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PROLOGUE













These things he knew – a calabash scraped of skin and painted in the colours of dusk; an ancient brush of lama branches inherited from his father, and his father before him; and vials containing sidyam juice and the venom of water snakes, which only he could blend, to becalm poison with benevolent fruit, so that when a child was born, he could anoint its forehead with the potion and ordain for it a life of constancy: passion contained within wisdom, anger within forgiveness, sickness within hope, death within the intimation of stars. And only he, Manu, originator of life, could read the scroll of light that was the evening sky. It was his task to bear this knowledge, inherited from his master, and his master before him, and out of such knowledge to name the newly-born and to determine its future.


When a child was born, it was first brought to his hut, for without its naming, it could not be displayed to the tribe. These things he knew, the bawling of babies awaiting their names, the night air stinging their new skin, the night air like cinder in their lungs. And the sudden stillness as he brushed their foreheads clean, applied the potion from the calabash bowl and called them Saba or Tnika or Ellar, signifying that this one would be the village beggar, that one a planter of eddoes, the other a shrimp-seller.


Calabash, vials, brush, potion, and an evening sky textured with stars: these were the measure and security of his life. His place in the village was constant because he had a particular function which only he could discharge. There was the Elder, schooled from childhood in the remembrance of their laws, who sat in judgement over adulterer and thief and gossiper. There was the Sorcerer, the keeper of the secrets of their masks, who knew what colours and patterns their faces must wear for particular ceremonies. And there was Manu, diviner of stars. The three of them maintained the order of the village, governing over farmer and fisherman and weaver of cloth. And all life was contained within the boundaries of the village, the fields of jamoon and guinep trees, and the grasslands for their livestock. Beyond was the habitation of their ancestors, who never appeared to them, not even in dreams. Beyond was unthinkable, for it was the realm of loss.


As unthinkable as the present was clear; the clearly defined tasks and duties and ceremonies of the village. Until one dread night when an infant was brought howling to him, and he scoured the sky for its name, but the stars were shaken from their frames and he was speechless before the chaos, the unexpected sadness of their lives that the brightest star foretold. The child howled and for the first time he felt pity for its pain, knowing that he was unable to determine its future, to moderate its pleasures and its sufferings, so life would become acceptable to it. He brushed its forehead, anointed it, and gave it a false name, for the stars could not be read. The infant continued to cry, and no amount of rocking and singing could comfort it. He knew then that the appearance of the new star presaged their destruction. The ways of their village would be changed forever, and with it his reason for being.


The Elder gave his judgement. “Two cannot govern the village,” he told Manu, “there must be three. It has always been so.”


“But I must go,” Manu insisted.


“There is nowhere to go. Beyond us there is nothing,” the Elder adjudicated. Manu pointed to the heavens and to the new star summoning him to an unthinkable fate, but the Elder could not distinguish one light from the next. It was not his role to divine the meaning of stars. The knowledge which once gave pride to Manu became burdensome. He felt trapped by a secret which could not be shared with others.


“Look,” he addressed the Elder in a tone of desperation, pointing again to the new star, but what was obvious to Manu was unthinkable to the Elder. He gave his judgement again: “Two cannot govern the village. There must be three. It has always been so.” The repetition of verdict which once impressed Manu with its ring of authority now sounded like the stubbornness of the ancient.


“I must go. Someone is born afar and I must name it,” Manu protested, for the first time in the history of the village questioning the Elder’s ruling. “You cannot go,” the Elder commanded, denying him a third time.


So, when everyone was asleep, Manu slipped out of the village, his calabash and brush and vials wrapped in a bundle like a thief’s haul. He slipped out of the village with the guilt of a thief. He had stolen their inheritance, their right to be named, and he was taking their inheritance to give to a foreign child in a foreign land.


The orchards and the grasslands gave way to swamp, then to softer earth, which suddenly collapsed into emptiness, absorbing and negating his terrified humanity. Only his possessions remained as tokens of identity, reminding him of his once fixed position within the village. But now he was the loosened nail in a collapsing universe. He clutched at his possessions frantically, to preserve an aspect of his former self, and he called out to the Elder, to the Sorcerer, but no-one answered. He called out his own name but no-one answered. Once more he panicked, but the distress in his throat was stillborn. In the emptiness his cries were rendered inaudible. He no longer mattered. He slipped out of consciousness with the guilt of a thief.


* * *


In dream they appeared, in profound guise, for their masks were corrupt, signifying no ceremony he recognised. The Elder and the Sorcerer wore battered faces, and their bodies were dressed in chains. They headed a procession of villagers, each chained to each in a coffle of grief. Now and again someone screamed to the crack of a whip upon his back, like the call and response of storytelling, except that the fables were unfamiliar to Manu. A pale man dismounted from his horse and bowed reverentially to Manu. He offered Manu a staff. “Beat them,” the man tempted him, but Manu was perplexed by the gift. “Beat them, be their rightful master,” the man urged. “Their pain will give you strength. Here, let me show you,” and he raised his staff against the nearest slave, breaking his skull. The agony of the dying slave, and the terrified sobbing of the others, inspired the man. “Look how easy it is to kill,” he shouted, lashing out ecstatically. He battered them until he grew bored by their hurt. “It is true. After a while, people are not fun, don’t you think?” And before Manu could recover his senses, the man clicked his fingers, conjuring forth a troupe of musicians. “People bore me. I give you instead the finest specimen of animal.” He clicked his fingers again, and a woman appeared, dancing before Manu, offering magnificent breasts and thighs. “Here is something worth killing for,” the man whispered into Manu’s ear, pressing the staff again into his hand. He pointed to the slaves who had stopped their wailing, suddenly relieved by the dancing woman. “Kill them all before they rob you of her,” the man advised, drawing Manu’s attention to their fidgeting. “They will rise up, snap their chains, murder you and devour her,” the man warned. Manu felt his hands gripping the staff with intent, but even as he stared longingly at the woman’s nakedness his sense of duty revived. He was still the wisdom of the village, determining its future according to the configuration of stars. He let the staff drop from his hands, denying the pale man a second time. “What will you kill for?” the pale man asked in desperation. “Tell me, and I will summon up anything you desire. Shall I bedeck you in gold? Shall I burn frankincense to beguile your senses?”


“Go from me,” Manu shouted in unexpected anger and the man retreated, startled by the threat of violence.


“You’ve already sinned,” he accused Manu from a distance. “You have abandoned and broken your people and caused them to be sold into slavery. There is nothing you can do to redeem them.” And he mounted his horse, raised his whip over the villagers and drove them to the waiting ships.


* * *


Still in dream Manu watched them go, knowing that their names would be cast aside. They would be renamed after mules and hoes and hovels. But the star still beckoned, reminding him of a superior purpose. The desire to save the villagers faded. The Elder and the Sorcerer cried out, challenging him to deliver them from evil, but he turned his face away from their distress towards the West, where the star presided.


It was a plainer journey than he imagined, for he encountered no marvels, no bizarre landscapes. There were no epic struggles with his conscience, nor with giants and monsters. No riddles blocked his pathway. In no time at all he arrived and was disappointed not to be greeted. It was a village shabbier than his own, a stretch of dust littered with stones. There were a few huts and a monkey straying among them. He had expected crowds, but the place was still. He followed the monkey to the nearest hut and called out in a stranger’s voice, but no-one appeared. He went from hut to hut, announcing himself, but all were deserted, except the last where a groan answered him. He pushed open the door to discover an ancient woman slumped on a bed of straw, as thin as brush-bristle. With great effort she opened her eyes to meet his, but there was no flicker of interest. She lowered her head, closed her eyes and fell asleep. He looked around the hut, seeing nothing, for it was devoid of any sign of presence. Not knowing what else to do he squatted beside the woman, waiting for her to stir. Eventually she awoke, but ignored him, gazing instead at the bag tied to his body.


“Give me the food,” she said, stretching a shrivelled hand at the bag.


“I have none,” Manu confessed.


“Give me the food,” she insisted, the desperation of hunger giving life to her fingers. She ripped the bag from his waist and opened it greedily. She bit off a piece of the calabash and swallowed it without waiting to chew. He snatched the sacred vessel from her before she could eat more of it.


“I need it for the child,” he said foolishly. She looked upon him with pity.


“You are like the rest of them,” she said, not seeing his black skin, his woolly hair, his alien garments.


“I am from…” he went to explain.


“I don’t care where you are from,” she interrupted. “Thousands have passed through here recently from all corners of the earth, places you never thought existed. Yellow people, some white, some brown, then you, on horses and camels and asses and on foot, all different but all seeking the one fortune.” She spat at his feet, watching the phlegm shimmer on the surface of dust. “They were following some star, they said, and it led them here. A goldrush, but there’s nothing here, see for yourself, there’s only me, but some of them were so desperate after their long journeys that they’d have me. ‘Get off you filthy pagan pigs,’ I cursed the lot of them, ‘shame on you to try to breed an old woman.’” She thrust her face accusingly at Manu, then relented. “Please, do you have any food in that bag you are carrying?”


“I have no food,” Manu confessed a second time.


“I begged them too, but they wouldn’t give. They just wanted to take. But there was no treasure here, so they left. True, there was a star singled out, but my eyes were too weak to see it fully. And what’s a star to me; I can’t eat it.”


“Where are your people?” Manu asked, thinking of his own loss.


“My husband was a carpenter. Wolves ate him. I bore children. I grew old. I walked out of the house, through all the phases of the moon, till I reached here, and I knew right away it was the place to die in. Look how loveless it is. But why can’t I die? I’ve been waiting for ever to die but nothing happens. Please, do you have any poison in your bag?”


That night, he sat outside the woman’s hut, fingering his vials of poison obsessively. Her sleep was broken by cries of distress. Manu felt useless before the life suckling her breasts, a creature of spite refusing to detach itself and allow her to die. The woman sobbed, challenging him to deliver her from evil, and he searched the night sky for wisdom, but the brightest star had eclipsed the light of other stars, like a life feeding off other, more vulnerable lives. There was nothing he could do but witness the rapacity in heaven and on earth. There was nothing he could do, and there was nothing to go back to. And yet he clung to his bag of instruments as frantically as life clung to the sobbing woman. They were useless, he knew, all their miraculous properties so much myth, but that was all there was. The brightest star was all there was, even though it witnessed nothing but a woman’s agony.




* * *


“What is your name?” Manu asked at first light, giving her victuals he had found outside one of the huts, wine, rice, water, salted fish and coins buried under a heap of stones. He had intended to search the huts, but the stones beckoned, wanting to reveal their secret to him, as if only he was ordained to discover it. Secret stones… He recognised them, but how, he knew not.


“Name, name! Why all the fuss about names? They all come bewailing their names or boasting about them. Call me willow for that is what I have become. I used to be stout as cedar, my pot always brimful with dumplings and cassava, but look at me now, my back curved, I can no longer raise my head to the sky. I wander the village with my gaze fixed to the earth as if I’m searching for the right spot to be buried in.”


Manu poured her some water, for her lips were flakes of bark. He went to search underneath the stones for other things to comfort her – an empty rice-sack, dried reeds, the hide of a cow, horns still intact, and a piece of cloth, its dyes still aglow in spite of layers of dust. He spread the cowhide for her to lie on, the rice-sack her blanket. He shook out the cloth and fashioned it into a parasol, breaking up the cot and using the reeds as spokes. “I will shine and carve the cow horns into ornaments to brighten your hut,” he offered. She turned in distrust, sucked her teeth and spat. She curved her body away from him. Manu wondered what had befallen her in the past to make her such a stranger to kindness. She must have divined his thoughts for she turned to face him in a sudden and final effort at strength, her parched tongue now a-flow with stories.













PART ONE













Me, Cato, work for Massa Hogarth from the time he come to the colony, fleeing debts or mistresses or zealots, who knows? – I don’t care for the gossip, I just think: what a foolish man to want to come to this swamp and snake-place call Demerara. For twenty years or more I work in plantation, but too much trouble – riots, hangings, oh you don’t want to hear – and I was so glad when plantation ruin, and me put up for sale, and Massa Hogarth buy me. Oh he is mostly drunk, and he brood, and foul mood catch him, but he never beat, and he summon or send me away with sweet words – “Come here my churl, my cur, my rapscallion,” he say, or “Go hither, my beast of burden” – the words sound so England sweet, I learn them by heart but that is not why I gladbad to work for Massa Hogarth, not for the English words but because he is a painter. Yes, Massa Hogarth has big-big title, “Official Artist of the Colony of Demerara and Contiguous Territories,” it say on the scroll which hang in his studio. My ears tingle for days when he read it out for me. I wait till he is drunk-drunk and I beg him, and he feel sorry for his dim boy so he read it out for me. “Official Artist of the Colony of Demerara and Contiguous Territories,” it say on the top, and at the bottom, “By Order of His Majesty King George the Second, Protector of the Realm, Defender of…” I can’t remember it all, I stop hearing; too many honey bees in my ears.


Massa job is to make record of the factories and the fields and the whitefolk who run the colony. He paint them in the Assembly Hall when they meet for serious talk on how much sugar cane cut that season, how much slaves bite up too bad by mosquito and die from fever, how much tax raise, how much this and that and the other, things that only whitefolk have brains for. Massa has to paint them too, looking jolly, like when they hold party to drink to the latest beating of the Papists in battle, or party for the King’s birthday, each with a slave dress only in loin cloth so that the silk of his massa shine bright; each slave hold a union-jack fan of bird-feathers shape like oars so that when they wave all the fans in one, it look like many British victory ships.


Now I don’t know these high matters, only what I hear Massa talking to his friends, none of which makes sense to me, but I don’t care. All I wish for is to paint like him. He see the craving in my eyes and take pity (“So you want turn Titian?” he laugh-laugh, and then he stop and study me as if he could really titian me), for less than two months I in his service he buy another black, Miriam, a tender young girl, to cook and clean, and he promote me with the title of “painterboy”. Oh happy day, how Cato happy! Churl, cur, rapscallion, beast of burden, and now painterboy! All day and the next and for months upon months the bees sing in my ears. Massa show me how to stretch the canvas, how to frame it. I have my own slave, which is my box of tools. If you put all their names together they sound like a Negro gospel choir – tenon saw, dovetail saw, bevel, spindle, chisel, dowel. As to the dyes, they are like the first hallelujahs God utter when He start to make the world: ochre, viridian, sienna, indigo, ultramarine. I watch my massa prime the canvas, spread it with animal glue, scrape it with a broad knife, scumble it. He mix the dyes with linseed or poppy-seed oil. He take a brush and he dot and dab, his face light up, he is in a dream, deaf to the sudden downpour, or the horses how they whinny in the stable, or the hissing as Miriam press iron onto clothes. I watch Massa Hogarth before his canvas as if he is before altar, and I know that when he is painting he is worshipping. He is pastor and I am his altar boy. When he is done and gone into his chamber, I wash the brushes and it is like washing the feet of our Lord. I am in truth a blessed Black!


But why is it that at as soon as Massa Hogarth enter his chamber he reach for the rum and quaff all afternoon and night time? Each Sunday, we slaves gather in open field and the one or two who can read find passage from the Bible about folk drunk like swine, who curse up Jehovah and do a thing in Sodom call abomination, and we are so shocked that folk can behave so bad that some of us fall and twist on the ground and start to speak in tongues. I should speak like that to Massa when he is drunk, but I stay silent and judge not, for he has make me his painterboy.


I go to pick him up from the floor and put him to bed and I puzzle over his past. He is a lean man, dark, and his skin rough. Once upon a time he fat-fat, you can tell from loose skin on his neck and stretchmarks on his hip. Some worry waste him for true, but what? He is not nice to look at through lady-eyes. Maybe he never snare a hummingbird, maybe he had to make do in England with plain sparrow, that’s why he fret away his sorrow in a rum bottle. And the whiteladies of Demerara are married, or too young and pretty for one like him. And the scars on his body – what fights in England over woman or money or religion cause them? I wipe froth from the side of his mouth, I spread blanket over him, all the time worrying over his scars, and I want to sing a lullaby to ease his misery.


“Miriam, what you think wrong with Massa Hogarth?” I ask her, work done for the day and the two of we in the kitchen eating eddo soup. The best meal of the day, air cool, work done, plenty leftovers. Miriam don’t answer. Maybe she just want peace to enjoy the food. Maybe she service so many other massas she don’t care no more for whitefolk. She too got scars. And me? Me a grown man, but with no chance for wife and child, for why make family who you can’t feed and who can part from you anytime, sell off to another plantation? Me too got scars, but why brood on them? As preacherman say, Christ had them most of all, in He hand, in He foot, where they lash He on the back and where Latinman soldier bore He side. Cato’s scars is a small-small loveless story, it don’t bear telling.


Howsoever drunk the night before, Massa still get up first light and I am beside him with clean brushes, dyes ground fresh, tools sharp and shine and ready for the act. I like it most when the picture is set in canefield, the factory at the back with chimney smoke, in front the chop-chop-chop of cutlasses, Negroes weeding and manuring the cane, loading punts, whipping the sleepy mules. And, at the edge of canefield, a tree under which some Negroes rest or revel, play tin whistles and tambourines. Oh so much more pretty to see your life in paint, because Massa don’t bother to put in the Negro sweat and the hate. Canvas is a special cloth; you can’t spoil it with too much real life. Canvas is Christ’s miracle. On canvas the lame walk, the hungry get fish and loaves, water turn into wine, work make a man free.


I don’t want to talk bad about Massa Hogarth, but a time did come, a year or so on, when he can’t bother to wake up early. He sink so deep in the rum bottle that his hand can’t reach to push open the cork to greet the sun. He turn into the dregs at the bottom of the bottle. Howsoever I shake the bottle the dregs don’t stir. He rise when he want to, spend an hour at the painting, give up, call for the rum. His face is so foul I shout at Miriam to stop whatever slave-job she doing and bring to the chamber one, no two abominations of rum.


What to do? The painting not finish and the client making demands. If the drinking go on, Massa will ruin, then he will have to sell me back to some plantation where I have to mind pig, not pigment, and Miriam will lie on her back all her nights till she grow too old for bed-work. What to do? Up and down I pace the studio, worry for the future, then bam! The answer thunderclap in my head, lightning glow my eyes, I am like Saint Paul when God rollocks him on the road to Damascus. I gird my loins, I still my beating heart, I take up brush. I do the small things, I paint the Assembly Room table, I paint the high chairs, I finish off the walls. Now to the whitefolk… Oh God, I fear to brush their faces, surely they will come to life, dash away my Negro hand and order my whipping. So I start humble, I attend to a foot and give it shoes. I give them all nice legs and shoes. Above the table is chest and arm and face which I can touch up, but a sudden fright catch me, I drop my brush and scoot.


Massa Hogarth, when at last he get up, go to the canvas and complete the work, not sighting my part in it. Maybe his pride stop him giving praise, but he please with me, so I suspect, for the next painting and the next he only do the main parts, then plunge into his rum bottle, hit his head at the bottom and doze. I finish off the small parts of whatever scene it be: cows in the pasture, more shoes, and so on. I come to specialise in animals and whitefolk foot as well as what Massa call still-life – that is table and chair and fruit bowl and hurricane lamp. I pine to do what Massa call portraiture – oh how the word tantalise – but no, whitefolk face is forbidden to me, like a sin is forbidden, like a wife and child is forbidden. I long for family, I long for portraiture and would damn my soul with sinning. I start to rage against Massa. I dream that the paintbrush in my hand is a torch that will burn down canefield and factory. I paint the cows red, I put a streak of crimson in the sky, I bloody the rocks along the backdam.
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Unknown: Transplantation of a leg by Saints Cosmas and Damian Germany, 16c.




God chastise me for my rebellion, God make Massa collapse and catch stroke. I lay him out on his bed, I fan him, I spoon soup in his mouth. My heart soften to his sickness. He is too weak to ship back home, so he nail to his Demerara bed, waiting the end. Miriam and me done for! I distress and distress till salvation enter my head. Let me paint him England, let me do green hills far away, oak trees, ducks in pond, drizzle, pale suns, and all the scenes I hear him talk about when he and other whitefolk used to meet up, quaff and long for home. My art will open his eyes, wake his spirit, make him want to live. I cut a piece of canvas, in size bigger than any painting Massa ever do. I make pigments of every colour you can dream. Don’t ask how many hours or days I spend, for when the paint lap and flow time don’t be. Paint stop time, paint stop fear of time, because when my hand twirl and dance on the canvas, and rainbows tangle like hoops in my thoughts, and I have to study hard to separate them out, the last thing in my mind become the first, and the first thing become the past and future thing. Time spin and muddle up and then stop altogether. Then there is only beauty left, beauty which is in the colours of the canvas and is forever – mind you, is only forever when you make sure the paint reach the right point of dryness and you apply the proper glaze, for beauty is also technique.


Cato is master of technique, so I tell myself when I hoist the canvas onto an easel at Massa’s bedside. The commotion wake him, his eyes open, his brows crease like his mind confuse. Then he close his eyes again but there is a curl in his lips as if he is showing me scorn. I try my best to make England shine but my painting not good enough to revive Massa. Is it the trees? I only hear the word beech and oak, I never see, so perhaps all my trees wrongheaded. Or is it the stream – a different kind of water? Or the corinna flowers of a different colour? I hurt inside because I fail in paint and will go back to being a field-hand. “Forgive me Massa, I know not what I do, I know not flower and tree and English scene,” I whisper to him and leave.


Wait, wait, plot, persist! That is what I do. I take a stroll along the canal, through a meadow of corinnas, through rosebush and hibiscus, the perfume, the songbirds high up the sampan trees, and the water light up like sequins what sew on richfolk clothes, and I get spirit. I take up brush again to rouse Massa, and I do a lady, and God forgive my sinning, I paint her naked white and make her skin shine with ointment and give her gold hair and pretty-pretty small bubbies enough for a mouthful and tiny foot and wrap a rosary round her waist so the cross rest on her lap and cover her patacake. Oh the sinning, but I do it for he, not me. When I paint, I did not pant for her, only for the loving of the colours, oh the gold against white and the rosary of red beads!


I shake Massa, show him my work but he only snort and fall back to sleep. Is it the bubbies, is it the patacake, is it the waist too small, the foot too fine? How I to know, I never see whitelady naked before till I dream her upon canvas? I go back to the work. I paint her bubbies a rich pink and swell them and put in a blue vein that you can trace your tongue along till you reach the nipple and mountain-top from where to behold and survey the promised land. And more. I try to sweeten her, but how to paint a smell? In desperation I sprinkle sugargrains on the wet paint and rub it in with my naked hand, rub it between her legs and toes and around her hips and behind her ears and along her neck. I do it with love and so thorough; my fingers so linger and my eyes glaze, that if a whiteman walk in and catch me, is hang I hang – lash, pepper-skin and debowel first!


Massa look but not see, see but not look, for he gazing inward. Plus, overnight, rats eat up half the canvas (Oh how I long to stone them to death!), ants crawl over the paint, eat up the sugar and die right there when the paint dry, like pockmarks on the lady’s face, like she get pox. Was it the rats and ants that let me down? Or was it the halo I paint round her head to make she into a saint, even though she naked-skin and plump with juice? Maybe I should have left the halo out and present her to Massa as a moll, muck and all, sprinkle her with cow-dung instead of sugar? How I to know? I used to think me special, how Massa single me out for art and for his disciple, but now I feel like nobody, nobody special.


But wait, wait, victory will come, let me have one last try and thanksgiving for Massa’s life, let me show him heaven. I take up brush but this time I will use the colour I know. I will daub the canvas black, then deepen the blackness with a final coat. Whilst it is still wet I will sprinkle charcoal powder over it. There is no technique, but I will say to Massa, “It is still beautiful.” I will hold it up to him and say, “Behold black, behold the colour of heaven. Fear not your death for heaven is full of honey bees to sweeten your ears and mouth, and a thousand Miriams to do you virgin service, and a million Catos to ease you through eternity, for heaven is like Demerara, but more.” I can’t go wrong this time, for I know black, that is all I know and will ever know, but I don’t care, for my work will set him free, make him die in peace, and his last word to me before he depart will be “Painterman”.


Not to be. He dead without a word before he could see my invention. Gwan, gwan you mangy daag, I curse myself, chasing myself from his bedside, in my mind taking up a cudgel and wielding it over my own head to make my own foot flee faster back to being normal, nobody, even less, minus nothing.











PART TWO













“Liza! Liza! Come in from the dark right now before I strangle you,” the mother called from the doorway of her makeshift home – wood, wattle and straw combined by extraordinary cunning to form a dwelling which, over the years, resisted wind and rain. There was no father. One night ruffians came and press-ganged him. The mother followed the captors to the ship begging for mercy but they flung the father onto the deck and took up a cudgel to beat her. All night she remained on the docks, crying out for one last sighting of her husband. Her vigil ended the next day, at noon, when the ship slipped its stays and set sail for another world.


Ships, captives, coarse men and foreign soil: Elizabeth’s birth-right and destiny. At twelve, she made her first money with a sailor from Poland, in the graveyard, underneath a row of rose bushes. She remembered being enveloped in perfume, and watching the fluted columns, cherubs and the ledgers of the tombs. It was graveyard reserved for aristocracy. Elizabeth resolved to become rich as soon as possible.


She presented the coin to her mother, and a rose which was a little bloodied, for she had dabbed her thighs with it. Her mother threw both to the ground, slapping her so hard that her skin was marked for days. A shrimp-seller her mother, poor as a church mouse and just as sheltered in the presence of altar and cross. A child and already a sinner, her mother shouted, searching the room for a whip before giving in to grief. All night she sobbed, clutching the child to her bosom, thought the child was already lost.


Elizabeth did not mind that the neighbours called her Papist and Jacobite. In fact clients were aroused to a higher degree when they learnt she was Catholic. Men three score or more found new strength, stretching, wrestling, contorting like fairground acrobats, and at the peak of performance sinking their gums into her flesh. She took to older men for they left no teeth marks on her throat. (Her mother had beaten her when she had come home blemished.)


Her faith and tender age made her a fortune. She specialised in Jews, liking the brushstroke of their beards which she plucked, voided her rheum into, play-acting a child’s anger at the lewd assaults. Afterwards they paid her a shilling more than the normal rate and hobbled off to be purified in their special home-wells.


It was such a Jew who accosted her as she moved around Exchange Alley seeking out custom. He singled her out in an area heaving with whores, bawling and gesticulating like stockjobbers. He stepped into the crowd and pulled her onto the pavement. She felt singled out, and resolved to give him a form of pleasure reserved for rare occasions, as when a ship arrived from abroad and its captain proffered a golden nugget. Neither its size nor its gleam mattered. She cherished the thought it had crossed many seas, from a distant land such as her father inhabited. Perhaps he was shackled and put to work in a mine, the nuggets discovered by his own hand. She would save them up to ransom him.


The Jew turned his face when she tiptoed to kiss him. He insisted on accompanying her home. Her mother screamed, crossed herself and hauled Elizabeth away. She boxed her twice, one for the blasphemy of the Jew’s presence, the second for conspiring to – conspiring to – (she dared not name the word) in their bed. She raised her hand for a third blow but the Jew stopped her.


“Let her be, she is only a child,” he said, the gentleness of his voice stilling her. He looked around the room, at the mattress on the floor, the bench, the bent spoons – everything tarnished but the Bible, its leather cover as bright as the rosary beads resting on it.


“She is a slut, she moves with thieves and tax collectors and –” The mother restrained her tongue from uttering “Jews” for the man before her was smiling kindly at her.


“She is only a child,” he repeated. He said this so calmly and with such assurance that the mother wanted to believe him. “She commingles with sinners to distract her from sadness.” The mother looked at the child as if for the first time. She went to hug Elizabeth, remembering the tumult of emotions when she was born: the urge to cry, to pray, to praise God, to proclaim her wealth to the world; then, in panic, to hide the child away, to save it from abduction, from sickness, from venery. Elizabeth let herself be hugged, to please her mother and the Jew, who looked so benignly at her. Stupid man, she thought, for not wanting to be pleasured. And even more stupid for saying she needed to be distracted from sadness. She undressed for money, nothing more nor less.


“What do you want of her?” the mother asked, breaking his spell upon her, for he had by his calmness alone persuaded her that in the world outside her cell and sanctuary hurt could be salved, love flourish, the past be forgiven.


“I am in want of her,” he said, his voice as composed as ever, hinting at no sin, no subterfuge.


The mother embraced Elizabeth to shield her from his charm.
 

“I am here to protect her and you. I have wandered the earth, guided by the light of stars and comets, and my journey has brought me here,” the Jew said.


Elizabeth spent many hours musing upon the Jew’s decision to keep her and her mother in comfort! Even more astonishing was her mother’s quick agreement when he asked them to move into his own home; the sudden trust in him and betrayal of her religion, though not her marriage for they lived chastely with him. The sudden abduction of her father, the sudden appearance of the Jew: Elizabeth was perplexed. She decided that she must never-ever be caught unawares by men.


The issue of Jewishness soon faded, for he did not seek to convert them; on the contrary he was happy to see them attend church, furnishing them with shawls appropriate for the worship of their God, and money enough for the collection plate.


“Why are you letting us lodge with you? What do want from us?” Elizabeth asked him. Three weeks had passed; she could no longer suppress her uncertainty. Her mother simply accepted their good fortune but Elizabeth knew the value of money.


“Your mother cleans, washes, cooks to my taste – an indispensable housekeeper. And she still finds time to sell shrimps, and gives me her earnings.”




“All that is a bit… you can afford a dozen servants! What more is there?”


The Jew looked at her eyes lit up with animosity and smiled. “It gives me pleasure teaching you, that is all. As soon as I saw you I sensed your brightness.”


She was indeed, taking to letters as if they were long-lost family. She could read well within six months. He was delighted, too, at her adeptness with figures.


“You will be my apprentice,” he said. “You will enter my profession of book-keeping, a modest but necessary one, for all things must be accounted for.”


“But we do not add up, the three of us. We can never be the sum of you.”


The stubbornness on her face was a child’s. It quickened his heart to think that she could be restored to a childlike state.


Whenever he was away, attending to his clients or at the synagogue, Elizabeth would search his room for some clue to his identity, some hint, if not outright confirmation, of immorality. She found nothing to incriminate him. His workbooks were neatly lined. His papers were mostly pious. A few letters were in an unfamiliar script. Indeed his room was bare of ornamentation, the only property of worth being a Jewish silver candelabrum, and a painting which occupied the whole of a wall. It was peopled with men and women fleeing in all directions. There were fires everywhere; in the centre a huge one engulfed a golden calf. At the far edge of the painting stood a man, one hand outstretched, chasing away the crowd; the other hand clutched a tablet of stone which bore neat rows of writing, as if composed by a book-keeper. Elizabeth stared at the man, recognising in his beard, corrugated forehead and hirsute arms, the features of their Jew – except that the man in the picture was in a rage, so unlike their benefactor who was perpetually calm, no prank, no wilfulness on her part unsettling him. Perhaps the painted man was a portrait of their Jew when he was young, a man prone to cruelty, punishing people, destroying their goods, trading their children as trinkets for men’s appetites. Was that why the Jew was keeping them in such comfort, as repentance for the deeds of a heartless youth? Was it the Jew who bought her father, then sold him afar to be a slave? Folk said all Jews were mean, hoarding their lot, but their Jew seemed to be bent not on saving but on salvation.
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He remained an enigma. She wanted to doubt his goodness but it overwhelmed her. He would come back from his clients or synagogue with toys, stopping at the market for a kite or doll or a new bonnet to protect her mother from the sun as she went about selling. “I am too grown for such,” Elizabeth complained, throwing the doll to the floor, refusing to be trapped in childhood. Still she took his offerings, surrendering to his kindness, accepting them as the tokens of a penitent.


A year passed under his supervision. She tired of his benevolence. When she turned fifteen she absconded. She missed making her own money, but more the excitement of wandering the alleyways at liberty, making her choice of clients, leading them to spaces she had marked out as her own: an abandoned calfpen or the sheltered corners of churches which she did not mind sharing with gin-drinkers and tramps. They were too distracted by their own habits to interfere with her business.


Yes, the money mattered, but more exhilarating was the giving of her body in spaces free of surveillance.


And she could leave without guilt, knowing that the Jew would continue to maintain her mother. Could people be kind just for the sake of it? Could people be kind by nature, having no choice in their behaviour, just as she longed for sex? She asked these questions as she removed the graveyard stones under which her savings were buried. Three pounds, and three nuggets worth three pounds each; twelve pounds made in less than two years. If only she could show them to the Jew, then he could adore her even more for her industry! She giggled at the prospect of his beard stroking her neck.


A bundle of clothes, a pouch of coins and nuggets: she was well equipped for adventure. She took a boat to the east end of London, not paying, letting the boatman play with her breasts instead. His rubbing must have conjured up the devil, she thought, for when they moored a huge hand plucked her from the boat and placed her on land. She looked up to see a Negro, a grin stretched across his face like a scar. Bulging cheeks, forehead as flat as a mule’s, teeth rotten, hair a carpenter’s box of bent nails.




“I have been biding my time for you; what took you so long?” he asked in mild reproach. Without waiting for an answer he led her away. They walked past rows of houses – more rookeries than houses; straw, twigs, and urchins peeping out between gaps like abandoned chicks. She remembered her mother’s first home and instinctively pulled her hand from his but he retrieved it, grasped it so tightly that she cried out in pain. “Cry, get accustomed to the noise of crying; it will make our fortune.” His words frightened her but there was affection, even pity in his voice, so she let him master her.


She blanched at the sight of his house, a mud and wattle structure leaning towards the ground, certain to topple but for six or so wooden piles organised like crutches along one wall. Her anxiety vanished when she stepped inside. She had never before witnessed such opulence.


“The haul of a year’s burglaries, mostly,” he said, anticipating her question. “The rest I furnished on credit. I have sold my body in advance of the next ship sailing to Demerara, where I will be a slave. Twelve pounds in all.”


“I have twelve pounds, I can redeem you,” she said immediately, before wondering at her generosity. Perhaps she was kind by nature, like the Jew.


“The ship departs in three months, so there’s little time to prepare you for the future,” he said, not heeding her offer. “Hurry, set down your belongings, let me bathe you.” He led her to the tub.


“I am not a child, I can cleanse myself,” she protested, but he undressed her, lifted her into the tub. Quickly he rubbed soap over her body, not hesitating at her breasts and thighs.


“I am Muslim, I was captured in the Niger valley and sold to the Yoruba nation. The Arabs came and took me in a coffle to the coast, where Spaniards bought me to ship me to Brazil, but an Englishman intervened, offered a good price.” He paused only to wipe his face and helped her out of the tub.


He towelled her, hurrying on with his story to prevent her speaking.


“I ran away from my master soon after we landed in London. I sought out the company of Catholics, for my master and his friends would often curse them at their dinner-table, calling them ‘slaves to religion’. Catholics took me in, took pity on me, taught me to read, baptised me, named me after St Francis of Assisi – birds were always keeping company with me. Wherever I went pigeons would follow, martins and swallows took grain from my hand, even the thrush would drop its caution and hop to me for a treat. The Catholics gave me a choice begging spot, outside White’s Tavern. I gained enough money to rent a stall selling shawls but some Anglican Mohawks burnt it down, stoning the church nearby for good measure. I became a tailor but there were so many touting the trade that I needed to specialise. I went after fat folk, learning how best to cut the cloth and place the buttons to flatter them, how to compensate for a hefty neck or Hottentot-sized buttocks. But let me dress you, let us eat. So much to do in such a short time.”


Elizabeth was so overwhelmed that she let him lace, stay and stocking her, and showed no surprise when before eating his plate of stew, he closed eyes and uttered “Pater noster, qui es in caelis… That is the Catholic tongue, as antique as Jesu self,” he explained. He crossed himself. She did the same, involuntarily.


Madness! Unreality! Lunatics let out of Bedlam for the day wandered the alleyways where she used to tout for business, so she was accustomed to their antics. Many were afflicted by religiosity, speaking in tongues, writhing on the ground. She was convinced that the Negro was of their kind, but, out of the prospect of adventure, she surrendered to his will.


He took her a short distance from their abode to a square bordered by rows of dilapidated stalls, a tavern and a park of corinna flowers, the grass a green suit buttoned by daisies. Beggars were stationed beside the stalls, hoping for a portion of change from satisfied customers. “Change,” he said heavily but refused to yield to self-pity, recovering in an instant. He sat her on a makeshift bench, grasping her with a steadfast hand, gazing at her with eyes that mesmerised her as he finished his tale.


“Yes, changes in the land as I was taken to the Afric coast. Oh such passing strange sights! I have seen enough deserts, quarries and hills whose heads touch heaven to inspire verse as bewitching as the Song of Solomon, but I will not woo your ears with such. I changed because of a simple pinprick, a tailor’s everyday hazard, but this one was uncommon. The droplet of blood was as bright as a star. I licked my thumb but the blood kept flowing, down my cheeks, neck, waist, calves, buttocks, my whole body, a Negro turned red, an aberrance of nature. Something monstrous in me was born. I threatened to haemorrhage the earth, I threatened miscarriages, murderation. The priest heard my confession, but his absolution did not stem the flood. Of course it was all a dream, but the white dove was real, appearing from nowhere, making a nest in the eaves of my tailor-shop. There was a rainbow that very day. I gave up my shop to wait at the harbour. Such a long wait until the ark appeared bearing you.”


“How did you know I was the one to be singled out?” she asked when at last she found her tongue.


Like the Jew, Francis gave no answer, turning away to look at the crowd gathering for their dusk revelries.


“Wait, wait, watch,” he said stroking her chin. “When you grow up you will be free.”


“I am already grown and I am not bound to anyone,” she objected, but was stilled by his glittering eye.


“Watch, watch, tell me what you see,” he said.


The square was a stew of whores, bruises plastered over, some wearing powder and patches to hide the pox but their faces looking sickly all the same.


“You see disease, not so? Look at that woman of meagre and milkless breasts, she feeds her infant gin instead. See the dogs approaching the urchin drunk in sleep – or dead – at her feet. They will pounce, drag the urchin into the park, devour it there, and who will protest? Not the men in lace leading their whores into the park. They will not hear, much less heed, the child’s screams, for their own whores would be set a-bawling and a-howling from blows and bloodlust.”


Elizabeth saw the sons of the aristocracy strolling into the park, caressing the gilt heads of their canes. They emerged with a smirk on their faces and women in their wake begging to be paid what was promised.


“So many child-whores, too, younger than you,” he said, pointing to a gaggle running up to a client, unbuttoning their blouses to give him choice, pushing each other out of the way. Elizabeth remained silent, unsure as to whether Francis was chiding her or expressing care for the children.


“Tell me, what do you see before you?” he asked again, squeezing her hand in encouragement.


“Rakes, dogs, drunks, dirty sluts –”


“Jesu saw otherwise,” he interrupted. “If you move the mote from your eyes, you too will see the yearning in their hearts for goodness. Even the rich who seem to wear vicious looks are in want of Him. They crucified Him, each hammer-blow their crying out for forgiveness. But come away, it is late, I will tutor you another time.”
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