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Dedication

This book is dedicated to the most valiant of all Vikings, my brother, Lance Matthew Patrick. 

Du kampade bra, bror.

You fought well, brother.

Wongel Poem

I.

Sometimes I stand

And watch you Ayida

My mind spins

True your head is frizzy

But the night seemingly

Sleeps in your hair

Ayida o!

Sunlight frolics

Over all the surfaces of the house

The children eat hunger

Till their stomachs are full

A small bottle of night

Spills on a sheet of life

The moon becomes blotched

How the darkness is thick, konpè!

Ayida o!

When will the day wane?

Zombies struggle up

Shooting stars fall

Birds rise to sing

At the wake in the house of Ayida

Lightning flashes past

Weapons are pulled to fire

Ancestors rise to stand

Chaos breaks out in the house of Ayida

II.

A shooting star falls

Cuts my forehead

Pakanpak!

Thunder rumbles down

In the middle of my breast

A small fire burns to my searing heart

You may cut me

Slash me throw me

You may burn me

Make charcoal with me

Birds won’t stop

To nest in my roots

Hope won’t cease

To flower in my heart

I am a poet

My roots have no cell

III.

When a flower is cut at 10 o’clock

At exactly 10 o’clock

It dies of tetanus

Nothing is made of it

When a hibiscus is bled

Its blood bathes its body

A hummingbird calls out

That’s nothing at all

But when a royal poinciana

Aches and tremors

All the birds flee

To exile they go to sing

Overseas they go to wail

Of the suffering that’s left behind

The wind carries news

News which spreads

Buzzes in Ayida’s ear

She does not hear anything

IV.

Every drop of night that drips

Is a cup of dark coffee in our hearts

In our eyes dew trickles

Wipe off the layer of dust

In bandannas before the dawn

The hawk lunges on the day’s throat

Pecks the sun in the grain of the eye

Light stumbles thrice

Before the great daylight dies

All our cards of liberty have been cheated from us

Our dreams fill up a small tin can

Our silence breaks us

Our patience scalds us

But you, you watch the nor’easter wind

Who’s measuring the length of your slip

From the mountaintop

Which puts the sea in your control

Thunder cracks thrice in your palm

When the wind casts her off

Who will cut her calf?

When the sea swings her dress

Who will call her uncouth?

When thunder beats the kalinda

Who will rise to dance?

By Emmanuel Ejen, 1968
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Chapter One—Deidre Jardine 
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I woke up drowning in a pool of murky green water. My lungs refused to take in air. My hands clawed at vines. No, not vines, roots. Lilypad roots. Was I in a pond? The water moved above me, and I could have sworn I saw a dark face peering down at me. My fingertips and toes felt numb, and the stagnant water chilled me to the bone. 

Momma. Where are you, Momma? 

I quit struggling, even though my lungs burned and my eyes felt heavy. 

Carrie Jo? Is that you? 

Oh, her voice sounded young. She sounded just like she had when she was small. When she loved me and believed in me. When I hadn’t yet wounded her heart so terribly. 

Carrie Jo? 

A horrific scream shuddered through the water, and I began struggling again. I was sinking, and my daughter’s voice grew fainter and fainter. 

No! Let me go to her. Let me go!

And then the dark face appeared again, and while I pondered who that could be, what this could mean, a hand reached down and took mine. 

I am going to die. I should let go. I shouldn’t fight this. I deserve to drown in these waters, in my sorrow. 

But the hand would not let me go. 

Ou pa pral mouri jodi a. Ou se mi famwe. Although my mind did not understand the language, I knew the meaning. How? I couldn’t say. You will not die today. You are my family. 

I woke with a scream. I wasn’t in a murky pond. There was no shadowy face speaking a foreign language in my ear. Carrie Jo wasn’t drowning either. I began to pray like I hadn’t done in a long time. Prayer came naturally to me. I’d been raised on prayer and fasting and singing and revivals. Despite all that, I’d been a huge disappointment to my elderly mother. She’d never said that to me, but I knew it was true. I knew it without a shadow of a doubt. 

I was the last of four sisters. All were better than me in her mind. Maggie married a preacher and went to Ireland to lead a church. She died there, but not before giving birth to four children. My sisters Amalie and Arista were twins, and they both also married early and had lots of children. They were so much older than me. I hadn’t been a planned pregnancy, although my parents would never admit to such a thing. They were older by the time I came along. It was like they’d given up hope of redeeming their last child, and they weren’t the kind of people who shared their heart with their last and most tiring child. But Mother did once let it slip, “You come from a long line of dream walkers.” However, that wasn’t a good thing. Not according to her. 

Oh, and all us Murphy girls needed to be redeemed. Amalie once mentioned that Murphy girls were magical, but she got a spanking for that. We didn’t believe in magic in our house. Not at all. 

It didn’t matter that I dreamed about the past and sometimes the future. It didn’t matter that Maggie could hear animals talk—in her head, anyway—or that Amalie could make the room lighter. Arista never shared much about her “magic,” but surely she had the same gifts we all did. 

Even Mother had special abilities, but she would never admit it. Too late, Mother. I saw it. I was there that day. I saw the stick fly across the room. 

But forget about the past, Deidre. It’s Carrie Jo you should be thinking about. She’s in trouble. All this time and you haven’t dreamed. She’s in trouble. 

Not for the first time this week, my thoughts went to my only daughter. What was so wrong in her life that I would see her in my dreams? 

I slid the sweaty sheets back and went to the bathroom to wipe off the sweat. I flicked on the light and frowned at my reflection, gripping the porcelain sink when the dark face loomed behind me. All shadow—a man, or a teenager. A male, definitely. I whirled, but there was no one there. 

Just your dream, Deidre. Your dream lingered a little, that’s all. Just a lingering. 

“Go away,” I said with as much authority as I could muster. “I don’t want to see you. I don’t want to talk to you. Get out!” I closed my eyes and counted to ten, hoping whoever or whatever had haunted me tonight would not reappear. 

He didn’t, and I reached for the glass with shaking hands. Just a sip of water. I drank a full glass before returning it to the sink. 

No getting around it, girl. You’ve got to go to Mobile. You have to face the past and make it right. It’s the only way you can help her. You’ve already abandoned one child. Do you really want to abandon her, too? 

I didn’t bother arguing with my inner voice. It was always right. Well, nearly always. I probably should have relied on it the day I met Jude Jardine. I couldn’t even stand to think of that first moment, or what horrible sins he had committed. But it had been too late. It had already been too late for us because I knew what he’d done. I left the bathroom light on and went back to bed. Why was this happening? Oh, yeah, I knew why. I picked up the folded newspaper beside my bed and tapped the small lamplight on. 

My beautiful daughter was married and happy. I rubbed her face with my fingers. Oh, my girl. I can’t believe how lovely you looked on your wedding day. Carrie Jo Stuart...that would take some getting used to. She was all Jardine—I could see it in her face. Her father had been a handsome man. She had his eyes, I think. 

No, I shouldn’t go. She didn’t need me interrupting things. Her life was great, and she didn’t need me to come stir up the past. Carrie Jo deserved her clean break. She had made it abundantly clear that she didn’t want to have me around. Not that I blamed her. 

Ou se mi famwe.

I folded the paper and returned it to my nightstand. It had been cowardly to just send a letter. Very cowardly, but that was how I operated these days. With cowardice. Sending an apology wasn’t enough. There was more going on here than a mere apology could cure. My daughter needed me. 

I had no idea who this shadow was that I was seeing, no idea at all, but I suddenly wasn’t afraid to confront it. This needed to happen. For me, for Carrie Jo. We needed this. 

I had to go to Mobile. The letter might beat me there, but I was going, and there was no changing my mind. Once I made it up, the die was cast. 

Tomorrow I would do it. I’d turn in my notice, pack my stuff, and head west. It was a shame I didn’t have that many loose ends to tie up. No one to say goodbye to except Mrs. Miller, who came to the Food Lion Grocery Store every day of the week. Wouldn’t Carrie Jo be shocked to know that I was alive? 

I lay back down without turning off the light. I didn’t have bad dreams when I left the light on. I didn’t understand it, but it was true. Maggie had shown me that when I was small. 

Eventually, my eyes felt heavy, and I found sleep coming for me. Its arrival always came with anxiety, but I was ready for it. This time I was ready for it. The dreams wouldn’t drown me since I expected them. When I expected them, I was okay. 

It was time to dream again. 
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Chapter Two—Muncie, 1850
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My stomach rumbled noisily as we rowed away from the ship. There were only three souls in our rickety wooden boat, and each of us was so thin that we resembled skeletons more than living people. But at least we were off the Starfinder. I had thought we would die on that ship, despite its magical name. It had been an escape from sure death in Mobile, but it had also been a prison. Our joy had been short-lived, to say the least. Calpurnia and I had enjoyed a few days of peace before the turmoil began. 

First the sickness, then the deaths, and then the uprising of the crew. I could only believe that Fortune had smiled on us, and I put my hope in that belief. We were not home free yet. 

Home. 

I was coming home. Even if I only made it to the beach, I would at least have made it back to Haiti. That in itself was a miracle. Yes, it was true. As soon as my feet hit that sand, no one could call me a slave again. No one. I would be Haitian again, and Haitians were free. My great-grandfather, with whom I shared a name, had led our people to freedom, but my own uncle had stolen it from me. 

Two more boats glided toward land, one on either side of us. Our small vessel sailed smoothly over the water as if the gentle waves were made of glass, but the seas were not kind to the other two boats. They sloshed up and down in rough waves, the men cursing as they struggled to catch up with us. 

Why such hatred? Would I be hated forever? 

I could not help but wonder if someone, one of my dead ancestors, perhaps, was at work here. Maybe even one of Calpurnia’s family. Her mother had certainly loved her. She could be the one guiding us, helping the two of us escape the murderous band of sailors. I tried not to look too long at any of their faces. It had been by the slimmest chance that we’d gotten into a boat first, because I am certain they would have left us behind, probably bleeding or shot full of holes. There was no mercy left on the Starfinder. I had witnessed desperate men doing desperate things before, but these men...they were soulless. I would never forget the sound of that child hitting the water. 

Ah, do not think about her now, Janjak. You have to save your friend. You have to make it to Haiti. 

When things went bad, the starving and superstitious men of the Starfinder had found a convenient scapegoat in Calpurnia. Their hate was unexplainable, and in my experience, such hate could never be reasoned with. According to the sailors, she was to blame for all their woes. And naturally, it wasn’t merely that she was a woman. There were several of those aboard the Starfinder, although it was not a passenger ship, per se. It was because of me. 

They hated her because she loved me, and they did not care what the truth might be. That Calpurnia loved me as a friend only, nothing more. They did not know what hell we had already endured. She’d been ostracized for her familiarity with me, even though our friendship was entirely innocent. 

And also, she had refused to take up with any of the crew. She was not like some of the others. Calpurnia Cottonwood had come into her own, so to speak. Captain David Garrett was to blame for that. I had never liked that man. He smiled too much. He had too many teeth. David Garrett had broken my friend’s heart, probably forever. 

But there were other reasons they singled us out. We had survived where many had not. The vicious sickness that had claimed the rest of the passengers and some of the crew struck the Starfinder about a week after departure. Then the captain declared the water contaminated, and the weevil-infested food stores had not promoted the comfort and well-being of the crew and passengers. 

All of these evil turns of events landed at her feet—no, make that at our feet. We came close to death on more than one occasion during the second and third weeks of the journey. 

All I wanted to do now was get Calpurnia to shore. I had no idea what I would do after that. I could not lead these men directly to Carrefour, my home. We were landing in Port-au-Prince, and our only hope, in my mind, was to quickly get lost in the crowded marketplace and run for the dense jungle at the edge of the port city. We would follow the curve of the bay to Carrefour. That was where I would find my people—the Junie people of Haiti. 

Gravers, the evil man who had forcibly removed McCutchen from his role as the second mate, and his bloodthirsty followers had been suspicious of Calpurnia’s story from the beginning. 

Who could blame them? A young woman traveling by herself with a black man had all sorts of ill connotations. Part of the blame rested on my shoulders since I often forgot sometimes to call her by her new name, Taygete. It was a difficult thing to remember after a decade of calling her by another. 

In the beginning, she had made a show of ordering me about. That had been my idea, but it was something neither of us was comfortable with. My name had been equally poorly chosen—she called me Ronald. I was no more a Ronald than she was a Taygete. If not for Robert McCutchen, I have no doubt I would have been murdered for being too friendly with my presumed mistress.

Think, now. Where would we go? How could we escape? Was my plan the right one? 

I could not say. When we climbed onto the sand, we would only have minutes to run away from the crew, and the thought that I had no weapon worried me. Only McCutchen did, and his machete was no match for this scurrilous lot of men. The sailors had sharp blades, and some had guns, although I wasn’t sure they would be able to use them after the soaking they were taking. But they would brandish them if they could. 

Yes, those men blamed us for everything. The deaths of their whores, the loss of their fortunes, even the monstrous waves that had roared over the hull of the boat yesterday. 

Ignorant men often blamed others for things that were out of their control. 

The ocean continued to work in our favor. We did not experience the crashing waves, not like Gravers or the others. I had rarely seen the waves as calm as this. Such a difference from just hours ago, when those beastly waves had threatened to crush us all by breaking the ship apart. 

There had been a horrible rumbling, the sort of rumbling you heard during a tornado or a bad storm. It came from below, not above. Yes, that sound had been terrible and had frightened even the heartiest of sailors. The men of the Starfinder did not want to wait for smoother weather. They’d wanted to disembark immediately, but they could not lower the boats, not with the ocean’s anger on full display.

So we’d waited. 

And when they were drunk enough—there was no water to drink, only rum—we made for the boat. Yes, we’d patiently outwaited them. McCutchen had shoved Callie in the boat first, then me, and then began cranking the winch. It was a noisy thing, and it didn’t take long for the drunken sailors to hear it and recognize that we were about to escape. 

It had been those storms that forced the men off the deck and set them to open the barrels of rum stashed below. Thank God above for the rum! It would have been certain death for us, had they not been slowed down by their intoxication. The three of us could not have swum to shore without being eaten by a monster or sunk beneath the waves. Our sickly bodies would have easily given way to exhaustion. The ship had been too far from shore to make it. We would have been food for the fishes, and there were no more ferocious fishes than the creatures that swam the waters of Haiti. We’d had no choice but to wait it out and make for the boat. That had been McCutchen’s idea. 

At least we had him on our side. But why? I wanted to trust the man, but I could not. That would make me a fool, and I was no fool. Not anymore.

The shouting stopped as the other boats slid into the smooth stretch of water that would lead us all to shore. Oh, they watched us, some even standing in their boats to get a better look at us, their potential prey. They were a desperate-looking lot of men. 

I put my hand on Calpurnia’s back to assure her that all was well, but she barely moved and did not appear to notice my attempt to comfort her. She was so thin, far thinner than I. After the escape, when we made it ashore, finding food would be the next order of business, and then we must find a good place to hide. Food and water and clothing—whatever we could muster for comfort. Changing our clothes would help us hide, but we also needed weapons. We would need those for sure. We would have to skirt the bay and travel about four miles to make it home. 

My foot throbbed with pain, but I chose to ignore it. There was no time to think about my pain. 

Yes, I must keep my mind sharp! 

I could not recall how many years ago I had left Haiti. Could it be ten? Eleven? Who could say? Yes, I had been a boy then, a boy who had been too weak to resist the slavers. They had been too strong, but now I was a man. 

I will have my revenge, Uncle Mowie. I will have justice. You will pay for your sin against me. Mama will know the truth! 

As I brushed the dampness from my eyes with the back of my hand, another voice spoke to me. A more controlled voice. One I knew and respected. It was the voice of a fellow slave, an older woman who had sometimes been kind to me. Oh, I didn’t imagine that she was actually here, or that she was dead—Hooney would live forever. But from time to time, she was the voice of reason for me. 

Like the voice of my conscience. Funny that I would feel that way about a woman who’d insulted me and called me stupid nearly every day. But I knew, without the evidence of hugs or sugary treats, that she cared about me. And besides Calpurnia, and occasionally her mother, Hooney had been the only one who had shown me any kindness. Yes, Hooney had called me stupid often enough, but I believed her scolding was always done out of love. 

Don’t think of that now, Janjak Dellisante. 

Hooney! I wonder what you would think of me now. Running away with the master’s daughter? But you see, Hooney, someone should pay for their crime against me. 

Mwen vle tire revanj. I want my revenge. 

“You are stupid to hope for that,” I imagined would be her response to me. I had to put her voice out of my mind. I turned my inner conversation to my dead father as I worked on, ignoring the pain in my foot. I drew a sharp breath as a jab of pain shot through my leg. The closer we came to shore, the more ferociously painful it felt. 

“Pwoteje m’, papa,” I whispered to my dead father. “Pwoteje, m’.” Could he hear me? I did not know, but I often asked my father to protect me nowadays. At night, when others prayed to this one and that one, I would talk to my father. I did believe in God, but I was not sure that he liked me or even knew my name. 

I talked to my dead father, but I kept those conversations to myself. It was not good to tell others what you believed in or what you hoped for. That information could always be used against you, and there was no greater pain than for your dreams and hopes to be used to mock you. Oh, the heartache. The betrayal. I had been betrayed many times during my life as a slave. Not just by the man who called himself my master, but by other slaves as well. It was hard to find friendship, but I had found it. 

This pain! It hurts, Mama! Papa! Memories of the lash, of Early’s screams at night, and Stokes’ unrelenting stare made my heart beat faster. I felt somehow that it contributed to the sudden outburst of pain I experienced. Calpurnia whimpered beside me, for what reason I did not know. Hunger? Fear? It could be either of those things. 

“Do not fear, my friend. Do not fear,” I said to her as we continued to move forward. She nodded and shoved her hair back under her cap. 

We must live another day. 

I had kept my hopes carefully hidden during my time at Seven Sisters. 

Not even my friend Calpurnia knew my entire story. I had good memories of my papa, but he had died the year before I was bound and tossed into a burlap sack. No, I did not know if my father could hear me or not, but it could not hurt to ask him for help tonight. 

Help me, Papa. Lead me home to Carrefour. Show me the way! 

Ah, but it was Hooney’s voice that answered me. 

Think, fool. Think. Use your head! Stay alert and think! 

That had always been Hooney’s advice to me, all these many years. 

Daydreaming slaves die quicker than those who keep a level head. Don’t think so much!

But I always would think. And daydream. As I wore the hot white gloves and stomped around in those shiny black shoes, I would summon memories of the rose cayenne, the deep red and pink flowers that lined my mama’s yard—and the pink oleander. When I rubbed the silver and fed the dogs, I would recall the aromas of these blooms. 

Heaven’s flowers could not be lovelier, although the oleander were poisonous if you ate them. But who ate flowers? And then there were the Mammee apples, which were always hard to find but such a treat. Such a rare treat... Finding them always brought Mama delight. Mama would send us out searching for them before any special dinners. They grew on very tall trees, but the trees were dying, and it had become difficult to find them. 

“Go find me some Mammee apples so I can make cakes,” she would say. My friends and I would run all over the jungle looking for them. So hard to find. So very hard to find. Maybe when she saw me, she would make me a cake. Yes, she would do that. My mouth watered at the thought. Ah, yes. Two mammee cakes and some honey drink. 

“Get down, you two! When we get to the shore, run like hell! Don’t look back! You hear me?” McCutchen growled to us as we headed closer to the shore. I didn’t answer him. He liked ending conversations with questions. Do you understand? Are you listening? “I’ll be right behind you.” I ducked lower as our only friend threatened a sailor in the boat beside us. “I’ll cut you, Gravers! Honest to God!” 

Oh, no! They were too close! Would they ram us and sink us? The other boat swerved to the right, just missing our side. It would not be good to go down here. Still too many monsters below, and that rumbling. I heard another rumble. Could that sound be from a swimming monster? The old ones used to tell us about giant fish that growled and snapped at boats, but I had always believed those stories to be merely fiction. 

Maybe not. I had seen so many things now. Maybe not. 

I forced myself to control my breathing again as pain shot up my leg. I clutched Calpurnia’s hand and hunkered down next to her. Was this journey better or worse than my first? I could not say. Why was this taking so long? I wanted this boat ride to be over. I had to feel the sand beneath me! 

Oh, Haiti! I have come home to you. Welcome your free son! 

Calpurnia gave me a knowing look and glanced down at my foot, but there was no time for her to examine it. What good would it do? I shook my head and closed my eyes as I struggled to keep the pain under control. She clutched my hand even tighter. 

Think, Janjak! Think about something besides the pain! 

Yes, Hooney! 

The unexpected death of Captain Cervantes brought chaos to the already-stricken ship. And when things did not improve on the Starfinder, the men of the ship began to whisper about the only remaining woman on board and her forbidden companion. 

Bad luck, this Taygete, many a man muttered. This was no true passenger ship, they complained loudly, and even more loudly as the weeks dragged on. Yes, the Starfinder had taken on a few passengers, about twenty in Mobile, but that should never have happened. 

Captain Cervantes had been too greedy. That was what they said, even though they had the money now. The truth was, Gravers had the money in his own pockets. 

I opened my eyes when the pain abated. Ah, we were so close to shore, but it was a strange sight. The quiet, unlit shore had even distracted the crew. Something was wrong, and we all knew it. 

What now? 

There were no lights burning on the shore, no noisy marketplace or tavern lights to be seen, and it was well after dark. Even at night, the port’s marketplaces were noisy avenues full of boisterous merchants and their representatives. You could buy anything at Port-au-Prince, from cigars to monkeys to fine silks. Sometimes monkeys in fine silks. But there was nothing like that tonight. Nothing at all to see. I stared at the dead darkness as the oars slapped the water, but there was still nothing to see but the black night air. 

As we drew closer, I realized how quickly McCutchen had been rowing. How did he have any strength left? We were a hundred feet from shore when I saw a few strips of cloth blowing like sad ghosts in the half-hearted breeze on the pier—and I knew ghosts after all this time. I knew them very well. Where was everyone? From what I could see, there was no one here. I heard the sounds of crying; a baby cried somewhere. No, that was a dog. But maybe also a baby. 

This was bad. So very bad.

I couldn’t hide in the bottom of the boat anymore. I sat up and reached for an oar. McCutchen did not argue with me. He was clearly exhausted and shared the duty with me as I continued to ponder what we were walking into. Together, we rowed strongly toward the shore. 

Strange, I thought. 

I could see no maze of vendors, no spits of roasted meat turning. This was not the place I remembered. The hair on the back of my neck stood up. 

This was bad. Very bad. 

I glanced back at the black ship, which only emitted the dull light of failing lamps burning in two windows. What choice had we but to keep going? There was no food on that ship. 
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