and this diary shall be my sure anchor!


  A major development with Ophelia this week – she bathed me. Since the gaol incident, noted in my entry of Nov. 26, I had planned this to be the next step. But I led up to it very gradually – first, changing my clothes when she was in my room, then having her pull off my boots when I came in, then having her button my shirt, then my breeches when I got dressed in the morning. Ophelia must come to understand that her purpose in life is to serve my smallest need.


  I take especial pleasure in coming in at evening and sitting in the planter’s chair in the hallway. The first few times, she was tardy in coming to meet me and I took my belt and dealt some blows across her back. Now she knows to look out for me. I do not even swing out the extendable arms of the chair. She does that without demur. I put up one leg on the chair-arm, and she kneels and pulls of my boot, then I put up my other leg and the process is repeated. Once or twice, I have made her pull off my stockings and massage my feet before rising. I like having her kneel before me, watching the top of her bowed head as she does these duties, for I feel as a king must always feel. Not to mention the pleasure of looking down her cleavage, though it is odd that this should thrill me since I have seen her entirely naked.


  Previous to this notable day, I had on several occasions made sure to take my bath when she was cleaning the bedroom. This allowed me the opportunity to call her into the bathing room to soap my back or towel my feet dry. On this memorable Tuesday, it had rained quite heavily. I had been out examining the fields and ponds for most of the day, and when I returned home I was muddy and weary. Ophelia pulled off my boots and I told her to draw a hot bath. This took about half-an-hour, to boil the water and carry the pitchers to my bathing room. I sat outside on my porch (I deliberately built my Great House in the English style, in order to make my important English guests feel more comfortable – it is my attention to details which accounts for my success in life) and watched the pelting rain until my porcelain tub, imported directly from Germany, was ready.


  Ophelia herself came out to tell me, and I told her to accompany me to the bathing room. She helped me undress readily enough, but when I lowered myself into the steaming water and told her to wash me, she hesitated. I looked up at her expressionlessly, saying nothing. But my message was clear as crystal. Ophelia knew that my sharp glance went straight back to my words of warning when I had released her from jail. She took up the soap and rag.


  I had expected her to be tentative, or at least clumsy in her haste to get done. But she soaped my back thoroughly, then my arms, then my lower legs which hung over the sides of the tub. And, though I had not intended to try and make her go further that day, it was she who told me to stand up. This I did, feeling oddly like an oversized child. She used the soapy rag to scrub my back and chest and stomach. She was firm, but not rough. She then soaped my thighs, avoiding my genitals although the edge of her hand touched my dangling testicles now and again.


  By this time, of course, my member was erect and throbbing. Ophelia affected not to notice. And so it was with genuine surprise that I felt her soapy hand begin to stroke my stiff length. She was quite thorough here as well, gently massaging my balls, her fingers even soaping the exquisitely sensitive skin between scrotum and anus. I would have come at once, save for an unease that she might at any moment give my balls a hard squeeze. This delayed the sweet ache of my engorged penis from burgeoning into unstoppable pleasure. But, as Ophelia continued stroking, my entire mind became concentrated on the sweet motion of her slippery hand up and down my throbbing staff, my breath catching as she tickled the heavy sac of my balls. And then I came, with a shuddering groan of release, my semen jetting in long spurts, my very anus contracting in pleasure!


  My knees trembled, and I sank back into the tub, as if I were swooning. Ophelia continued milking me under the soapy water, until I motioned for her to stop. She then took up my towel and stood waiting patiently for me to stand up so she could dry me off. After some long moments, I felt able to do so.


  When she was leaving, I said, ‘There are six bitts on the dressing table. You may have them.’ I wanted her to know that I appreciated what she had done. She nodded and left. I could not tell whether she had enjoyed or been repelled or was merely indifferent to what she had done. Not knowing this bothers me.


  



  December 10, 1828—


  Nero has contracted gonorrhoea. Most bothersome. I have banned him from sexual intercourse for 44 days and informed all the women about his condition so they will not give in to his demands (for, of course, I do not expect my ban to dissuade him from trying). I have purchased for him 24 mercurial pills for purging, papers of salt and cooling powders, a large gollypot of electuary, and a bottle of balsam drops. Nero understands that he is to give me half of whatever he earns for outside work until he has repaid me. Fortunately for him, he is a skilled boiler, so he should be able to repay me soon.


  In the following passage, I feel as though Rousseau addresses me directly: ‘If the aristocratic system allows of a certain inequality of fortune, the reason is that in general the administration of public affairs may be confided to persons who can best give them all their time, and not, as Aristotle pretends, so that the rich may be always preferred. On the contrary, it is important that an opposite choice sometimes teach the people that merit has a much stronger and more important claim to public favour and confidence than wealth can possibly create.’


  If in the West Indies men adhered to this wise advice, a man such as myself would surely be among the most eminent citizens. But what is the reality? I have both wealth and merit, yet no real influence in the affairs of the colony.


  On Tuesday, Ophelia bathed me once again. But she was more reserved this time. She soaped me thoroughly, spending considerable time on my buttocks, whose firm roundness, I have always felt, reflect my Negro heritage even more obviously than my dark complexion. Ophelia seemed to enjoy massaging them. Oddly, although I found her ministrations quite erotic, my penis softened while she attended to this portion of my anatomy. Then, although she soaped my genitals, she did not stroke me as she had last time. So I was left with a frustrated erection, which I relieved myself as soon as she left.


  I do not understand why she was so coy, inasmuch as she has performed the task once and knew I was well pleased. And why did she pay such intimate attention to my bottom, which was quite pleasurable, then not do what naturally followed? She is playing some game, but I will not force the point just yet.


  I dressed quickly after she left, and went to the peephole. She had already removed her wet dress, and was lying on the bed with an unused candle in her hand. Drawing her knees up to her breast, she inserted it into her vagina. My eyes felt as though they would burn the very air, as I watched Ophelia fuck herself with the candle. She moved it in and out, at first slowly, then more quickly, while the fingers of her other hand played with herself. It was not too long before she gasped, thrusting the candle deeply within herself, her back arching and her great toes pointing stiffly upward. I could barely restrain my own cry. That night, I went down to Beneba’s house and fucked her for about an half-hour, my mind all the while on Ophelia.


  



  December 17, 1828—


  Spent the day gathering materials in short supply – mahoe bark to make ropes; withies to tie the wattles; palmetto royal for ridging. Oversaw thatch repairs to buttery & fowl-house, had them cut Scotch grass for the cattle. Negroes drumming and dancing since nightfall. Canaille convulsionnaire!


  A most significant passage from my last reading of Du Contract Social: ‘Everything conspires to deprive a man who is brought up to command others of the use of his reason as well as of his principles of justice... the science of governing is one about which those persons always know the least who have learned too much of it, and which is generally better acquired by persons more accustomed to obeying than commanding.’


  Since the colour of my skin has put me in a position where, although I do not actually have to obey any man, I am still in a subservient position, I fit perfectly Rousseau’s criteria for command. Indeed, I would go so far to say that, save for the matter of prejudice, I would make a better governor than any we have had so far – certainly better than any other colonist. As proof, I offer the fact that my plantation is perhaps the most efficiently run one on the island. That is in spite of the fact that my own slaves are less respectful to me than they would be to a white master. Yet I have managed to strike an effective balance between discipline and kindness in spite of this. Not only that, but my self-education puts me above any other man in Trinidad. I perfectly exemplify Plato’s ideal philosopher-king. Unfortunately, I do not live in a society with any interest in, let alone respect for, philosophy.


  I find that my intellect is more active now than it ever has been previously. This is partly the result of keeping this diary, partly the result of events around me, and partly because of my growing mental powers. This last, I think, is the main factor. I find that I am suddenly able to grasp concepts and ideas that were either extremely difficult or completely beyond my ken in my younger years. Perhaps this is what is meant by the wisdom of age, though my own observation has been that age usually brings with it a closing and diminishing of the intellect.


  I do not consider myself to have necessarily escaped that fate. If I attain 50 years, and retain this clarity of mind, only then shall I cease to worry. And already there are hopeful signs. Since I have begun this diary, the voices in my head have diminished, although I hear them when debating some philosophical issue with myself. And, since the ‘attack’, I have not seen the Shadowman at all.


  There is also a fourth reason I feel so mentally active: a considerable part of my intellectual activity is devoted to figuring out how best to seduce Ophelia. Of course, this is not a serious intellectual exercise, but the mind, like the body, requires its play. ‘True eloquence makes light of eloquence, true morality makes light of morality, to make light of philosophy is to be a true philosopher,’ says Pascal.


  I am still trying to analyze the last time she bathed me – her masturbation immediately afterwards suggests that she was excited by the act. But then why did she not act on the act? Truly, women are an eternal mystery! Still, now that the Tuesday bath has occurred three times in succession, I feel confident that it will become our ritual. (Ah, if religion had such rituals, the church would be bursting at the seams!)


  I know I must proceed with caution. But it is difficult, so difficult, to restrain myself. On this Tuesday, I suggested to Ophelia, almost diffidently, that she remove her dress in order to avoid wetting it. She did not entirely comply, but nor did she refuse. Instead, she rolled it down to her waist, exposing her breasts while she bathed me. I became hard at once. I had not seen her breasts in good light since the auction. They are a sweet handful, the nipples neat like a young girl’s. It was all I could do to refrain from cupping them and, as though in sympathy for my plight, Ophelia soaped my penis a little longer than she had since that first time. Though she did not actually stroke me, her touch still brought forth a dribble. It was not entirely satisfactory, though better than nothing, and, right there in front of Ophelia, I stroked myself to bring forth the sperm that still lay heavy in my balls. She waited patiently, still bare-breasted, while I did so, looking at me as if I were merely washing myself. It excited me greatly to have her watch me pleasure myself, as I had so often watched her without her knowing. Afterwards, she dried me. Her skirt had still got wet.


  



  December 25, 1828—


  I celebrated the birth of Our Lord quietly. Went to Mass and in the evening went over to Mr. Chavannes’ for a light supper and drinks. Only two other men there, Mr. Simeon and Mr. Forde. The conversation quite relaxed, since we are all mulatto. Even among enlightened whites, one always feels a certain caution. Mr. Chavannes offered me a sweet-faced 15-year-old, with smooth light-brown skin. But I wanted to leave early and come home to write.


  Rousseau has some interesting thoughts on religion:


  
    Religion, considered in its relation to society, which is either general or particular, may also be divided into two distinct species: the religion of man, and the religion of the citizen. The former, without temples, altars and rites, and confined entirely to the purely eternal cult of the supreme God and the eternal duties of morality, is the pure and simple religion of the Gospel, the true theism, and what may be justly called the ‘natural divine law’. The other, set down only for one country, gives it its gods, and its own tutelary patrons. But if you pass the boundaries where this religion prevails, its followers consider every human being as a stranger, an infidel, a barbarian.

  


  This solves a puzzle that has bothered me for years. It often seems as though the Holy Church has more politicians than priests. It is for that reason that my attendance has, in the past few years, become more and more confined to special events, such as at Easter, and His birth, as tonight. For there had seemed to me an irreconcilable contradiction between Christ’s message of Love, Forgiveness and Charity, and the Church’s wars, inquisitions and constant demand for tithes.


  But Rousseau has given me an understanding that I find eminently satisfying. For I am a man before I am a citizen. Indeed, how can I even consider myself a citizen when the natural rights allowed me by my wealth, my position, my education, are denied – or at least restricted – by the colour of my skin? No, I think I can be justified in becoming an even greater stranger to the Church. I must follow the ‘religion of man’, for to do otherwise may well be to follow a path away from God.


  



  [Later: Written December 29, 1828]



  The miracle I am about to record seems to me incontrovertible evidence of the rightness of my decision to adhere to the religion of man. Something similar happened when I was a boy, but I thought the luck and vigour of youth was an adequate explanation. Now I know it is not so. I am still at a loss to give any rational explanation for the event. But let me just write about what happened. There cannot be any natural explanation, but that makes it more, not less, important to record every single detail.


  After I finished the previous entry, I called Ophelia up to my room. I could see the caution on her face, for I had never had her in my room so late in the night. I also saw something else which delighted me: a resigned expression. Clearly, she thought I had decided to exact my full price. But I hid my delight, and motioned her to take a seat in the chair opposite me. I had poured two glasses of red wine, and motioned her to take one. She had a sip, and made a face. I raised my glass to her and took a sip.


  ‘Are you a Christian, Ophelia?’ I asked.


  She nodded.


  ‘So you know what day today is,’ I said.


  She nodded again.


  I said, ‘There was a man named Nicholas who used to mark the birth of Jesus by going around to the houses of poor people and leaving a nugget of gold on their doorsteps. He is now a saint.’


  She looked interested and said, ‘He use to gi them gole?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘And what he use to ask for?’


  ‘Nothing. He never even let them see him.’


  ‘He musta had plenty gole.’


  I sighed. ‘Perhaps. But he could just have kept it. But he wanted to help the poor.’


  ‘What place this happen in?’


  ‘England.’


  ‘In England poor people have dey own house?’


  I decided to change tack. ‘Nowadays, Christians follow the example of St. Nicholas by giving one another presents on Christmas Day.’ I took out the small box tied with a red ribbon from my jacket pocket. ‘This is for you.’


  I was pleased to see how Ophelia’s grey eyes widened in true surprise. She took the box hesitantly, then looked at me. I nodded, and she pulled off the ribbon (stuffing it into her dress pocket) and opened the lid. Inside were two heavy silver bracelets. She held them up, hooked on two fingers, and for the first time I saw her smile. Her teeth, which I had never noticed before, are smaller than I expected. ‘Put them on,’ I said.


  She drew them onto her wrists. I refilled my wine glass, watching her. Ophelia has strong wrists, the outer tendons forming a short, straight line when she flexes them. I found this little detail of her anatomy very appealing. She pulled the bracelets up and down her wrists, as though getting used to the feel of them. Her hands, which I knew well by her touch, are in appearance square-shaped and short-fingered, but with a solid grace. Strange that only on this occasion in all these months had I observed her so closely.


  ‘They’re very pretty,’ I said.


  ‘Yes,’ she said. She put her hands in her lap and looked at me. ‘Thank you,’ she said. The words came out reluctantly, and the cautious light was back in her eyes.


  I smiled easily and said, ‘There’s something else in the box.’ She drew out the piece of paper and unfolded it.


  ‘Mr. Rogét said you can read. Is that true?’ I asked. She nodded. I said, ‘Those words are from a play named Hamlet, by a man named William Shakespeare. The heroine’s name is Ophelia.’


  She said, ‘I thought you say the play was name Othello.’


  I was surprised. ‘You remember?’


  ‘I not chupid, you know.’


  I said, ‘I didn’t say you were. I made a mistake. Ophelia is from Hamlet.’ She looked at the paper and frowned. I said, ‘Let me read it for you.’ She handed it to me, and my fingers brushed hers. The passage I had given her was the following speech spoken by Hamlet, altered to suit:


  ‘Nay, do not think I flatter;


  For what advancement may I hope from thee,


  That has no revenue but thy beauty


  To feed and clothe thee? Why should the poor be flatter’d?


  No, let the candied tongue lick naked pomp


  And crook the humble hinges of thy knee


  Where thrift may follow fawning. Dost thou hear?


  Since my dear soul was master of your choice


  And of women distinguish, his election


  Hath seal’d thee for himself; for thou hast been


  As one, in suffering all, that suffers nothing,


  A woman that fortune’s buffets and rewards


  Hast tak’n with equal thanks; and bless’d are those


  Whose blood and judgment are so well commingled


  That they are not a pipe for fortune’s finger


  To sound what stop she please. Give me that woman


  That is not passion’s slave, and I will wear her


  In my heart’s core, aye, in my heart of heart


  As I do thee.’


  I folded the paper. ‘Do you like it?’ I asked.


  She said, ‘It sounding pretty. But I dint understand it.’


  I gave her back the paper. ‘Read it a few times. It shall become clear.’


  She took it and put it in her pocket, and sat looking at me. I leaned forward and kissed her. Her lips were soft, unresisting. My own lips were persistent, pressing firmly into hers. She did not kiss me back, but neither did she pull away. My hands held her upper arms. When my tongue began exploring her lips, I felt her give her little. My hands moved down her arms, brushed the bracelets, and I entwined my fingers in hers.


  Now her mouth opened, and her breath came a little quicker. My mouth pressed upon hers, parting her lips. I put my tongue into her mouth. Now she breathed heavily. Our saliva mingled. I took her tongue into my own mouth, sucking upon it. My hands stroked her face. She returned my kisses fiercely now. Her hands were on my chest. I felt all her passion I had seen through the peephole in her room. My hand moved down to her bosom, sneaked into her dress. She pulled away a little, but my hand followed. I felt her hard nipple against my palm. I massaged her breast, squeezed it gently. She did not move away. I felt as though I were dreaming, wondered if I were. I took her hand and put it against my hard penis. I was not dreaming. But she pushed me away. I persisted. She turned away her face, my mouth pursued her mouth.


  ‘No!’ she said. I held her face, pressed my lips on hers, but she twisted away like a snake from under me. I grabbed her shoulder, and she turned and slapped me right across the face. A white light exploded in my head, and I slapped her back. She fell to the floor. My blood was now heated with lust and rage and wine. I threw myself upon her, tearing at her clothes, my hands searching out her most private self under her clothes. She was cursing like the lowest whore, snarling like a wild animal. I did not care. I had treated her better than any slave had a right to be treated, given her expensive presents, even written poetry! And still she persisted in her stubbornness. It was enough! If she would not give herself willingly, I would have her by force. Willingness could come later.


  This was my last thought before she stabbed me.



  I didn’t realize it at first. All I felt was my heart grow heavy in my chest, as though it were flopping in its beat. My mouth was ravaging Ophelia’s neck, my hand clamped firmly over her warm, slippery cunt. Then something made me look down, and I saw the handle of a dagger sticking out of my ribs. Only then did the immense pain tear through me. My head swam, and I fell off her onto the floor. My vision grew dark, and the last thing I saw was the swirl of her skirts as she ran through the door.


  For an entire day, my servants thought I was dead. The floor was awash with my blood when they found me, and my heart had stopped beating. Yet when the doctor came the following day – he had taken a holiday and it took some time to locate him – he found a faint pulse. Even then, he told me, he did not expect me to live. I remained in a coma for another day after that. When I finally awoke, I was still very weak, but I recovered quickly once I ate some bread and drank some water.


  Truth to tell, I was not as flabbergasted as those around me by my miraculous recovery. A similar event had occurred when I was 12 years old, and my father and I had fled St. Domingue just ahead of Toussaint’s marauding hordes. In fact, we were rowing out to a waiting British ship when a lead ball caught me in the throat. For most of the voyage, I lay in a state closer to death than life. Indeed, the captain would have consigned my body to Poseidon’s depths had not my father insisted that I be given a proper Christian burial when we reached land. But even before we landed in Trinidad, my mortal wound had mostly healed, though it would be weeks before I could speak above a whisper. The crew hailed my recovery as a miracle, and took me as a mascot – especially when, as soon as I could move around, I displayed a skill at knots and navigation which impressed them mightily. It impressed me, too, inasmuch as before my ordeal I had no such knowledge.


  (Now that I write, it occurs to me that it is from then that I began to dream of other times and climes. It was also from then that I began to hear the voices that are mines, yet not mines. Perhaps, in my brief sojourn to the Other Side, I acquired the angels who have since guarded me in life.)


  We learned later that Toussaint maimed and murdered 10,000 mulattoes. [Only 150 years later, in my tenth life, did I learn this story to be untrue, spread by those who wished to paint Toussaint as a devil – A.A.] Papa chose Trinidad because the King of Spain had granted a cedula to all Catholics. But, even without the slave revolt, Papa might have left. The whites in Martinique had already begun to oppress us, preventing any mulatto from being an officer in the militia, imposing a curfew, even prescribing our clothes. (Papa used to remark sardonically that telling Frenchmen not to fight or think would not arouse their ire, but telling them what to wear was a sure recipe for revolution.) The move certainly benefited me. Since we came here when I was only 12 years of age, I am equally fluent in French and English. I prefer to speak French, but I love writing in English.


  As I write this, dawn spreads its rosy light through my window. My servants confirm that Ophelia has gone. The bloodstained dagger lies on my desk. I have received a mortal wound that is not mortal. I must rest and continue this entry another day.


  



  December 30, 1828—


  My recovery – I almost wrote ‘my resurrection’, but that would be blasphemous – my recovery after Ophelia stabbed me seems to have been exactly alike to my recovery after I was shot. I remember having strange dreams while I lay comatose. I remember dreaming of strange rituals in the forest, before slaves who worshipped me. I remember dreaming I was white and wealthy, but without wisdom. I remember dreaming I was white and poor, and that was worse than being half-white and prosperous. I remember captured Africans, and how they rose against me – that terror stays with me. I remember being a soldier who slew without mercy. And I remember being a boy in Hispaniola, then called Bohio, when there were neither whites nor blacks there.


  It is that boy who stays with me now that I am awake. All the others are become slippery shadows, their voices mere murmurs. His voice is quite silent, but only because he is in me, as much a part of me as my healed heart. I know his skills, as I knew the skills of the slave-captain when I was a boy. And so I have not called for an Indian to track Ophelia. I shall find her myself.


  



  December 31, 1828—


  Spent the day in bed reading Hamlet, memorising certain passages. I am almost fully recovered. There is no natural explanation for my recovery, therefore the explanation must be a supernatural one. But this by no means makes the explanation irrational. Descartes provides my starting point. ‘Cogito, ergo sum,’ he writes. ‘My essence consists solely in the fact that I am a thinking thing... I am really distinct from my body and can exist without it... Although my whole mind seems united with my whole body, I know that cutting off a foot, arm or other limb would not take away anything from my mind.’


  But suppose there existed a man with a mind so powerful that it controlled his body perfectly? Descartes himself emphasizes that God would not deceive Man about reality and that it is Man’s own imperfections that lead him into error. But since, as Descartes points out, the mind can exist without the body, then the mind is by definition GREATER than the body! Therefore, an unwavering commitment to truth, through faith and reason in perfect harmony, may well with God’s fiat create the kind of healing I have displayed. And, of course, there is precedent: that of the greatest Healer of all. Not that I am in any wise Him. But there can be no doubt I am specially favoured by God. What a marvellous revelation with which to begin the New Year!


  



  January 1, 1829—


  Found Ophelia hiding in the barracks of the Albany estate 30 miles away. She tried to run when she saw me but I easily caught her and put her in irons. The owner, Mr. Phillips, was outraged that his slaves had sheltered a runaway and promised to punish them. A decent man.


  Ophelia remained sullen on the journey back to Kush, but I could see that she was afraid. I said nothing to relieve her state of mind. After all, she had killed me and, although I had recovered, I was naturally upset. She only got truly terrified, though, when on our arrival I did not put her in the gaol but carried her up to my bedroom. In the bathing-room, I had had four iron rings with chains fixed to the wall: two for the wrists and two for the ankles. When Ophelia saw them, tears began flowing from her eyes.


  ‘Doan kill mi, massa,’ she begged. ‘Please please doan kill mi.’


  I chained her facing the wall, so her cheek was pressed against the tiles. Her arms were spread as if on the crucifix, her feet wide apart. I took my hunting-knife and she began to bawl.


  ‘Shh,’ I told her, ‘shh,’ and her sobbing subsided to a whimper. I took the knife and slit her dress down the back and pulled the ragged cloth off her. Her body was as beautiful as I remembered. The leg irons had been placed with deliberate wideness so that, though the chains allowed some play, Ophelia was forced to jut out her bottom. I placed my hand on the parted crease of her derriere, put my mouth to her ear and whispered, ‘The chariest maid is prodigal enough if she unmask her beauty to the moon.’ I stuck out my tongue and delicately licked the inner ridge of her ear. A tremor passed through her body. ‘Virtue herself ’scapes not calumnious strokes,’ I said, and slapped her plump left buttock, not very hard, but the sound reverberated through the small room. Ophelia drew a deep, moaning breath. ‘In the morn and liquid dew of youth, contagious blastments are most imminent,’ I continued. My hand whacked her other buttock, and I felt how it jiggled firmly under the blow. Ophelia whimpered. ‘Be wary then; best safety lies in fear.’ I leaned close to her other ear and said, ‘Are you afraid, Ophelia?’


  She stammered. ‘Yes.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘Because you gwine kill me.’


  I laughed, and I saw from the tenseness of her spine that this scared her even more. ‘Why? Because you tried to kill me?’


  ‘Yes,’ she stammered. ‘No. I din mean to kill yuh.’


  I laughed again. ‘Oh, yes you did. But I can’t be killed by you. It’s not the first time you’ve tried to kill your master, is it Ophelia? Isn’t that why you’re still a slave? Why, if it weren’t for this,’ I ran my hands down her body, and she shuddered, ‘you’d have been whipped and hanged already. Not so?’


  ‘I doan know. They say I do things. I doan remember.’


  ‘You don’t remember killing me?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Then why did you run away?’


  ‘I doan know.’


  I laughed. ‘You must think I’m a fool, Ophelia.’


  ‘No, I know yuh not a fool, massa.’


  I leaned close to her, my mouth by her cheek. My hand crept beneath the fork of her legs, cupping her mossy cunt. ‘How do you know I am not a fool, Ophelia?’


  ‘Because of how yuh does talk to mi. Because yuh does read all them book.’


  My fingers began massaging her cunt. ‘Remember that play I said your name comes from?’


  ‘Yes... Hamlet.’


  ‘The prince tells Ophelia, If thou dost marry, I’ll give thee this plague for thy dowry: be thou chaste as ice, as pure as snow, thou shall not escape calumny.’


  ‘I doan understand, massa.’


  ‘He means she’s a cold woman who does not serve her man, so she’ll have bad luck. Are you like that, Ophelia?’ I inserted my middle finger into her hole. Her legs were already held apart by the irons, but she opened them a little more. I wriggled my finger inside her. ‘No, massa,’ she said. I began rubbing her cunt in a rapid, circular motion, just as I’d seen her do to herself in her bedroom. Soon, her breath quickened and she rose a little on her toes. When I felt her shudder, I slowed my rubbing.


  ‘Know what else Hamlet tells Ophelia?’


  ‘No massa,’ said Ophelia. Her eyes were closed and she was breathing deeply.


  ‘If thou wilt needs marry, marry a fool, for wise men know well enough what monsters you make of them.’


  ‘I doan understand,’ she said.


  ‘You will,’ I said.


  I stepped back and unbuckled my belt, wrapping the buckle end around my palm. Then I drew back and let fly at Ophelia’s bottom. The leather rang like metal as it struck her plump flesh, which instantly flushed redder than the tiles she writhed against. Ophelia screamed. I drew back the belt and whipped her again. She writhed again. She begged me not to hit her so hard. I ignored her. Again and again I beat her, never hitting anywhere but her bottom, until it was a glowing, angry red. Ophelia sobbed, her body drenched in sweat. I, too, was sweating by this time. I stepped behind her, unbuttoning my trousers. My cock was like iron. But I had no intention of fucking her. I pulled on it until my semen shot out onto her buttocks, then I stepped closer and rubbed my cockhead all over her, wiping my semen into her flaming skin.


  I buttoned my trousers and unchained her from the wall. She turned to face me. Tears were streaming down her face, and she held her bruised buttocks like a little girl. ‘From now on, Ophelia,’ I said, ‘you will learn what it means to be a slave.’


  She left, still crying, and I knew I had begun to master her.


  



  January 7, 1829—


  Very busy week. Found a hole in the second copper – it was about the size of a sixpence, probably caused by nails sitting in the bottom. Stopped it with plaster made of wheat-flour & white of an egg made into paste, spread on bit of osnaburg. Ordered new copper when I went into town. Took count of production – 163 pots filled, 10 molasses hogsheads and one tierce. Not good. Purchased barrel of beef, firkin of butter, barrel of salt, & 4 barrels of mackerel.


  Books came this week. Experiments & Observations in Electricity, by Benjamin Franklin, and The Natural History of Barbadoes, in Ten Books by Revd. Mr. Griffith Hughes. I will read Franklin first.


  Training Ophelia is now my major project. I keep her in hobbles, so she cannot run away, and she is confined to the house on pain of a whipping. I should say, a SEVERE whipping, for whipping her is an essential part of her training in obedience. On Thursday, I chained her once again to the wall – she began to beg as soon as I carried her into the room but did not fight. I was gentler with her than the first time, but not too much so or else the lesson would have been lost. First, I rubbed oil all over buttocks, working it well into the deep crease betwixt those plump mounds. I then took a candle, of fairly thick circumference, and oiled that as well. I then inserted it carefully into Ophelia’s vagina. With this, I fucked her gently, until she spread her feet as wide apart as the chains allowed, jutting out her arse the better to receive this substitute prick. Now the oil and her own juices had made the candle quite slippery. I shoved it as deeply as possible into her vagina, and told her that I was going to give her 20 strokes, but if the candle fell out of her hole while I was doing so, she would get twice as many.


  It was amusing to see. She could not crouch because the irons held her arms in an elevated position. So she stood as straight as possible, legs held wide apart by the irons, the yellow length of the candle protruding from her crotch like a fat slug, while I whipped her with exquisite pauses. Each time the leather strap hit her bottom, she was obliged to stay as still as possible, so there was only a slight tremor of her knees and the small bounce of her buttocks as the strap hit. Nonetheless, by the tenth stroke, the candle had slipped out somewhat, and with each further lash, it emerged a little more. On the 18th stroke, the candle fell out. She began begging at once. ‘Please massa, was only two more to go, doan beat me any more massa!’ But I was adamant and did exactly as I promised, while she writhed and cried and screamed. When I was done, however, I unchained her and let her ease her burning bottom in the cool water of the bath-tub. I undressed and stepped into the tub.


  Without having to be told, she began to soap me. My penis was hard and aching and I came almost as soon as she stroked me with her slippery palm. She averted her face as my semen spurted into the water.


  Still sobbing, she asked, ‘Why you beat me so much, massa?’


  ‘Because I am your massa,’ I told her.


  This was not the entire truth, though. It may seem that my treatment of Ophelia is cruel. But my regime of punishment was no unconsidered matter. Slaves who rebelled as Ophelia did always bore the marks of their transgressions – both ears would be cropped or both nostrils slit, or at the very least they would be branded on the cheek. If a slave attempted to kill a master, or any white man, they would be executed. Ophelia had escaped all of these punishments simply because of her wondrous face and form. But I knew it could not last. There would come a time when she would be disfigured, or even hanged, if she did not learn her place. For her own good, therefore, I need to teach her obedience. But only drastic measures can work. Ophelia is docile now, because I keep her in continual terror and because she believes I cannot be harmed. But I have seen her original defiance, and I know I face no easy task. There is still rebellion in her, which she hides only to avoid worse punishment. But I know it is there. Some women are like wild animals: they can never be domesticated, but they may be tamed. Ophelia is one such.


  



  January 14, 1829—


  Varied Ophelia’s training this week. Tied her to my bed with silk scarves, face-up. Since my four-poster bed is quite wide, she was spread-eagled to to fullest stretch of her limbs. Her breasts were pulled tight and her cunt yawned pinkly. Despite her fair skin, her labia are brown and plump. From the resigned expression on her face, I knew she thought I was going to rape her. Instead, I went into the bathing-room and returned with my razor. Her eyes widened when she saw its gleaming length and she began to pull against the scarves. But I had been a sailor, and my knots were well-tied. I sat down on the bed beside her and put my finger to my lips.


  ‘Don’t scream or I will have to gag you,’ I said.


  ‘Wha yuh gwine do?’


  I didn’t answer her, but dipped my shaving brush into my shaving cup and began to lather her cunt. Her thighs stiffened in dread, remaining so all through my careful removal of her pubic hair. When I was done, I wiped away the lather with my towel and leaned close to admire her baldness. A musky scent mixed with soap entered my nostrils. I badly wanted to suck her, but that would have been inappropriate. Instead, I went to the dressing-table and fetched a bottle of oil and, pouring a libation into my palms, I massaged her breasts and thighs thoroughly. Then I poured some oil directly onto her cunt and began to masturbate her. I had watched Ophelia so often through the peephole that I knew exactly what spot, what speed, what pressure, gave her the most pleasure. I proceeded very slowly, three times bringing her to the brink and stopping, so that the fourth time she was actually thrusting her newly-shaven cunt against my moving fingers that I might bring her to a climax.


  I then opened the door and called Little Mimber inside. I took her from behind, against the door, while Ophelia lay bound to the bed and watched.


  (It is a pity I can never publish these entries, for they are far better, in my opinion, than those of that scion of French nobility, the Marquis de Sade.)


  



  January 21, 1829—


  Should I always punish Ophelia on Thursdays? Or is it better to keep her uncertain, never knowing when she may transgress? Last Thursday, she spilled wine on the tablecloth while serving me. I said nothing, but that evening, I tied her face down to the bed. For the first time, I saw her trace of her old defiance, when she said she had done nothing to be whipped for. I told her about the wine, and she said she didn’t think she should be beaten for that. ‘I disagree,’ I said. I placed three pillows beneath her stomach so her arse was elevated high into the air. I have never seen a more erotic sight. Her arms were spread to their fullest extent, bound by blue silk cords. Her legs were bent at the knees, froglike, in an ungainly sprawl. Because of her position, her buttocks were pulled apart. I could see her most secret hole, and the pouch of her pussy beneath. Her thick yellow hair lay across the bed, partly obscuring her features. Had I the artistic skills, I would have spent the night carving her likeness. Though only after I had treated with those fleshy mounds as they deserved.


  I used a short, flat strap with a cylindrical wooden handle. The end of the leather had been split into fronds. Ophelia had begun to get used to my belt. But this strap introduced her to a more exquisite pain, especially when the fronds impacted on the inner curve of her buttocks. She shouted then in true agony. I used this device on her for almost a full hour, by which time her shrill cries had subsided to whimpers. I then spent another 15 minutes, buggering her with the handle of the whip.


  When she had come, I untied her and gave her the whip to wash off the shit which had stained the handle.


  I think I will keep to the Thursday schedule. I will always find some excuse to punish her, but she must realize that she is being punished for the sake of punishment. I do not want her uncertain - I WANT her to know that her punishments will be as sure and as regular as the rising of the sun.


  



  [Entries for the next four months are all in this vein. In May, Ophelia runs away but is found in three days – A.A.]


  



  May 30, 1829—


  When I returned with Ophelia, the carpenter and blacksmith had prepared the bathing room as I had instructed. Thus far, my sessions with Ophelia had lasted no more than an hour, at most three. ‘This will take the entire day,’ I whispered in her ear, before I began. For it was clear that my lessons had not penetrated her, perhaps because I had not. I intended now to carry her into a world of pain where I was her god. First, I put an iron collar around her neck, and bent her over a small but solid mahogany table with a chain-and-ring set in its surface. The collar was attached to this, keeping her bent over. Her hands I tied behind her back. Her legs remained free, but because of her position, she was balancing on the balls of her feet. I started slowly. I spanked her buttocks with my bare hand, alternating five slaps on each buttock. It was not long before they blushed red. My slaps were at first gentle, but by the end of half-an-hour, the ceiling beams almost vibrated with each blow. Ophelia did not cry out, nor did I expect her to. She had endured far sharper pain on that plump portion of her anatomy over the past months.


  After this, I used the short strap on her. Again I started slowly, with light blows. But it was not long before she began to wince. I did not increase the power of my blows, but I spanked her steadily for another half-an-hour. When I was through, I was sure her bottom felt as if it were afire. Still she had not cried out, and it was only as I was fetching my belt that she groaned in agony. It was not her bottom, though, but cramps which struck her hamstring and calves because of her position. I went back and massaged her legs until the muscles loosened – I did not want her to be distracted by pain not caused by me. The belt I used at half-strength: enough to bring forth yelps, but not screams. She did not beg – she knew it was useless to do so.


  When I finished with the belt, her bottom was a fierce, almost glowing red. Then I took up the springy gauva-wood switches. On the first cut across her buttocks, Ophelia screamed. I hit her again at once, and continued without respite until the whip broke. But I had many switches to hand, and took up another with scarcely a pause, continuing to beat her with sharp, stinging strokes that cut red marks, then weals across her derriere.


  At this point that something very strange occurred. Suddenly, it seemed to me that Ophelia was not a quadroon, but an Indian girl with long black hair. And, to my shock, I saw a pool of red spreading from beneath her stomach. But the greatest shock of all was my own reaction to this: a cold and cruel satisfaction. This state lasted only seconds, I believe, and then I saw that Ophelia had swooned.


  I took the respite to recover, and also soothed Ophelia’s backside with a gollypot of salve. My next plan was to haul Ophelia up by the newly-installed ceiling chains and spank her cunt, but it was at this point that she called my name. ‘Adam.’ She had never called me anything but Mister Chardonbois or Massa.


  ‘Yes, Ophelia?’ I asked.


  She licked her lips and said, ‘Spank mi with yuh hand.’


  I said, ‘What?’ I was very surprised.


  ‘Spank mi wit yuh hand again.’


  ‘You like it?’ I asked her.


  She said, ‘Yes.’


  So I spanked her. And, although I had enjoyed whipping her, the pretty way she jutted out her bottom to meet my spanks, and her ‘Ahs’ of pain-and-pleasure made my cock rise hard within my trousers. When my arm got tired, she said, ‘Fuck me.’


  Again I found myself saying, ‘What?’ I had been waiting to hear those words for many months. But I had expected to wait many, many more.


  She said, ‘Fuck me. Please.’


  So I removed my clothes and, with Ophelia still bound and bent over, put my cock into her from behind. I came almost at once, violently, but so great was my excitement that I softened only a little and was able to continue thrusting vigorously into her warm slippery hole until, within minutes, I came once again. I barely unlocked all her restraints before collapsing, exhausted, on the bathing room floor.


  



  [Diary entries for rest of year detail sexual relationship with Ophelia. Many perversions are described, including regular menage a trois with Little Mimber, Beneba and occasional other female slaves. There is never normal sex with Ophelia. She is described as a willing and even creative participant, but my own recollection, two hundred and seventy years later but unclouded by lust, is that Ophelia took part partly to avoid the more painful sex acts. Only the following August entry departs from this pattern – A.A.]


  



  August 1, 1829—


  Exactly one year after beginning this diary, I think I can look back with great satisfaction. I have attained age 41 with no decline in either my mental or physical capacities. Indeed, far from declining, I have discovered that my physical capacities are far superior to other men. I had known that I had ability to heal faster and better from minor wounds and sickness. Now, thanks to Ophelia, I know also that I can withstand injuries that would kill any ordinary man.


  Not only this, but my mental capacities are also superior to other men’s. Without any study, I find I can read Latin, speak Spanish, and quote passages from Shakespeare that I have never read. I can even set traps for small game, tie knots and handle a broadsword like a master!


  Who would have thought that all my fears of a mere twelve month ago could so easily vanish? Who would have thought that age, far from bringing decline, confers greater power?


  It seems that my mixed blood may well account for this superiority. Surely my abilities bespeak perfect balance between my physical or animal self and my spiritual or mental self. Few, if any, white men have the sexual appetite, let alone the sexual skills, that I have recorded in this diary. Few, if any, black men have the intellectual ability which I have recorded. In other words, I stand as living proof against those who argue that miscegenation does neither race any good. Indeed, it seems that the society has begun to recognize my full humanity. The Colonial Secretary, I am reliably informed, has issued an order removing all disabilities from free coloureds in Trinidad. I am sure it is the example of individuals such as myself which has helped the passage of this order.


  There is a caveat to all this, however. Looking over my entries for the past year, I realize that these pages must never be read by other eyes. I intend to leave an autobiography, of course, for God would never have granted me such magnificent gifts were it not to serve as a lesson to all mankind. But what I write here, privately, would muddy that message. The ordinary person can never understand the intense passions that drive men of extraordinary abilities. They would object even to the apparent crudity of my language, although it is modelled on Chaucer’s. Great men always stand outside the pale of established society, for only thus can we do our deeds. Even Dr. Johnson was described as a great sloven, who never put on a clean shirt more than once or twice a month, and who was reserved until he drank a bottle of claret, after which he became good company. (I note, too, that the eminent compiler of our Dictionary used to regularly propose a toast to ‘the next insurrection of the Negroes in the West Indies.’)


  At any rate, I too have my little peculiarities, which do not detract from my superior abilities, but which I needs must keep secret. But I cannot stop fucking Ophelia. Nor can I destroy these pages, which I have so carefully laboured over. But I must change my will to ensure my lawyer buries my diaries unread with me. As Moliére wrote (and only the original French gives his aphorism its true flavour), ‘Le scandale du monde est ce qui fait l’offense, et ce n’est pas pêcher que pêcher en silencé.’


  



  [Only near the end of 1830 do the entries return to matters other than sexual. This is partly because sex with Ophelia has become customary, though more than once the observation ‘I doubt I shall ever find a woman both as beautiful and as willing as Ophelia’, is made. But it was also because of a growing concern with the coming abolition of slavery. These entries (some edited) are highlighted, as well as those which show a change in his relations with Ophelia – A.A.]


  



  November 29, 1830—


  For some time now – several years, in fact – I have noted a growing unease in the colony. It is there among the slaves, because word reaches them of revolts in other islands. It is there among the planters because word reaches them of abolition in England. And the two things are not, I believe, unconnected.


  The colonists here remain, for the most part, blasé. Most do not think that slavery will be abolished. There are several reasons for their complacency. The men in England who rule their lives are far away. They are convinced that the Negroes are natural slaves who would not know what to do with freedom were it granted them. They have the long arrogance of persons who live in a country where for so long, Sugar has been King.


  But even kings pass away. George IV was no abolitionist, but William IV apparently is so. Yet, although the succession happened only in June of this year, I have not yet heard one planter remark on this important detail in a matter so crucial to us all. But how can they, when they fail to acknowledge that Sugar itself is no longer King? Thomas Clarkson’s pamphlets show that more seamen than slaves died, proportionally, in the Middle Passage and that the Government earns more from imported cotton and manufactured goods than slavery. And these telling arguments were presented in the year of my birth!


  Even before that, the political philosopher Adam Smith argued that free labour is cheaper than slavery, pointing out that ‘A person who can acquire no property can have no other interest than to eat as much and to labour as little as possible.’


  Two years ago, Macaulay became the editor of the Anti-Slavery Monthly. Cowper’s poem, ‘The Negro’s Complaint’, continues to be in vogue. But, since we have no intellectual life to speak of in the colony, the colonists view all men of letters as mere gadflies. Yet it was as a gadfly that Socrates described himself in his Defence. The Philistines here believe that it is gold, not ideas, that shape the world. If they are not careful, they too shall suffer the fate of Socrates’s accusers, who are remembered only in order that they be vilified.


  Tonight I bound Ophelia and tickled her with ostrich feathers...


  



  March 7, 1831—


  I have been keeping a close eye on the Whigs since they replaced the Tories last year. It is quite clear which way the wind is blowing, but the planters see it not. The abolitionists’ lobby is now powerful – indeed, given that industrialists and manufacturers now dominate Parliament, I would say unstoppable.


  This is not to say the pro-slavery lobby does not still have a strong voice. Only recently in the newspapers, I saw one writer quote Mr. Hume, the British philosopher, as having said: ‘There scarcely ever was a civilized nation of that complexion, not even any individual eminent either in action or speculation.’ I think it may prove useful for me to analyze Mr. Hume’s opinions. I shall order that work by which he established his reputation, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding. In these changing times, my responsibility as a respectable man of colour becomes even more acute.


  I must confess, though, to a more personal motive in wanting to study Mr. Hume. I would like to refute him in the area of speculation, since as far as I am concerned my entire life has reproached him in the region of action. But to construct a telling argument against this eminent British logician would, I think, serve my purpose far more effectively. No man is more respected than the philosopher, and to establish myself, even through one great essay, as such would be to lay for rest for all time all prejudice against men of my complexion. (I must confess, though, to some relief that Mr. Hume is dead.)


  A most fascinating episode with Ophelia today. Last night, we fucked for about an half-an-hour, but because I was tired I only let her massage me and then ride me while I only lay there and let her do all the work. Today, when I came in, she met me as usual in the hallway to remove my boots. But, when she had pulled them off, she pressed me back into the planter chair with a most curious smile on her face. She then unbuttoned my trousers and pulled them off. With my stockinged feet resting on the floor, she then proceeded to suck my prick. As I have indicated in my entry of November 3, it was only then that I finally took the chance of letting her perform fellatio on me, and that only in a soixante-neuf so that, had she chosen to bite me, I could have immediately inflicted similar damage upon her most intimate person. So this was the first occasion that Ophelia had serviced me in this manner without me returning the favour. Of all the many experiences I have described thus far, this seemingly simple act was amongst the most erotic, partly because of Ophelia’s position kneeling while I rested comfortably, partly because of the chance that someone would walk through the hallway as she serviced me. I came, groaning, in less than a minute, and Ophelia swallowed every last drop of my gushing semen.


  



  April 26, 1831—


  I have finally finished my study of Hume’s Concerning Human Understanding. A very deep and profound treatise, which required my fullest concentration. But I believe I have grasped him fully. I find that Hume himself refutes his own comment on the dark-complexioned races. Consider the following passage from his essay: ‘All events seem entirely loose and separate. One event follows another; but we can never observe any tie between them. They seem conjoined but never connected. Had no objects a regular conjunction with each other, we should never have entertained any notion of cause and effect... liberty, when opposed to necessity, not to constraint, is the same thing with chance; which is universally allowed to have no existence.’


  Now, if this is indeed, Mr. Hume’s considered view, how can he, even on the available evidence – which he must perforce admit to being inadequate since he has never been to Africa and my understanding is that vast portions of that dark continent remain quite unexplored – how can he make such a sweeping judgement on the darker races? He himself confesses that cause and effect have no necessary conjoining! ‘Cause and effects are discoverable, not by reason but by experience,’ he holds.


  Therefore, why contend that the admitted subjugation by the white races over the black lies in some fundamental superiority? Though it would be foolish to deny the fact, at least in particulars of science and literature, might one not equally say that these superiorities lie in accidents of climate and materials? It is also obvious that, in modern civilizations, printing is absolutely essential. Yet, if Mr. Hume were to argue that the Africans did not develop this invention because of intellectual inferiority, he would also have to admit that the European is inferior to the Chinese, since it is from them that Europe learned about printing, as well as the compass and gunpowder!


  And even if Mr. Hume were to contend, as do so many others, that climate and geography have significant effect upon the character of a race, his own philosophy does not allow him to make that contention!


  I have more to say, but I needs must write about my encounter today with Ophelia. She had used her skilled mouth on me about three or four times in the hallway since the first occasion recorded in my entry of March 7. I have never asked for her to do this, but always left the decision to her whimsy (though on every occasion I have always given her several extra shillings). On this occasion, she sucked me to an erection. But she was particularly lingering today, delicately licking the underside of my shaft and even inserting the tip of her tongue delicately into the slit at the top of my prick, while her hand gently massaged my balls.


  Now on the previous occasions, Ophelia had left my trousers around my ankles. This time, she paused and pulled them off entire, then pushed my legs up on the extensible arms of the planter chair. I went along willingly, for it was clear from her expression that she had something most pleasurable in mind. Nor was I disappointed. Her hand gripped the shaft of my penis, stroking in a slow but regular motion, while her tongue licked my balls wetly. The sensation was heavenly, and I would have been well-satisfied had she done only that. But Ophelia had other, more perverse things in mind!


  Her tongue moved lower, its tip curling over the so-sensitive area between scrotum and anus, and then moved right on to my anus! The jolt of pleasure that rushed to my head is indescribable. She tongued the rim of my anus, licking it with exquisite delicacy, so that my senses swam. Had I the gifts of a Shakespeare, I doubt I could do justice to the overwhelming pleasure of the sensations she created in me. It was as though every erotic nerve in my body was alive with ecstasy! I was aware of nothing save a pleasure so intense that, for perhaps the first time in my life, I was unable to think. When I came, I spurted so violently that I stained the breast of my own shirt.


  



  May 5, 1831—


  To conclude my refutation of Hume. He says: “The only proper object of hatred or vengeance is a person or creature, endowed with thought and consciousness... Actions are temporary and perishing; and where they proceed not from some cause in the character and disposition of the person who performed them, they can neither redound to his honour, if good; nor infamy, if evil.” So from whence arises his contempt of Negroes? His own contempt means that he acknowledges that they are ‘endowed with thought and consciousness’, which makes his contempt paradoxical since, if one acknowledges another creature to be capable of thought and consciousness, then any inferiority must lie in secondary, not primary, causes. That is: it is enslaving a man makes him an inferior; it is not his inferiority that makes him a slave.


  I can only conclude that Mr. Hume, for all his logical brilliance, lacked a most fundamental moral quality: the virtue of sincerity. For, had he believed his own arguments, he could never have written ‘there scarcely ever was a civilized nation of that complexion, not even any individual eminent either in action or speculation.’ Thus ends my argument.


  Thrice since my entry of April 26, Ophelia has given to me the divine experience of arse-licking. We did not repeat the act in the hallway, but in the bedroom. Once she performed the act on me while I sat totally naked on a cockfighting chair, to use the popular term for the reading chair. I sat astride the chair, facing its back as though I were reading, resting my arms on its padded yoke. My arse hung over the seat of the chair, and Ophelia knelt on all fours and tongued me delicately until I was nigh driven out of my mind. After she had done this, I turned around and had her suck me to an erection (for so intense is the feeling when she tongues me that I go quite flaccid). I then put her on the chair backwards and, bending my legs so that I was half-squatting, fucked her like a beast of the field. She came thrice before my own release, which left me limp as a rag.


  



  May 20, 1831—


  Talking to Ophelia in the midst of fucking her dog-style tonight, I asked her to describe to me how it felt, as a woman, to be fucked. I am an excellent lover, but I realize that the most skilled man is a bumbling novice compared to a reasonably lusty woman. And Ophelia is more than just lusty. But she could not give a satisfactory answer to my query. So I decided to perform an experiment. I stopped and brought out the wooden phallus I used on Ophelia and, with cotton cords, had her strap it on. Ophelia tongued me, then sucked me, inserting her greased finger into my anus. When she was able to fit two fingers into me without my feeling discomfited, I judged I had been opened sufficiently. She greased the wooden prick and I went on all fours and she inserted the device into me.


  It was a most peculiar experience. I would not say pleasurable, exactly, but there was a certain fascination in being on all fours like a woman, feeling Ophelia’s hands grip my waist, thrusting as though she were a man, and feeling the wooden prick slide in and out of me, as though I were a woman. Yet when I reached behind me, there was Ophelia’s plump buttock, and she leaned over and began pulling on my stiff prick while she fucked me, so that I came on the bed sheets.


  Ophelia said she enjoyed fucking me like this. But she could not say why. That night I dreamed I was a little white boy and was being sodomised by a plump man in a monk’s brown habit. Most disturbing and I awoke in a foul mood.


  



  May 27, 1831—


  Last night, I dreamed I was a white whore. I dreamt that I fucked men so well that they paid gold and came back for more. This dream was no doubt inspired by what Ophelia did to me earlier in the evening. We repeated the experiment of the previous week. This time, though, Ophelia spanked me with her hand a few times while she fucked me. It excited me tremendously. I also let her fuck me with the wooden phallus while I lay on my back, my legs over her shoulders. The intent and vicious expression on her face as she fucked me was what most aroused me. The sensation itself remains not so pleasurable. Afterwards, I put on the phallus myself and used it to fuck Ophelia in the cunt while my own prick went in her arse. She was in pure ecstasy, to judge from her moans and screams.


  



  [Entries until August deal almost exclusively with sex with Ophelia - A.A.]


  



  August 1, 1831—


  For my birthday, Ophelia gave me a cotton shirt that she had sewed herself. I was more moved by this unexpected gesture than I thought possible. And yet a little reflection showed me that there was a certain logic to it. Ophelia is not unintelligent, and she must realize that my disciplining her some two years or more ago probably saved her from death or worse. She must also realize that she could not have lived so comfortable a life with anyone else, for she eats the same food I eat at my table. I keep her well-clothed, buy her little trinkets every so often, plus give her coins so regularly that she probably earns as much or more than a skilled boiler. More than all this, we are intimates. No one knows me as well as she. It is not only our sexual acts, but I often use her to sound my various ideas. She is a good listener, which few women are. In fact, I have always had an affection for Ophelia (though, I confess, it has been dominated by my passion for her). But I never knew she liked me also. I shall treasure the shirt.


  



  August 7, 1831—


  Tonight I let Ophelia tie my wrists with silk cords to the bedposts. I lay face up and she kissed me all over, paying especial attention to my inner thighs... teased me by putting her pussy at my mouth just out of tongue’s reach... Afterwards, she went astride my erection and rode me, holding on to my chest muscles until I came, helpless, beneath her.


  



  August 14, 1831—


  Tonight I let Ophelia tie me face down on the bed, hands and feet bound with the silk cords I have so often bound her with, and I let her spank me with the short-handled leather strap that I have so often spanked her with. While she did this, she kissed the back of my neck. She then stroked my prick with her oil-filled hand, while continuing to hit me sharply on my buttocks with the strap. The combination of pleasure and pain overwhelmed my mind and my senses. I do not know why I did not try this years ago. She then strapped on the wooden prick and came astride me... When I went to sleep, I dreamt I was a black women fucking with black men. Most disgusting.


  



  December 25, 1831—


  A special Christmas present for Ophelia, one which I am sure she enjoyed even more than the silver locket, mother-of-pearl hairbrush and silk gown I gave her. I let her put on an iron collar and chain me to the special table. My hands were bound behind my back and my legs braced apart with a hobble bar. I was entirely at her mercy, and she took full advantage of it.


  First, she spanked me, as though I were a naughty boy, for a good half-an-hour. At times she would pause to tickle my testicles, or bite my backside sharply. When my bottom was all tingling, she took the short strap and punished me some more. The pain seemed to rise in waves through my head, like strong rum. But when she took my own leather belt and began dealing hefty blows to my already smarting backside, my head cleared as though I had inhaled ammonia. The pain was sharp, continuous, arousing.


  Ophelia then played with my anus for a long time, first fucking me with her greased fingers, then the strap handle, then a candle. When my anus was well opened, she strapped on the phallus and pushed it into me slowly. When the device was buried inside me, she moved with only slight thrusts, reaching around in front to play with my prick. As soon as she felt me erect, she increased the tempo, moving harder and faster until my body rocked with her violent thrusts. By the time she stopped, tears were streaming out my eyes and I felt as weary as though I had run a mile.


  She then unclamped me and I bowed at her pretty feet and kissed them and worked my way up and kissed her sweet cunt for a long time while she held my head with firm hands. Afterwards, she came on top and rode me, holding down my wrists until she and I came simultaneously.


  



  [The diary’s entries are now more sporadic. Most are still on sexual acts, but there are also regular entries about Abolition, such as the following – A.A.]


  



  November 30, 1832—


  Perhaps the white men in these colonies represent the most degenerate of the race. For I cannot believe that those of the Mother Countries are so irrational, so venal and vicious, as the islands’ leading citizens. It is quite clear to me that emancipation of the Negro is inevitable. It may take another five, perhaps even ten years. But it shall happen. But instead of preparing for it, what do these planters do?


  In Jamaica, they harass missionaries for encouraging the slaves to revolt. In Barbados, they burnt down a Methodist chapel. In Demerara, a Congregationist has died in prison after being held on such a charge. But Smith, like other missionaries, was found not guilty.


  My own experience is that missionaries teach the Christian message of forgiveness. I myself have encouraged the conversion of all my slaves, and they are no more prone to revolt – indeed, I would argue that my slaves are much LESS prone – than any other planter’s. This is also because I have for many years paid my skilled workers, either in coin or land lease, even though as a master I am perfectly entitled to their labour for free. Lately, I have even begun to pay the field workers when they do a particularly good job. Every planter, if he had sense, would be doing the same, both to ensure the slaves continue to work after they are freed, and to prepare them for freedom. But sense is clearly in short supply in these islands.


  



  October 23, 1833—


  Abolition is now definite. The Emancipation Act has been passed in Parliament. On August 1 next year, all slaves shall be freed. I shall be 46 years old, on the downward slope to a half-century. The government has allocated £20,000 to compensate planters for the loss of our property. There is also to be a four-year Apprenticeship period, so the plantations shall not be suddenly bereft of free labour and so the Negroes may gradually become accustomed to the responsibilities of freedom. But my main thoughts are of Ophelia.


  Despite our closeness, she has always been my slave, my chattel, to do with as I please. I have never treated her as such, but the fact has always been there, unspoken. And now, faced with the thought of her freedom, I find that I cannot bear the thought of being without her. And that, I suppose, is Love.


  Now that this revelation has, as it were, slapped me in the face, it is so obvious. We go to bed together and wake up together. We eat our meals together. We converse about matters mundane and important. She is beautiful and she is obedient. She admires, respects and likes me. Our lovemaking possesses a passion, a creativity and an intensity not enjoyed by many, perhaps not most, couples. Ah, none so blind as those, &c!


  My first impulse was to ask her to marry me. Yet, on further thought, I hesitated. For, if I ask her now, and she says, yes, how will I know that she agreed of her own free will? No, I shall wait until August 1, and ask for her hand as a free man asking a free woman. That is best.


  



  [The remaining entries are all unedited and continuous – A.A.]


  



  July 31, 1834—


  Ophelia and I had a special dinner tonight, just the two of us. I prepared all the dishes myself. Afterwards, we drank wine and talked. Then we went upstairs and made love. It lasted only about 15 minutes, perhaps 10 spent with me kissing her, and only in the missionary position. I saw that she was surprised. She asked no questions, however, but she did go downstairs and bring up two glasses of brandy. We toasted the freedom that would be hers at midnight. Before we extinguished the lamp, I told her that I loved her, and I saw the brightness in her grey eyes as the flame faded. I write this entry by the window, hearing her regular breathing behind me. The wedding rings on my writing table gleam in the moonlight. I shall hide them under my pillow and present them to her when she awakens.


  



  August 1, 1834—


  Ophelia is gone. I awakened late in the evening, sick to my stomach, my head pounding. I did not reach the outhouse, but had to squat in the bushes. My stool was black and bloody. Someone had poisoned our wine and taken her body, I thought. But all the slaves have gone. So I know it was only the brandy that was poisoned, and only one glass.


  



  August 25, 1834—


  I have searched everywhere for her. She is not in the island. A sailor at the docks told me someone like her left on a ship bound for England, but stopping at several of the islands. I must go to them all. If only I can find her, I know she will come back to me. I should have proposed before. She did not know I loved her, that I wanted to make her my wife, so she listened to the poisoned tongues of the other slaves.


  



  February 25, 1835—


  I did not find her. All my savings are gone, spent looking for Ophelia all over the West Indies. The estate is in total disrepair. I am desolate. There is only one thing left to do. My pistol lies loaded beside my chair. As soon as I hide this diary, I shall return upstairs and put a bullet through my heart.


  



  February 27, 1835—


  As I feared, I have failed to kill myself. I awoke this morning from a dreamless death. The ineffectual bullet, stained with my blood, lay on my lap. I remember dying many times before. I remember living six times before. I remember all the pain of those past lives, that are my one life. But, most of all, I still remember that Ophelia is gone.


  



  August 1, 1835—


  One year since Ophelia left. Today I am forty-seven. For the first time in my life, I look my age. I have many white hairs now. No word, no letter. Is she alive? Is she living or married to some wealthy white man? These questions plague my every day, but no answer comes. I do nothing but think of her. The estate has collapsed, but I care not. I tend the vegetable garden and raise some livestock and hunt small game when I need to. Not that I care to live but, if bullets do not kill me, starvation will only torture me. At least there are still barrels of rum in the cellar.


  Mimber, Beneba, Hyacinth are all married. Mimber even has children. Three days ago, I paid a Negro woman, about 20 years old, plain but strong-bodied, to fuck me. It was a failure. My member stayed stubbornly flaccid. After she left, I drank poison and cut my throat. I recovered this morning, with only a thin scar on my neck and a bloodsoaked floor to show what had occurred.


  Unless ye be born again, ye cannot enter the Kingdom of Heaven, says the Bible. But I have been born again, and I have entered Hell’s kingdom. So much pain have I endured, in several lifetimes. But that pain is the past. This pain is now, and I cannot bear it and I cannot escape it. Who would have thought death could be a blessing? It may even be that this gift has been given to me, not by God, but by Satan himself. For what have I been but a primitive, a murderer, a slaver, a harlot, a coquette, and a madwoman? Only in this life have I been a good man, and this life lies in ruins.


  



  August 1, 1838—


  Today I turn 50. I have buried the only wealth I have left: the rings I bought for Ophelia. Went for a last walk in the town, saw Beneba. She is expecting her first child; I gave her all the coins I had. Today the Shadowman will come. Is he demon or immortal? Is he real or just a construct of my mind? I do not know, I do not care. I know that I shall not fight him. I do not want to be born again.


  



  This is the last entry. I remember spending the rest of the day sitting in the bedroom drinking rum. In the evening, I went out to the woods. The Shadowman was waiting, as I had known he would be. The silver spike was in his hand. I turned my back to him and waited. I did not even feel the blow.


  



  One hundred and two years later, I returned to that spot. I dug. Five feet down, I found my own yellowed bones. The rings were cupped in the palm of the right hand. The diary, which I had buried in the cellar, rested on the skeleton’s hollow breast, wrapped in a familiar brown material that had kept the pages looking like new.


  Session #7


  Adam was in the hospital for another week. I had the CAT scan done. It revealed no especial abnormalities. His corpus callosum was unusually large, but this is also seen in musicians who have been trained from an early age. (Adam, however, said he had played no instruments.) His amygdala and hippocampus also appeared unusually dense in neurons.


  What was most interesting, however, was that the burst blood cells that indicate mini-strokes, which everyone past a certain age has, were almost entirely absent. The technician suggested that the film stock might be defective.


  ‘You gave me quite a scare,’ I said at our first consultation after he was discharged.


  ‘But did I create any doubts in your mind?’


  ‘Well, I will say that your case is not what I thought it was.’


  ‘You notice anything strange when I was back in the past?’


  I told him about the changes in his skin, hair and fingernails. He only nodded.


  ‘Perhaps you could change your skin tone now,’ I said.


  He shook his head. ‘It only works when I’m under real stress, when the memories are controlling me.’


  ‘And that doesn’t normally happen?’


  ‘No. I remember my past selves as I suppose normal people remember themselves as children or as teenagers or as young adults. They are you, but you are a different person now.’


  We discussed the seventh account, of his life as a planter before the abolition of slavery. I suggested that he had created this sadomasochistic scenario as revenge for abuse he had himself undergone. He disagreed. ‘I was just the product of a brutal culture. If it was revenge, then the object should have been a man.’


  ‘Unless you are hiding the facts from yourself.’


  ‘Except that you are reading these accounts as true confessions of my unconscious mind. You say I feel abandoned by my mother. But my mother was very attentive and she didn’t die till I was in my mid-twenties. Bit old to feel abandoned, I think. And no woman ever really abused me in these accounts. That only happened twice, and both times it was men who did it.’


  ‘I see you read Hume. Do you recall what he wrote about miracles?’


  ‘“No testimony is sufficient to establish a miracle, unless the testimony be of such a kind that its falsehood would be more miraculous than the fact which it endeavours to establish”.’


  I was surprised both at the exactness of his quote, and that he remembered it at all. It was the kind of logic someone suffering from delusions would naturally reject.


  ‘So you will admit that your testimony is insufficient?’ I asked.


  ‘Only if you assume that my rebirths are miraculous.’


  ‘Well, they are miraculous in the sense that other people do not have such experiences.’


  ‘I think there are probably others like me. Not many, though.’


  ‘Then why haven’t we heard about them? Especially since they would all have been around for centuries, maybe even millennia.’


  ‘Because they probably lose their memories at birth, like me. They might even go through their whole lives never remembering they have lived before. I think that’s quite probable, also. Besides, if they do remember, they’d be highly motivated to keep their immortality secret. Otherwise, other people would think they were mad, right? And, even so, stories of immortals — who aren’t gods, I mean — are ubiquitous to every major culture.’


  I must admit that, for some moments, even I found his argument convincing.


  ‘So why do you think you’ve remembered your pasts?’ I asked.


  ‘I’m not sure. Because I have lived in a particularly violent place for the past five centuries. Because circumstances resulted in my leaving written records in four out of nine lives.’


  ‘And why are these conditions necessary?’


  ‘Because there has to be a trigger. Even if reincarnation is possible, preserving memory across the rebirth isn’t, since the brain is entirely new. The memories would have to be preserved externally, or in the DNA. I don’t believe in a disembodied soul.’


  I was fascinated. ‘So you’re assuming that the DNA of the newborn is the same as the previous body’s?’


  ‘You notice that I have green eyes in every incarnation?’


  ‘Yes.’ I must confess that it took me some moments to remember that I was a professional. ‘All of which is very interesting, Adam. But, if we adhere to Hume’s dictum, it is more productive to follow the path we have been.’


  ‘You mean of assuming that I’m mad as a coot. What is a coot, anyway?’


  ‘Of assuming that you have some conflicts you have to come to terms with.’


  ‘Very well. But I don’t like euphemisms. They’re just a way of avoiding the truth.’


  ‘Do you think you’re “as mad as a coot ”? It’s an aquatic bird of the genus Fulica.’


  ‘No, I don’t think so.’


  I asked him if he had been taking the Clozapine. I had not done so before, because I wanted to maintain trust. But I was concerned at his lack of progress.


  ‘As prescribed,’ he replied.


  ‘Have you noticed any difference?’


  ‘No. But I didn’t expect to.’


  ‘Why is that?’


  ‘I’m pretty immune to drugs. My system seems to just absorb them. I think it’s related to my healing ability. Remember how I overcame the poison?’


  ‘Oh. So the Clozapine has had no effect on you at all?’


  ‘No.’


  I realised that he had not been taking his medication.


  ‘Would you mind trying another prescription?’ I asked.


  ‘No.’


  ‘But you don’t think it’ll make a difference?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘So why don’t you mind?’


  ‘Well, doc, I have to test my belief system against yours. And vice-versa, I suppose.’


  ‘Oh.’


  I gave him Piportil. This is an anti-psychotic drug that releases over a four-week period. Thus, the patient cannot cheat. I injected the dose myself.


  We spent the rest of the session speaking about the sadistic personality. I felt he should understand the insecurities that drove such a psyche. At the end, he gave me his eighth account. That afternoon, I got the lab report on the pages from Adam Chardonbois’s diary. According to the lab, the pages were authentic.


  Chapter Eight: Stickfighter


  Mammy use to sing a song about mi last self.


  Chardonbois et Diab’la c’est un


  Chardonbois et l’est deux,


  Chardonbois et forte, creal et mauvous


  Chardonbois et roi-la dans son pay.


  It is the first song I remember as a chile, and Mammy use to tell me Chardonbois would come for me when she did want to discipline me but was feeling too lazy to use the guava whip. So I always thought ‘Chardonbois’ was a patois word for ‘monster’. Only when I was ten and mi bosom did start to grow did Mammy tell me what the song was about. ‘Men like the devil self,’ she say, and I hear all about she friend Ophelia and what the master use to do to she. Mammy tell mi the story many times, and it always ended the same way. ‘And as soon as Emancipation come, Ophelia run Venezuela.’


  In later years, when I was now starting out as a stickwoman, I tell Caliban about Ophelia and she massa. Caliban was now getting famous as a mait kaiso, and the first cariso he compose for me to sing when I fight in the gayelle come from that story.


  Ophelia, O Ophelia, she had a massa


  Who used to gi she licks like fire,


  When massa day done, Ophelia make a run


  She make a run an gone Venezuela.


  And the chorus.


  Massa couldn die


  Massa couldn done cry,


  Massa couldn buy


  Toute bagai!


  I didn know at the time was miself that I was singing about. I didn know how it was that from small I could speak English as good as patois. Remembrance was to come later, bringing bacchanal with it. Because, in all the times Mammy tell me that story, she never tell me she play a part in it. Mammy’s name was Beneba.


  Mammy never tired telling me how lucky I was to be born free. I didn know what she did mean. I couldn see in mi mind’s eye the people around me being slaves, even though most of the grownups had been. But I watch them in the market in the bright sunshine, laughing and talking in the patois, voices free like birds singing. And I couldn imagine them singing to the lash of the whip. I watch them working in field or factory or yard or dock, maybe hard, maybe easy, but in a way that say ‘I could work’. And I couldn see somebody making them work. I watch how the men and women dress up with care, and how they walk with a spring in dey step, and how the men watched the women and the women either walk back with head held high, or put a little more swing to dey full-skirted hips, or watch back at the men with laughing eyes. Everybody always metti limie – in English, ‘cast a light’. ‘Light’ also mean ‘good spell’. And maybe is really magic that people could be so free in spirit after being slaves in body. Because I couldn see them as slave. But maybe you can’t know what is like to be a slave when you born free.


  For all how she use to badtalk man, Mammy did like Pappy too bad. He was a African, not Creole like she. He say he was a Muslim who ancestors had been Yoruba. That is how I get to name Elegba, which Pappy say mean ‘divine messenger’. Mammy leave Chaguanas to live with him in Belmont. He had other chirren, some before, some after, because Mammy couldn have no other chirren after me. But she was always he favourite wife, and I was he favourite daughter. He did spend most a he free time with we. He didn have plenty free time, though. Pappy had been a cooper in he slave days. But after that time he apprentice to a carpenter and learn that trade, too. He was also a sailor. Between all that, and going to see he other chirren, he was always busy. Mammy use to jealous a he other families, but she had sense enough not to let it show. And, except when he went with a ship – and he did only do that if it didn have no other work – Pappy used to stay with we every weekend. I think he would a make Mammy he last wife, if she could of had more chirren. In later years, after all he chirren was grown, he settle down with she. She and he always get along real good. He was a handsome man and the tribal scars on he face, I thought, made him even handsomer. He didn talk patois good like we, because he use to pronounce he words funny and leave out some. But that just made him more nice, I thought, and I know Mammy thought so too. In any case, was he ways she really like. He was always kissing she and teasing she and, any time she needed a little extra money, he use to give she. If he didn have, he use to get extra work to get it. But the thing I remember most clear is how they used to sing together. Pappy had a good tenor baritone and Mammy was soprano and they used to sing all kinda song all the time – lavways and chantwells when they was digging the garden, and romances when they was out in the porch in the night. Because everybody use to hear them singing so much, both Mammy and Pappy was in great demand to sing hymns in church, belairs at fetes, and kalindas at the stickfights. People even use to pay them to sing bongos at wakes and kaitos at funerals. I use to go with them to all these places, and wasn long before I join them with mi lil contralto.


  



  Pappy use to usually arrive on Friday evenings, just as the sun was going down. He wasn much for going to drink on Fridays like most men. When he come, he use to give me a kiss and a pat on mi head, then give Mammy a bigger kiss and a hug. I always had to go to bed early on Fridays, because that was dey time. I didn mind because I know I had Sunday morning. Mammy and Pappy would eat inside by the light a the kerosene lamp, then sit on the porch and talk. Later, I would hear the deep breathing and grunts and sighs that I knew were sounds a love. On Saturday, they went early to the market to sell. When they came back, Pappy worked in the garden and Mammy close the shop at one o’ clock so she could help him. When I was bigger, I did help too. They would cook lunch together. Pappy did hire on as a cook when he do ship work. After lunch, he might sleep or go out to do some carpenter work. I spent the rest a the day playing with mi friends, and in the evening all three a we would eat dinner together.


  On Sunday morning, Mammy went to church. Pappy didn go, because he was Muslim. He would spread his prayer mat and bow to Mecca and sing in another language in a way that made me feel sad because the words he sang made me think that the god Allah was very far away. But I was happy to be with Pappy, although I had to sit away from him when he prayed. The part a the morning that I did most enjoy was just sitting afterwards in the porch with him after. We would talk about all kinda things. He would tell about Africa – how big it was and the strange animals it had dey. He would tell me how he get capture, after he city went to war with another city, and how he get sell to the trader for some mirrors and cloth. He would play songs on his guitar and sing for me. We would eat mangoes or zabocas or pommecythere or pomerac or plums or whatever was in season. I would tell him everything I had done since I last saw him, including me digging a hole in the backyard and filling it with water to make mud pies, which the mud ladies I had invited to lunch found delicious, and Salome my best friend losing a tooth and putting it under her pillow but the Tooth Fairy never came and I told her the Tooth Fairy only gave money to white chirren. Pappy was always interested in everything I said.


  Most times Pappy would make me a doll while we talk. I did say Pappy was a carpenter, but he wasn just a ordinary kinda carpenter. He didn so much build house as do the fancy fretting that people use to want in their verandah and eaves. He use to make chairs and tables and cabinets and so forth, but mostly for white people. He had assistants to do the rough work, then he would do the fancy legs, or the inlay with leaves and small animals and faces, or designs that look pretty but wasn nothing real. When Pappy came on weekends, he always walk with a piece a branch, and while we chat his knife would be working busy busy, as though Pappy hands had nothing to do with it. Bark strip, small solid pieces flew, slivers gathering at his bare feet. Soon the doll did begin to take shape. Dress, arms, feet. The face did always take the longest, especially making the tiny tiny curls a kinky hair. Sometimes Pappy didn carve a doll, but made her out a bamboo and cloth scraps. A few times, he even made dolls out a mud and baked them in the clay oven.


  I thought Pappy was the most wonderful being on Earth, and maybe in Heaven too.


  When I was ten years old, Pappy stop making dolls for me. I don’ think was he decide, I think Mammy stop him because she find I was too big for dolls. I didn find so, because I still played with the dolls Pappy had made for me since I was small. They was all pack like slaves on a shelf in mi bedroom. And the Sunday morning metti limie did get less frequent, partly because I started going to church with Mammy. It wasn that I get religious, it was that I wanted to wear shoes and a pretty dress. People had already started to comment about how pretty Beneba Cudjoe daughter was. They did especially like mi green eyes. The first Carnival I remember is from when I was ten years old. I must a seen Carnivals from before, though, so I not sure why I remember that particular Carnival, or even if was one or all I running together in mi mind. Maybe before I must a just watch it from the side. Maybe was only from when I was ten that Mammy let me jump in the band. I remember everything. Groups a ten to twenty devils daub with black varnish with red horns on dey heads. Screaming in tune with the beating tin cans as they dance round me. All carrying staffs. In their middle was one man with a chain on he leg. He was daub with light-brown mud and he had on a whiteman mask. He hide he kinky hair with a handkerchief.


  It had pirates in full scarlet trowsers and red wool caps, blowing whistles and shouting strange curses, carrying pistols make a wood and real machetes posing as fake swords. It had Red Indians, daubed with red ochre, played by real Amerindians carrying real bows and quivers a arrows. And it had whitemen, always playing neg jardins in black masks and black varnish and curly-hair wigs.


  Me and Mammy was like tropical birds, dress up in pink silk stockings and bright-red rags with long coloured feathers stick in we head. Mammy wore yellow kid shoes and I was wearing blue.


  Drums beat and spoon hit bottle and shak-shaks shook.


  The Governor and he wife pass by in a carriage decorated with red ribbons. The horses was wearing paper caps and satin breastcloths. Everyone cheer and clap and whistle. I see the Governor pink sweaty face as he wave and smile.


  I saw Punchinello with he chalk-white face and red lips and bells on he hat and shoes. There was Death in his black hood, scythe in hand, face a white-painted skull. For some reason, he make me laugh. I saw the Pierrot Grenade, fool’s cap on head, he gown make a blue paper hung with triangles a red and mauve rags, the glenglen hung on each ringing merrily as he danced and cracked he whip. He was a mockery a the Pierrot, whose costume was made a satin and velvet. I listened to he peroration and cover mi ears when he blow he whistle loud loud. I listen to the jingle a the glenglen and I remember the other small bells that the Taino had exchanged for gold, but I didn know how I remember that.


  I remember the last character I see that day. Was coming on to dusk and me and Mammy was dragging we dusty selves back home when a man step in front we. I look up at him, puzzled at first, because I couldn tell what he was dress as. He had on a sleeveless brown tunic and copper bands around he forearms. He wore leather sandals with straps up to his knees and a silver spike was hanging from he belt. I thought he was Death or a African god, but I don’ know why I should a thought so. The sun was behind him and I squint trying to see his face. I couldn see he eyes.


  ‘I know you,’ I say.


  He nod.


  ‘But I doh know that costume.’


  He nod again and put his hand on my shoulder and squeeze it, as though to reassure me that I would one day remember who he was. Then he bow to Mammy and continue walking down the road. Mammy stare after him, then shake sheself, like a dog shaking off rain. She steups and say, ‘More mad people does come out for the Carnival, oui...’ But I knew she was really steupsing at herself, because Mammy would a normally cuss up anybody who behave like that, let alone touch me. But something about the stranger still she tongue. Later, she ask me where from I know him. But, although I thought and thought, I couldn remember.


  



  I did become a woman when I was fourteen years old. Was in a canefield with a boy name Jonas. He was eighteen years, long and lanky, with eyes like dark pools and soft full lips. His moustache was coming out in tiny curls and he had a dark fuzz beneath he lower lip. His cock was very big. He had been after me for months, and I had enjoyed resisting him. But from the first time I let him kiss me, I know I was going to let him fuck me too. He didn kiss like other boys. Wasn all pressing lip and jamming tongue. He took he time, and he mouth was like butterfly wings on mi face. He didn ever try to feel mi breasts at first. I did respect him for he control, because in all that spooning I could feel how hard he was when I rest mi arm like by accident on he lap.


  I didn plan to let him fuck me that day in the canefield. Was around noon, and the sun was high and hot in the sky. The cane arrows was swaying in the breeze like jhouba dancers, and I felt very free. Was just before harvest and the cane stalks were full and tall, like upstanding pricks. I take off mi dress before I lay in the ground, and Jonas take off he shirt and trowsers. His cock fascinated me. I’d never seen one up close. I was surprise how smooth it feel in mi hand, and how big the vein underneath was, and how soft he balls was. When he put it in me was plenty pain, but I grit mi teeth and he push little by little, and he was gritting he teeth too cause I was so tight, and then I feel something tear in mi and he grunt ‘Eh!’ and I feel all a he inside me. Stroke in, stroke out. Still some pain, but lessening. Stroke in, stroke out. I just lie there, feeling the rough dirt against mi back. Jonas was deep inside me, filling a space I didn even know I had. And I start to feel something inside me, like glenglen bells jingling. It was like some bells, then more and more. Is like they was all building up to a harmony, but before it could happen Jonas give one deep thrust and a groan and I feel he thing throb and throb and start to lessen inside me. I raise mi hips, groaning miself now but for a different reason, but he pull out a me, dribbling sticky strings on mi thigh.


  I lay back on the ground and watch the pale blue sky over me. It just had a few wisp a cloud. Beside me, Jonas breathed deep, satisfy breaths. ‘Tha was real good,’ he say.


  I didn say anything.


  



  Men could a mock Pappy for being a mamapoule man. He didn talk plenty. He use to spend most a he time with he families. He use to sing, make pretty carving, cook. Not that them thing was so womanish, because plenty man had to cook for themself, and woodwork was man work, and everybody like good singers (though only mait kaisos was respected ). But, in addition to all that, Pappy didn really drink rum and he didn beat any a he women. He never even beat me – Mammy use to do that. Pappy also didn use to drink rum much. He didn too care for men as liming company, though he get along with them when he working. But some men didn like him for that, they say Joseph Asafo feel he high. But most a them say it behind he back. (I know because some a them chirrun tell me what dey father say about my father.) Pappy was a quiet fella and other men was cautious round him. One time one man, brave with rum, ask Pappy how come he so black and he woman so black but he daughter have eyes so green? Pappy cuff him down one time. That was Pappy. Most times men who looking for a fight use to talk plenty big talk first. Pappy never talk. If he see a man want to play bad, he fling fist one time. After a few such incidents, men learn to leave Pappy alone. It wasn that Pappy win the fight every time. But he get a reputation as a man you doh mess with, though me who know him best know he was the most gentle man in the whole West Indies.


  



  Jonas and me fuck a few times again. But I still couldn see what the fuss was about. Was nice, but so was eating a julie mango and people didn use to get all ecstatic about that. So it occur to me that maybe Jonas wasn doing it right. So, just to find out, I went with a fella name Caesar who had been tracking me for a long time. He was different from Jonas: short and stocky and sixteen years old. His cock wasn as long but was thick. It feel different inside me, and he move different. But the glenglen bells still didn ring before he break. I do it with him twice more, but was the same thing. So I went with a man name Simon. Simon was old, about twenty-five. I figure he might be better because a he experience. And he was. He could a kiss as good as Jonas. He suck mi nipples, and that feel real good. He put two fingers inside mi pussy, and rub mi lil button with he thumb, and that feel really good. When he put he cock in me, he fuck me for a long time and the bells nearly ring. But he stop short and roll off a me breathing hard and sweating like he run a race.


  ‘Doux-doux, you not easy,’ he say, like if he paying me a compliment. This time I starting to wonder if something wrong was with me.


  Simon for some reason fall in love with me. He didn come by the house because I tell him mi Mammy go cuss him left, right and centre if she see him. But he waylay mi everywhere I go. One day, he and Jonas bounce up. Jonas ask me why I walking with he, and Simon want to know who is that little boy, and Jonas say I is he woman and Simon say he beg to differ, because he use to talk like that sometimes. Jonas watch me and ask if I was horning him and me ent say nothing, which say plenty, and big fight start right there in the middle a the road. Me, I just stand up there with mi mouth hanging open, because I couldn believe big men was fighting over who could fuck me.


  Jonas lose the fight, but Simon get some good lash and had to go by the doctor. By the time I reach back home, Mammy already hear all what happen. As soon as I step on the porch, she hold me by mi ear and start to waylay me all over mi body with Pappy leather belt.


  ‘You have man fighting over you?’ Whap, whap. ‘A little pissintail girl like you?’ Whap whap. ‘But look at mi crosses!’ Whap, whap. ‘Spreading yuh leg for all kind a man when you suppose to be doing yuh work on weekdays and praying to the Lord on Sundays!’ Whap, whap.


  The neighbours gather and start to laugh. Wasn’t the beating I did mind so much as the embarrassment. I didn step out a the house for a week after that. Both Jonas and Simon show up at the house at different times and Mammy chase them off with a cutlass. Mammy wasn easy, nah.


  When Pappy come that Friday, she spend whole night telling him


  what he daughter was doing. Pappy just listen and didn say anything, and that Sunday he talk to me as normal. He even carve a doll for me, for the first time since I was ten. I start to cry when he start carving and he say, ‘Do not let man take vantage a you, Legba.’ And I dry mi eyes and tell him I wouldn’t, and I meant it. I keep mi promise. It wasn hard to do, because was only if I had met a man who match up to Pappy that he could a take vantage a me. And that never happen.


  



  Maybe Pappy didn like to fight because he was more Muslim than Creole. Maybe was because he hadn work on the plantation too long before Emancipation come. But fighting was part a life on the island. August 1st every year had Canboulay to mark Emancipation – Cannes brules – before freedom come. When fire break out on the estate, horns blow and slaves come out with buckets a water and sand. Mammy say it always turn into a eat-and-drink-and-talk, and that most times if it didn have a fire for the dry season the slaves would a set one. Metti limie! she use to say, laughing. But I didn go out for Canboulay till I was about sixteen, by which time I was liming with mi own friends. From midnight on Sunday the conch shells and cattle horns start to blow, declaring warning and war. Every Canboulay it had stickfight, not like stickfight for Carnival, which use to be between two persons. Nah, this was gang stickfight, because even in slave days the estates use to be rivals. Police use to have to come out most Canboulays to break up the fights, though plenty times police get their share a licks too. Specially if it had plenty Barbadians in the patrol – we didn like Bajans at all at all.


  First time I went out for Canboulay I see the Bakers and the Maribones clash. Bakers did wear white and they did rule east Port a Spain. Maribones use to wear burlap. They control from L’Hospice Bridge to Belmont. So naturally I was for them. The dividing line was Henry Street. The two pierrots come out in front and exchange robber talk and crack dey whips. They look gorgeous in dey satin gowns. And the talk! Talk about robber talk!


  ‘Tremble before me for I am King of all these dominions, Lord of all I survey, the very sky bows down before me and becomes the ground, the ground rises before my thundering step and becomes the sky, all Heaven and Earth turns upside-down before my glorious magnificence!’


  ‘Be silent, you mocking pretender, for I am Master of masters, Lord of lords, Ruler of rulers! The greatest kings dare not speak my name for my name is so great that their jaws would crack did they dare to speak even its first wonderful syllable. The very universe trembles at my step, the stars themselves wink out in my unmatchable luminescence.’


  Then one of them cast aside he whip and pull out a stick and the fighting start. But the pierrots could a afford to talk. Under dey beret, they had on iron pot to prevent busshead, and they sweating like pig because under dey gown they wearing goatskin for padding. That is why when they fall down they could a sing out, ‘Coule, sang moen ka coule!’ (Flowing, my blood is flowing.) Is only the band members who use to get real damage when the fighting start.


  Maribones get beat that time, and I get mi head buss when a bottle come flying through the air. I didn go home for two days. But in less than that mi busshead had heal. You couldn even see a scar. That was when I start to think about becoming a stickfighter.


  



  Mammy use to worry that I was getting wild. ‘I dunno how I raise a Warahoon chile so,’ she use to say. Warahoon was Indian from South America who use to come to Trinidad once a year to do some ceremony. We use to see them sometimes when we visit Mammy family in Chaguanas. When I see them in dey loincloth with dey straight, dark hair and shut-in faces, I really did feel like I was more related to them than mi own cousins. But I couldn explain that to Mammy. After all, I didn understand it miself.


  I didn feel I was wild, though. Mammy was just worried because I use to lime plenty but I didn have no man. And I was already seventeen years old. I didn even have no chile, and Mammy wanted to be a grandmother before she dead. ‘I thirty-five years old, you know Legba,’ she would often tell me. Was a source a great shame to she, and though she had she own business and land and a nice man, she wanted grandchirren more than anything else.


  But I wasn fucking with anybody regular. Once in a while I take a lil thing, but I always send the man on he way after. So I start to get a name as a jamette. But a good few men was tracking me, eh. I was dark, but they like mi green eyes. I coulda easy shack up with one a them, even marry. But Mammy sheself tell me from small how man is devil. And no man earn mi respect like Pappy. When I feel horny, I mostly use mi fingers. A man woulda only be a weight on mi breast.


  So it wasn that I was wild. But I was trying to find something, I didn know what. I always feel different from everybody else, including the girls I use to lime with. All they did talk about was man and chile and clothes and fete. I did want something more.


  I did go everywhere. To Dame Lorraine shows to watch the skits, all the actors with masks, outfitted in costumes with big bumsees and breast, even wooden pricks. I went to the Pissenlit afterwards, where a man dress as a woman seeing she menses would make robber talk, calling names about who look like what and who doing what with who. I like them shows for the performance, but I also like seeing how the clerks and grocers sitting side by side with the jamettes. Even Mammy use to come to the Dame Lorraine with me sometimes.


  Once, I went with she to the Governor’s Ball. She was cook and I was maid for the night. Had to wear a black dress with a frilly white apron and a cap on mi head. I never see people dress up so. Fancy satin masks on the end a sticks, costumes full a silk cloth with fancy sleeves and bustles and stitching. The Governor heself in purple velvet doublet and gold tights, cloak round he shoulders and jewelled belt around he fat waist. And everybody dancing so gracious to the band, round and round, dip, hands touching but not holding, bodies so polite.


  I couldn believe that white people call that Carnival. I couldn believe they even call it a fete.


  Was the yards I like best, though. New Town, Toll Gate, Hell’s Yard. Hearing the singers rehearsing dey songs, watching the stickfighters practise. When Mammy hear I was liming in the yards, she boof me. ‘You looking to be a jamette or what?’ she say. She didn mind me fucking man now and then. You had to try on the shirt before you buy it. And to beside, she wanted grandchile. But taking man was different from liming with yard people.


  But I didn think being a jamette woman was such a bad thing. People respect the jamettes. Good women use to always mauvais langue them, including Mammy who had some good good jamette friends sheself. But I always notice that the good women didn badtalk the jamettes to dey face. That is because they know they would a get cuss upside-down rightside up. So was always a shoo-shoo. And I notice even the men was respectful around them, giving talks as men always do, yes, but not being insulting, because a jamette woman could easy buss a bottle over he head and a man who get lick down by a woman was forever after a mamapoule man. He might even hear a song about it.


  So it had that. But the thing I like most about liming with the jamettes was watching them dance. The good people call the movements indecentes and lascives – and in truth was like they was having sex with a invisible man in front them – but to me was all grace and energy and true mette limie.


  One time, after I did look at the stickfighters practise for a few nights, I bring mi bois. Pappy had make it for me, though I didn tell him I wanted it for miself. It had a woman name Bowfoot Jean, about my size, stringy, with a flat face. I tell she I want to practise and she just laugh.


  ‘You too pretty for stickfight, doux-doux.’


  But I insist till she give in. Bowfoot Jean didn even put out she cigarette but leave it hanging from she mouth. The contempt irritate me, and I tell miself she in for a surprise. I hold my bois the way I see them hold it: above and in front me, hands at both ends. Bowfoot Jean pull on she cigarette.


  ‘Ready?’ she say.


  I nod.


  Mi bois fly out mi hand and something rap mi skull. When I wake up, I was lying against the fence, mi bois across mi lap. A white man was dipping a red rag in a bucket and wiping mi forehead. After a while, I realize the rag was white, and was mi blood that red. The man’s hands were gentle. His name was Marriott.


  I went back to the yard three nights in a row, and Bowfoot Jean buss mi head three nights in a row. I woulda go back again, because mi skull was always mostly heal the next morning. But Marriott keep telling mi I go damage mi brain, and he was a doctor from England. And I see how people start to watch mi funny. They, too, couldn believe I was getting so much busshead and still coming back for more. When I overhear somebody saying (like if they see me with dey own two eye) how I does mount mi stick, I say was best I ease off before they start saying I is a obeah woman, too. Not that it was a bad thing to be a obeah woman, but most stickfighters didn approve a people using magic to make dey bois better. Was cheating, and was something only a inferior fighter had to do, and I had already decide that I was going to be the best woman stickfighter in the island.


  ‘I’m so glad you decided to take a break,’ Marriott said, when he saw me sitting on the bleachers watching the fighters practise. I was watching Bowfoot Jean especially hard. When she had seen me sitting on the side, she put she bois by she crotch and move it up and down, then shake her head at me. ‘I know you couldn take good wood!’ she bawl, and she jamette friends laugh like a set a chickens when corn fling.


  ‘Don’t mind them,’ said Marriott. ‘It takes a lot of training to fight with a staff.’


  ‘It doh look hard,’ I say. ‘But she beat mi like nothing.’


  ‘Well,’ Marriott say, like if he was apologizing. ‘Your grip was wrong, your feet were badly placed, and your stance was weak.’


  I look at him and laugh. ‘And what a white man know bout stickfighting, pray tell?’


  He smile. ‘If you meet me tomorrow, I’ll show you.’


  



  Each of those nights that I went home with mi head dripping blood, I had a dream. The first night I dream I was a pirate – a woman who was captain of a ship and who could use a sword as good as any man. And so I went back to the yard with that memory in mi bones, but though I was able to dodge a few a Bowfoot Jean’s blows that time, the bois feel strange in mi hands, and she lash me. The second night I dream I was a white man in a metal helmet and breastplate. I did know how to wrestle and use a spear and a sword. And the next evening I move real good, but Bowfoot Jean still buss mi head. And the third night, I dream I was a man who could a box with he feet, but in that dream I also see miself fucking mi Mammy. That evening, Bowfoot Jean knock mi out with one blow, just like the first time.


  



  I meet Marriott by the yard early the next evening. He had a stick with him. Not a bois. Was about six feet long, about a inch and a half at one end, tapering down to a inch at the next. And wasn made from poui.


  ‘Quarter-staff,’ Marriott say. ‘Sturdy English oak.’


  I say, ‘I didn know Englishman does stickfight, too.’



  ‘Oh yes. The peasants weren’t allowed to carry swords, so they had to learn to use other sorts of weapons.’


  ‘Just like how all-yuh don’t allow we to carry gun now, eh?’


  He clear he throat. ‘Would you like a demonstration?’


  I look around. ‘Not here,’ I tell him.


  So we went off behind the fence where nobody could a see, and he show me how to use he staff. In he hands, was like the staff come alive. He hold it with one hand about a foot down from the butt, and the other hand in the middle. He twirl it, parry, thrust. He foot move all the while, so was like I could almost see the invisible man he was fighting. He grip keep changing as the quarter-staff whirl around, even blurring in a figure-of-eight at one point, a move that look like it could a block bullets. When he was done, he starch collar was like a rag on he neck. Some slow claps come from people peeping over the fence. Marriott, wiping he face with a white linen handkerchief, grin and bow. Mad Englishman.


  Marriott say he go train me. I tell him he stick too big. I tell him you couldn use a bois to fight the way they does stickfight in England. He say ‘All that is true, but the principles are the same’. He say he could teach me footwork and coordination and speed. I ask him what he would want in return for all that training (as if I didn already know). He say ‘Nothing’.


  All man, white or black, damn liars.


  He office was on Frederick Street, about twenty minutes walk from Belmont. I went three evenings a week. I feel comfortable with Marriott one time. Was like if I know him, know where he come from. Yet he was the first white man I ever talk to.


  Marriott live behind he office, and we use to train in he yard. So many little things, so big a difference. Stand on the balls of your feet so you could move fast. One foot in front, the other behind, weight even, so you could backward, forward, sideways. Hold the bois at forehead level, keep moving head and hands so opponent wouldn see you move to attack.


  Other things you could learn only by doing. The rhythm and reflex of blocking – above, left, right. We spend hours just clacking sticks. Moving to stay out a range, but not so far you can’t move back in quick to counter. Marriott chasing me round he yard with a stick swinging, me moving backwards as fast as I could. Mi calves like knots afterwards. Ducking as he swing the bois at mi head, straighten, duck again, pace getting faster and faster. Learning to control the reflex to look away when you see a blow coming. Standing like a statue, hands by mi side, and letting Marriott swing he staff so close to mi head a could feel the breeze. Knowing he wouldn really hit mi, but mi stomach jumping like a frog every time. He shouting, ‘Don’t blink, don’t blink!’


  I start to understand how Bowfoot Jean beat me so easy.


  



  As part a mi training – so he say – Marriott carry me to a bouquet ball. Everybody like they get paralyze when we walk in – a black woman like me with mi green-and-red Madras handkerchief tie on the back a mi head, mi jupe dress flowing from under mi arm down to mi bare foot, pair up with this white man in he black coat, ruffle shirt, and riding boots. Even the music stop, and Marriott grinning like a fool and bawling ‘Helloo, helloo’ to everybody like if they was he first cousin, nennen, and sundry other family. But he had pay he ten bits, and the king and queen a the night with dey nosegays in hand, after the first fluster, led we with big smile to the table like any normal guest.


  We eat and drink and listen to the drums. It had a string band, too. People who wasn eating stand up against the bamboo, smoking and talking or dancing. The Chinese lanterns throw deep shadows, and when I look to the back I thought I see the bald-head man from Carnival when I was a chile. Marriott was enjoying himself, beating the table in time to the music, bobbing he head, even singing along to some a the songs. Once or twice he even get up and dance. Like all white people, he didn have no rhythm.


  ‘Why you like all this so much?’ I ask him.


  He look surprised. ‘I love Trinidad!’ he bawl over the drums.


  ‘But why? You’s English.’


  ‘England’s boring. Here, you have everything. It’s...’ he spin he hands, searching for words. ‘It’s the combination. Spanish law, French culture, English government, African people. Even a touch of the Orient now, with the Chinese and the East Indians.’ He look at me anxious anxious, like if he had a hot pee. ‘Do you understand?’


  I nod, as if I did.


  When the main dancer come out, Marriott lean across to tell me to watch she close. Was this he had brought me to see, he say (though I didn believe him, but I went because he was paying). I watch the dancer, who name was Basheba. I did never really watch how dancers move before. But now I pay attention, partly because Marriott was chanting over mi shoulder. ‘And shuffle and glide, step, swing hem up front, watch the feet see the three-beat, right foot wide, and circle! Left foot follows, and right in place. Now left foot wide, and circle! Right foot follows, and left in place.’ Like some demented white Midnight Robber.


  On the way home, he tell me, ‘If you learn to dance like that, Bowfoot Jean will never touch you with her bois.’


  He didn try to kiss me when the carriage stop, so I kiss him.


  



  As I train, I start to remember. I didn know I was remembering. Only later I realize what was happening. The more I spar with Marriott, the more control I learn. But it seem like if I already know what I was learning. My moves get smoother, more coordinated. Marriott was amazed how fast I learn. But the real change was in mi mind. It had a coolness there, a way I use to separate miself from what I was doing, so that as I fight I could judge what I was doing. And very often I had this strange idea that the me looking on was a white man, like Marriott. Except that I knew I could kill Marriott in seconds and he would never know how he had died.


  I didn understand why I had thoughts like that. I liked Marriott with he mad ways, and I was grateful for him teaching me. I knew, even though he gave no sign, that he wanted to fuck me. But he never even tried to feel me, even when he was showing me how to hold my bois or how to place my feet. We just use to kiss, which was nice, and which I feel I did owe him. Yet sometimes I did feel hate for him, just because he was white, and sometimes I did feel envy, just because he was white.


  And my dreams, where remembrance always started, became strange. I dream that the man I had spoken to at Carnival was chasing me. I run through forest, over hill, fled over the sea, and still I couldn escape him. He was my shadow of doom. I dream I was a man fucking women, and I dreamed I was other women fucking men. I dreamed that I die and was reborn, in the same body, in different bodies. I dreamed that I could not die. I dreamed that the Shadowman killed me.


  But the dream that disturbed me most was the one where I was black man fucking a red woman, while my mother watched. I always woke up feeling shame, but for what I didn know.


  



  Christmas pass and Carnival season come. Marriott said he had trained me all he could. I was ready to fight. The time come. Drums beating, flambeaux throwing dark smoke into the dark night. Everybody drinking rum and eating souse. The cuatros play melodies too sweet for busshead, but the shak-shak sounding in mi blood. Two people step in the gayelle and the drums beat more, echoing back from the sky so you almost think is a black goatskin stretch above you head. Lesser stickfighters just in roll-up pants and loose shirt. Them fights either end with a quick busshead or bruise knuckle or they only gallery till the crowd start to hiss and cuss and the fighters either get to it or get out before somebody pelt bottle. The better stickfighters decorate like parrot. Everybody wearing rope sandal, alpargatos, to make sure they doh slip on the dirt.


  I come out to win. I wear a cotton shirt trim with metal bells at breast and shoulders. Mammy sew it for me. I have on velvet breeches and every man soot when they see me and I feeling real conscious of mi arse. Mi fol have swansdown but I ent wear no hat or crown. I doh fraid busshead, and I ent no queen. Yet.


  Pappy give me a hug before I go in the gayelle to challenge Bowfoot Jean. I see Marriott up on the bleachers with some other white people. The drums beat faster and we dance, bois high above we head, and I feel like a spirit take me. Bowfoot dancing she wajank dance, shaking she body like if a bull fucking she in she arse. But when I wasn training, I was dancing. I move graceful but rude, like a slow standing fuck. I say, ‘Mi bois long and stiff. This dance is for he. This is mi lover dance.’ And everybody laugh, because ‘lover’ in French mean to coil up, and mi body was winding like a snake in truth. I hear the men clapping for me. Jean vex and come in, bois swinging like lightning-flash. But I block and mi back swing nearly catch she belly. She come back from the side, but mi bois there to parry, then flick! and she gone back, hands to head, blood already seeping through she fingers. And I dance, I dance, and the drums beat for me alone.


  I only fight that one fight that night. Marriott say I should start slow. He say I should savour my first victory, like a fine wine. I was used to how he talk by then. He never had no doubt I was going to win. Pappy was so proud, and Mammy too. Like she wasn worrying about me being a jamette again – once I was a jamette who could buss other jamette head. (Besides, she know man did like jamette.) Caliban was there with he guitar – a small fella with a head like a coconut and frog-eyes. After I beat Bowfoot Jean, he ask me mi name. I tell him and he think for a few seconds, then start to strum he guitar and sing in English.


  In the gayelle that night was bacchanal for so


  Bowfoot Jean meet up Legba Cudjoe,


  Bowfoot never had a chance was plain to see


  Because Legba girl move so elegantly.


  But was more than that, if Bowfoot did only know


  She would a beg for truth, she would a beg for so,


  Yeah, I say she would a have to beg


  Because everybody know foot does get kick by leg!


  And, as we laugh, he end up with usual ‘Sanimanitay’ and Pappy give him some bits.


  Later that night, I meet Marriott. He had champagne in the carriage. We went back to his house and, for the first time, I let him fuck me. And, for the first time, the bells ring.


  



  In the next few years, I get known as one a the best female stickfighters in the island. I win most a mi fights, though it had three women who use to beat mi regular – Dominique ‘Reds’ MaCherie from San Fernando, Phibbah Lagos from Arima and Indian Mary from Carapichaima. The one I use to most mind losing to was Indian Mary. She was a East Indian, a skinny set a people who the English people bring to work on the estates after Emancipation. They did keep to theyself, and we didn too like them because they make it harder for we to get work on the plantation when we wanted some money. (We didn like Bajans, Grenadians, Vincentians, or Carriacouans because them use to take up work and land, too.) Mary didn lime with she own people at all, and talk was she didn lime with man at all. But I wasn concern with any a that. I did beat Red and Phibbah on occasion. I never beat Mary, and the thing was, I couldn figure out why I couldn beat she. Mary was a nashy little girl and she use to move like she falling asleep. She had a round face with small round eye, like a monkey. She use to smile a bit, but usually she face never change expression. She didn talk much and I never see she take a drink. Some people use to call she Half-Dead. But in the gayelle, I never touch she once. Was like she know every move I was going to make, and always mi bois get block or miss she complete, and when she swing I was always wrong-foot or off-balance or something, so I use to get lash.


  Marriott say she had good wrists and perfect timing. I tell him that that didn tell me how to beat she, and he shrug. ‘She has no obvious weaknesses,’ was all he could say.


  But I do well enough for Mammy to open she own gayelle. She break down the shop and build back a bigger one with a room with chairs and table for people to lime in. She plant more land and get licence to sell liquor. Once a month we had a bouquet ball, with Mammy and Pappy playing host. After Christmas till Carnival was fete every Friday, with stickfights most weekends. I was the main attraction. People use to watch the men stickfighters more, but they use to bet just as much on the women. Between Mammy cooking and Pappy organizing and me dancing mi lover dance, we use to make a good bit a money. For the first time in she life Mammy get fat. She was proud a she size – was a sign a prosperity. But she would a give way three-quarter a she money and all a she fat for one granchile. But I was too busy fighting and singing and winding mi body to think about man.


  



  Caliban take a liking to me from that first night, and every time I win he use to sing a song about me. When Mammy open the gayelle, I pay him to make up songs specially for me to sing before the fight. Every stickfighter had dey robber talk – ‘I am So-and-So and I challenge all comers’ when you step in the gayelle, and you hold up you bois to your opponent and say, ‘I come to measure you grave’ and make boast like, ‘Rain cyar touch me when I hold my bois’. That was the tradition, and I thought singing mi own kalinda would a be a good attraction. And Caliban didn disappoint.


  My name is Legba Cudjoe, even demons in Hell know


  Not to cross my winding path.


  No fighter is more frightening, mi bois lover like lightning,


  So fast I strike, I stop before I start!


  You can’t see wind, you’ll just see me wine,


  You’ll just feel a cruel breeze,


  No set a fuss, but you head buss,


  And you go hear me saying, ‘Next, please!’


  Sanimanitay


  Every week was a new song and, even though he use to sing mostly in English, Caliban soon become the next reason why we tent use to be full up every Friday and Saturday night. Oftentimes, the people spend more time listening to he than watching the stickfight. Even when the song was about me.


  It have no woman in this land


  Who could handle stick better than Legba


  When you see how she stroke the bois


  All you could do is beg and say ‘Ah!’


  She does stroke the stick with skill,


  She does sting the stick with licks,


  She does lash the stick until


  The stick turn into a little matchstick.


  Caliban never let on that he was in love with me. He figure he was too small and too ugly. But he was real jealous a Marriott. In fact, I figure that was half the reason he use to sing in English instead a patois like every other mait kaiso. He wanted the English people to know what he singing.


  Now people, I wonder if you could tell me


  What is the difference between a Negro and a English fellow?


  Now people, I wonder if you tell me


  What does make the two a we different so?


  One difference is obvious,


  For he skin white and mine is a brown colour,


  But what come out both a we other heads is white


  The difference is that he own does come out plenty sooner.


  Sanimanitay.


  Another difference is my hair hard and he hair soft,


  True, but it have another difference even more true.


  You see we heads that don’t have hair


  Them hard and soft too.


  Sanimanitay.


  The problem was, Marriott use to laugh harder at them kaisos than anybody else.


  



  One season I beat Red and Phibbah one after the other. And Mammy had the bright idea of holding the biggest ever champion stickfighting contest. She tell me this only after she print up the bills. I was blue vex.


  ‘So you going to make me embarrass miself in mi own gayelle?’


  ‘You wouldn embarrass youself. Look how easy you beat them two, and you did hardly do so before.’


  ‘And I never beat Indian Mary.’


  ‘You go beat she. You like to bring down youself too much, Legba. I always tell you so.’


  In fact, Mammy always tell me I was a lazy good-for-nothing. But I button mi lip. I could always get sick whatever night I had to face Mary or take a busshead the night before from somebody else. People could say I was fraid, but they wouldn know . Truth was, I did only beat Red and Phibbah because they was slowing down in dey old age. Both a them was at least thirty years old. But Mary was about my age, in she early twenties. Old too, but not too old. But as the day draw closer, it start to really grind me that I couldn beat Mary. And it wasn just me bringing miself down. Mary was just faster, more coordinated, and stronger than me. That was the simple truth.


  I take mi woes to Caliban. I did already know Marriott wouldn be no help. Caliban listen to me and at the end he say, ‘Doh worry. I know how you could beat Mary.’


  I say, surprise, ‘How?’


  He say, ‘When you can’t attack somebody body, attack dey mind.’


  And he tell me he plan. I didn know if it would a work, but I would know for sure on the Night of the Champions, as Mammy’s bills announce in big black letters.


  We had preliminary rounds. But everybody already know who was the best stickfighters and all a them was there on the final night. There was also a good few from the other islands, like Jamaica and Barbados and Grenada. Everybody dress to kill, or at least to buss head. Some in velvet kandal, some in satin ones, ending just above the knee, curving like a second skin round dey round arses. Who doh have on embroidered shirt have on short-sleeve jacket with heart-shape fol sew on over the chest. The fighters with real skill would try to knock off that before going for a busshead. With the women stickfighters, we would make that the target instead of a busshead. That was Mammy idea, because she say people doh really like to see woman fight. Some people decorate dey fol with swansdown, some with rhinestone, some with mirrors. Some wearing cap or hat or paper crown (so they could put a pad under it).


  I dress in a purple satin skirt, a red silk long-sleeve blouse with two mirrored fols, one on either breast. Mi hair was covered with a Madras handkerchief decorated with gold shirtpins. The outfit was Caliban’s idea. He had sung his kaiso for the first time two weeks ago, and we knew that word would a reach Mary. It was that song that make Caliban the mait mait kaiso a the West Indies.


  ‘Why you never come up with this plan before?’ I boof him. I knew he must have had that song for years.


  ‘I was waiting for a occasion,’ he answer.


  Even though we had the event in the yard, the place was still packed. Even the street didn have space. Was like every Negro person in Trinidad had come. I even see one Chinee, though I really notice him because he didn look like the usual Chinee. He was baldhead, instead of having a pigtail, and he wasn yellow pale, but had a kinda bronze complexion. Everybody was having a good time. The music was playing, the tables was loaded with chicken, pork, agouti, lappe, fish, rice, yam, eddoes and plenty other things. The rum was flowing like water. Me, I didn take a drink and I didn eat. Too much tension in mi belly and in mi soul.


  Me and Mary had two fights with other people before we meet. I face she and then, very deliberate, I watch Caliban and raise a finger. He start to sing and the talk die down.


  Mary Mary quite cunt weary


  From taking too much man,


  Just tell she how you love she so


  And once you name man, you can.


  Well, most people there had never hear the song before, and the whole place buss out laughing. I sing the second verse.


  Mary Mary quite cunt weary


  Because you just cyar say no,


  I wouldn tell why you belly cyar swell


  Of if you just hot-up or a ho.


  This was more than picong, when you just provoke somebody. Was pure meprìs – the kind that singers use to get jail for if they sing about important people in society. But what Mary could a do? The song had three more verses, all just as insulting, but I sure most people didn hear them in all the laughing and hooting. And was the first time I saw Mary face change expression – just she mouth get a little more thin and I think I see she eye start to shine. Wasn much, but was enough. She come in to attack, when she usual thing was to wait to counter. And for the first time, she timing was a little off. And I was in perfect form that night. One lash, one parry, one counter. Mary was on the ground. I stand up there for seconds, not believing it. Everybody was cheering, but was as if was far away. And then I throw up mi bois in the air, and start to dance like a madwoman. Pappy rush in the gayelle and lift me up on he shoulders. Was the best night a mi life.


  Early the next morning, as the sky was now getting gray, I carry Caliban in mi room and express mi gratitude in improper fashion. And was Marriott turn to get jealous, when he hear. He didn believe it at first, but when he hear enough times that the best woman stickfighter was dealing with the best mait kaiso, he ask me. I tell him was so, and he get mad.


  I say, ‘But what you vex for? It ent have no ring pon this finger.’


  And he couldn say nothing to that, because though it had white men who did marry Negro women, Marriott was a respectable doctor in the island. He might a like to watch all we festivals and even come to we fetes, but in the end he wasn a Creole and he couldn afford to lose he white patients. That wasn’t why he stop seeing me: he just couldn handle the idea a me fucking a black man and he at the same time. I was sorry about that, but was he choice to go.


  



  Almost exactly one year later, Mammy die. Was on the day a the Night of Champions. Mammy was in the kitchen supervising she four helpers, when she clutch she breast and groan and fall down on the dirt floor.


  You does never expect death. I knew Mammy had to die soon – she was already more than forty years. But she seem hale enough. I thought she would a live for a good while again – no, I lie. I just never thought about when or how she might die. I never fear death. Somehow, without thinking about it, I always knew I couldn die. But immortality doh make death easy, because the hard part a death is seeing the people around you die. I know I woulda grieve. I didn expect the grief to pain so much.


  But I didn expect Pappy to take it so hard. He was a man, he was strong. He had other wives. But he cry and cry. Like he couldn stop. So I had was to give him comfort. There was no one to comfort me. Mi Mammy was dead.


  The thing I most didn expect, though, was the anger. When mi Mammy die, was like every mother I ever had die too. I remember the mothers I never know, daughter of Yùcahu and daughter of Africa. I remember the other mother I never know, who I kill with mi own bloody hands. I remember the mothers who sacrifice their short lives for me. And I was full a rage.


  I cuss God. I didn know which god. I went to Christian church, but I also know the gods from Africa. I hated all a them for taking mi mothers, mi Mammy, away. I hated all a them for making me immortal, so I could be reborn to know all this misery and pain over and over again. Between god and devil was no difference at all.


  But cussin God and gods didn help. All gods was silent and invisible. Maybe they wasn even there. And the rage was red in me, like a fire. And I tell the helpers to stop crying and finish cooking. Plenty people was coming for the Night of Champions. I wasn going to turn it into a wake. I tell Pappy so, and he agree, if only because he wasn in any state to argue. The undertaker come and prepare Mammy body in she bedroom. I practise whole day with mi bois, never stopping, never getting tired. And, when I step into the gayelle that evening, mi belly was like full a hot coals.


  Six women come against me. Six women fall bleeding. Two a them would a never fight again, never be right again. I didn care. I had done worse, in the past. When the last one fall, only then I talk. ‘No woman could match me! What man here have bois for my bois!’


  The crowd murmur. No man step forward. Caliban come to me and tell me that I had won, I should leave the gayelle. I cuss him. Marriott come and tell me I needed to rest, that my departed mother would not approve of my behaviour. I cuss him, too. I challenge the men again. Nobody step forward. I start to cuss all a them for being cowards, negre jardins, mamapoule men. Toto, last year’s champion, say quiet, ‘Legba, man and woman doh cross bois.’ I start to cuss he too, but he just shake he head and leave. Some men come in the gayelle to try and move me, but I swing mi bois wild at them and they retreat. Then a man step into the gayelle. I recognize the brown tunic and the forearm bands at once. He bois look like a matchstick in he arms. The silver spike was in he belt. I found myself wishing he had come to kill me. And I think: If I can do with bois what I could never do with knife or sword or gun, perhaps I shall be like a god. And perhaps if I am like a god I can make my Mammy be reborn, as I am reborn.


  And I sing in patois a song that Caliban had made for me.


  Legba tun ni bois di tone


  Legba tun ni bois di tone


  Legba, vue u leve mama meve mo.


  ‘My bois is like thunder! It could raise mi mama from the dead!’ I attack the Shadowman. Blow follow blow like lightning. Cosabal, carre, chopper, battoniers! Sticks clacking like a song. The Shadowman parried, never seeming to hurry, eyes always hooded, expression never changing. My attack like a hurricane, but he like a stone mountain. Till finally, his bois come down in a murderous chopper, which I block, but he broke my bois, and my skull. I fell, senseless, join with Mammy.


  



  For years after that I don’t fight. Nobody go fight me. And what I didn want to happen happen. People start saying I was a obeah woman. Marriott say was because I was like dead that night. He couldn find pulse or heartbeat. They put me in the bedroom with Mammy, but the next morning I get up, stretch and yawn. The servant girl scream and run away when she come in and see me washing mi face by the face-basin. And talk start about me worshipping the Devil and that the man who buss mi head and then disappear was Satan self.


  



  Time pass like a dream. I stay in the house. It have enough money to buy rum. I don’t eat much, I don’t buy anything except rum. Pappy with he other chirrun, he hardly even come on Sundays. I go nowhere, see no one, but I not alone. I have myselves. Some I remember clear, others not so well. I know all my names. I remember the grief of my first life, not only my mother dead but all my people, and it help diminish my own. I remember the savagery of my second life, but that is dim, though my final torture is sharp as a cutlass. I remember sailing to Africa, land of my father. But I can never tell him how I know his land. I remember selling my body to men and so gaining power over them. I have that power now, and have sold myself to no one. My next life as Mary-Anne is vague, as is my life as the slave Tituba-named-Eshu. Even my last life as Adam Chardonbois I could barely remember. I don’t understand why I could remember events of four hundred years ago so clear, but the past half-century like a dark cloud.


  So I didn take on all the ole talk. I didn want to stickfight again, anyway. It just had this big space where Mammy use to be. We house was small, but now it seem bigger than a planter house. I wish I could a give her grandchirrun before she die. I would a give up mi immortality in a flash for that gift. But mi memories was getting stronger now and, though many details were missing, I knew that in nearly four hundred years, as both man and woman, I had never had children.


  So mi Mammy had left nothing of herself behind, save other people’s memories of her. And, people being mortal, memory would vanish. She had left me behind, but I knew now that I was a child of the universe. But I was also Mammy’s daughter, for that was the life I lived now, and had she not had me she might have had more children who could have continued her line. I wandered around the empty house and, one day, saw the shop with its doors closed like shut eyes. I knew then what I had to do, to fill up the space inside myself and for Mammy’s memory.


  I buy stocks. I make drinks and sweets the way Mammy use to make. I start selling. Flour, sugar, salt, juice, mauby, toolum, tambran ball, chilibibi, sugar-cake and so on. Business was slow at first – most a the people who come wanted mi to work obeah. I could a do it, too, because I recall some a mi skills from when I was Eshu Falunbi. But I tell them no. Even so, it take long for people to start coming back, not only because a the ole talk, but it had a Chinaman, same one who use to come to the stickfight, with a shop just a few miles down the road. But people remember the tasty sweets and the cheap prices. I had all Mammy recipes in mi head and, child a the universe or no, I had get Mammy sweethand. And Pappy, who use to only come on Sundays and sit in the porch staring at the trees, start passing by week days to help out.


  When trade become regular, I went to Marriott and ask him to lend me some money. With that, I break down the shop and build up a bamboo-and-carat palace. Dry goods added to everything else, and Pappy had a workshop to fix furniture and so on. And so most weekends Mammy’s Tent, as the sign Pappy carve say out front, was full a people laughing and eating and drinking and dancing. It have string bands, and Caliban and other kaisonians sing there on Saturdays. Mammy woulda love it.


  



  One August I hear the drums beating for Canboulay. The tent doing well and I have helpers to do most of the work. Pappy run the place, I take care of the books. Is the most popular place in Belmont. Marriott was long paid off with interest. The drums beat down in the Savannah and, almost against my will, I feel the bloodlust rise in me. The conquistador and the pirate and the slave and the jamette in me want to fight. I try to resist. But the drums are life and life cannot be denied. I know that better than anyone alive, unless it have others like me. And I know, too, that I couldn’t hide. The Shadowman will always find me. I have to be ready. I carry the rage of centuries with me into the gayelle. No woman would fight me. They all remember what happen last time I fight. But, before my taunts, some men finally raise their bois.


  A few I beat. But, to my shock, most beat me. Even them men who not champions faster and stronger than me. Caliban singing in he own tent now and wasn there to help me battle their minds.


  I hide in mi house after, weeping tears of anger at my weak female body.


  



  Some months after this, the Chinaman came by the shop. The ship had not come in and he had run out of flour. He wanted to buy a bag from me. I had extra, and I sold him at cost price. He look surprise at that.


  ‘I see you fight,’ he say.


  I shrug. ‘You see me get beat.’


  He say, ‘You try move too fast. That why get beat.’


  Was the first time I had seen the Chinaman up close. His slanted eyes were very black, very awake. He had very muscular forearms.


  I say, ‘I never see you in the gayelle.’


  He move he hand in a short, chopping motion. ‘You move slower. You win.’


  And, for some reason, I ask him to show me what he meant.


  Li was a priest in China. There he had to worship in secret. His religion had been outlawed by the government. It was called Shao Lin. The temples had first been destroyed about two hundred years ago, around the time I slaving for Widow Simmons. But the monks continue practising their religion, and the Chinese boxing that was part of it, in secret. But the members of the society Li belonged to had been arrested for plotting against the Chinese government. Li had escaped by selling himself as an indentured servant to the British government, which was looking for labour for the West Indies after Emancipation.


  All this I found out much later. At first, all Li and I did was train. For the first time in my lives, I learned how to really fight. The various martial skills I had acquired as Guiakan, Adam Colon, Antam Gonçalves, Mary-Ann Rackham, and Elegba Cudjoe were child-like compared to Li’s gung fu. On that first day, I faced him with my bois while he stood empty-handed. He motioned for me to attack him. I feinted to his shaven head, then upswung for his stomach. But somehow he was inside my range, and simply shoved me with his shoulder so I fell flat on my back on the grass. To prove this was not just luck, Li let me try again. This time I swung viciously for his head, but he dropped and I felt him kick the back of my knees and I was flat on my back again.


  I tried to control my anger at how easily, even without a bois, he had beaten me. I said, ‘That don’t help me, Li. All you show me is that you faster than me, too.’ I tried, and failed, to keep the bitterness out of my voice.


  Li raised his hands, and I saw how his knuckles were strangely swollen. ‘Not faster here.’ He pointed to his eyes. ‘Faster here.’


  I asked him what he meant, but he shook his head. ‘Cannot tell. Must show.’


  ‘Well, show me,’ I said, impatiently.


  ‘Cannot show. Have shop to run.’


  And he left with his bag of flour, saying he would come back Sunday morning.


  So every Sunday, at the break of dawn, Li came to my house and trained me. I could not believe it that first morning when I heard someone banging on my door when the sky had barely turned gray. He didn’t even give me time to make coffee.


  Early on, I asked him the same question I had asked Marriott years before. ‘What you want for all this training?’ But Li’s answer was different. ‘Two shilling every lesson.’ To which I agreed.


  At first, though, I thought I was wasting my money. On that morning, Li had me stand in the rising sun and breathe. He counted with his fingers. ‘Very slow, in.’ And raised ten fingers one after the other. ‘Hold breath.’ And raised five fingers. ‘Now out, very slow.’ And ten fingers again. Then he had me stretch, touching fingers to toes, twisting from side to side, standing with legs apart and touching head to knee.


  I nearly didn’t pay him. But I had seen what he could do and decided to give him a few more chances.


  The second Sunday was spent with me saying ‘Ugh!’ Li stood in front me and every time he moved his hand I had to shout ‘Ugh!’ as fast as possible. Then he had me stretch. After that we played a childish game. Li had me hold out my hands, palms together, arms bent at the elbows. He slapped the back of my hands, while I tried to make him miss. When he did, he held out his hands and I tried to slap them. I always missed at the first try.


  Before he left that day, he said, ‘Get dog.’


  I said, irritated, ‘I not cooking for you, Li.’


  He said, ‘Good. I better cook than you. Get dog. Get cloth. Have dog jump for cloth. Say ugh!’


  To this day, I don’t know what it was made me continue paying Li. And I sure as hell don’t know why I got the damn dog.


  I became very fit, fitter even than when I had been Guiakan. Li had me running between five to eight miles three times a week. We spent hours in stretching exercises, till I was able to press my palms to the ground, bend back from a standing position into a crab-back, and even do a split. And he had me sitting with cross-legs every night staring at a candle-flame, trying not to think of anything except that flame.


  I could not see what any of this had to do with learning to be a better stickfighter, and I told Li so. He said, ‘When you better fighter than me, talk. Till then, shut up.’


  No man had ever talked to me like that. But Li was a man I couldn beat even when he was unarmed and I was holding a bois. I shut up. We never used the bois. ‘Stick good, you no good,’ Li told me. After we breathed, we did an exercise Li called chi sao, which he said meant ‘sticky hands’. We stood facing each other, touching wrists, one hand inside, one out. We then rotated our arms back and forth, trying to get the other off-balance. Later, when I had become skilled enough to keep my balance, we practised striking and defence. The trick was to remain aware of your opponent’s motion so you could tell when he was about to strike. Li was so good at lop sao (grabbing the hand) and pak sao (slapping block) that I never once hit him in this exercise. He said there was a force in everything called chi and the secret to being a good fighter was to develop your own chi and become aware of the chi in other people and things. I thought this sounded like nonsense, till the day I saw Li break three one-inch planks with his bare hand.


  I asked him how old gung fu was. He said the first forms were learned many thousand of years ago, and pointed to some East Indian labourers cutting sugar-cane in the distant fields. ‘From them,’ he said. I was surprised. The East Indians seemed too thin and weak to be warriors. But was true that they worked better in the cane-fields than even the Chinese. ‘Shao Lin monks learn and...’ He made a widening gesture.


  ‘But why fighting is part of your religion?’ I asked, though as soon as I asked I remembered Adam Colon and thought it was a foolish question. Li’s answer, though, came like a light bursting in my head. He said, ‘Only when you master body, only then can master soul.’


  I knew then that Fate had sent Li to help me finally defeat the Shadowman.


  I thought I was progressing at a very slow rate. Was months before I was good enough at the slapping game to make Li miss (he only did so deliberately the first times) and many more months before I could block him even once in chi sao. But Li said I was doing well (‘For woman’), and I saw for myself that my anticipation and reflexes had improved greatly. One day, after a particularly hard chi sao session where I actually managed to block most of his blows, Li took up the long-abandoned bois and said, ‘Now we start real training.’


  



  Many more months passed. Li swinging the bois at my head, I duck and straighten, duck and straighten, picking up the pace, then breaking the rhythm so I get clubbed on the head and collapse. Swinging the bois at my stomach, a two-step back, just out of range but ready for quick counter. ‘Footwork, secret to every win,’ Li says. I already knew about staying on the balls of my feet. Practise shuffling – easy, because of my dancing. Shuffle to the side to avoid a thrust, shuffle forward to get inside a swing, and counter. Li also taught me how to place my feet as I moved.


  It was at this stage we encountered the wall. Li showed me a high kick. Good to block if bois out of position, or to surprise opponent. So I kick high, expertly, and for the first time Li looked impressed. But, as soon as I kicked, a strange upset feeling came upon me. I turned away and vomited into the grass. Memory broke over me like a huge, battering wave. I remembered my life as Adam Chardonbois. I remembered fucking my own Mammy.


  I could not train again that day. And I asked Li to stay the night with me. I needed to be reminded that I was a woman.


  I never learn to kickbox. Li kept nagging me. ‘You woman, big advantage if you use leg.’ But I could not. Every time I tried, every time my body began to move in the way of le savate, I became Adam Chardonbois. And I hated my previous self, was repelled by that life even more than by my life as Adam Colon, where I at least came to regret all that I had done. Li could not understand why I had stopped learning.


  Finally, one night in bed I asked him what he believed happened to our souls when we died.


  He said, ‘How you die depend on how you live. Live good, become one with Tao.’


  ‘What is the Tao?’ I asked.


  ‘Tao is,’ he said, and his answer actually made complete sense to me.


  ‘And if you live bad?’


  He shrugged. ‘You reborn. Get chance to live good again.’


  I thought for a long time. Then, for the first time, I told another person the story of my lives. I do not know if he believed me. But he remembered the Shadowman from the gayelle. In the end, all he said was, ‘I teach you ju jitsu instead.’


  



  So, after many years, I returned to fight in the gayelle. Most people had forgotten I had ever been a stickfighter. Trinidadians have short memories. They knew me now as Miss Legba the Jamette, the ‘Miss’ because I own mi own business, the ‘Jamette’ because I still wine mi body every Carnival. Some a the fresh young women challenge me, but I beat them easy – ‘easy’ meaning I didn buss dey head. When I challenge the men, a familiar murmur of surprise went round the gayelle. The drums pause, and even the flame from the flambeaux seem to stop waving in the night breeze. No men step forward. I say, ‘Any man who beat me in less than three minutes, I kiss him. Any man who beat me in one minute, I fuck him.’


  The first few who take up the challenge was drunk. Them went fast. Then came a real stickfighter, a feller name Catfish. He dance round the gayelle, bois over he head, watching mi all the while in mi eye. He was sure he was going to put prick inside me that night. Li was watching from the side, no expression on he face at all.


  When Catfish attack, was the first time I really feel the difference Li training make. The drums, the singing, the crowd – all fade. Was just Catfish and me. Even before he swing, I knew he was coming with a overhead swing. I step to the side, turning my shoulder, and he bois slashed empty air and spat on the ground, and my bois swing round smooth like butter and tap him behind he ear. Catfish fall and didn get up. The crowd draw its breath, Catfish remain sprawl on the ground, then everybody start to cheer.


  Three more men fight me. But only Li get to fuck me that night.


  



  I didn’t stickfight too many times again. Whenever the government tried to outlaw the masquerade, there was always rioting and the stickfighters often beat the police. So they tried to stop the stickfights by banning the drum and by passing laws that no group of over ten men could carry sticks. We got around the ban against drums by beating bamboo instead. Li was one of the first to show the drummers how to cut and dry the bamboo stems. I remembered that none of the islands had bamboo when I was first born, as Guiakan, and even as Adam Colon.


  Stickfighting became less popular, and I think it was partly my beating the men which caused this. Instead of physical fights, battles now occurred in song. Men who use to sing the kalindas started singing women’s carisos. But very often the most insulting songs had to be sung in code, using patois or double entendre or puns. I made sure to have several such singers in Mammy’s Tent as often as possible. But people only got to know by word-of-mouth, so the police would not come to spy on us. My code word was ‘kaluptein’, which means to conceal. ‘Kaluptein cariso’, or ‘calypso’ as it came to be called, soon became the most popular songs in the island.


  I still stickfight in private, with men who wanted to bed me. And I still continued training with Li. We did a lot of ju jitsu and he taught me to use the kendo sticks and the nunchaku. The first time I beat him in sparring was a sad day. I did not beat him because my skill had improved so greatly. But he was forty years old and had begun to slow down, whereas I looked and moved exactly as I had at twenty-two. Li left Trinidad shortly after this, for he had heard that the Boxers in China were planning to overthrow the government there.


  I, too, eventually left Trinidad. For talk had started again about me being an obeah woman. My appearance had changed. My skin had become a lighter brown, my hair was now a mass of curls. People also started to notice that I was not aging. It was not even as my previous lives, where I generally looked to be in my thirties even when I was almost fifty. Perhaps because of Li’s training, I looked, at forty, like a woman half my age. And I realized that had the Shadowman not killed me at fifty in my former lives, I might have had to stage my own deaths or just disappear.


  Before I left, I dug up the skeleton of my previous self and, high on the hills of Belmont, under a spreading mango tree, I re-buried my diary and the wedding rings.


  I went to British Guiana, on the continent. The population there was just like Trinidad’s, but the land was entirely different. In Trinidad, even if you were in the central plains, you always knew that beyond the horizon, or over the high green hills, lay the open sea. Was not so in Guiana, with its huge rivers and waterlogged plains and vast arching sky. I set up a small huckster’s shop in Georgetown. The people mistrusted me at first, because they could not tell whether I was Negro, East Indian, Amerindian or Portuguese. But when they found out that I came from Trinidad, they became friendlier. They knew Trinidad was a decadent place. I kept to myself, continued training, and read books. In other words – and it had taken me four hundred years before I could write the next sentence – I lived out my life quietly.


  



  One month before I turned fifty years of age, I travelled into the interior. Before I left, I converted all my assets into gold, jewellery, and rare stamps and I buried them. I did not trust Guyanese bankers. I went by myself to the interior, by boat. Was like travelling back in time, beyond even my own centuries-old past, into an era that was ancient before man even walked the earth. The river flowed through walled forests supremely indifferent to my small presence. Waterfalls cascaded from the sky over rocky banks in a fury of water. I rowed, untiring, till I came to the endless plains. And there, at the edge of the forest, hidden in the womb of the world, I waited. I had no hope that the Shadowman would not find me. He had, after all, once tracked me in the middle of the unmapped ocean. But ours was not a battle to be witnessed by mortals.


  On the morning of my fiftieth year, I came out of my lean-to to find him waiting for me. He wore the same brown tunic, the same strap sandals. The silver spike was in his hand. I was not afraid. I had spent the last thirty years of my life preparing for this moment. But neither was I stupid. The instant I saw him, I drew a pistol from the back of my belt and fired six bullets at his head. But, in an eyeblink, he crossed his banded forearms in front of his face, and the bullets ricocheted away.


  He came at me then like a rhinoceros and I stood, concentrating, waiting, then at the right moment turned, grabbing his massive arm, and tossed him over my hip. He hit the ground, rolled, coming smoothly to his sandalled feet, by which time my bois was in my hands. He attacked again, and I hit him in the stomach and head, but still he kept coming. I sidestepped his rush, hit him in the back of the knee with my bois. He went down, but before I could hit him again he kicked my legs out from under me. I fell, and he leaped towards me and I could have kicked him under the chin, breaking his neck, but instead I rolled out of his way. He grabbed my foot, and still I couldn’t kick but hit his shaven skull with my bois, which broke in two. We both regained our feet at the same time, and I used the two pieces of bois in my hands like kendo sticks, hitting him head and body like unstopped lightning. The Shadowman staggered back, and I dropped my sticks and drew my knife from its scabbard and leapt at him. But he was not as stunned as I thought, and he caught me and fell back to the ground, leg against my torso, flinging me over and away.


  I flipped in the air as Li had taught me and landed in a crouch, facing away from him. I heard his rapid footsteps swishing through the grass behind me and my body knew what to do: dive forward on my hands, double back-kick to the groin then spin with the knife out, cutting his throat in the slash as he folded over. But my mind froze and my body stopped, and I felt the now-familiar blow to the back of my neck, and I fell into the bitter grass and hard darkness and soft light.


  Session #8


  Adam’s eighth account left me, initially, in a quandary. He loved his mother, and had loved his father even more. His self-portrayal as a female stickfighter contradicted almost all my previous assumptions. After some thought, I concluded that this was useful. It was the assumptions that remained uncontradicted that were the key to his mental state.


  ‘I think I was wrong,’ I told him at the very start of our next session.


  ‘How so?’ he asked. His response was not eager, but a little surprised.


  ‘You did not seem to have any particular issues with your parents in this account.’


  ‘Oh.’


  ‘What I found interesting, though, is that you portray yourself as a female, and that it is guilt over your seventh life that leads to your defeat by the Shadowman.’


  ‘Why is that interesting?’


  ‘I believe you have serious conflicts with your homosexuality. You can try to deny it, Adam, but it is reflected in nearly all the stories. There are also psychologically traumatic incidents in all the stories. I had been assuming that the trauma you undoubtedly experienced had been inflicted upon you. But I think now that it is you who inflicted trauma upon someone else, and have been consumed with guilt about it ever since.’


  ‘That’s very clever, doc.’


  ‘But you aren’t convinced.’


  ‘You mean I went to all the trouble to write all this, just because I feel guilty about something I can’t remember doing? Even if that were so, how would writing these accounts help me deal with guilt?’


  ‘Writing can be an act of expiation. I believe that you see the Shadowman as a figure who absolves you of responsibility, because he directs your lives. I believe that Ophelia was a real person, who exists – or existed – in this time.’


  ‘Then why didn’t I just start my lives two hundred years ago? It would sure have been a lot less work. Or why bring her into my story so late, if she’s the central issue?’


  ‘I don’t know, Adam.’


  He became agitated.


  ‘I’ll tell you why. It’s because I’ve written these accounts exactly as they happened, in the way they happened, at the time that they happened! I’m not trying to avoid responsibility. I mean, taking responsibility was my central concern in my first two lives, and my last one.’


  ‘I have a suggestion.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘Let me hypnotize you. I will ask you some questions about Ophelia. I’m sure she’s the key. Perhaps if you hear your own voice on the tape giving a different account to what you’ve written, it might make a difference.’


  ‘It certainly would. That’s a good idea, doc.’


  This session was our longest. I hypnotized him and, for over three hours, I asked him questions based on all eight accounts. His answers always matched what he had written. I asked about his present life as well, but his answers there also matched all he had told me. He had good relationships with mother and stepfather. He had not had any physical relationship with a man since he was twenty-six, and his romantic relationships with women were apparently satisfactory. He had not, as I had begun to strongly suspect, killed anyone.


  Adam’s delusion was far more deep-rooted than I had thought possible. In that session, however, I discovered why. His grandmother and mother, it turned out, also shared it. Schizophrenia is to some extent genetic, but Adam’s explanation as to why his mother and grandmother also believed him to be immortal, as I found out when I read his ninth and last account, was quite ingenious.


  Chapter Nine: Indian


  No matter how long a person lives, they only feel truly alive at specific periods of their life. It is the rare individual who can truthfully claim to have lived at the peak of their energies throughout – or even for the greater part – of their life. There is nothing to be regretted in this fact, for it is also a fact that we are living most fully when we do not notice it.


  The letters on the table before me are very old, but they do not seem so. Time, after all, is relative. When you have lived for five hundred years, a few decades seem like yesterday. And the modern appearance of the creased sheets pulls the past even closer to the present. The paper is lined. The black- and blue-ink handwritings are from fountain pens. Most of the letters are in a neat, angular, almost prissy handwriting. The others are written in a flowing, bolder script. The first hand is my own; the second is Emily’s, the love of my lives.


  These sheets may seem a thin document to sum up the complex life of my ninth incarnation. But everything of importance is contained therein. All the letters are love letters, and it was love that provided a way for me to stop the Shadowman from killing me, though not to defeat him. So, although I remember well, I do not need to remember. For it is written.

  


  



  I


  September 4, 1940


  Dear Krishna,


  I know your family will not pass on this letter, so I am sending it to the Colonial Office instead. I understand that segregation functions even in war, and that you are with a coloured battalion. Hopefully, this will make it easier, not harder, for this letter to reach you. When you did not reply, I thought that you were either angry with me, or had decided to respect my wishes, or both. Then I met Nazir Khan, the lawyer, in Port of Spain last week and he told me you had gone to fight for Britain.


  With that preface out of the way, I have to ask – WHAT THE HELL ARE YOU DOING!!? I cannot believe, just because I got married, you decided to do something so foolish! Why get involved in these white people’s fight? Why risk your life for them? WHY are men so stupid? I cannot imagine your state of mind. I pray that this letter reaches you in good health. I hope you are not taking any foolish risks. I hope and pray you return home safely after this foolishness is over. My heart is with you.


  Yours,


  Emily


  



  January 4, 1941


  Dear Emily,


  It was wonderful to receive your letter, vituperative though it was. I will not deny that the knowledge that I had lost you played some part in my decision to fight the Germans. But it was not the only factor and, now that I am here, I know it was not even the main factor. You will not believe me, of course, but the truth is that once I heard what Hitler and his Nazis were doing to the Jews, I HAD to do my part. You may ask why, since the Jews are no concern of mine. But the Nazis do not merely want to subjugate the Jews – they actually want to exterminate every last one! Such insanity fills me with horror – and I do not mean the horror that any humane person must feel at the stories of the death camps, but an actual nausea and misery, as though it were my own people who were being slaughtered. At night I dream not of Jews being shovelled into mass graves, but of Amerindians dying by the hundreds, whipped and kicked and stabbed by white men in steel breastplates, while I look on helplessly. This dream, though, has a vividness I have experienced only once before: when, as a boy, I died for some minutes. I never told you about that; I will when I have more paper.


  You may think I am suffering from delusions brought on by the war, but I truly feel that what I have dreamt is no dream, nor even a vision, but a memory. Remember what I once told you about the Hindu belief in reincarnation? Well, I think I may actually have been an Amerindian many centuries ago. I want to prevent what happened to my people happening again to another race. And yet, though that is the real reason I am here, it is not the reason for this war. The leaders of the Allied nations could not care less for the Jews. (Strange people, whites, who hate a people because they crucified their god two thousand years ago, yet their avatar was also a Jew.) This war, which should be a moral way, is only a war for territory. The white people do not care about battling bigotry, even when the bigotry is resulting in genocide.


  I have to stop now. Be assured that every page I have I shall use to write to you. And of course delivery is never certain. But know that I think about you all the time.


  Yours truly,


  Krishna


  p.s. How is Adaku?


  



  August 26, 1941


  Dear Krishna,


  Your letter only just arrived. I can only assume that your other letters have been lost. I hope this one reaches you – I, too, have written several times, but obviously those letters never arrived – perhaps they will eventually. But I will repeat myself just in case.


  Your letter has me very worried. Do you REALLY believe you were an Amerindian in a past life? I know war puts men under great stress, but please please try to maintain your sanity and reason. It is the only thing that will help you survive. I pray for you daily, knowing that each day may be your last. You and I follow different religions, but surely one God looks over us all.


  I want to explain to you why I did what I did. I know I owe you that and I am sorry I didn’t tell you before. I know it was a cowardly, callous thing to do, running off as I did. But, if I’m a coward, it is because I know that if I had told you face to face what I intended to do, you would have talked me round with that silver tongue of yours in no time at all. So the callousness was necessary, but not deliberate. I hope you understand, though I will not be so foolish as to ask you to forgive. It was high time, though, that I stopped being foolish about many things.


  In September last year, I was offered a job as book-keeper at a trading company here in Trinidad. Do you remember that very nice old Jew we met at the de Queres’s place in Jamaica last year? Mr. Edelman? My husband, Cedric, works for him. Cedric’s father and my father are old friends. Anyway, Mr. Edelman and I had many long talks when he visited Guiana. He told me all about how his family had been driven out of Spain hundreds of years ago and one had come to Barbados and started a family and now he had relatives in Jamaica and Trinidad and Brazil and Britain.


  He knew Cedric wanted to marry me and he offered me a position in the company. Believe me when I say I had not at that point decided if I wanted to marry Cedric or not, but I had decided that I wanted to get away from you (and it was a very good offer, especially for a woman, let alone an African woman). I had turned 27 and I needed to move on. For you, everything seemed fine. But I was tired of having to always meet in secret, of never being able to go out like a normal couple except on the few occasions you found an excuse to go to the other islands, and of you always having to leave at eight o’ clock to go home to your loving wife. Every time I tried to talk about these matters to you, you would change the subject or joke it off or start making love to me.


  So I never told you about the offer because, again, I knew you’d have found all sorts of reasons for me not to go. Not that you could have found any GOOD reasons, but we would have ended up having an argument. And, over the past year or so, we had been having too many of those. If you want to argue (!) that most of those quarrels were my fault, I won’t disagree. I had to go. But I never expected you would go off to war because I was no longer in your life. Men!


  Adaku is fine. She was upset by the move at first, but she has made new friends and is doing well in school. You will be amused to hear that more people here think I’m a ‘dogla’, rather than a mulatto, though I suppose that is partly because Adaku, with her thick long hair, is so obviously one. We are living on a shoestring here because of the war – things like butter and sugar and flour are in short supply. (Enough rice, though!) But we make do – I have planted my own garden and have a cow as well. By the time you return, I may well be a full-fledged Indian woman! And Trinidad is nice, more urban than Guiana. There are many cars, and Port of Spain has trams. I don’t see many Indians, but most of them live in the central and southern part of the island anyway.


  Sincerely,


  Emily


  



  October 30, 1941


  Dear Em,


  Yes, it WAS a cowardly thing to do; also callous. You could at least have left a note! I went to your house only to find that it had been put up for sale. I had to go to your mother’s, pretending I had some urgent figures for you to check, to be told that you had left Guiana. (Nor do I think your mother was fooled by my pathetic excuse for a second!) Yes, I would have tried to persuade you to stay – that is only natural. Especially if I knew you were running off to Trinidad to get married. It’s not the marriage that upsets me, but the fact that you would actually marry someone named ‘Cedric’. My God, woman, you could at least have considered your daughter’s feelings. The child must be so embarrassed! Anyway, do not talk rubbish about my ‘silver tongue’. When have I ever been able to persuade you to do anything you didn’t really want to do? The only times my tongue has had the slightest effect on you, I was not using it to talk! Contrary to your view, I thought we did have a relationship and, moreover, a very good one. On that at least you are perfectly right. Apparently, though, I was perfectly wrong in believing it was fine. Let me assure you that you are mistaken in your assertion that I ‘knew it had to end’. In this end – which you alone prophesied – it seems that I am the one who ends up being the fool. Which, no doubt, was what you intended.


  Sincerely,


  Krishna


  



  November 30, 1941


  Dear Krishna,


  See what I mean about your habit of making silly jokes. I did not run off to Trinidad to get married. I came here for exactly the reasons I told you.


  I am one of only three Africans in responsible positions in the company, and the only woman. The head office is in the middle of Port of Spain, and I have my own desk. It is a bit difficult dealing with the men who are in lesser positions, but it’s actually the women who give me the most trouble. Nothing I cannot handle, though. It’s a wonderful opportunity for me.


  Perhaps the fact that you think me so dishonest highlights the true reason our relationship had to end. And maybe your readiness to accuse me of lying says more about you than about me. You KNOW you have always been able to do what you want, whether you used your tongue for talking or otherwise.


  I have also never liked that attitude of yours, where you cannot believe that I’d leave Guiana since I had a good job, land etc there. Not everyone, Krishna, acts from purely material motives. The main reasons I left had more to do with my emotional state than anything else. But you never did want to hear about my emotional state, did you? Well, you had better tear up this letter now, because I am about to write about just that very thing.


  Staying in at night hoping you’d pass. Having to hide from the neighbours. Watching other couples and getting bitter at not being able to do even a simple thing like hold hands in public. Ignoring the gossip about us. Turning away eligible men because I had eyes only for you. Having to drop my daughter at my mother’s on the spur of the moment because you had some precious hours free. Lying in bed at night thinking of you with your loving wife, whom you always led me to believe you would leave one day. And, ALWAYS, feeling like a damned fool.


  I won’t say we should never have had our relationship, for I have enjoyed knowing you and being with you. If I had to do it again, there might be some things I would do differently, but I suppose I would still do it. It was good while it lasted, but we both knew it had to come to an end.


  Yours truly


  Emily


  



  January 23, 1942


  My dear Emily,


  Why are you so angry? Believe me when I tell you I did not mean to get you vexed. If I upset you, I am sorry, but you must understand that I, too, was very upset. I did not mean to imply that you did not have emotional reasons for leaving. I just do not AGREE with your reasons. Obviously, we have very different views of our relationship (and that itself, I suppose, constitutes a problem). I never knew you felt that way, apart from being jealous of Vashti, which was naturally inevitable. You seem to remember only the negatives about our relationship and about me whereas I, on the other hand, remember us having long discussions about literature, philosophy, religion, politics, your back garden. I also remember us sitting still for hours watching pimpla hogs play in the trees. I remember us drinking red wine while lying on cushions on the floor of your house. I remember both of us teaching Adaku how to pronounce her letters. Most especially, I remember us making love for hours.


  I remember running away from the office just so I could see you for fifteen minutes. I remember sneaking by in the night so I could drop a red rose on your doorstep. I remember searching the bazaar for hours just so I could find you that perfect jewelled pin for your birthday. Most of all, I remember how you push out your lower lip when you’re puzzled, that little flick-wrist gesture you make when you’re talking, and the way your smile lights your eyes. I remember your voice, low and calm, and the smoothness of your back under my palm.


  This, Emily, is what I remember. It is those memories which get me through the long days and longer nights here. To me, when you left, that is what you left behind. This is why I could not understand why you left, and when I do not understand I become upset. No, I did not consider the future. You are right in that. To me, given the complications of my situation, all I could do was live for the moment. I admit that that was unfair to you but, Emily, do not ever doubt that I treasured every moment I had with you. Do not doubt that I tried every day to get as much time as I could to spend with you. Do NOT doubt that I loved you!


  Always,


  Krishna


  



  April 1, 1942


  Krishna,


  The fact that we are still upsetting each other even though our relationship is now over shows that we are both better off not being involved. You can get back to your wife after the war and I can get on with my life. (Cedric is working with the Americans and sometimes weeks go by without me seeing him.) Part of what you’re upset about is me wanting to have it all (i.e. not being satisfied just to have a convenient relationship with you). Why don’t you have some appreciation of MY situation? I want financial security. I want a husband at my side in my old age, perhaps more children. Eventually, I want grandchildren. I can get all these things with Cedric. Could I have got them with you?


  It is quite ironic, I think, that you who place so much value on ambition and family should be upset because I embrace exactly those values.


  Krishna, I have truly enjoyed knowing you. Save for the last year, it was a time of great joy and enlightenment and intensity in my life. But I am not the naive young woman of 22 with whom you first became involved. I have grown and changed in the past five years, and part of the problem was that you did not seem to notice. (Besides that, you did not change and grow with me – but how could you? Your life was already established.)


  I remember all the good times. I remember all those things you did. I also remember that you stopped doing them three years ago, not very long after you first bedded me. As for love, well, I would like to believe that you did, in some fashion, love me. But I think we also have very different ideas of what love is because, in my concept, if you truly loved me you’d have left your wife, whom you have always said you don’t really love. But I suppose all married men tell the outside woman that.


  All this is the past, however. I DO still feel affection for you, although I no longer love you. Please, please take care until this stupid war is over.


  Sincerely yours,


  Emily


  



  May 25, 1942


  Dear Emily,


  Love, I am afraid, is not the simple affair you make it out to be. If there is one thing you ought to have learned from our relationship, it was that. Yes, we have somewhat different ideas of what love is. You accuse me of being opposed to change. In a sense, you are right. It is part of my nature. Indian people value tradition and stability above all else. I would not give you wrong if you described Indians as hidebound, yet I would make bold to say that it was in part that very hideboundedness (is that a word?) which attracted you to me. In similar fashion, what first attracted me to you was the opposite quality of what you liked in me. I was drawn by your sense of freedom, and your adventurous soul (qualities difficult, if not impossible, to find among women of my own race). Perhaps, in different ways, we were both searching for what we could not find within our own traditions. I do not love Vashti but, for Hindus, love is only an aspect of the marital relationship – and not a necessary aspect, either. When a man and a woman get married, their entire families get married, in a very real sense. Did you know there are words in Hindi for every type of relation? We do not, for example, just say ‘grandfather’ or ‘grandmother’. ‘Aja’ is the paternal grandfather, and ‘aji’ is paternal grandmother. ‘Nana’ and ‘nani’ are the maternal equivalents. There are even words for one’s brother’s wife (bhowgi), one’s father’s sister (pupu) and one’s mother’s brother (mamu). So you see what an upheaval I would cause if I left Vashti? It would be even harder on her, since we have no children because that is a source of great shame to her (though she says nothing). All she can boast about is having a husband who treats her well and is a good provider. (Yet, after fifteen years of marriage, do you know that she still calls me ‘Singh’?) Of course, if we had children, that would make it harder for me to leave her.


  I do not think we have different ideas about love - we just have different ideas about duty. (Would you abandon Adaku for any man?) As for our ‘upsetting each other even though our relationship is now over showing that we are both better off not being involved’, that is nonsense! The fact that we can still upset each other shows only how powerful this thing between us is. I am in the middle of death and suffering and degradation every day now, and I understand the power of love better than ever. It is the only thing that ennobles our sorry species. Your denying our love does not change the truth in your heart.


  Truly yours,


  Krishna


  



  June 11, 1942


  Dear Emily,


  How are you? I hope very well. It is SO frustrating not knowing if my letters are reaching you (I have written about five already) or whether you have written back or not. But I know this one will for sure, since I have given it to a good buddy who’s passing through the West Indies. This also allows me to write things that would not pass the censor.


  War is very strange. I cannot get over the fact that, although the British soldiers are fighting for their homelands and families, they still cannot overcome their own bigotry enough to fight alongside coloured men. That is why we have been put into own own battalion. Did your father have the same experience in the WWI? The further irony is that, except for the last war, this is the first major conflict between the European powers in the past four centuries that has not been caused, in one way or another, by West Indian interests. I do not think the distance between Germans and British is that great – in fact, one of my buddies was telling me that Churchill is not too enamoured of non-whites, particularly Indians. But no, I am being unfair. The British would never stoop to genocide. But I do not put this down to any inherent moral superiority. I think it is simply because the British play cricket and the Germans do not.


  Experiencing this petty barbarism, I often wonder if the human race is worth saving. But then I think of you, and Adaku, and I know I am doing the right thing.


  Yours always,


  Krishna


  



  August 20, 1942


  Dear Krishna,


  You sound very different. I’m not quite sure how – more thoughtful (as distinct from intellectual) more mature, somehow.


  Yes, Daddy faced the same kind of thing from the British when he went to fight. I was only seven years old when he left and, frankly, I have never quite forgiven him. Mom has, but only because she was so happy he returned alive and whole. He was sent to Egypt with the four battalions of West Indians. All officers had to be either white (or only one-sixteenth or one-thirty-second black – such fine distinctions!) he told me. West Indian whites didn’t want to serve with their black countrymen – as you say, never mind that they were fighting on the same side. The black soldiers weren’t given proper housing, food, or medical treatment – more of them died from disease than from fighting. But Daddy tells me they fought well when the time came – in fact, one general even said that, outside his own division, there were no troops he more preferred than the West Indians. Daddy has a medal for bravery.


  However, from what you say, white people haven’t changed much. I suppose that’s why they’re having another war. And, for all your rationalization of why you’ve gone over there, I think your real reason is the same one as my father’s: you men just love to fight.


  Please, Krishna, DO try and return safely. My thoughts are with you.


  Always,


  Em


  



  June 4, 1942


  Dear Em,


  I have written you nearly every week, as promised. I have received none from you since the one dated March 10. But the more often we write, the better the chance of some letters reaching.


  I dreamed of my father, no doubt because of reading your letter. My surname actually means ‘tiger’ and represents the kshatriya, or warrior, caste for Hindus. You must be born into your caste, and I’m not sure if my father was actually born a kshatriya. He was a thin man with a black moustache, spiky hair falling over his brow and fierce brown eyes. In my mind, he is always in an old short-sleeved shirt, unbuttoned, and khaki trousers rolled up over his hairy calves. I do not recall him ever speaking to me, save to tell me to bring him something or to do a chore. Not that I expected otherwise. He spoke to my brothers, all seven to eight years older than me, as men. My sisters were deferent to him, as befitted the head of the home, but they were much older than me also and I barely got to know them before they got married and left our home. Only my mother paid special attention to me, because I was her baby and I was a quiet, thoughtful child. She always looked much older than my father, although she was ten years younger. I think my birth caused trouble between my mother and father. There have always been too few Indian women in Guiana, and Indian men were constantly afraid of their wives being unfaithful. (Did you know there’s actually a law against enticing an Indian woman away from her husband?) So when I was born, so late in life and with green eyes, my father became suspicious of my mother and I remember many nights when he would come home drunk and cuss her and, sometimes, beat her. Interestingly, the pundit who came at my birth to tell my future said I had reincarnated many times and, with the right teaching, I would in this life become an evolved soul. My mother told me this but, though I was only a newborn babe, I have a clear memory of the pundit’s sparkling white dhoti, the large beads around his neck, and the musty smell of his astrological almanac. The pages of this almanac were large and brown, I remember, and spattered with red. At any rate, the pundit’s favourable judgment did not affect my father. Only when I turned four, and he saw that I resembled him, did the beatings lessen. Not stop. But my father grew to like my green eyes – he had hopes of me marrying a Brahmin. But he died before a marriage could be arranged.


  This is what I came from. It is far removed from what I have come to.


  Yours,


  Krishna


  



  June 19, 1942


  Dearest Em,


  We got extra paper – probably supplies intended for a white battalion got misdirected. Anyway, I am taking advantage to write you a long letter.


  I miss you a lot, and I miss Guiana. In war, with death lurking constantly at one’s shoulder, one’s scale of priorities becomes entirely reordered. I find myself thinking of my family’s past far more than I ever have. My grandfather came to Guiana in 1838 from a part of India named Chota Nagpur. There were other people from places in India called Burdwan and Bancoorah on the ship. The name of the ship was the Hesperus. All these details I have known since I was a child. They are part of our family lore, a way of always remembering Mother India. And yet at the core of this history was a lie, because our family name is not really Singh.


  I have never told anyone this. And my family would disown me if they knew I was not only telling you this, but writing it down! I told you in my last letter that my father was not born a kshatriya. My grandfather had belonged to the sudra, or worker, caste. Knowing that he was going across the kala pani (the black water), he gave the immigration agent a false name so as to elevate his status. He did not call himself Maharaj, which is a Brahmin name (the ruling caste), perhaps because had he done so he would have been called upon to perform religious duties. But, as a kshatriya, he was safe from challenge. He was not very dark in complexion, and he could even read a little Sanskrit. (Yes, Em – Indians, too, judge people’s worth by how fair-complexioned they are.)


  I do not remember how I know all this. My grandfather died in 1878, twenty-three years before I was born. I believe, when I was still an infant, there was some scandal when someone who had known my grandfather’s family in Chota Nagpur came to Guiana to find his sons calling themselves Singh. I do not really know. I do remember, when I was a boy, asking my father what our ancestral name really was; and I remember him twisting his black moustache furiously and telling me to stop asking foolish questions. I want to write the truth of this, and to have you know it.


  My grandfather’s indentureship had been for five years. At the end of that time, instead of returning back to India, he took the passage money and indentured himself for another five years. Soon after this, he married my grandmother, who at fifteen years of age was five years younger than him. She had recently come from India, and was of the vaisya, or merchant, caste.


  My father, the last of seven children, was born in 1860. There were four boys and three girls. All were born in Guiana, yet all believe that India is our true home. It is difficult to understand this unless you actually hear them talk and see how they act. My parents spoke Bhojpuri and, while most of my older siblings could understand or even speak it also, I picked up only a few words. But it was me my mother sent to a pundit to learn Hindi. I was the ‘bright child’ and I took to the language rapidly – something about its rhythm makes me feel as though I understand myself and even the universe more deeply when I read and speak and think in that tongue. Yet I have never been to India – still, in my mind’s eye I see its pale sky and dry, dusty plains. Guiana, with its deep-blue sky and flooded fields, is for many Indians only a place to work. When they look at the shimmering waters of the Berbice river, it is as if they see the Ganges. When they pause to wipe the sweat from their brows while planting rice, it is not the green slopes of the Pakaraima Mountains that confront their gaze, but the Himalayas. The presence of the other people – the Amerindians, the Portuguese, the British and, especially, your people – always remind us that our forefathers were the last to come to this unwelcoming land. Their bodies are here, but their spirits live elsewhere.


  I realise now that this is not true of me. Indeed, I would not have been with you if I shared the typical attitudes of my race. I admit that, when I was a younger man, I shared the prejudices of most Indians. But it was not an active dislike, merely an acceptance of the status quo. And even as a boy, I used to play cricket with the Negro boys. This is important, because cricket was our main activity when we were not working and, on the pitch, race does not matter. The only things that matter there is if you could bat, bowl or field. Rivalry was between the estates, and every estate had teams of Indians and Africans playing together. And when, at twenty-one, they called me for tryouts for the national team, it was one of the greatest moments of my life.


  Believe that I am not boasting when I say I was (and probably still could be, if I trained) Test cricket level at bowling. I had the physical power, the determination, the co-ordination, and pace from the pitch which made me quite dangerous. Most importantly, I had the intelligence. Many men have the qualities I have listed, but first-rate bowling depends on knowing where to pitch the ball on a particular run-up, when to quicken the pace or slow it down, according to the batsman you are facing – anyway, to cut a long story short, it was because of cricket that I began seeing myself as Guyanese, not Indian. So, were it not for cricket, perhaps we would have never been together.


  But what I have never told you was that it was a specific incident which changed my attitude. This was when I almost died. Just before I went for tryouts, I was playing nearly every day, making sure I’d be in top form. One evening, just before dusk, a stranger came wanting to take a knock. He was very tall, bald-headed, looked as strong as a bison. My first thought when I saw him standing with huge folded arms was that Rawan, the villain of the best-loved Hindu epic, the Ramayan, had incarnated on earth and, as he had fought the great king Rama on the plains of the Ganges, had come to do battle with me on the cricket field of Georgetown. I was batting. The first ball he bowled I just barely blocked. The second one came even faster, bounced high and hit me on my breastbone. Em, I actually FELT my heart stop in my chest. My throat locked, I could not draw a breath, and then I blacked out.


  Later, I found out I was only unconscious for five minutes. I say ‘unconscious’, but I don’t think I had merely fainted. When I was out, I had the most vivid dream I have ever had in my life. I dreamed I was an egret, flying above the green plain and forests with their silver lakes. Then I was an anaconda, sliding through the grasses of the Rupununi savannah. And then I was a sloth, hanging easily from the tree branches, searching for fruit and insects. Lastly, I was a cayman, resting on the muddy river bank, swimming downstream. I remember dreaming of my mother as a young woman, with her yellow skirt wrapped around her legs, as she scrubbed clothes on the smooth boulders of the riverside, her stomach already swollen with a child I knew was me. And I always remember coming to and seeing the sea of concerned faces above me – all Negro. The stranger had disappeared. Everybody said he had run off, frightened that he had killed me. I never have thought so – he did not look like a man who was scared of anything.


  That dream, that experience, changed my life more profoundly than anything real that has ever happened to me. When I awoke, I felt for the first time that I was truly part of Guiana, I knew its earth, air and water. I knew that the Negro people were also part of this land, and that all our ancestors, Indian and African, were far away and indifferent. So I have always wanted to thank that man, who came so suddenly out of the shadows, for making me appreciate life so much more from a young age.


  Even so, I did not think I would miss Guiana so much, yet hardly a night passes when I do not dream of home. My dreams are very vivid – of the glistening paddy-fields and patches of woodland. No other country I have been to over here has as many birds as Guiana. They fly through my dreams at night – the jacanas with their pale-yellow wings mincing on the lily leaves, the egrets striding through the paddies, the snail hawks calmly writing in the blue sky, and the dozens of military starlings – do you remember how their crimson breasts flash like lights against the green? Sometimes when I awake in the morning, I hear the call-notes of the tanagas as they hunt for insects and, before I open my eyes, see the amazing blueness of their feathers.


  I often dream I am with you, in the interior. I see the miles of grassland, the scattered shrubs, the occasional lake. I dream we are once again on the Rupununi, with its great banks of golden sand where the river curves, with its tacoubas lurking just under the surface and the great slabs of smooth, grey rock. And I often dream of that creek we sailed up, so mysterious, with its twisted trees forming a tunnel festooned with lichen, grey Spanish moss falling like waterfalls, the pink and magenta orchids that I picked for you. Remember how we could not even see the water at the edges of the creek because of the mat of flowers and green water lilies?


  My point is: I know the difference between dream, memory, and reality. And I am glad for these dreams. They help me bear the reality of this war. And I am gladder still that we had that week in the interior. Only now do I realize that that week was the best time of my life and, if I die here, I die without regret because I once knew seven days of perfect happiness.


  Yours,


  Krishna


  



  July 1, 1942


  Dearest Em,


  Still no letter from you. I still write every week. I have been in actual battle several times now. I have killed German soldiers. You were right about men – in war, it seems perfectly natural to kill. Yet there is always a psychic emasculation afterwards, a feeling of being in the grip of forces far greater than oneself. And I have the same sense of futility now that I did four and half centuries ago. To have such power on one’s side, yet to feel that one’s efforts are merely a drop in the ocean! Yet I constantly remind myself that enough drops do, in fact, make a raging sea. And we have right on our side. But right, as my many incarnations have taught me, only works with might. Perhaps I should not be writing of these things to you. Were I with you, I could prove the truth of my memories of past lives. As it is, I can only tell you what happened two weeks ago and assure that you that this was not hallucinations brought on by the stresses of war. I have to go, there’s an attack happening even as I write, and I’m out of paper anyway. I love you.


  Krishna


  



  September 14, 1942


  Dear Em,


  Still no letter from you. I hope you are well. As far as possible, I will send my letters with other soldiers from now on – I won’t always know someone going to the West Indies, but I think I’ll be able to find someone who will know someone who will know someone stationed in Trinidad. So you should get my letters more regularly, and I won’t have to bother with the Army censors either.


  I am tired and miserable. We have been trying to advance our line for several days. That is how war works – we take some territory and try to hold on to it, the enemy tries to take it back. Who moves forward more and holds on longer is winning. Funny. You would think in war, in the midst of battle and death, one would gain a sense of the value of life. But all I feel is a sense of futility and that life is without meaning. To hold that at bay is the harder battle, and I could not do it were it not for the thought of you. Your letters, sparse though they are, are like gleaming talismans in this dark night.


  I had an experience some weeks ago which I must tell you about. I have saved sheets and bought some with cigarettes so I can write you a long letter. I’ll also bribe the sergeant to give special attention to getting this letter on the cargo plane – no guarantee he’ll do it, of course.


  We had just taken a key front – well, we had been told it was key – and were engaged in trying to hold on to it until reinforcements arrived. (They often do not.) Our battalions were doing quite well, but it was not very comfortable for the boys because the important front we had taken was mostly swampland. I had lain for seven hours in a horrible marsh, in reedy-smelling water into which I seemed to be interminably sinking, though it never covered me. But that was my world: faintly sulphurous water, the stars cold and indifferent in the black sky, and the mocking (so it seemed to me) croaks of the frogs.


  As soon as dawn came, the Germans launched an all-out attack. I remember the crack-crack-crack of bullets a foot or two above my head and myself firing back – at those times, one’s mind simply shuts down and you act as automatically as a machine-gun. Then, behind the gunfire, I heard a loud whistling sound in the air and I heard my sergeant screaming at us to retreat. But I had only got to my knees when the whole marsh seemed to leap at me. I remember flying through the air, and my mind was quite calm, my body felt almost lazy. I landed on swampy ground and I saw German helmets moving up on me from the distance and I knew I should get up and run but my body did not belong to me any more.


  Then a pair of hands hauled me up from below my armpits and I was slung over a pair of broad shoulders. The soldier began running and I was astonished because he carried me as though I were the merest babe-in-arms. He ran with amazing speed towards the distant forest, and I must have blacked out because when next I awoke I was lying beneath a tree. My benefactor stood some distance off, back towards me, machine-gun at the ready. He was dressed in our uniform and, when he turned, I saw that it was the same man who had bowled me down when I was a youth. He looked exactly the same, as though the intervening years had never passed. He came and knelt in front of me, and only then I saw that I was badly wounded. The whole front of my uniform was soaked with blood and I felt strange inside my body, as though my organs had been moved out of place. My saviour, who had risked his life in vain, looked at me with hooded eyes.


  I said, ‘I going to die?’ and I was immediately vexed at myself for being so inane at such a moment. But the man shook his head. ‘Rest,’ he said. His voice was deep yet whispery. I could not see not see the colour of his eyes and this bothered me. And, because I felt very tired, I rested. And, though the sun had not quite dispelled the morning mists, I seemed to see a bright light at the end of a dark tunnel. I thought I was never going to wake.


  I lay in that forest for two days, drifting in and out of consciousness. But I believe I was actually drifting out of life and death. My protector stayed on guard, bringing water to me. He moved in a strange way, very smoothly and, when he stood guard, he was always perfectly still, like a statue. At times, I saw him in my dreams, standing at the end of the tunnel, a black and massive shadow against the bright light. And, though the light seemed warm and comforting, I knew he stood there to prevent me walking through it.


  On the morning of the third day, I awoke to find him gone. My uniform was stiff with blood. Yet I felt perfectly normal. When I checked, I found that there were no injuries anywhere on my body. Not even a scar. I was surprised, though I should have been flabbergasted. And, yes, I did wonder if I had dreamed or imagined the whole episode. But my uniform was tattered and blood-soaked.


  As I say, I can offer you no proof that this actually happened. But remember how you used to always comment on the extraordinary smoothness of my skin? It was never something I noticed myself, but now I do recall how, even as a child, although the other boys always had scabbed knees and shins, I never did. I mean, I got the same cuts and insect bites they did, but when I tore my scabs they always healed in a day. I do not even have a scar anywhere on my body, remember? It appears that my abnormal healing ability works for more than scabs.


  I have told you all this for a reason. Indeed, there is far more I have to tell you, concerning what I remember of past incarnations. But that I must save for when we meet again. There are two reasons I have told you as much as I have. First, you need not worry about me dying over here. Second, and more importantly, you and I can be together as we always wanted. Because, when I returned to camp later that day, the captain had already filled out my Killed in Action report. So you see what that means? When the war ends, I can arrange for us to start a new life together, free of the past. We can be together as we have always wished. I close with these words from India’s greatest modern writer, the poet Tagore:


  ‘You have made me great with your love, though I am but one among the many,


  Drifting in the common tide, rocking in the fluctuant favour of the world.


  You have given me a seat where poets of all time bring their tribute,


  And lovers with deathless names greet one another across the ages;


  My body has grown precious with your caress, I carry your kiss within,


  As the sun carries in its orb the fire of the divine touch and shines for ever.’


  Always,


  Krishna



  p.s. Believe me, my love, I can prove all I say. Follow the directions to the hills of Belmont that I have enclosed. What you find is for you and Adaku.


  



  September 25, 1942


  Dearest Krishna,


  I have only received two of your letters, but I have replied to both. The last one came quickly – perhaps they are improving their mail service. (But I bet it’s only the coloured battalions that are having problems!)


  Kris, I must tell you that your letter has me EXTREMELY concerned. Were it anyone else, I would be sure they had gone insane. And, forgive me, I am not sure you haven’t. Your letters are lucid and, remembering your rational character, I cannot believe that you are having such hallucinations. But then I think that I do not know what trials men go through in war. Perhaps this is your way of assuring yourself you will survive. I can only hope that you do, both physically and mentally. I want you to know that I love you and I hope you do not take stupid risks because of this power you say you have.


  But wait - a brilliant thought just occurred to me. Maybe you wrote all those things hoping the censors would read it, assume that you are non compos mentis, and give you a discharge! That must be it. Wonderful! But can’t you just quit? You did volunteer.


  If I am wrong in my assumption, I just hope this war ends soon. I would like to see you as soon as it does. But I must tell you that, if you are planning what I think you are planning, it seems a cruel thing to do to your wife and family. (Do you write Vashti at all?) On the other hand, if you wrote that letter to make the Army think you are insane, it was a cruel thing to do to me. Unless, I guess, you thought I was clever enough to figure it out.


  Yours,


  Em


  p.s. I have not had chance to go up to Belmont yet. I’ll do so as soon as possible – despite my concern and my doubts, I do have faith in you.


  p.p.s. I am schooling Adaku at home. She is such a bright, sweet child. I never forget how blessed I am to have her. She knows you are in the war and she prays for you every night.


  



  October 12, 1942


  Dear Krish,


  I found the rings. And the diary. I went up the hill as your map directed, past all the little wooden houses (getting some very curious stares, I can tell you!) The little hollow was exactly where you indicated, but there was no mango tree. But I found the stump where it had been cut down. The leather bag was about three feet down, as you said.


  I don’t know what to say. I don’t know what to do! It is true Adaku and I could use the money. I think I will ask Mr. Edelman to handle this for me – I trust him and he likes me. He has been converting much of his assets into gold, jewellery, rare stamps, even small paintings. He worries constantly that the Nazis will invade Trinidad – a U-boat was actually sighted in the Gulf of Paria some months ago. But the Americans are here. They have been very busy clearing acres of forest in the east, building a road to connect Port of Spain to Maracas beach, even building a highway between the northern and southern parts of the island! Very energetic people.


  Did you bury these rings yourself? If not you, whose rings are they and how did you know they were there?


  I am almost afraid to see your answer. I have not read the diary.


  Yours,


  Emily


  p.s. Cedric and I are no longer together. I’ll have to wait till after the war to get a divorce, though. WHY am I so unlucky with men?


  



  January 3, 1943


  Dearest Em,


  I am neither insane nor pretending to be. It was a clever idea, though. But, even had I thought of it, I would not pretend to be insane in order to be discharged. You forget my original purpose in fighting this war. That has not changed. It would be wrong, having the gift that I have, not to do my part. Not that this particular gift is, of itself, so much use. I could do far more if I were, say, a brilliant scientist or military tactician. But a man can do only what his talent allows, and God has given me a most unique one. (Although it occurs to me that there must be others like me – perhaps even on the enemy’s side. I only hope that Hitler isn’t one.)


  I am sorry to upset you. But I HAD to tell you. Once you believe the truth of what I say, you will know you need not worry about me. (I CAN be killed, but not easily, and I have always reincarnated.) The explanation for the rings is, in this context, a very simple one: I lived in Trinidad in a previous incarnation, one hundred years ago. I was a planter named Adam Chardonbois. And I was a mulatto – a quadroon, really. The rings are wedding rings, bought for a slave girl with whom I fell in love. They were never given to her because, as soon as Emancipation was announced, she ran away. I spent my considerable fortune trying to find her, and I always kept the rings in case I did one day.


  On your comment about my plan being cruel – believe me, Em, when I say it is not. But I know you may find that harder to believe than even the story about my past incarnations. But I have done very cruel things in my past lives, and I have much to atone for. (Even the slave girl whom I so loved ran away because of my mistreatment of her, as you will see when you read the diary.)


  What I plan is far kinder to Vashti than the truth. I have told you that I do not love her, and I do not think she loves me, either. For, though I have always treated her well, surely she must know in her heart of hearts that I am indifferent to her. How could she not, when we are so different? No, I don’t write her – she cannot read, remember? And remember what I said about the Indian family – if I left Vashti (especially if I left her for a ‘Creole’ woman) the shame would be far more cruel than her thinking that I am dead. Moreover, my death gives her the option to remarry a man more suitable for her – there is still a shortage of Indian women in Guiana and she has no children. (I had thought it was because she was barren, but I now know that the fault is with me.)


  So you see it is far better for her and for us if I do it this way. Yes, my family may miss me. But it is better they miss me than hate me for marrying a Negro. I will miss them a little, but the truth is, I have no true family. Because of my gift, I am set apart. Perhaps more importantly, because I cannot now empathise with their limited lives and limited perspectives, there can no longer be any true communication between them and me. Even if I rejoined them after the war, I have already departed in my heart. That is the simple fact.


  Yours,


  Krishna


  p.s. Tell Adaku I said her prayers have been working. Can you send me a photograph of you both? She must be so big now!


  p.p.s. You are not unlucky with men. It is only that there is only one man for you. Guess who? I do not believe in Fate, not any more, but I do believe that some people are meant for each other and, if they are lucky, they meet. But, as Shakespeare put it, ‘The path of true love never did run smooth.’ Maybe that is what makes it true. If love came easily, the lovers would not appreciate it as they ought.


  



  May 4, 1943


  Dear Em,


  How are you? I hope you got a good deal from Mr. Edelman and things are now a little easier for you and Adaku. Do you tell her I write and that I ask for her?


  My memories of my past lives grow clearer every month. I have been fatally wounded several times now – it seems to act as a catalyst. I will not give you details – you would think them too fantastical. I will say that I only remember up to about 450 years ago, when I was an Amerindian named Guiakan. But I feel that I must have lived before that, because every incarnation has been born in the West Indies. And surely I must have been an Indian in some past lives. After all, it is because I am Indian now that, for the first time, I understand who and what I am. The Hindu religion, the Hindu philosophy, explains all that has happened to me. Before, when I began remembering the past, the effects were almost always traumatic. Now I can accept what I am with tranquillity. In the Bhagavad Gita, it is written: ‘Vasarmsi jirnani yatha vihaya navani grhnati naro parani tatha sarirani vihaya jirnany anyani samyati navani dehi – As a person puts on new clothes, giving up old ones, the soul accepts new bodies, giving up old ones.’ Even the Shadowman, as I call him, seems to be an incarnation of Shiva or Kali, who represent the destructive aspects of God. My name, Krishna, represents the creative aspect and, though the Shadowman has tried to destroy me many times – he even uses a weapon that is a symbol of the shiva lingum – I am always renewed by the grace of Bhagavan. He is my cosmic opponent but not, as I have always thought, my enemy. The Vedas teach us that the world is maya (illusion) so what we think is evil is not truly real. Even the atrocities of this war can therefore be understood in that context. I feel as though I finally have true knowledge – God-knowledge. I hope I can share some of this to you when we are together, as we soon will be.


  Always (and there is such meaning to this word now)


  Krishna


  



  September 28, 1943


  Dear Krishna,


  I cannot say I believe you yet. But you have made me suspend my judgment. There is the evidence of the rings but, most of all, there is your own assurance that what you are remembering, and what has happened to you, is real. I confess there seems to be new wisdom in you, but along with that, there’s a new arrogance that I really don’t find too appealing.


  How can a man of your intelligence, of your moral concern, dismiss evil as an illusion? If, as you say, this world is maya, then isn’t good also an illusion? And if we live in an amoral world, what is the point of doing good? By your own lights, you shouldn’t even be over there, wherever ‘over there’ is, at all. It seems to me that regaining the memories of your previous incarnations has left you confused. ‘God-knowledge’ indeed! The God you describe seems entirely arbitrary.


  I realize I cannot hope to understand what is happening with you. But I know the man who I fell in love with. That man was sweet, witty, smart – and, yes, arrogant and insecure and irritable. But if that man is lost to me, then I also am lost to him. Because, Krish, our relationship grew out of what we both were. I am sorry to be so blunt, but we both know that, for people like us, a true relationship can only be built on a foundation of truth.


  Yours (still),


  Em


  



  December 25, 1943


  Dearest Em,


  Belated Merry Christmas! Such hollow words, in these dark times. But I have a present for you: I am leaving the war.


  There are many reasons for my decision. First, the killing. I am sick of it. Sick and oh so weary. I had not expected this reaction in myself. After all I have seen, after all I have experienced, I thought I would have in some sense been inured to man’s savagery to his fellow man. But nothing in my past lives has prepared me for this. I have in the past two years killed hundreds of men. The slaughter has begun to take its toll on my spirit. The German soldiers are not evil, in the sense that their leadership is. They are merely sheep, as most human beings tend to be. The British soldiers are no different – it is only that their leaders are more civilized. But, in the field, the men on both sides kill, rape and pillage with an equal and awful glee. I think I am more sickened, more in despair, because of my past. To know that humanity has come from wattle huts to flying metal craft, from children’s rhymes to Shakespeare’s verse, from trial by fire to trial by jury – to have lived through all this and now to see, at the end, that all this art, all this science, has served only to make mankind more determined and more efficient in his barbarousness – it has become too much, even for an immortal.


  That is my first reason. The other, just as compelling, is my need to be with you. I am now 42 years old, and time has grown short. Strange thing for an immortal to say? Yet I have never lived beyond my fiftieth year – the Shadowman, time and time again, has seen to that. This time, this life, I think can be different. Because, in four and a half centuries, I have never truly been in love. I believe I can defeat him. But, if not, I cannot waste the few years we may have together.


  There are other, practical reasons. I have been wounded too many times, too badly, recovered too fast. People are beginning to notice. And it’s not to say there are so many coloured battalions I can serve with. In former times, all I would have had to worry about would be them burning me as a wizard. Now, they would probably cart me off for experiments. (Not too vast a difference, as far as I’m concerned.) So it is time I make my exit gracefully, with a full 21-gun salute and plenty flowers. If you can come to the funeral, weep copiously and tell everybody what a fantastic lover I was.


  I want to reassure you, Em, that I have not changed. Not basically. I am only more what I always was. The knowledge, the memories, of my past selves have always been buried there in my subconscious, shaping who I am. I have not changed in any fundamental way, though I admit I do have to come to terms with the conscious knowledge of what I am, what I have been, and what I have done. Yes, there is an arrogance – difficult to avoid when you know you are immortal. Yet, as I have said before, this war has shown me what an ineffectual thing even immortality can be. And I learn from my culture: a mantra plays in my head from Tulsidas’s Ramacaritamanasa (which means The Holy Lake of the Acts of Rama): ‘Moha na amdha kinha kehi kehi/Ko jaga kama necava ke jehi/Trshna kehi kinha bauraha/Kehi kara hrdaya krodha nahi daha. – Who has not been blinded by false loves? Who is there in the world who lust has not made a puppet of? Whom has craving not driven mad? Whose heart has anger not inflamed?’


  Bear this in mind if you can bring yourself to read the diary. I did not mean to sound blasé about evil. Surely you know I am not. You were brought up a Christian and, as you know, Christian theology’s answer to the contradiction between God’s omnipotence, goodness and the existence of evil, is ‘God moves in mysterious ways’. The Hindu answer may not be entirely satisfactory, but it is far better than THAT! And, as I said, Hinduism provides explanations for my own lives. On top of which, I can assure you that there are no atheists in war.


  At any rate, I can no longer be part of it. Perhaps, if I see Germany winning, I will reconsider. But the Allies should triumph, now that America is committed. I do not know exactly how I will do this. But the opportunity will surely present itself – war, I have long observed, is a godsend for conmen.


  Yours soon,


  Krish


  



  January 31, 1944


  Dear Em,


  I did it! I’m on my way to Trinidad. New name, new look. I’ve gotten a berth on a cargo ship named the Hesperus. Due in Trinidad on Feb 4. Phone the port the day before, they’ll tell you what time we’re due in. My new name is Adam Avatar. My new look... well, just look out for a green-eyed man. I cannot wait to be with you once again, after so many years!


  Yrs VERY soon,


  Krish


  



  II


  January 1, 1950


  My dearest Em,


  So once again we are writing letters to each other. My wattle hut is more comfortable than you would think. Reminds me of how I lived as Guiakan and Sarah and Mary-Anne after I became a pirate. Which is not to say I don’t appreciate the modern conveniences, like insect repellent. The boat will come once a month with supplies, but I can always hunt if push comes to shove.


  I spend my mornings cooking, cleaning and doing other chores. I’ve always been amazed how much time one can while away on housework. In the afternoon, I read. When the sun has cooled, I train. I run for miles, do katas with sword, stick and unarmed. Afterwards, I swim in the river, remaining close to the shore. As I float in the dark waters, I feel completely at peace, at one with the universe. Tulisadasa, the Shakespeare of India, has a verse in his Ramacaritamanasa: ‘Rama’s holy lake puts an end to all the sin and sorrow of the Age of Kali, it drains away the fatigue of birth and death, gratifies gratification itself and destroys sin and pain and poverty and error. It destroys lust, anger, pride, and infatuation and builds wisdom and detachment. By reverently bathing in it, all traces of sin and remorse are banished from the heart.’ For me, these words are about you, dearest Em. I have bathed in you. It is you who is my lake of Rama.


  I know I told you this countless times before I left, but the past six years have been the best years of my lives. I have experienced more than any mortal man or woman could have in my centuries of existence. But I have never experienced true love. ‘Men who worship your lotus feet fall not into the stormy sea of rebirth with its suffering waves,’ says the Ramayan. And, now that I have known this with you, I know there is nothing more important, nothing more ennobling, in all human existence. I love you as my wife, and I love Adaku as my daughter, and in that circle is contained the deepest purpose of life. So simple, yet so profound. And still so many people search for meaning everywhere except where it is.


  Were it not for you, I would surely do again what I did as Adam Chardonbois: let the Shadowman kill me with his silver spike. You already know how much the war made me despair. The only ground on which I could excuse humankind’s barbarism was that it was the only way the greater evil of Nazism could be defeated. Then Germany surrenders, the war is as good as over, and the United States drops the atomic bombs on Nagasaki and Hiroshima.


  During the war, I thought I had despaired for humankind. But I did not truly know what despair was till that day. My immortality itself was now my greatest burden – the knowledge that, unlike fortunate mortals, I was condemned to return to this planet, where the landscape changed and men increased their powers daily, but the human spirit remained as petty as ever. We saw it as soon as we returned to Guiana, with Africans and Indians virtually at one another’s throats, as though the just-concluded war had no lessons for them, as though they were not all living in the same land. And the looks we have got! Both sides hate us because our very appearance breaks the bigotry they both adhere to. That we are in love increases their outrage. Love is what they most hate. Is it any wonder that I despair?


  And yet, even as I sank into this pit of darkness, I carried two lights with me: you and Adaku. And it was the both of you who allowed me to find my way out again. For I knew that, as long as the human race had such as you amongst it, the wick of hope was not snuffed.


  But, Em, I can never truly express in my own words the true depth of my feelings for you. That is another of my great regrets: that in all my lives, I have never acquired the skills of the painter, composer or poet. So again I needs must borrow from Tagore, that you may have some inkling of what is in my heart:


  Let thy love play upon my voice and rest on my silence.


  Let it pass through my heart into all my movements.


  Let thy love like stars shine in the darkness of my sleep and dawn in my awakening.


  Let it burn in the flame of my desires and flow in all currents of my own love.


  Let me carry thy love in my life as a harp does its music,


  And give it back to thee at last with my life.


  I love you. And I shall return to you.


  Always,


  Krish


  



  March 3, 1950


  Dearest Krish,


  Your letter made me cry. But I am trying to be brave.


  Six years! It seems to have passed so quickly. As have the years since we first met. Adaku is now a young woman, and my breasts have sagged. And you and I. So strange to think that I was a mere girl of twenty-two when we became involved. Stranger that, save for those white hairs you got during the war, you still look the same now as you did then. It was when I saw that you had not aged, that day on the docks, that I knew everything you had written was the truth. The curly hair, the cafe-au-lait complexion (which you foolishly thought would prevent me recognizing you) did not convince me as much as the lack of wrinkles on your face.


  I hope you do survive this encounter, though I still think we should have faced it together. I keep thinking that that is the real mistake you have made in the past. I know that you would never put me or Adaku at risk. But I still think you should consider it and, if you think it may give you an advantage, return to Georgetown before your 50th birthday. (I know you won’t, you stubborn mule!)


  Whatever happens, I would not have missed knowing you and being with you. I think we have loved more, even during those years we were separated, than most people do who have been together for decades. Our marriage has given me emotional fulfilment, intellectual stimulation and a continual sense of wonder. (The sex hasn’t been bad, either!) To have actually read the stories of some of your incarnations, for you to have told me of the others, to have seen your healing with my own eyes – I only feel sorry for those people who do not know what an extraordinary universe we live in! I feel truly blessed, and nothing can take that away.


  I loved you as Krishna Singh, and I loved you more as Adam Avatar, the sum of your selves. Remember this when the Shadowman comes, and come back to me and Adaku.


  Yours,


  Em


  



  April 5, 1950


  Dearest Em,


  Without wanting to sound overconfident, I must say that I have a sense of power – of invincibility, really – that I have never before experienced. It is not the rage of my first self or the bloodthirstiness of my second or even the arrogant superiority of my fifth and seventh incarnations. It is simply a clear knowledge of my own capabilities, matched to a cool assessment of my opponent’s. The Shadowman is bigger than me, but that advantage is offset by my superior speed. Nor, judging from our last battle, is his martial technique especially developed. But these technical details are not the heart of the issue. What matter is motivation. It seems as though his killing me when I enter my fiftieth year is some kind of duty. I, on the other hand, am fighting for my life with you. That gives me an incomparable advantage. Scribo ut supersum, as I would have said when I was Adam Colon. And survive I will. The Shadowman shall not kill me this time. I promise you.


  My only doubt lies in my not knowing what our eternal conflict is about. HE knows – always, he has found me when I am reborn and, always, he has been able to find me wherever I am on my fiftieth birthday. Moreover, I realize now that those times he has attacked me before my fiftieth year has always catalysed my regaining my past memories. So it seems he works to some plan, but what that plan might be I have no idea. And that is HIS big advantage. But I can hear your voice in my head now, Em: ‘Why don’t you ask him?’


  You know, I think I will. In all these centuries, he has spoken to me only twice, but one of those times was to tell me where to find my logbook. For some reason I cannot fathom, he WANTS me to know about my past. So who knows? Talk might work. And, yes, I hear your voice again: I’ll be careful, I promise.


  I have been doing a lot of reading, of course. The Ramayan gives me the greatest comfort at this time. Tulsidas, who was born in India when I was learning to hate those people who may have been descendants of people who left the subcontinent many aeons before, describes it as ‘a lake of merit that destroys all defilements and ever blesses the soul, granting wisdom and faith and washing away the filth of ignorance and illusion by its pure, clear waters brimful with love. Those who plunge with faith into it are never burnt by the scorching rays of the sun of birth and death.’ And so I read and reread of the battle between Rama and Rawan, trying to find some clue as to how I may triumph over the Shadowman.


  As for the other books, I cannot believe I did not read them before. Reading Tagore, Berkeley, Wordsworth, Blake, Jane Austen and Henry James was not a waste of time. And yet, immersed in the works of Sankara, Darwin, Einstein, Bertrand Russell, D.H. Lawrence and even P.G. Wodehouse, I feel as though I am discovering grander and unsuspected worlds. Einstein’s Relativity Theory, which Russell explains with amazing lucidity, makes even my immortality seem commonplace. I have also read Russell’s In Praise of Idleness, ABC of Relativity, The Conquest of Happiness. Simultaneously (not, apparently, that simultaneity really exists) I have been reading The Rainbow. I think it may well be the greatest novel ever written – Lawrence seems to go more deeply into the human soul than any other writer I have ever read. But, perhaps not coincidentally, of all these writers the passage that struck me most came from Sankara, who wrote the following five centuries before I walked out of a cave in the mountains of Haiti: ‘You never identify yourself with the shadow cast by your body, or with its reflection, or with the body you see in a dream or in your imagination. Therefore, you should not identify yourself with this living body either.’


  The feeling I get when reading these men is of being in contact with intellects, with creative spirits, qualitatively different from myself. With lesser lights, one feels at any rate that one is of the same species, that one partakes of the same divine spark. But in these men, that spark seems as a flame – the analytical metaphysics of Sankara, the mental clarity of Russell, the creative eloquence of Lawrence, and the deeper understanding of Darwin and Einstein of the physical world. Yet they are all mortals. And, laughing out loud in the middle of all this emptiness as I read Wodehouse’s Something Fresh, I find myself once again thinking that the species is not so bad. And I realize that my physical immortality is trivial compared to the immortality of the mind.


  I value this new knowledge for itself, mainly. But there are three other reasons I am so enthralled. Firstly, because I know for a fact that knowledge is all that I can carry beyond the grave. Second, because it seems to me that our shared love of knowledge is what has made our relationship such a constantly exciting one. (And, yes, the sex hasn’t been bad, either!) And, three, I am NOT going to let the Shadowman take me out of this world just when it’s starting to get interesting.


  Always,


  Krish


  



  May 1, 1950


  Krishna,


  You must come home. There was a riot. Adaku was attacked in the street, coming home from school. I think she may have been raped. We need you, she needs you. You must come now.


  Emily


  



  August 6, 1950


  My dearest Emily,


  I can hear you in the bedroom trying not to let me hear you cry. I want to stop writing and come and hold you, but there is nothing that can be said that hasn’t already been said. And I must finish this letter to you. Time grows short. I cannot stop. The guests will be here at eight, to provide your alibi, and I must be gone by then to do the deed. More than that, I fear that if I wait too long the Shadowman shall appear and forestall me. He has always seemed to know exactly what I am planning and where to find me. Outside, the forest is silent. I can see the moon over the top of the trees. I do not want to leave all this, I do not want to leave you, my love. But I must do this for Adaku.


  Why do you cry? I know you have said you believe in my immortality, but I suppose some part of you still doubts. Nor can I blame you, though you have seen me rise from the dead. Or perhaps you are crying because, however I am reborn, I shall not be this self. But believe this, my love: I shall be my self. Believe. The Bhagavad Gita says, ‘Dehino smin yatha dehe kaumuram yauvanam jara tatha dehantara-praptir dhiras tatra na muhyati – As the soul exists within the body from childhood to youth to old age, so too does the soul pass to another body at death. The wise person is not confused by this change.’


  But I am a fool! Only as I write do I realize what truly grieves you. Even if everything works out as planned, we shall be separated by the gulf of years. Is that what makes you cry? For me, time means nothing. But you are mortal. But that, too, matters not. Love, too, is immortal. And my love for you shall triumph even over death. If you believe nothing else, believe that.


  I can offer no guarantees, but I think this will work. I have never before succeeded in killing myself, but this time I believe I have figured out how to do it. And, if I succeed, then it is even more likely that our other assumptions shall hold. In nearly every life, I have been reborn in the land where I died. But only when I saw Adaku’s swollen stomach did I realize that there was often a pregnant woman nearby also. I have never known what happens to my soul between rebirths. But I think there is a good chance that, with the right timing, it may enter the foetus Adaku carries. I still wish she would have an abortion, but her Catholic schooling makes the sensible course too traumatic. I did not want to tell you before, but I tried to find the soldier who attacked her. I did not plan to kill him, but I would surely have made him sorry he had ever been born. But he has been sent back to England, and I have no time to track him down now.


  Adaku will hate the child. It is obvious. But perhaps not if she knows that my soul inhabits it. (Are you also surprised how readily she believed in my immortality?) Once the baby is born green-eyed, you will know we have succeeded. It has been the only constant throughout all my lives. How we shall deal with the reality, how and when you shall tell me what I truly am, I leave to your wisdom. You shall know what to do, and what will happen after – well, that is one bridge we can cross only when we reach it.


  My only regret is not being able to face the Shadowman, this Rawan who so tests me. I really feel I would have triumphed this time. Remember, when you find my body, make sure that the spike has been placed properly, or else I shall rise from the dead, which is more confusion than we want. And don’t forget to burn this note. [She did not destroy it - A.A.]


  Even if I am not reborn as Adaku’s child, rest assured that I shall seek you out, whoever I am. The Bhagavad Gita again: ‘Avyakto yam acintyo yam avikaryo yam ucyate tasmad evarh viditvainam nanusocitum arhasi – The soul is invisible, inconceivable and unchanging. Knowing this, you should not grieve for the body.’


  Em, I have told you many times, and I will write it now for the last time: my true life in this life began with you. All that came before seems, in hindsight, but a preparation for your arrival. Because of you, and our daughter, I will prevent the Shadowman from killing me. We shall be together once again – still a family, albeit in a different relation. That I promise you. Already I have been reborn, in a way I never was in all my long centuries of life. For you gave me my soul.


  See you.


  Love forever,


  Krishna


  Session #9


  At the beginning of the ninth session, I said, ‘This last account has some very significant...’


  Adam held up his hand to stop me. ‘Doc, I have a question.’


  ‘What is that?’


  ‘What is your psychiatric evaluation of the Shadowman?’


  ‘My psychiatric evaluation of the Shadowman?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘I’ve told you what I think he represents.’


  ‘Forget that. I want to know how he thinks, what his motivations are.’


  ‘I can hardly give a psychiatric evaluation of someone I’ve never spoken to.’


  ‘But isn’t that what police psychiatrists do?’


  ‘Well, yes. But it’s not the same thing.’


  ‘Is similar enough. You know his modus operandi. You have any theory as to his motivation?’


  ‘Adam, you’re speaking about him as though he’s real. I don’t think that’s a healthy...’


  ‘Indulge me.’


  I was hesitant, but I decided to do as he asked. ‘All right. What do you want to know?’


  ‘Why do you think he tracks me?’


  ‘From your accounts, he seems to have an interest in directing your life. Or lives.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘I don’t know.’


  ‘Neither do I.’ He was silent for some moments. ‘I guess what I really want to know is, do you think he’s malevolent?’


  I thought for a while. ‘I would say, no.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘There’s the incident you spoke of during the war, where he protected you. But, if you look at the previous accounts, it seems as though every time he kills you – before the final killing, that is - it is at a point where your life might take a negative turn. And you always recover with some new knowledge or skill.’


  ‘That’s true. But why does he kill me at fifty, before I can really use my experience?’


  ‘I don’t know. Do you think that’s important?’


  ‘It must be.’


  ‘Well, perhaps we can discuss that, then.’


  He smiled.


  ‘Doc - Suren - I have a confession.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘I was never really consulting you to find out if I was delusional or not.’


  ‘Oh?’


  ‘No. I mean, what’s the definition of a delusion?’


  ‘There are three criteria. It contradicts the person’s cultural beliefs. It is contrary to reality. And it’s not amenable to argument.’


  ‘Right. Now in Trinidad’s culture, there are so many belief systems that the first is hardly applicable. As for the second, reality is defined by whatever the majority of people believe, according to their experience. Normally, common experience matches objective fact. But that criteria falls apart when it comes to things like quantum mechanics or even evolution. It can’t be applied to any experience outside what is usual. As for the third - well, I could use that criterion to prove that you are the deluded one.’


  ‘Really?’


  ‘Yes. Let’s apply Hume’s rule. I can speak several languages. I can write and understand extinct languages. I have detailed knowledge of the past five centuries. I have diverse practical skills. The documents I have given you have been proved genuine. I have strange physiological reactions. None of your drugs have had any effect. If you accept, at the very least, that I am an unusually evolved human being, does it seem likely that someone of such development would be likely to be insane?’


  ‘Do you really want an answer?’


  ‘Please.’


  ‘There’s no contradiction.’


  He sighed. ‘See? Your beliefs are not amenable to argument.’


  I said nothing. After a while, Adam said, ‘I turn fifty next week.’


  ‘And you’re afraid you’ll die?’


  ‘No. I’m not afraid of death.’


  ‘You believe you can stop the Shadowman this time?’


  ‘If you’re right, I won’t need to stop him.’


  ‘Right about him being unreal or about him not being malevolent?’


  He put out his hand. His smile was cryptic. ‘Thanks, Suren. Seeing you was very helpful.’


  ‘I don’t think you should stop seeing me, Adam.’


  ‘Call me after New Year’s Day.’


  That was the last time I saw him. When I called his home on January 2, I got a message that his phone was out of service. I decided to go to his house. But the address he had given me was an empty, grassy lot.


  Two days later, a document was delivered to my office by normal mail. It had been posted on the same day as my last consultation with Adam. It is an essay, rather than an account. There was a short note attached. It read, ‘Mortals can only understand so much. My experience is all that I have to give.’


  Chapter Ten: Human


  I



  Flying, to me, is like sex. No matter how many times I do it, I never get tired of it. I like everything about travelling by air: the high-backed padded chairs, the pleasant hostesses, the miniature drinks. I like the clever fold-out trays, the little reading-light, the neat bathroom. I even like that the windows have blinds to pull down.


  I especially like the take-off – the sensation of gathering speed, the pressing down as the aeroplane leaves the ground, the upwardness as it climbs the air. I like how every detail of the land – trees, cars, houses, fields, hills – becomes toy-like. I like watching the grey-skinned sea so far below, crawling. And I love watching clouds from an unnatural viewpoint, above.


  In my younger years, in this life, I went to all the places I had lived in my previous lives, to see how they had changed, and for the sheer pleasure of reaching these places so easily and so quickly. I also went to other places that I had never been. I have flown to Africa, gazing down at the orange endlessness of the Sahara desert, romancing in the names of the cities on the flight path – Athens, Baghdad, Casablanca, Algiers – and I get some protean understanding of the world that I did not have before. The aircraft descends into Accra at night, and I watch how the electric lights below are strung out without pattern, vast hearts of darkness in between, a city with no centre. I’m there for an academic conference, and I see how the ease and friendliness of the ordinary people, with their slow and balanced walk, contrasts with the intensity and formal manners of the intellectuals. I visit a chief’s house, and we must shake hands with all the elders and their wives before our group is seated. They’re bored by this visit, but they’re polite and, dressed in traditional garb of wrapped cloth, must display their culture to our vulgar eyes. Later, I go down to the coast where there are the slave forts that I once knew so well, a tourist attraction now. I look out from the sentry post at the flat sands where black children scamper and fishermen pull their nets from the unceasing sea, and the ghosts of long gone Africans whisper like madness in my ear.


  Returning, I must stop in England with its old houses and neat fields, which I call meadows when I am there. The British have become taller but they are still smaller than their cousins in North America. Some are darker than the Europeans of the continent. I listen to the accents, so many varieties, all English, the educated people’s intoned with a stomach-deep articulation that bespeaks centuries of cultural confidence, a culture shaken only now with the new generations of former colonials who are now also British in speech but not always in manners, but everything is organised and focused and I feel as though it is not a country but an organism and I leave as soon as I can.


  Many years later I go to India. From the air, the country looks entirely unlike any other country I have ever seen. Perhaps it is because I’ve lived almost all my lives on islands. England from the clouds did not seem so different from Trinidad. But I suppose there is an essential difference between even a huge island and a sub-continent. The arid, brown, unending landscape, the horizon disappearing into haze, seemed even stranger than the Sahara, perhaps because the Indian desert is not dead. On the ground, the first detail that made India exotic to me, a person born and bred among the most exotic-looking people in the world, were the sari-clad women. In Trinidad, women wear saris for special occasions, like Divali or weddings. But everywhere in New Delhi I saw these women wrapped in wonderful cloth, most of them displaying a wedge of tummy, as they walked on the side of the road, or waited at bus-stops, or rode by on motor-scooters seated demurely side-saddle behind their men. The men were ordinarily dressed in long-sleeved shirts and slacks. In this city, artificial natural selection had clearly been at work for centuries: almost all the women were fair-skinned, whereas most of the men were brown. And, everywhere, the droves of people, the cacophony of traffic, overwhelms me, used as I am to Caribbean space and the noise, not of machines, but of music and human voices. As I explored Delhi, I found the drabness of modern India starkly contrasting the decorativeness of its ancient sites. On the two-hour train journey out of New Delhi to the city of Agra, where the Taj Mahal is located, I noticed how the enamel paint of the carriage was chipped and the seat covers worn. Outside, tracts of arid land and broken buildings flash by. But the train’s air-conditioning worked well, and breakfast, served in the same style as on a commercial airline, was tasty.


  And, later still, America. Miami, which is like a Caribbean city ahead of its time, modernity uneasily imposed on a rural sensibility, clash of accents and appearances. New York, whose buildings overwhelm, a city where culture is a raison d’ etre. So many people, so purposefully busy, so closed off, so confident. A nation too large, too complex, to write about. And I see that, though I am not American, to be Caribbean is also to be ‘Americasian’.


  And so I fly all over the world, but what I most like about flying is always to return to Trinidad. It is the view that I never tire of. I’ve never been able to decide if I prefer to return by day or by night. In the day, the Caroni swamp always surprises as the aircraft makes its approach. I watch the flat expanses of water, shining so brightly that it reflects nothing save its own brilliance. The dividing clumps of trees are an unnatural green, like jeweled moss, hiding prehistoric secrets. Sometimes, the scarlet ibis are startled from their nests, arrowing over the trees like flung drops of blood.


  In the night, it is the west coast of the island that holds my attention as the aeroplane flies over. The island is a portrait in light: the crawling headlights of the cars, the electric yellow bulbs of the houses and apartments, the blue and green and red neon signs of the malls, and the frosty white lights of the office-buildings. On the lowland, all the details are visible but softly outlined. The lights become sparser as they crawl up the vast shadow of the encircling Northern Range: the glittering chandeliers of the mansions, the dim oil-lamp flicker of the invisible wooden shacks, peaked by the red signal lights at the outermost points of the range.


  Sometimes, I think it a pity that the laws of physics and natural selection did not allow human beings to evolve wings. People might have been more civilised. To return to the ground always demands a change in sensibility. Airports are like no other places on earth. People are casually travelling distances that would have been impossible only decades ago. There are the arrivals, lines of tiredness on their variety of faces, curious or unfamiliar or nervous. There are the departures, perhaps also excited, often at the centre of their chattering group, they overwhelmed by the breaking of ties. The technology may be casual, but the human reactions rarely are. In airports, there is always a shift, always transmutations occurring. That is why, to me, the accustomed air of the airport staff in their starched uniforms always seems odd.


  I see seasoned travellers, in suits or in jeans and windcheaters over round-necked T-shirts, luggage always in muted colours, shoe-polish black, charcoal grey, navy-blue, never battered-looking, these international individuals noteworthy because of their self-assurance in a foreign place or the ease with which they leave a familiar land. I always wonder if they are immortals. My ease is not the ease of a person who has travelled far in space but of one who has travelled far in time. These travellers’ blasé air comes from the knowledge of many cultures, and from the authority conferred by wealth. Their untaut skin or childhood scars always testify that they are not as I am. There must be other immortals, of course – probability demands it. But not necessarily in my portion of the planet, since probability also dictates that there would be only a few of us.


  Trinidad is as like an airport as any country can be. It is quite familiar, but always new. From Piarco International to my home in the central flatlands, I drive along the highway, past long uneven fields, the cupping hand of the Northern Range always on the periphery. I am always very aware of particular things: houses, wooden or concrete, the pylons marching off into the distance, the power lines seeming to fling themselves up, down, straight above me as the car speeds over the asphalt. Also, and especially, the flora: the tall bamboo, the rose-mango and horse-mango and julie-mango trees, the flamboyant and breadfruit trees, and the sugar-cane swaying in unending hopeful fields.


  I look at the land through five-hundred-year-old eyes, and I see how humankind has mastered savage Nature. There the macata, the red hibiscus, the oleander and the African rose. The delicate fringes of the mimosa hang among the thick spikes of aloes, the thorned green flesh of the cactus. But the people here, born without memory, do not see as I do. They are come from nearly all corners of the Earth, striding out of the reaches of history, but old and young amnesiac alike. Ancient Africa and India and China, old Europe, new America. So they do not walk upon the island like people aware of their mastery. Yet there is a rhythm to their movements that belongs only to here. This place, less than three hundred human years old, discovers the distinct faces of its various pasts vanishing, blending. The advantage of human mortality is quickness of spirit, and adaptability to circumstances. That is why the whole Caribbean, but Trinidad in particular, is an outpost of the human future. But these same qualities can work against the race, unless measured by wisdom and history. And, though I have lived for so long and experienced so much, I still am not sure that either of those things really exist.


  



  II


  Outside, the rain is falling. I have turned out all the lights, save that of the standing lamp beside the armchair I am sitting in, so the living-room has become a shadowed cave. This is appropriate, given the first line of the block of typescript resting in my lap. The sound of the rain is comforting. I can hear the different sounds the drops make as they hit the different surfaces outside: the hard patter on the roof, the sibilant threading through the leaves of the trees, and the sharp splatter on the concrete driveway. I even have a sense of the raindrops dripping down the window-pane behind me. Inside my house, warm and dry, I feel protected. But I know that this is an illusion. I look at the manuscript and feel the weight of past events hurtling towards me as inevitably as an asteroid heading toward the Earth. And I sense, more intimately, the one who has followed me through the centuries.


  I look around the room. It is that of a scholar: two huge bookshelves stand against facing walls; files and papers are piled on the carpet beside the sofa in the centre of the room; a computer with a reading-lamp beside it rests on the dining table where I never eat my meals. I get up, clutching the manuscript, and move away from the window. I do not think mere burglar-proofing can stop the man – or the thing – I know will be coming tonight to kill me. As a professional thinker, I have constructed my life with the tools of my mind. Now I have to save it the same way.


  There is a mirror in a polished mahogany frame hanging on the far wall of the living room. I put the manuscript down beside my computer and walk across the room. The shadows of the room become longer when I switch on the wall lamp. I am forty-nine years old, but I look no more than thirty: Since I actually passed thirty years, I have always received compliments on my youthful appearance (which is how you know that you are now considered old). In any case, I look a lot better for my age than anyone thinks. That is why I am now considering destroying the typescript, my notebooks, and all the documents so painstakingly gathered over the past century. For what would happen if people knew how old I truly am? Wouldn’t they flock to my doorstep, seeking the answers to life? Or, more likely, seeking for me to confirm what they already believe? And their pilgrimages would all be in vain. They would be coming to me for wisdom, for answers to all life’s deepest questions, and they would expect such answers to comfort them. But not only do I have no such answers, but the little knowledge I have gathered in my five centuries provide little comfort. And, if I am gone, they will invent their own answers or call me mad or make me a god. I do not wish any of those choices to be my legacy.


  So let me state this plainly, so there can be no misunderstanding: I am not a wise man. I have observed in all my lives that people call a man ‘wise’, not when he has great knowledge or unusual skills, but when he tells them what they want to hear. It is because ordinary people live such short lives, and because they have no natural sense of history beyond their grandparents, they tend to view old knowledge as superior to new knowledge. Thus, although they don’t always think that the grass is greener on the other side of the fence, people are almost always convinced that lawns were much lusher thirty, a hundred, or a thousand years ago. I know better.


  I sit in my house and, if I so desire, I can reach out to hundreds or even thousands of other human beings. There is the postbox, the telephone, the computer. I live with more possibilities in this life than I did in all my previous lives put together. I have made the fullest use possible of my mind and my heart, at least as far as the limitations of being immortal have allowed. Because it is mortality that defines human existence, and I am diminished because I cannot share this unique sensibility with my fellow travellers on this planet in space. The Shadowman has saved me from this ultimate despair over the centuries, but in this century I can justify my immortal existence only by giving others hope that the world does move forward. Otherwise, all is futility.


  It is the habit of most people to continually look backward. I have lived five hundred years and so I know that the good old days weren’t all that good, the golden age was golden only for a select few, and ancient wisdom was in many ways ancient foolishness. Even up to a hundred years ago, most of the people I knew did not live beyond forty years. So even I, immortal, never lived to an unusual age in any one of my lives. Now I see all around me active persons in their sixth and seventh decades of life. I hear debates about the rights of women, children and even animals: ideas absurd, or even unthought-of, mere centuries ago. I remember my life as Guaikan: pleasant, simple, circular. There were satisfactions then that I can never experience again. But there were also limits that I do not want to experience again. We Tainos lived by instinct, never able to break Nature’s yoke. The Europeans lifted that yoke from themselves, and in so doing broke other people’s backs. But what happened in the past five centuries has been happening since men trod the Earth. It is human nature, and only in the past five centuries have human beings truly begun to master their worst selves; and that evolving mastery marches in step to our mastery of red Nature.


  I remember through all my lives, even up to the first half of this century, how wretched most children were, how many died before they ever experienced all that life can offer. To witness that, and to remember witnessing that, causes me more sorrow than any other aspect of my lives. Immortality may seem a most desirable gift, but it does not confer happiness. Since my rebirth in the middle of this century, child death rates more than halved, malnutrition is down by one-third, the number of children out of primary school has dropped from more than half to less than a quarter. Poverty has fallen more in this lifetime of mines than in all of my past lives put together. We have now reached a stage where it would take less than one percent of global income and two to three percent of the national incomes of all save the poorest countries to completely eliminate poverty in less than one generation.


  In previous centuries, humankind lacked both the knowledge and the moral will to create Paradise. Now we have the knowledge, but the moral will still presents the major obstacle. This is history’s only constant. And that is my challenge: to strengthen humankind’s moral will by my existence.


  Now that I have recalled all my pasts, I understand more about the world than any normal human being. But the questions that have plagued me all through my lives remain unanswered: Does my immortality have a purpose? And, if so, why has the Shadowman frustrated it every time my streams of memory and experience flowed into consciousness?


  



  III


  I suppose, if the historians knew about me, they would also flock to discover the truth about the past. But historical facts are important only insofar as they reveal the actual experience and needs of humankind. I have written three historical novels. Most of my university colleagues were not happy about them, though none told me so to my face. ‘As a professional historian, one would have expected more facts and less invention from Dr. Avatar,’ said one in a panel discussion that I did not attend. ‘Mr. Avatar follows in the tradition of V.S. Naipaul in being a servant to the coloniser,’ wrote another in a review. Yet my novels were not novels, but autobiography. The reason I was criticized is because there are so few competent historians.


  History, you see, is the most intellectually demanding of all the humanities. A competent historian must be clerk, detective, novelist, anthropologist, linguist, biologist, philosopher, politician, economist. Or, maybe, a five-hundred-year-old man. That is why there are so few great historians. And, because of the paucity of information about the past, it is relatively easy for historians to bend facts – or lie outright – to serve ideology. Ethnocentrists – demagogues thinly disguised as ideologues – invariably do this. Their religious agenda, whether Christian, Muslim or Hindu, is to prove that there once existed a perfect society which man’s disobedience to God has corrupted. Their inseparable political agenda is to limit or remove other people’s freedom of choice. But, whether religious or secular, the lies of these historians are based upon the same absurd premise: that events that happened hundreds or thousands of years ago, in completely different cultures, can affect the self-image of people now.


  But people’s perception of history does not naturally extend beyond three generations. And even that is no longer true in the modern Western world, because of the rapid pace of change. People have always lived in the present, picking the bones of tradition from the past, because their survival demands it. My own experience over the centuries attests to this. Ecology, biology, economics and politics will trump history every time. History is relevant only insofar as it affects these paradigms but, as I say, few historians are competent to make the connections. Perhaps even I am not competent to do so, because I am too close to my own history. What I do know is that I could have changed the course of the world. Immortality is a great power. But the Shadowman has always prevented me from using that power.


  



  IV


  So I cannot claim either wisdom or historical understanding. In setting down this record, I have done nothing more than tell about my lives and my times. It is for better minds than my own to draw conclusions. Whatever conclusions I make here are entirely personal. Nor do I make any claim to superiority, save that which the accident of immortality has conferred upon me.


  Will my denial be sufficient to avoid the label of saviour? Until this life, I have always considered my own existence proof of a Supreme Being. In this I have applied a logic no different from that of any mortal person, though it may be argued that my reincarnations gave me added reason to believe in such a Being. Even now, I do not reject the possibility. But it is now my explanation of last, not first, resort. I have more faith in humanity than the gods. I was raised by two strong, intelligent women: my mother Adaku, once my precious stepdaughter; and my grandmother Emily, once my beloved wife. They had faith but, with all they had seen, they knew better than to be dogmatic. Emily, who is still the best-read woman I have ever known, died in 1984. She knew that I must be brought up to be both open-minded and curious, and that the earlier I regained my memories, the better would be my chances of defeating the Shadowman. By that time, I had remembered almost everything about my past.


  When, at puberty, I began having dreams of my past lives, both my mother and grandmother told me some of the truths about my nature. Both of them had married by then, but they never told their husbands about me. Adaku married when I was three years of age, and I always considered my step-father, whose name was Prakash Akal, to be my real father. He was a very witty, laid-back man, a lawyer, who absolutely worshipped my mother. Emily re-married when I was fourteen, to a man fifteen years her senior, named Reginald Keene. Mr. Keene was a gentleman in the original sense of the word, far more cultured than most other white West Indians. He read Latin and Greek and could quote long passages of Shakespeare, Milton and Wordsworth by heart. He shaved every day and always wore long-sleeved cotton shirts of pale colours. He was always dignified and courteous. I remember the scent of his cologne and the deep resonance of his voice, hardly cracked by age even in his last days. I loved him because, although I was a boy and he an old man, he always spoke to me as though I were his equal. He was both my grandfather and my best friend until he died eleven years later, just after Emily passed away.


  I would not say dealing with their deaths was easy, but it was easier because, by the time I turned eighteen, I had very cogent memories of my lives. And, because I was a loved child, I was able to absorb my pasts without trauma. My grandmother then let me read all the records written by my former selves. By my twenty-fifth year – middle-age for all of my former incarnations – I had regained all my old skills. I believe this unusual rapidity was due, in part, to my mixed genetic heritage. (Adaku’s biological father was of African and Amerindian descent.) I am now in a better position than I have ever been before to defeat the Shadowman and to live beyond my fiftieth birthday. Yet I cannot shake my conviction that the battle between us is not purely, or even primarily, a martial one. The Shadowman has never killed me just for the sake of killing me. The key to surviving our next encounter, I feel, is to understand who and what I am. And, for the first time in my long existence, I have some clue as to the what.


  On the night of the death of my previous self, Emily and Adaku wept. It was my own conviction, the power of my will, that had persuaded them to follow my plan. The Guyanese landscape itself, with its overwhelming message that man is not the measure of all things, made what we did seem perfectly natural. But, once my wife and stepdaughter saw my dead body, it seemed to them that they had been deceived by superstition, and that the evidence of my immortality had been contrived.


  So Emily wrote in her account of the night I killed myself, using a silver spike and a specially-made contraption to drive it into the exact point at the base of my skull where the Shadowman had always delivered his fatal blow. Perhaps a bullet would have worked just as well, and perhaps the spike did not need to be silver. But I didn’t want to take the slightest chance, and as soon as the spring-loaded mechanism drove the spike into my brain, I knew that I had succeeded. In my fading mind I flew down the tunnel towards the light, eager for the first time in my lives, knowing that Adaku and Emily awaited my return.


  After the police had come and the coroner had taken away the body, the women fell into an exhausted sleep. The investigation had not taken very long, because Guyanese police are lazy and because there was a suicide note in which I said that I was possessed by a demon and an obeah woman had told me this was the only way to exorcise it. Emily awoke in the small hours of the morning, the short hairs on the back of her neck prickling. She did not know what had awakened her. Adaku was lying on her back on the bed, the sheets thrown back because the night was very warm. Emily had fallen asleep in an armchair beside the bed. When she awoke, she lay very still in the chair, and tried to keep her breathing steady. She says she knew at once that my spirit was in the room, and that she quite expected to see my transparent shade standing beside the bed. But there was nothing to be seen save the moonlight shining through the window and on to the bed.


  Then the moonlight on the bedsheets moved.


  Emily says she would never have seen it had she been looking directly at the bed. But from the corner of her eye, she sensed some movement from the lower part of the bed, some flow that moved smoothly and slowly up the bed. Adaku never even stirred, and it took all Emily’s strength of will to stay in her chair. She told me that the next day she found four depressions on each arm of the chair, where her fingers had dug into the black leather. Within seconds the movement had ceased, and Adaku continued to sleep quietly.


  Emily and my mother did not tell me about this aspect of my nature until I was twenty-five years of age. Needless to say, I was rather traumatised – it is not an easy thing to discover that you are not truly human. But I have accepted the fact that my essence is not clay, but goo. This is the vehicle by which my selves, my memories, have been preserved between incarnations. No disembodied spirit wandering the spheres until rebirth, but a symbiote which senses and enters a gravid female. I have turned to science for answers. That I am a favourite creation of a Supreme Being, besides being arrogant, explains nothing. So I have read all the major texts of evolutionary theory, from Darwin’s Origin of Species to Richard Dawkins’s The Blind Watchmaker, as well as many technical papers on recombinant DNA. None satisfactorily explains how an organism like myself could have come to be. But that failure does not indicate any supernatural origin, for proof by ignorance is a trap many people easily fall into. ‘The demand for certainty is one which is natural to man, but it is nonetheless an intellectual vice,’ wrote Bertrand Russell.


  As I had instructed, Emily and Adaku both flew to Trinidad later that week. The police investigation had not yet been completed and, as is always the case in such matters, Emily being the spouse was a suspect. But Guyanese officials were corrupt even before the Burnham era, and the assets of my previous selves were more than enough to smooth her way out. Adaku completed the rest of her pregnancy in Trinidad. She did not have an easy time. I am being kind in calling myself a symbiote. ‘Parasite’ would be the more accurate term. Adaku was by then four months pregnant and her morning sickness had stopped. But she again began vomiting every morning and every evening the day after my essence entered her. She was never well for the next five months of her pregnancy, and the labour was hard. It was only when I was a grown man that I remembered that I always knew this. None of my mothers had ever borne children after me. Most of them seemed to have been already pregnant when I entered them, which means that my DNA overwhelmed that of their foetuses. And I wondered if my decision to be reborn through my stepdaughter was as unselfish as I had made out. At the time, I thought so. All that was on my mind was how after the rape Adaku hardly spoke, wept when she thought no one was around, and had nightmares every night. I would have done anything to bring the light back into her eyes. I knew she loved me, and I knew that if the Shadowman killed me on schedule that I would die almost exactly after her unwanted child was born. I wanted to spare her that future trauma, and I wanted to ease her present one. Yet, surely, at the back of my mind, I knew I was placing her at grave risk?


  When I was a young man, I told Adaku, now my mother, of my guilt. She hugged me and said, ‘You were born with your eyes open. The moment I see that they were green, the world got all right again.’


  It made me feel a little better. And if the ‘what’ of what I am is not human, I am confident that the ‘who’ is very much so. Which is one reason I had wanted to be reborn in Trinidad.


  



  V


  I have described this island as an outpost of the future. The genetic and cultural history of Trinidad made it the most suitable place for me to hone my potential; its technological and political backwardness made sure my true nature would escape detection; and, if signs of my unusual abilities were displayed, no one would be too surprised or too curious.


  That is because the Caribbean, with its relatively small population, has produced an unusually large number of top-class achievers. In sport, we have given the world champion sprinters, footballers, cricketers, and karatekas. In the intellectual field, three Nobel Prize winners have emerged from these former British colonies. We have also produced an absurd number of superb musicians and writers. Walcott speaks with the voices of many civilizations, Naipaul has always used the island to pen the stories of the oppressed, Marley still riffs the strings of the world.


  This statistical anomaly made my unusual achievements not too noticeable. Even so, Emily and Adaku exercised extreme caution. I could have been world karate or judo champion. They refused to let me participate in tournaments. I would have been an academic prodigy (because of recovered memory, not because of inherent brilliance) but they had me write my exams privately.


  Even so, I was well-known even from a young age, although only within Trinidad. But no one thought I was more than a talented, bright youth. I made sure to know others who were high-achievers like me. None was immortal. And I wondered why our small population was so anomalous. My hypothesis is that there are unique genetic factors, plus cultural traits which are specific to our colonially-constructed societies, which could account for the unusual number of high achievers coming out of the Caribbean.


  The genetic factors apply mostly to the African descendants who make up the major racial group in the region. Historians estimate that about twenty million Africans were brought to the Caribbean in the four hundred years of the slave trade. In his book From Columbus to Castro, Dr. Eric Williams estimated that about thirty percent of the human cargo died in the Middle Passage. Once on the islands, the mortality rate continued to be high. For every fifty-six Africans who left Africa for the West Indies, forty-four had died at the end of three years.


  Now there has never been any other group of people in known history who went through such a harsh winnowing experience. The result was a culturally enforced process of natural selection which, rather like the Darwinian process among the lower species, ensured that only the healthiest and most intelligent individuals survived. We can see the results of this culling even today: it is not accidental that so many young black men and women have such naturally fine physiques. This may explain, though only partially, why our region has produced so many world champions in sports.


  I say partially, because achievement also depends on what are called temperamental factors. East Indian descendants in the Caribbean have contributed to this statistical anomaly, but my experience in my ninth life tells me that cultural and psychological factors, rather than genetic selection, more account for this. Self-selected immigrant groups often progress far more quickly than the equivalent socioeconomic groups of the society to which they have emigrated. This may be partly because immigrants go to a new country with the specific intention of creating better lives for themselves and their children. So the feelings of alienation which I knew so well as Krishna Singh may have actually helped East Indian descendants to progress academically and economically.


  Good genes, talent and ambition are necessary in order to excel. But they are not enough in themselves. One must love what one does, even if that love is based partly on a desire for acclaim. There must be a love for the thing-in-itself. Often, the seed of such love is pure escapism. And that is our cross here in the West Indies: that we want to escape that which has made us. Our history has created certain limitations, but it has just as surely given us certain advantages. I know this from personal experience. But I am not equipped to truly excel: immortality confers complacency.


  Moreover, I have grown up as a true aristocrat on this island: in money, in complexion, in ethnicity, in gender, in education. There are few true aristocrats on the Caribbean, because true aristocracy imposes social obligations - what used to be called noblesse oblige. That is why I have written an account of my lives, and why I do the work I do. Perhaps I should have spent my time and energy figuring out a way to survive the Shadowman. Yet, with only hours to go before our final confrontation, I cannot say I regret anything I have done in this life. And, after what occurred in the previous five centuries, that is a notable accomplishment. I do not believe in wisdom, but perhaps it is important I leave behind a record of what I have learned.


  



  VI


  I am, genetically and otherwise, a ‘true Trini’. My cafe-au-lait complexion, my tight cap of curly hair, my slanted green eyes mark a mixed ancestry that fits me into any company. Triniafricans see me as black, Trinindians as brown. And, since I am wealthy, Whites and Chinese also find me acceptable. But, because I grew up in the country, in Cap-de-Ville, I am more comfortable liming with working-class people. Emily bought an estate filled with trees – mainly cashew, guava, mango and teak – and I spent many of my boyhood days trying to catch the bushy-tailed squirrels that scurried along the thin branches of the eucalyptus trees and picking guavas and mangoes to make chow. Villagers often raided the cashew to make bush rum. At night, I would read by the light of a Coleman pressure lamp, which threw uneasy deep shadows in the corners of my bedroom. There was no electricity in our area and we got our water from a well with a hand-driven pump; my grandmother even cooked with a coal-pot until the late 60s. Our only luxury was a Ford Prefect motor-car. I was home-schooled, because both Emily and Adaku felt it would be better if they were in charge of my education. It was a very quiet life, literally – when soldiers passed in their trucks we could hear their voices singing clearly even though the road was several miles away.


  We moved to Port of Spain in the 1970s, because the estate life had become too onerous for Emily (though she never said so and protested the move until we were ensconced in the city). It was still an imitation city then, with its 19th-century buildings and small dark rooms on the upper floor overlooking glass-fronted businesses at ground level. People still walked with a free-stepping rural stride, most of them dressed in some formality, even the poor in long-sleeved shirts or good frocks. The African descendants were now almost all of that tribe that Lloyd Best would christen Afro-Saxon, though the younger ones were already adopting the caps and leather jackets and other styles of Harlem – and, here and there, the Rastafarians had started to appear. When you went into the banks, there were mostly fair faces behind the counters, though that had begun to change after thousands of black people marched in 1970. Then came the oil boom and the city grew bigger buildings and the people who had lived in the city were pushed to the outskirts until now there are only a few old houses that are not businesses: and they will be taken over one day soon.


  So I became a city boy in manner, though I remained a country boy at heart. And, although I have lived with electricity and running water and fast cars for three decades now, I am still in a perpetual state of surprise at the advantages of modern technology, though ultimately, to my five-hundred-year old mind, it seems only a thin disguise over the unchanged human heart. So I know within myself that I am a true West Indian – or, in other words, a man for all seasons. Living in the capital city, where divers people came to live or work or conduct business or just to look, convinced me that the Trinidadian has an inbuilt advantage over people in homogenous or larger societies. I felt that, with the several diverse cultures pressed into this island space, we can more readily discover what the essence of humanity is. J.A. Froude’s infamous assertion about the Caribbean – ‘There are no people there in the true sense of the word, with a character and purpose of their own’ – was and is meaningless. People are always people: you can dismiss a culture as invalid only if you have some ideal that no culture lives up to. And, as CLR James has pointed out, we have been a modern people since we were brought here: a construct of modern industry, with all the good and bad that implies. In short, it seems to me that the essence of a true Trini is that we contain the universality which is common to all people, but ours is buried less deeply below the weight of history and geography. Trouble is, we don’t realize it.


  That ignorance was what underlay the uprising in 1970, when thousands of Negroes, now Black, marched through the city and the towns. The island’s leaders were descended from Africans and though Dr. Williams, with his perpetual dark shades and his hearing-aid, had come to office fifteen years before by preaching about the evils of colonial rule, he and his party’s leaders soon came to look like clones of the former colonial rulers, lacking only their efficiency.


  So the black men marched, fists thrust towards the harsh sun, and the politicians and the fair-skinned people and the East Indians hid in their houses. These were protests sparked from the fire of Black Power in the United States, whose giant shadow we lived in and whose shadows our young people were becoming. The uprising’s leaders wore their dashikis and Afro hairstyles and took Yoruba names and called themselves African, but they had only lately exchanged their ties and jackets – and the next generation would still wear Levis and follow African-Americans’ fashions and call it identity.


  But, shadow or not, the Caribbean is a laboratory of the world: where we succeed is where the human race shall succeed, and where we fail is where the species shall fail. I walked with the crowds that day, though I told my parents nothing. In the faces of the young I saw purpose, but in their bodies I saw an old desperation. And they walked and they talked and the politicians made promises. No one was killed, ruler or ruled, and that was a kind of progress. But the seed of purpose fell on stony soil and did not take root.


  Still, the seed remains. It is there in the Carnival, rooted in Europe’s masks and Africa’s dance, lately expanded to include India’s music. For Trinidad is in many ways an extreme example of the plurality of global culture. Ours is an unusually open society, always willing to embrace the cultures of other societies, all contained within the pretence, the mockery, the laughter, and the sensuality that is the Carnival. Whether that openness is rooted in insecurity or empathy or curiosity – or all of the above, the result is a dynamism that, for good or ill, marks true true Trinis.


  



  VII


  Yet, if there’s one other thing I’ve learned in my lives, it is that bigots will always be with us. I saw them five centuries ago, when I was named Guiakan, and I see them today, when I am named Adam Avatar. And, to my eternal shame – and I mean that literally – I have been one of them.


  Bigotry is the besetting fault of the human race. By definition, therefore, it is quite natural to be a racist. I do not say this to excuse myself or anyone else. But it is a matter of cold fact that the strangest persons amongst the human race are those who are free of ethnic prejudice and class bias and so on. But no one is not a bigot in some way. I myself am extremely bigoted against bigots. But now I walk the world as if invisible, for all groups take me to be one of its own. And, indeed, my skin does subtly lighten or darken according to the people I lime with: so trivial a matter, complexion, and yet it has directed the fate of nations.


  In school I was able to move between groups easily, because of my appearance, but also because, even before I knew of my past lives, I had an instinct which allowed me to change my personality to fit with every group. And so the Triniafros saw me as one of them and the Trinindos saw me as one of them and even the Trinieuros accepted me into their groups, since money can often conquer older prejudice. But, for most mortals, it appears almost inevitable that each group of human beings will always define themselves in opposition to another group of human beings. That is what belonging to a group means and every human needs to have a group. But I have always remained separate, with many acquaintances from all walks of life, but friends from none.


  And in my isolation I ask this question: why are there some mortals who, like me, are not prejudiced? I make no claim of moral superiority for myself. I am free of racial or religious or sexual bigotry because I have knowledge of my varied selves. Prejudice is now impossible for me. But how come there are mortals who also share my tolerance? This was a question that fascinated me, for the answer pointed to humankind’s best future. The explanation, it seemed, given that categorization is so fundamental to our mental processes, was that liberal, tolerant people are able to slot other people, and themselves, into categories wide enough to supersede differences of ethnicity or race or gender or class or creed.


  Perhaps the combination of smallness and complexity in Trinidad, which has virtually forced generosity of categories upon us, accounts in large part for our peaceful racial history, plus the non-racial perspectives of most of the younger, middle-class generation. I specify the middle-class because poverty and wealth always drive people back to their primal selves: that is the tragedy of having too little or having too much. Our primal selves were fitted for the African savannas: we are in many ways maladapted to the modern world.


  So that is why when I say that it is natural to be racist, I do not mean that that makes racism right. The naturalistic fallacy, which confuses morals with science, is a fault that plagues even the most competent thinkers. But the irony is that the most virulent bigots often pose as spiritually driven, intellectually able persons, even as their coarse categorisation reveal how completely controlled they are by basic biology. But I, too, suffer that biological limitation, and I can break free of it only by defeating the Shadowman. Though I now wonder if it is the other way around: that, if I break free of it, I can defeat him.


  



  VIII


  We were wealthy enough so that none of us needed to work. For the first few years after I was born, Emily kept herself busy managing the estate while Adaku was more than occupied taking care of me. But, after I turned five, Emily was mainly responsible for my education and my mother took a job as a primary school teacher. After I passed the 11-plus exam, Emily also decided to become a teacher, at secondary level, because she had rather enjoyed educating me.


  School was a weird and primitive place. The college I attended was run by the Presbyterian church, which had sent missionaries to Trinidad in the nineteenth century to convert Hindus to Christianity. I recall its uneven, unplanned buildings, the low buzz that at recess and lunchtime always erupted into the unbelievable cacophony of several hundred teenage boys. I always felt out of place, perhaps because, although I had not yet begun to regain my memories, the unconscious knowledge of my past selves gave me an adult air. The other boys thought I was snobbish and often tried to provoke me. But their insults only made me smile in puzzlement. Yet I was not above provocation. One day, I saw a bigger boy taking money from one of my classmates, a small quiet boy who wore glasses. I told the bigger boy to stop, and he tried to hit me. I did not mean to break his wrist, but at thirteen I did not know the strength of my maturing body and I was not aware that Li’s jiu-jitsu training was in my very DNA. I was suspended for a week; I would have been expelled were my parents not rich. But I never had any trouble after that from anyone else. My quietness made the other boys cautious, and the talk behind my back was that I was either mad or some sort of genius.


  The latter opinion gained prevalence by Form Three. I had no respect for most of the teachers, and would often ask difficult questions in class. Save for the Literature and English teacher, most of the teachers were not interested in teaching the children to think and question. The students who scored highest in the end-of-term tests were those who were best at memorizing and at agreeing. My history teachers had the hardest time from me, and I was often beaten for rudeness with a leather belt on the palms of my hands. The other boys respected me even more for this, as well as for the fact that the girls from the neighbouring schools found me very attractive, although – or, perhaps, because – I was indifferent to them.


  School bored me. The main thing I learned there was that learning and thinking are two entirely different processes. Indeed, I learned that it is quite possible to be intellectual without being intelligent and, when I came to teach at the university, I discovered it was even likely. The vast majority of academics, I have found, absorb ready-made paradigms, theories, ideas, then spend the rest of their lives regurgitating. Although these professors may appear intelligent, there is no significant process of thought going on within their skulls. Their intellectual ability impresses only because of the sophistication and/or technicality of the ideas they so glibly parrot. Intellectual thought is nothing but a mechanical activity that is as far removed from true intelligence as the instinct by which a spider spins its web. This is why ideas are dangerous. Not because ideas change the world but because, strange as it may seem, ideas more often stop people from thinking than otherwise.


  When a man is convinced of the absolute rightness of his ideas, he feels he doesn’t need to think any more. And a man who does not think is a man who cannot be reasoned with. And no man is so utterly beyond reason as an intellectual who feels his ideas are supported, usually by limited logic applied to selective evidence, but mostly by moral rightness.


  As an immortal who has known conquerors, I know that the worst atrocities of history have always had such ideas fueling them – the genocide of the Tainos, the Spanish Inquisition, the Nazi Holocaust, Stalinist purges, South Africa’s apartheid. That, to my mind, is the real danger in the war of words between religious fundamentalists – Hindu, Christian, Muslim – occurring all around the world, including Trinidad. Such pseudo-intellectual ignorance can be counteracted only if a society has a core of people who are both intellectual and intelligent.


  It was for this reason that, after graduating from university with a degree in philosophy, I decided to set up a Foundation to provide financial assistance to poor but bright children. Both government and private sector fund many scholarships at secondary school level but, naturally, nearly all those scholarships are won by students who don’t really need them. The Foundation was set up in Emily’s name, and she and Adaku located and investigated the candidates. We started at primary level, and I took a job as a primary school teacher so I could personally oversee at least some of the children we were helping. Later, I taught at secondary level and, for the past fifteen years, I have taught at university level. My master’s degree is in Literature and my PhD is in History. I teach a course called Syncretic Thinking 101 - a combination of philosophy, psychology, literature, history, biology and physics - which the university would never have introduced except that the Emily Thomas Foundation funded the chair.


  



  IX


  I am alone in this life. My grandmother and my mother are dead. I have no other family. And I have no close friends, because true friendship cannot exist without revelation or discovery. Mostly, I stay at home and read or write. I do not even travel out of the country any more. But occasionally I go out, to lime in the popular pubs. I enjoy being among the people, and to listen to music that swings from popular music to calypso to reggae to chutney to rock and back again. And the people dance to all, body language transmuting from African to American to Indian, but remaining Caribbean all the while.


  I drink and talk casually to people I don’t know. Women are always interested in me, because of my assurance, intelligence, and wealth. But all these are consequences of my immortality, and my immortality means that I can never have more than casual romantic partners. I always tell them this, and too many women acquiesce, believing that I will change. And they get hurt and angry when they discover I know my own mind. So I prefer to be alone, having those fleeting yet meaningful interactions which one never forgets. It is difficult, because Trinidad has more attractive women per square kilometre than any other country I know. This is partly the result of the racial mixture, so exotic-looking females are almost the rule rather than the exception, and partly the result of a Carnival culture which leads to Trinidadian women being almost instinctively stylish. But it is not only appearance that makes them attractive: many women I know have generous hearts that fuel a natural sensuality. Quite a few women combine all these qualities with an independent spirit, free of feminist edginess, and a lively intelligence that is in no way dogmatic. It would be so easy to fall in love. But I cannot and I must not. The women with whom I could fall in love deserve more than I could give them.


  My work keeps me busy and focused. Even as a very young man, I knew that work, not relationships, would be what made my life meaningful. It is the only choice for an immortal.


  My method was to help the disadvantaged in society in a noncharitable way, and to teach young people how to behave rationally. The first part is easy; the second, even after twenty years, often seems impossible. Most people, you see, are not interested in truth. That is why people usually choose their beliefs, not according to how much sense the beliefs make, but how well they fit their prejudices. Those ideas which make an individual uncomfortable, or insecure, or which do not advance his status, are usually dismissed as untrue.


  Because of my varied experience, I have grown up free of prejudice. But, for mortals, it seems that only geniuses can overcome their own biases. Indeed, the difference between genius and normal intelligence may well be rooted in the willingness to deal with uncomfortable ideas or conclusions. When Darwin was in the field, he put down in his notebook everything that seemed to contradict his theory of evolution. “If I did not, I would tend to forget the contradictory evidence, since what stays in the mind is whatever we find most agreeable,” he wrote.


  The person who is genuinely interested in truth is not openminded, but critical-minded. A critically-minded person initially treats all ideas with suspicion (without adopting the absurd post-modernist view which claims that facts can never be truly known). In the modern world, it is impossible to build a stable, progressive society without a critical approach to problems, whether economic, social or political. It is this truth which Russell had in mind when he wrote: “Many may contend that, even if the systems men have invented are untrue, they are harmless and comforting, and should be left undisturbed. But they are in fact not harmless, and the comfort they bring is dearly bought by the preventable misery which they lead men to tolerate...The search for a happiness based upon untrue beliefs is neither very noble nor very glorious...No man is liberated from fear who dare not see his place in the world as it is; no man can achieve the greatness of which he is capable until he has allowed himself to see his own littleness.”


  I make no claim to greatness, or even to be capable of it. But I do believe I have a superior capacity for facing truth, though even this I can claim no credit for. For it is the fear of death which makes men reluctant, or incapable of seeing the universe for what it is. And that is one fear I have never truly had to confront.


  



  X


  I did not grieve when Emily died. I had known her in two roles, as wife and as grandmother. She had lived a long life and, for the most part, a happy one. No human can ask for more. The pain I felt was for myself, not for her.


  It was harder on me when Adaku passed away last year. She had been ailing for some time – ‘Just age,’ the doctors said – and she died on January 1, 2000: my forty-ninth birthday. She was only sixty-seven, and I think that the physical trauma of birthing me deprived her of some extra years. I felt more guilty about that than the other, far worse things I had deliberately done in other lives. She was a loving mother, and even on her deathbed her concern was for me. ‘You will win this time,’ were her last words.


  Death is inevitable. Even I can finally die. I doubt that my essence, whatever it may be, would survive a nuclear blast; besides, I may only be an extremely long-lived creature, not an immortal one. I have this conviction, though, that the Shadowman is far, far older than me. In my dreams, I sometimes see him standing like a monolith on the ancient African savanna, dressed in his tunic and sandals and armbands, worshipped by creatures who would one day be called homo sapiens. Unlike my previous lives, I have never once seen him in this life. I do not know if that bodes ill or well.


  I will try my best not to let him kill me. Yet it doesn’t matter if he does. I have come to realize that, contrary to popular belief, it is death which gives life meaning. Even the most intelligent people do not realize this, perhaps because the fear of death suspends all rational thought. Keith Smith, Trinidad’s most popular writer, once wrote the following in one of his newspaper columns: “The negative perspective is that when yuh dead yuh done, a perspective that every Catholic bone in me finds horrendous because, if true, what is the point? We may as well not have come.”


  But consider the following fundamental questions: What is the purpose of life? What caused the universe and why? How can you tell which beliefs are true? How can you tell what is good? All of them are related in two ways: they all deal with the meaning of existence, and they are all tautologies.


  In The Society of Mind, Artificial Intelligence founder Marvin Minsky points out that such questions are impossible to answer because they are all circular. For this reason, he writes, ‘All human cultures evolve institutions of law, religion and philosophy [which] adopt specific answers to circular questions and establish authority schemes to indoctrinate people with those beliefs. One might complain that such establishments substitute dogma for reason and truth. But in exchange they spare whole populations from wasting time on fruitless reason loops.’


  I agree with every statement of Minsky’s, except the last one. Minsky, in asserting that given answers save people intellectual agony, unconsciously assumes that because he is intellectually curious everyone else is, too. It is true that ideologies are, and always have been, immensely popular. It is also true that ideologies shape our world. Religions are the favourite ideological systems, closely followed by absolute political creeds. But even secular people adopt religious creeds, in the sense of ultimate values. Literary critics, for example, often base their opinions on assumptions of absolute aesthetic principles. And many people look to science for ultimate truths.


  But people do not turn to ideologies for meaning, but for the comfort of certainties. Once they adopt the ideology’s beliefs, however, they conflate certainty with meaning. As long as ideology remains separate from action, not much harm is done by this. But, as I have pointed out, most of the evil in this world has been caused by persons who are absolutely sure of their beliefs.


  This is one reason why it is neither courageous nor noble to seek meaning through religion. Also, the truly moral person does not act in expectation of reward or punishment. The Christian belief that suffering brings people closer to God, the Hindu belief that karma explains misfortune, and the Muslim belief that Allah determines everything – all these are only ways for people to explain evil and/or weasel out of their moral responsibility to do something about it. Verne Guerin, a minor but talented Trinidadian writer, sums up the atheistic arguments of centuries of philosophers with admirable succinctness: “If there is Someone up there, He’s doing a terrible job. But if there’s no one up there, we not doing too badly.”


  The other ideologies are equally useless. Absolute political creeds like Communism appeal to those who want power, not meaning. Science offers only empirical evidence, the ultimate meaning of the information lying outside its purview.


  The hard truth is, only we can create meaning in our lives. But we are reluctant to do so, because that would mean self-responsibility, with all the hard work that comes with self-responsibility. It is much easier to search for answers outside ourselves. But that way will always be unfulfilling, and will always cause much misery. In all my lives, real meaning has come from the so-called ordinary things: family, friends, children, fun, and work. And yet, consciously, most people would probably not describe these things as making their existence truly meaningful. Perhaps part of our problem is that we are not humble enough to accept that our ordinariness is meaningful, and not conceited enough to realize that we are gods who create our own meaning.


  And to anyone who wonders why they should have bothered coming, I would recommend these words from biologist Richard Dawkins’s Unweaving the Rainbow: ‘We are going to die, and that makes us the lucky ones. Most people are never going to die because they are never going to be born. The potential people who could have been here in my place but who will in fact never see the light of day outnumber the sand grains of Arabia. Certainly, those unborn ghosts include greater poets than Keats, scientists greater than Newton. We know this because the set of possible people allowed by our DNA so massively exceeds the set of actual people. In the teeth of these stupefying odds it is you and I, in our ordinariness, that are here.’


  It is quiet outside. The rain has stopped and the frogs are singing. He is near. I am not afraid. I have lived ten lives. I have known great suffering and I have known great joy. In the end, it is only the fact of living that matters.


  Conclusion


  I did try to locate him. His books were no help. They had been self-published, and the printer had dealt only with a representative, who had herself dealt only with a lawyer who had transacted all business by correspondence.


  No one at the university had ever heard of him. His address, as I said, was false. The phone number he had given me was registered to a business named ‘Incarnations Unlimited’. That was also the name on the cheques he had paid me with. If I had been called upon to prove Adam Avatar had ever existed, I could not have done so.


  In a sense, therefore, publishing this account cannot betray any confidence, professional or otherwise.


  I do, however, have one other reason for deciding to do so. As Adam correctly pointed out, my own beliefs are no more amenable to argument than were his. So I do acknowledge the possibility that I am, in a technical sense, deluded. Since this possibility exists, I have a duty to my patient.


  If everything Adam Avatar wrote is true, then one of two things happened when he met the Shadowman on New Year’s night. He defeated him, or the body he inhabited was killed. In the former case, he would have wanted this document to be published. That, I now know, is why he wrote it.


  In the latter event, I still have a responsibility to publish his account. For it may be that twenty, thirty years from now, some young, green-eyed person will read it and, as they do, experience a strange recognition.


  And, perhaps, begin to remember.


  



  The End
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