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My lady abandoned heaven, abandoned earth,
To the nether world she descended,
Inanna abandoned heaven, abandoned earth,
To the nether world she descended,
Abandoned lordship, abandoned ladyship,
To the nether world she descended.


— Sumerian myth, 2000 B.C.E.
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Barnabas woke trembling, his heart pounding, his breath coming in gasps. An enormous weight seemed to be pushing down on his body, and his limbs felt sluggish and bound. He dug his fingers into the pillow smothering his face, and clawed his way out of the dream. For a long moment he lay panting in the darkness, floating out of the nightmare, feeling himself drift as the harrowing visions spiraled down into a deepening vortex.


He rolled over with a sigh and forced open his eyes. Reaching for the sheets, he stroked their cool surfaces with his fingertips; then he twisted toward the window, where the sky brightened with a false dawn.


Aberrant thoughts ran through his skull as he struggled for release from the panic that gripped him. He wondered whether he should wake Julia and ask for another injection. She kept the vial on her dresser and would be pleased if he woke her, glad to be of assistance.


His eyes darted around his bedroom, craving some reassurance. Streaks of light wavered on the bedpost, the carving of the dresser, the gleam of the mirror. Outside his window, the branches of the oak tree slashed the moon with thick shadows.


He sat up heavily, swinging his feet off the bed onto the prickly texture of the carpet. As he stared into the dark, the tendrils of the nightmare wound their way back into his mind. The woman in his dream had been eager, moaning to meet his embrace, lifting her mouth to his, her warm body pressing against him. Her hair was fragrant and her skin smelled of musk, and he could recall the pity for her that formed itself into a cloud around the hunger flooding through his veins. He barely knew her, a downtrodden girl from River Street; and he had found her as he had found all the others, in nightly foraging through the gloomy bars huddled down by the docks. How trusting she was as she bent to him. His hand had moved beneath her cape, up the small of her back, where he could feel the seams of her dress stitched at her waist. He ached with a helpless, limb-weakening need, and his mouth soured at the thought of his contemptible obsession.


“I can’t breathe . . .” she whispered as he crushed her to him.


He meant then, before it was too late, to let her go. But she touched the back of his neck lightly with her fingertips, and he shuddered. He could read her thoughts, even as her movements betrayed her motives: her heady incredulity at his advances, her fantasies tumbling together in a jumble of possibilities. “Collinwood—lady of the estate—the envy of her friends—position and ease . . .” Her provincial mind could hardly conceive of the wealth! Was it possible that he could love her? Make her his wife? She was desperately, recklessly willing.


She slipped the tie of her cape, revealing the sheen of her breast, and he caressed her skin. She gave him a wanton glance, and grasping his huge hand in both her pretty ones, she covered it with feverish kisses. Then, with a sigh, she melted in his embrace.


He gathered the fall of her perfumed hair and slid it back gently. It was not her breast he sought. His lips grazed the collar of her dress and brushed against the curve of her neck. Her pulse was drumming there. . . .


NO! No more! With an effort Barnabas wrenched himself back into consciousness. Breathing raggedly, he rose, walked to the window, and looked out. The moon was full and lay cradled in the branches of the great oak tree behind Collinwood. It shone on the slates of the round tower roof, and across the stone walls, thickly veined with vines. It floated on the flagged portico with its carved balustrade and on tall leaded windows, flush on the first floor, arched above, wherein slept the family he called his own.


As always, the moonlight seduced him, and he ached to walk there, liquid silver in his veins rather than blood. But he was calmed by the newest thought he had now upon waking, and he could still hear Julia’s incredulous voice in his mind. “Barnabas! We have done it! You are cured!” The realization that he was no longer a creature of the night, and that at last he could with a clear conscience return to his bed and rise with the sun—that simple acceptance of a gift so profoundly longed for, yet so unappreciated by ordinary men, flooded his mind with desperate joy.


From where he stood at the window, he could just make out, far off, beyond the woods, the Old House nestled in a glade, gleaming with the ghostliness of a Grecian temple. He felt a throb of nostalgia and, at the same time, malevolent fascination. The house was a graceful neoclassic beauty misplaced among New England maples and hemlocks, and he envisioned, as he had so often in the past, a home more destined for music and laughter: lovely balls with candlelit chandeliers and swirling couples, charming girls in flowing skirts, dashing young gentlemen. The many rooms would have been maintained by good-natured slaves who roasted venison with spices, ironed linen and polished silver, and did all things necessary, that the fortunate gentry might pursue their lives in pleasure and comfort.


But this had not been the fate of that doomed mansion, hidden away in a cold New England town, though magnolias hung their ivory blossoms over the lawn. Instead the moon cast an icy sheen on the pale edifice, effacing any ambience of warmth or gaiety. Now abandoned, it was not a temple, but a tomb, its empty rooms still echoing with generations of the Collins family, where he himself had lived, hidden, sleeping in a basement room, leaving, only to return again to Collinwood in yet another disguise, as a cousin or distant relation.


Recalling these memories now was like tasting the most foul and rotten fruit. “So like Barnabas,” they always said. “Why, you could be his twin!” And, as before, he was welcomed into the incestuous fold, embraced by the secrets and unspoken guilt that isolated and distanced the family from the outside world. “It is amazing. He is so like the portrait,” they would murmur to themselves.


And he, enduring shame and unspoken horrors, had remained among them for seven generations, feigning a semblance of normalcy, dead, but not dead, his grisly hungers rising and abating with the years of experimentation. His hope would brim into vague promise, only to crash again and again in utter despair as the inexorable grasp of the curse, like iron manacles, twisted once again around his soul.


Until now.


Now, finally, unbelievably, inconceivably—he was free. “Barnabas! We have done it! You are no longer”—he grimaced at even the memory of the word—“a vampire. . . .” The realization that he was cured was still difficult for him to accept. He had lived so long as a prisoner of his abominable hungers.


He threw open the casement and breathed in the cool night air. He could smell the sea, damp and pungent, and the soft mist as it rose from the wide lawns of the estate, sweet with the perfumes of gardenia and narcissus in bloom. An owl hooted two quavering notes, and far off another answered. The lure of the moonlight was strong as it revealed the world below in stark and glittering detail. Everything was as clear as in the day, but devoid of color. The shades of gray were infinitely various, and the whole was textured in a divine chiaroscuro that sculpted every object. He could still see the dew on the grass, the curve of the thick leaves of the magnolias, the fleshy perfection of the flowers.


Barnabas felt his composure returning as his breathing quieted, and his beating heart regained its normal pattern. He was free. Cured at last. Human. Why then was he haunted by these dreams? Almost nightly he woke in a fevered rush of shameful memories. If those ghastly years, those centuries of anguish, were truly behind him now, if his life was finally to be easy and normal, unfolding in the most ordinary fashion as he aged, grew old, and died—like any other man—why, then, was he still tormented by these visions of the life he had lived before? Surely they would soon fade and disappear forever.


A dog howled, long and mournfully, and another answered, plaintive, lonely, night-bound, and Barnabas grimly recognized a kindred soul. He, too, had roamed the moonlit stretches of that lawn, which hugged the stone stairway and the flagged walk, when his only social interaction had been after the sun had set and the fireplaces were lit in the great parlor. Only then could he enjoy human companionship, grow to know—perhaps even to love—the many Collinses who called this house their home. This was where it had all begun.


This was where he had welcomed his bride-to-be from Martinique, the dark-eyed girl with alabaster skin and radiant smile, his beloved Josette. This was also where her maidservant had traveled with her, the green-eyed vixen who had haunted and destroyed his life, the mysterious and beautiful Angelique.


Barnabas shivered, thinking to close the window, but he felt captured by the moonlight falling on the far-off mansion, and by the melancholy within his breast. For this was, of all nights, the very last night the house would stand.


He and Julia had agreed, after much discussion, even argument, with the rest of the family, that it was to be razed and destroyed. The wrecking crew was coming in the morning. Perhaps that accounted for the intensity of the dream, and he hoped that with the destruction of the house would go the anguished memories. Julia was right. It was ridiculous to keep the Old House standing when for two centuries the family had lived in the elegant new estate, the Great House at Collinwood, where he now slept, and rose, and walked in the sun. The Old House was rotting, falling to ruin. Only the moonlight gave it solidity. Its rooms were empty and abandoned. Too long it had been a residence of ghosts.


Barnabas shivered truly now from the cold. The howling dogs wailed again, as if mourning for some lost cave of comfort, and he reached to close the window against the night air. Just then the wind gusted and caught the trees, tossing their black branches, and the moon reeled. He looked across the gables of the roof and down to the wide lawn, and started suddenly, his breath catching in his throat. For he saw, or thought he saw, the figure of a woman standing in the shadows of the trees.


It was only her silhouette he saw, but she was dressed all in white, and her skirts skimmed the grass. She was wearing a cape that covered her hair and shadowed her face; but from the angle of her head she seemed to be looking up to the window where he stood, and he caught the gleam of her eye.


Was this some vision conjured up from his ruminations? Had he let dreams and reflections bring forth ghosts? No, this was no phantom. She stood clearly outlined against the long windows of the west wing. Then she turned and began to walk away, disappearing into the dark trees.


Who could this woman be? Perhaps her car had broken down on the road, and she had ventured up the long driveway where, intimidated by the dark windows, she was afraid to come to the door. Now she was lost, unable to find her way back to the road. Curiosity fluttered at the window of reason, for his guilty recollections were as active as ever. Some victim, he found himself surmising, perhaps the lady in his dream, some haunted soul seeking recompense, craving solace, still wandering in the world of the undead. Reaching for his robe and slippers, he smiled bitterly at the caprices of his imagination. There were no ghosts at large this night. Still, who was she? If she was in distress, he should come to her aid.


Moving across the room, he caught a glimpse of his reflection in the massive gilt mirror above the dresser. He remembered when he had been unable to see his image in the glass, and it distracted him. There, in the moonlight, stood an elegant gentleman with dark hair softly curled and only slightly graying at the temples. He was a man of sophisticated, even noble, lineage, possessing an aristocratic visage: wide cheekbones; an aquiline nose; coal black eyes set deep beneath heavy brows; a delicate, sensuous mouth; lips that curved into a charming, secretive smile with only the slightest lift of the corners. It was a face of exquisite sensitivity, the face of a poet. But, smoldering in the hollows of the eyes, there was a glance so intense as to be fiercely hypnotic.


Making his way down the long hallway to the stairs, Barnabas passed the door to Julia’s room. Momentarily, he hesitated, wondering whether he should wake her and send her to investigate in his place.


He had made her a solemn promise to cease all visits to the Old House. It had been a condition of his cure and the long weeks of convalescence. He thought of her patience and her professionalism, her tireless experimenting, never giving in to despair, a scientist at work, searching, testing, hypothesizing, always with such optimism. Dear Julia. He knew her motive was love; she was more devoted than any woman he had ever known. Her strength was in her knowledge. She had saved him, and it was only right that he make her his wife. She had spoken so seriously, her eyes bright above high cheekbones, “You are like an alcoholic, Barnabas, who must never again take even a sip of wine, you understand? Promise me never to return to that place!”


This was the reason he hesitated, but deciding that he would only look over the lawn, he moved resolutely forward down the grand stairway and into the foyer.


The moonlight glazed the hallway with an icy sheen. As he made his way toward the door, he glanced—as he had done thousands of times before—at his portrait hanging on the wall, thought by everyone to be the portrait of his ancestor, Barnabas Collins. There he was, dressed in the costume of an eighteenth-century gentleman, imperiously grasping a cane, the silver handle shaped in the head of a wolf. Shaking his head ruefully, he opened the door and entered the world of the night.


Barnabas moved across the damp grass toward the woods. The wind tumbled the branches of the trees, and a scattering of leaves fell about his feet. The dew was heavy on the grass, and the aroma of cherry and plum trees in spring bloom perfumed the air. The mournful owl uttered its oboe notes again, and Barnabas looked up to see the great bird swoop with amazing silence over his head, its wide wings drawing a swift curtain across the moon and leaving a following shadow on the grass. Barnabas felt almost giddy as he saw that he, too, cast a long silhouette across the lawn.


But he was the sole human wanderer in the landscape, and the old bitter loneliness ached in his heart. The woman was nowhere to be seen. She had vanished, and he wondered if he had imagined her.


Still, something tugged at him, drew him farther. He reached the edge of the trees. As if in a dream, he trudged through the woods, searching for the fleeing phantom and still seeing nothing. Only the dark trunks stared out at him, until he noticed the unmistakable shape of the bird once again, this time on the reaching branch of one great oak. As he drew nearer, the owl cocked its rounded head in his direction, looking down at him curiously. Then it lifted, like a sail catching the wind, its wings silvering as it floated across the tops of the trees.


Barnabas considered turning back. Some vague foreboding hung in his chest, but he kept on, crossing one more clearing and then another.


Mysteriously, his thoughts turned to Angelique and their last encounter. At that time, her death had moved him to compassion. After inflicting lifetimes of suffering, she had been grievously contrite, and she had tried once more to lift the curse. “Is it possible for you to forgive me?” she had whispered. “All I did was for love of you.”


He had been drawn into those azure eyes once again, brimming with tears, and he had faltered. His lips close to her cheek, he murmured, “Yes, I forgive you. I love you. I have always loved you.” Before she had died in his arms, he had said those words!


What covenant had he made through eternity that would never release him from its grasp? And yet he had been amazed at her beauty, even in death. He had marveled at the shape of her arm and the curve of her shoulder as she fell against him.


Over a century ago he had wavered in his responsibility to himself and to his family and risked everything: love, youth, and life itself, to be with her. Why? She was everything he despised; she was of questionable parentage, traitorous, violent, devoid of virtue. But she had kindled a fire in him; even now he remembered the pure agony of wanting her.


That first night, after he had told her to leave, Angelique had walked to the door, her skirts flowing like molten gold over the carpet. Then she had turned to look at him with a gaze so unwavering, so filled with the promise of abandon, her opal eyes dark and luminous, a glistening drop on her lip, a gaze so knowing and so locked into his that he fell into the sea of it. She was liquid silk when he reached for her, with an odor all her own, like grasses near the sea, and her kiss was as he had remembered it, so full and moist, that he had imagined, as his body throbbed to her, that he could live on her mouth. Then he had lost all memory of himself as he plunged into the fierceness of her embrace, and she sucked the marrow from his bones and filled them with her own fire.


Barnabas shuddered to think of her again. Surely she had been the pursuer, and he had been hypnotized by her power. How many thousands of times had he turned the facts over in his mind, arranging and rearranging them to leave himself feeling guiltless, without blame. He had lost his soul to Angelique. For a time that was true. He was sure of it. She had been ecstasy greater than any man should know.


In that moment before her death, he had faltered in the strength of his resolution and spoken to her the words she longed to hear. Once again he wondered how he could have been faithless to his tender Josette?


Josette! Her unblemished mind, her radiant sweetness, were as real to him now as they had been the day he met her. She was gently bred, full of kindness, delightful in manner and in conversation. Suddenly he had an overwhelming desire to see Josette’s grave, to stand at the place where the family had buried her after her desperate flight from the horror he had become.


He was tired, exhausted even, from his futile search through the woods, but he decided to make his way to the graveyard. He felt certain that standing at Josette’s grave would relieve this sick sensation in his stomach.


It was some time before he was moving along the cliff at Widows’ Hill. He was breathing hard from the effort, such exercise being rare since his cure. He resigned himself to the fact that he did not have the strength he had become accustomed to as a vampire, when these stretches of cliff and meadow were but a moment’s flight on the wings of the wind. When he stood at the spot where Josette had flung herself to her death, he could smell the salt air and hear the waves crashing far below. He looked out at the dark sea. The moon hung at the edge of the horizon, its dappled moonstream flowing across the water. He turned and started for the graveyard.


At last he arrived at the entrance to the burial place of the Collins family. Jasmine twined profusely through the iron enclosure, sweetly perfuming the air, and there was another aroma, of gardenias, tropical and heavy in the mist, blooming waxen on black bushes by the gate. From where he stood he could see the mausoleum and the carved gargoyles of the vault, where his years of daylight had been spent, hidden behind a stone door, sleeping in a casket. His heart lightened in anticipation as he walked toward the place where he knew Josette was buried, remembering how often in the distant past he had come and stayed for hours, praying for her soul.


But somehow he became confused; Josette’s grave was not where he remembered it. There were only flattened markers and toppled headstones, carved heads, and once elegant Victorian statuary now ruined by time. There were sepulchers enclosing the remains of the deceased, and here and there a stone sarcophagus stretched as a tomb. He began to wander, searching among the gravestones, disoriented and angry with himself. Had his mind as well as his body lost its strength with his transformation? He became impatient with his inability to recall Josette’s resting place, as if he could have possibly forgotten a thing so important to him, and he began retracing his steps, stopping by gravestones, brushing off leaves and dirt with his hand, attempting to read the names obscured in the shadowy dark.


Thoroughly frustrated, he found himself standing beneath a large marble angel, deeply weathered and softened by moss. Barnabas had no recollection of having seen the monument before. The angel hovered above its guarded grave like a medieval figure from a Gothic cathedral, dark wings lifted against the sky. The deceitful moonlight played upon the rain-streaked features as if the tracks of tears were traced there. The marble drapery of the robes seemed to fold softly and float away from the body. For a long moment he stood mesmerized by the heavenly vision, and he reached out to touch the form of the leg beneath the garment, musing on the dissembling capacity of marble to appear pliable as flesh or as supple as fabric, when it was in actuality nothing more than cold, hard stone.


Then his eye fell to the inscription, which was quite clear in the moonlight, and his blood froze! “ANGELIQUE BOUCHARD, 1774–1796,” and beneath it: “LOVE SLEEPS IN DEATH’S EMBRACE.” He was appalled. It was the grave of Angelique! Who had placed such a memorial there? An angel! Good God! Surely this was an absurd representation, he thought, superficially based, perhaps, on her name, but so incongruous with the woman it represented. He shivered unconsciously to think of her again—Angelique—his lover and nemesis, now gone, while he, having vanquished her forever, still breathed on this earth.


The angel was abruptly transformed in his mind. No longer endowed with a gentle holiness, it appeared macabre and threatening. Barnabas backed away, more disturbed than curious, and the search for Josette’s grave ceased to be important. He had started toward the gate, intending to return to Collinwood, when he glimpsed the woman he had seen earlier—behind the far gravestones. It was she!


She was moving quickly, her smoky shape wavering among the tombs. His throat tightened, and a new energy pulsed through his limbs. This time he was determined to stop her, and he rushed toward her as though she were his release from darkness.


He was surprised, some moments later, to find himself on the grounds of the Old House. The mansion seemed to float in the moonlight, like a ghostly palace. He reached the brick steps, and his hand rested against one great alabaster pillar. He was out of breath. The portico was now deserted, and only the wind whistled through the columns, tossing frosted leaves along the long corridor of the porch. The woman was nowhere to be seen, and he was intensely disappointed and furious with himself for having lost her. He felt a vague premonition of danger, which he shook off impatiently, even angrily, as he climbed the steps.


There, suddenly, in the shadow of the porch, he saw her again. Something about her posture seemed to indicate that she had been waiting for him. There was a quickness to her movement as she turned toward the door. Now curiosity was burning in his gut. He was certain she was a ghost, leading him into the house.


Once again he hesitated. Was it foolish to risk entrance there? It had been over a month since his cure, and the pain of his transformation had subsided to various annoying discomforts, with every sign pointing to the success of the medication and the permanence of the change. Still, it had been many years since he had felt the need for what one would call courage. He had been rash and arrogant as a youth, before the curse, possessing a willful craving for adventure. Now, once again life would be a challenge. He felt eager to risk, to pit himself against the perils of the world, to rejoin the land of the living. And the house held so many memories! He felt a sharp pang of regret that it was to be torn down. He suddenly had an overwhelming desire to walk through the rooms and hallways one last time. He pushed open the heavy door and jerked back when the hinge whined like a wild animal caught in a trap, and the bolt fell with a clang.


Barnabas was met by a silence so deep it seemed the house was wrapped in a velvet cloak. Odors, both dank and familiar assailed his nostrils: the mildew of the carpets and drapes, the dust thick on the furniture, cold damp ashes in the fireplace, and the stale smell of things long abandoned, flattened and faded by a veil of cobwebs. There was another odor, less suffocating, but vile nevertheless—the putrid reek of decay and death. It hung in the air like wisps of smoke, and seemed to come from beneath the floor, as though the rats that lived in the basement of the doomed house had starved and perished.


He walked across the parlor, his footsteps a hollow tapping, and looked out through the tall windows of leaded glass. He thought he heard a rustling sound, and he turned and gazed about the room. It was empty save for the shadows. Then he heard the sound again and glanced at the massive fireplace. He saw that a box of long wooden matches had been spilled and left there on the brick hearth, but the grave of the chimney was cold and dark. He steadied his nerves, closed his eyes, and listened. He fancied the air was fluttering with vague whispers and murmurings, but he waited, until he was certain he heard nothing except the dull pounding of his own heart.


He moved with determination across the entrance hall and up the wide stair with a heavy banister to the rooms above, where Joshua, Naomi, Jeremiah, Sarah, and so many others once had slept. A ghost among ghosts, he wandered through each chamber, his gaze lingering on some remembered texture or pattern of rug or spread. All of the paintings and valuables had been long since taken away. But there were still papers and photographs, odd pieces of clothing, trinkets and toiletries—the undesirable debris of lifetimes—piled on chairs or floor.


With inescapable sadness, he looked into Josette’s room. Memories flashed upon his inward eye and caressed his senses as he relived the freshness and sweetness of her face. He remembered with a hollow ache the delicacy of the hand she lifted to be kissed, the modesty of her glance when they had first been introduced, and her gentle voice. “Monsieur Collins. My father has told me you come from America and that you are a gentleman of enviable reputation and charm. It is a pleasure to meet you.”


Drawn down the back hall to the servants’ quarters, he now stood opposite Angelique’s doorway, which was closed. His heart skipped a beat as he imagined that once again he heard the soft rustling sound and something like a sigh. He paused, then, brushing aside the silly apprehension, turned the doorknob.


The room was quite chilly, for the window had been left open. Barnabas remembered the few times he had entered this room in the past. It was much like the others, though smaller and less refined, and he realized with some distaste that his dealings with Angelique had usually been in his own bedroom, in the parlor, or elsewhere on the estate. He had always resisted coming here, and when he did it was for the purpose of making amends.


With a sharp pang he recalled the night he had asked her forgiveness, hoping they could be friends, saying he would always think of her with affection, and she had, in her fiendish seductiveness, enticed him, melted his resolve, and lured him to her bed. “Lie to me,” she had whispered. “If all your pretty words were lies, then lie to me again.”


With a shudder, he glanced at the small cot with its satin pillows, the small vanity, perfume dried to an amber stain in a crystal bottle. A faded green gown, which he recognized, with raveled lace at the collar, hung in the wardrobe. A single wrinkled glove and a bonnet with a limp ostrich plume lay on the shelf, grimy with dust.


He was about to turn and leave when the fragile organdy at the window fluttered, and its ragged edge lifted a little and fell. He thought this must be the source of the sound he had heard earlier, for, even though the night was still, a breath of air rustled the curtain. As he watched, the breeze grew stronger and shuffled the pages of a small book lying in the dust on a table by the window, almost as though an unseen hand were flicking through them.


Barnabas crossed to close the window, realizing the absurdity of the gesture, since the house was to be razed in the morning, and he began to feel somewhat ashamed, invading, after all these years, this private place that had belonged to someone he had known for so long. Better to let everything be demolished with its secrets, buried away beneath the earth. This little room, he thought, betrayed Angelique’s provincial roots. She was, after all, born to be a servant, despite her pretensions to wealth and gentility. Nothing about her chamber spoke of an aristocratic nature.


And yet she had been determined to be his wife, even force him into marriage. She had returned again and again, in every lifetime, to taunt and plague him with her insatiable desires.


There were times when his hatred of her was so intense that he plotted her death, and other times, fierce and unfathomable, when he had longed for her with unabated lust. There were times when he knew in his deepest heart that only she understood him in his torment, she being the cause of it, and only she shared with him his desperate secrets and his profound knowledge of evil. At those times he had allowed himself a sense of oneness with her, and even something close to—dare he to think such a thing—something close to love. If love is hatred’s twin, the only other emotion as all-consuming, then it was true that he had felt toward her a bitter and remorseless love.


He reached for the casement. Angelique’s room was on the side of the house facing the sea, and far off the moonstream still glowed upon the water. Barnabas began to tremble, for the house was thick with fearful memories. He no longer possessed the strength of twenty, or the indomitable power of the Devil’s apostle. He was as vulnerable as any ordinary man, not only to physical danger, but also to the plagues of terror. It had been a mistake to come here. He stood at the window paralyzed, fearing to move and yet aching to flee.


Once again a cold breeze swept into the room. The pages of the book ruffled as before and, undeniably, he heard a sigh, then a low moan—like the moan of pleasure in love—then another long sigh. The hair on the back of his neck rose, and he was suddenly certain that she was there.


He turned and saw her, and his blood turned to ice in his veins. She was lying on the bed, which before had been empty, her filmy garment spread around her like the tissue of moonlight. Beneath its smoky mist he could see her breathing body and the graceful curve of her thigh. She held out her ivory arms, and he glimpsed the soft gleam of her eye and the invitation in her smile. With a savage effort, he backed away, wheeled, and lunged for the door.


He ran like a madman, stumbling down the dark hallway, not stopping until he was in the dim parlor. He lurched for the fire-place, his hands jerking awkwardly at the scattered matches, grasping, breaking, cursing, striking, until at last he had a tiny flame. He cupped a quivering palm around it and, dropping to one knee, held it to the edge of the nearest drapery.


The threadbare velvet caught and rippled as a stream of fire ran up the edge of the fabric and hovered a moment beneath the golden fringe before it exploded in flame. The fire hissed across the top of the window, drenched the room in a golden aura, and hummed with the sound of burning. He wrenched the curtain loose, and a blazing part of it fell to the floor, where he dragged it to another tapestry and set that aflame as well. Now the room shone with the fires of Hell and was filled with a roaring sound, deafening and implacable. Then, buried deep within that tone—reverberating, pulsing, taunting him—he heard the echo of Angelique’s chilling laughter.


Barnabas bolted, ran out into the night, and did not stop until he was in his own room at Collinwood again. There, from the safety of his window, he could see the glow on the edge of the night as the Old House burned like the torch of a distant volcano against the dark sky.
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Sunshine streamed through the tall leaded windows into the elegant dining room where silver and china sparkled on the white damask cloth. Collinwood matriarch Elizabeth Collins Stoddard, her brother Roger, her daughter Carolyn, and Julia were already at breakfast, speaking in hushed tones, and Barnabas was aware of an abrupt pause in the conversation when he appeared.


“Beautiful morning!” he said cheerily, ignoring the grim atmosphere as he seated himself, reached for a linen napkin, and unfolded it upon his impeccably pressed trousers. He forced himself to concentrate on the bouquet of jonquils and anemones at the center of the table, their joyous creams and scarlets floating like impressionist watercolors against the parchment of the tablecloth. His sleepless night had left him exhausted; a hot cramp knotted his shoulders in a spasm, and his eyes burned as if particles of sand were trapped beneath the lids. But he was determined to remain composed, and he murmured a polite “thank-you” to Mrs. Johnson as she poured fragrant coffee into his cup. It was his cousin Elizabeth who broke the oppressive silence.


“Barnabas, we have dreadful news.”


He looked up, showing a quizzical mask. Elizabeth was still a beauty. This morning her lustrous black hair was pulled away from her face, and she wore the pearl necklace of which he was so fond. Her voice was husky with privilege, her speech rolling and longvoweled, with the slightly nasal intonation of upper-class Americans.


“What is it?” Barnabas asked ingenuously.


“You will be devastated, I’m afraid,” she said. She still resembled the debutante who at seventeen had graced her father’s arm at the ball. Her skin was, he thought to himself, very much like the cup he held in his hand, the purest Irish porcelain, snow-white, tissue-thin, and translucent. At this moment heavy lashes shadowed her ebony eyes, and a small wrinkle of concern centered itself on her brow.


“Why, whatever has happened? Tell me, Elizabeth, please.”


“Last night . . . the Old House caught fire and burned to the ground.”


“You’re not serious!” Barnabas lifted his napkin to his mouth. He could feel a blood vessel throbbing in his temple.


“I’m surprised you weren’t awakened.”


“Why, no. I heard nothing. Nothing at all. How distressing!” His lips touched the smooth surface of the linen, and he was struck by his immediate tendency toward mendacity. Lies came easily, as though they were the very substance of his thoughts.


“Willie saw it first,” Elizabeth continued. “He was up before dawn, saw the smoke, and roused Mrs. Johnson, who came to me with the news. We called the fire brigade, but by the time they arrived, the house was very nearly gone.”


“Was . . . anything saved?” Barnabas asked.


“The skeleton, the columns. But the interior is gutted I’m afraid. Oh, Barnabas, I am so very sorry.”


“Shocking . . . really . . .”


“My God! What’s all the fuss?” came a contemptuous voice from the end of the table. “We’re well rid of that old cadaver.” Roger—the patriarch of the family, silver-blond and aristocratic—spoke with the glacial disdain and the cultivated speech patterns of a Shakespearean actor. His heavy blond brows curved in the center to hold a permanent frown in place, the only disturbing feature of a perfectly chiseled face. “I thought you said, my dear man, that it was to be demolished today?”


“Yes. It was,” answered Barnabas. “The crew is scheduled to arrive sometime this morning. This only makes it easier for them, I suppose.” He was amazed at the congeniality of his tone. It was as though someone else were speaking. “Now they can push it all away with a bulldozer.”


“Perfectly serendipitous then,” Roger observed.


At that moment, a young boy of about fifteen years of age, sandy-haired and robust, bounded into the dining room and slipped into his seat.


“I want to go to the Old House! When can I go and see it, Aunt Elizabeth?” he cried, reaching for the sugared cinnamon rolls.


“Not until we are certain the fire is all out, David,” said Elizabeth.


“But I want to look through the ashes for souvenirs!”


“And I insist that you first study your lessons,” she said sternly, and David groaned, slumping in his chair.


Elizabeth turned to Barnabas. “How do you think the fire could have started? There was no lightning last night. The moon was full, and the sky clear.”


“Maybe the Old House chose its own way to go,” mused Carolyn. She was a restless girl and often bored, spoiled by privilege and wanting more of life. What set her apart from other girls—other than pale blue eyes and a sharp tongue—and gave her an aching prettiness, was her hair, long and golden, cascading like a shimmering waterfall below her shoulders.


“The sooner we sell the property, the better,” Roger continued, “to some upwardly mobile young couple, I suppose, who will build a modern monstrosity dedicated to conspicuous consumption and give exquisitely boring parties.” The frown on his forehead deepened and his ice-blue eyes narrowed. “It goes without saying that we will all be invited, and they will feel the necessity of playing that atrocious music. I can’t for the life of me imagine what people appreciate in that toneless drivel.”


“Well, Uncle Roger, you won’t have to go,” Carolyn said. Nothing would have suited her more than a party with atrocious music. She turned to Barnabas. “So, Cousin Barnabas, how do you think it happened?”


“I beg your pardon?”


“What started the fire?”


“Why, I have no idea.” His starched collar had begun to bind, and he regretted his morning attempts at sartorial splendor.


“Are you sure you didn’t sneak down there and do the dirty deed yourself, just to save the price of the demolition?”


Barnabas was startled at how close she came to the truth. He could see the humor glinting in her eyes and the sly smile on her face. He hesitated. Perhaps the truth was better. What did it matter? But he could not make himself be honest.


“I think the wrecking crew will be needed nevertheless, to carry the carcass away,” he found himself saying.


“Do they have one of those cool cranes with a huge, swinging ball?” asked David. Elizabeth frowned at him for interrupting.


“You must go over there immediately, Barnabas, and ascertain the cause of the fire,” Roger said.


Julia looked up at him in alarm. “Why does Barnabas need to go?”


“Why? Because the last thing we want are rumors of an arsonist at large, sheriff involved, that sort of thing.”


“But Willie has already told Elizabeth, there’s hardly anything left. Surely he doesn’t need to bother . . .”


“It’s clearly Barnabas’s responsibility to take an interest in estate matters. We have had several inquiries since the property went on the market. Anything which would affect the selling price should be of concern to you as well, Julia, if”—Roger spoke dryly, with irritation—“you are indeed to become a member of the family.” He had been waiting with ill-disguised impatience for Barnabas to become involved in the business, ever since his appearance—a long-lost cousin from England, with some claim to the family fortune. And now, the proposed marriage gave Roger even greater cause for concern.


Barnabas felt uncomfortable under Roger’s keen focus. His throat tightened, and his collar constrained his breathing as though it were a noose. The necessities of his cure had entailed constant excuses and compromises and, naturally, absence during the entire day, which had only served to annoy Roger and cause him to question both Barnabas’s integrity and his sense of purpose.


“I must insist that you investigate, then bring yourself into town this afternoon. We’ll have a meeting in my office. There are many things we need to discuss, not merely the fire at the Old House, but other matters more pressing.”


“But Roger, Barnabas has been very ill,” Elizabeth said softly to her brother. “He needs time to recuperate. Isn’t that true, Julia?”


“Yes. Yes that’s entirely right,” agreed Julia, attempting to keep her voice calm and professional. “The last thing we want is a relapse. Time. And rest. And the love and support of his family.” She glanced at Roger and smiled genuinely in response to his irritable glare. But Roger ignored her, threw down his napkin, and rose from the table. He turned to Barnabas.


“You arranged for the demolition, against my better judgment, if you recall. I thought the Old House was better sold as an historical monument. Now it has become an eyesore. I assume the trucks are still coming. At the very least, I would be grateful to you if you would deal with these difficulties today. Providing it’s not too much of a strain.” He turned and left the room.


Anervous Julia drove Barnabas around by the road, and they turned in at the long colonnade of plane trees, newly leafed in green, their painted trunks lifted in strong and graceful arches over the avenue. He dreaded what was to come, and he tried to clear his mind of all thought until they at last reached the smoking hulk.


They parked the Bentley and got out. It was a warm spring morning, and the air was sweet with the fragrance of bloom. Throughout the grounds, thousands of jonquils nodded in clumps of butter yellow; dogwood floated like filmy clouds, so delicate his heart ached. Barnabas longed to enjoy the daylight, with all its joyous gifts, but he could not escape the melancholy that seemed to reside within him. He sighed, and Julia took his hand.


“So you heard nothing? You slept soundly?” she said.


“Of course, I always sleep soundly,” he said indifferently.


She knew the reverse was true, and he could sense her concern. As they drew nearer, Barnabas could feel the ache in his shoulders tighten and his head begin to throb.


Smoke was rising from the charred remains, but there were still pieces of iron balustrade lacing the roof, and he could see the massive columns yet standing, their fleshy trunks and classic crowns, like a long line of sentinels, circling the house—thirty-two graceful pillars lifting the yawning roof out over the porticos.


“Barnabas, you must try not to let it upset you.”


“But, Julia, I am not in the least disturbed,” he said, still remaining dispassionate, though his chest felt in the grip of a vise and the air seemed too scorched to breathe. The coolness of his demeanor was amazing even to him; the memory of the night, its visions and demons, was becoming a dimly remembered dream.


A bird sang in a tree beside the lawn, a fluting sound, followed by a trill and a quick rattle. It could have been three different birds, but Barnabas remembered the song.


“Listen,” he said, “a mockingbird, practicing his repertoire.” Julia smiled at him and took his arm as they approached the house. Embers still smoked, and a sickly odor rose from the ashes. Barnabas stepped gingerly through the debris, recognizing an odd piece of furniture, but he was relieved to see that almost everything was destroyed. It was difficult to find traces of the walls, and the huge brick fireplace was a blackened pile. All the while, the mockingbird whistled and chucked. Barnabas caught sight of him sitting on the highest point of the ruined chimney, flicking his tail.


A quarter hour’s search revealed nothing significant, and their hands were grimy with ash and soot, when Barnabas finally said to Julia, “As you heard at breakfast, I’m bound to stop in at Roger’s office this afternoon. Is there anything you might do in town? If so, you could accompany me.”


“Nothing pressing, but I’ll be happy to go with you,” she called, wandering a little away. “What about the crew?”


“They don’t seem to be coming, do they? Let’s be off.” Thinking that perhaps he need never return to this site, he started for the car.


That was when Julia called out and stooped over something on the ground. Reluctantly, Barnabas came back to her side and looked down at her feet. He was shocked to see a small book, dusted with grime but intact, lying there. He picked it up and turned it over in his hands.


Julia was incredulous. “Impossible for that to survive when so much has burned.”


“Still, here it is.” He pulled open the burned pages, which crackled in complaint, and began to glance through it. “It’s nothing but a lesson book, written by a schoolchild,” he said softly.


“Whose was it? Can you tell?” Julia looked over his shoulder. The first few pages were scrawled in an immature script, very much like handwriting exercises. They could barely make out the words.




The sea is endless. Endless is the sea. Islands a long way off. It begins with the tide. Curled inside me, with no rhythm, only a push and a flow. Islands a long way off. Another and another. Some tall with their mountains in the clouds. Some rounded like a woman’s body. Some flat with trees all bowed one way, their branches reaching like fingers, stretching away from the wind.


The nuns are teaching us to write, but the lesson must be in English. Sister Lucianna says I am wasting my paper.


The island where I was born is called Madinina. It means Isle of Flowers. But my mother calls it Pays des Revenants. In Creole that means Land of Returnings, or Land of Ghosts.


The French came to this island in 1684. Saint-Pierre was the first town in Martinique. The schooners come for the sugar.


Glory be to God the Father Almighty maker of heaven and earth.





Julia gasped. “Why, I don’t believe it! It must have belonged to Angelique!”


“What . . . ?” Barnabas said vaguely. A cold shudder passed through his frame.


“She was born there, in the Caribbean. In Martinique. She was Josette’s servant before they came to America.”


“But how could a childhood memoir have found its way to the Old House. Even if it was Angelique’s?” Barnabas murmured, feigning indifference. A keepsake, he decided, feeling a numbness in his fingers, as he read a bit more.




I cannot see the wind, but it is there. What plays with the wind? Windmills, kites, parasols, sails, pages in a book, banners, skirts, pareus on the line, hats, flowers, hair, clouds, fog, mist, frigate birds, trees, the branches of trees.


The Lord is my Shepherd. I shall not want. What is a shepherd? A sheep-herd? Here there are only goats and pigs.





“It’s a journal,” acknowledged Barnabas, thumbing through the parched pages. “Look how thick it is.”


“Barnabas, throw it away,” said Julia. “I don’t think you should read it. The memories are too painful for you. The burning of the Old House is a shock to your constitution, and this is a vulnerable time for you.” The mockingbird trilled again, and Barnabas, whose whole being agreed with Julia, found himself arguing with her.


“But, Julia, it’s rather remarkable, you have to admit.”


“I think it is utterly lonely and sad.”


“But impressionable . . . precocious . . . listen.” Drawn to the book, he read again, out loud.




The sea has no rhythm. My mother made a sea window, a bucket with a glass bottom, and placed it on the surface of the water. When I looked through it I could see the other world. I could hear the clicking of the coral-eaters, and feel the swaying surge. The wind of the sea is invisible, pulling, jerking, tugging.





“It’s extraordinary, isn’t it? How could something so lyrical be written by a child?” Barnabas asked.


“Barnabas, throw it back. You really should not read something, anything, written by Angelique, if it is hers. Her presence is too powerful, and—”


“Wait. Listen . . .”




The drums are like the sky sound. They are thunder. The drums speak to one another. They speak of wind and rain. Of the storms of Africa. The rhythm is in the drums. The heartbeat. The Negroes play music from the time of thunder.





“Not like the Angelique we knew, is it?” Barnabas folded the book and placed it in his coat.


“Leave it here.”


“I want to keep it,” he said, “for a while. I want to look it over more thoroughly. Come. Let’s go back. What do you think could have happened to the wreckers?”


“Throw the diary away, Barnabas. Or give it to me!”


“Why, for God’s sake?”


“It’s . . . I have a feeling that it’s dangerous.”


“That’s absurd. I’m curious, that’s all. If it has any effect on me at all, I will. I’ll throw it in the trash. Besides, we are finished with doom and gloom, Julia. The spells are ended. Now don’t argue with me. See . . . the sun is shining!” And he gave her a gentle hug.


As they drove down the road in the black sedan, the muscles in his chest and neck began to relax, and Barnabas lay back against the leather headrest. The strain of keeping his emotions in check, keeping himself distant from his crime the night before, had left him drained.


He opened his eyes and looked over at Julia, as if he were seeing her for the first time, and he allowed his mind to flood with sincere feelings of affection. She wore a camel hair suit, the color rather becoming to her auburn hair. Her face was older, that was true, but then so was his. The angular line of her cheek and jaw gave severity to her countenance, but he thought of the eager sympathy always in her eyes, which offered him great comfort. Yes, that was what it was: comfort . . . and ease. She was his old confidant, and she had never stopped loving him.


His life spilled out before him like a long road, and he could see all the way to the end: marriage to Julia, respectability and security, dabbling in the Collins family business—someone needed to take it in hand long ago—finding financial success. She would be an excellent partner; she was so sensible and selfless. Children were out of the question, but he was not particularly troubled. David was still young and needed mentoring if he was to handle the estate when he came of age. The years would roll by. Julia and he would grow old together. After suffering the crimes of pleasure, after tasting immortality, and finding the price too high, Barnabas was satisfied that this kindly, humble existence was all he could desire.


Julia felt his gaze, turned, and smiled at him. He reached for one of her hands—the other still gripping the wheel—and kissed the fingertips. At that moment a cloud passed over the sun, and the treetops, which had been bathed in brightness, fell dark. But it was only a fleeting moment, and in an instant, the day was cheerful once more.


Once alone in his room, Barnabas removed the book from his jacket. He had kept it to burn it, but he was surprised by a strong sense of anticipation when he opened the cover. French was Angelique’s mother tongue. He could see that a great many pages were in French, which he read easily. But there were many entries in a hesitant English as well. Perhaps the nuns had taught her in both. He remembered Angelique’s accent as a grown woman, rather clipped and British, the result of learning another language.


He sat in the chair by the window and began to read. Was there something he could learn from this child’s epistle? Something to reveal the true nature of his tormentor?




I was a mermaid, brown as the sails of a ship, brown as magnolia petals fallen under the leaves, brown as seeds, as gull’s wings in the sunset. It was only later that I became white. After they shut me up in the room. Stone against the hurricanes. The wind at my window lifted the brown off me. My skin became the color of rice. That was because they wrapped me, and fed me sweets. My feet became soft. I could no longer walk on the coral.


My mother held my hand in the foam. This is the salty cradle, the invisible under-wind that pulls and tugs, then flows back. I love the world beneath the sea. My mother said, “This time you were born of water.”


There are little squid the color of rainbows that swim backwards with their arms folded. I can do that. Today I saw a turtle with a spotted shell walking on the ocean floor. And yesterday I saw a curved wall of tiny silver minnows, like a huge waterspout. When I swam into them, the wall exploded like stars, like rain. And underneath in the gloom, the shark was so still, so still.


My mother sweeps the dust out of the corners of the room. She leaves a bowl of water by the door to trap bad spirits. There are no mirrors. Why did he come for me?


Our little house is painted coral with lavender shutters and a grass roof. All the windows face the sea. People come to see my mother when they are ill and she cures them. She knows how. She has a bag for the magic. I know she thought it was best for me to go with him.


Sister Claire lets me read her book of poems when I have done the lesson. This is the one I love the best by John Milton.


“The sea is as deep in a calme, as in a storme.”
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Angelique could see her heart when she closed her eyes, small and gray, polished like a stone tumbled in the surf. But today her heart felt like a bird fluttering against the walls of a dark cave. Her mind escaped to the caves by the water’s edge, and she wanted to be there, under the tall rocks with the sun streaming in. She dreamed her way back to the turquoise pools, the slapping surf, where the small crabs went scuttling under their red claws, and she swam in the water, floating through the grasses, listening to the fish clicking in the coral.


Today something felt cruel, like a punishment, but she had not needed a scolding. She was a wild child who had never been curbed or threatened. The sea had taught her caution—how to float with the breathing current and stay clear of the fire coral, how to avoid the scorpion fish that could sting with death and skirt the eel’s bite.


Her father’s hand was rough as barnacles, and his fingernails cut into her palm. His hand was like a giant crab claw crushing her small fingers, pulling her along when she slowed, faster than she could walk on her small legs. She ran along the muddy road at his side, stumbling in the puddles, her satchel of books bumping against her. His fingers pinched her when he lifted her into the cart.


“I want to be proud of you,” he whispered, his voice full of warning. “Don’t cry.” But when he looked at her, she felt he did not see her.


The Negro whipped the pony and the cart lurched forward. She looked down at her white dress as it stuck to her sweaty legs, the dress she had never been permitted to wear, which had always hung in a dark corner of the house. The skirt had red flowers and a hem of lace. She touched the embroidery, the raised welts of the leaves, the satiny curve of the poppies, and she felt a quiver of pride. She had seen the white dresses worn by other girls, but hers was the most delicate.


“But Mama, it’s the dress you save for Carnival.”


“Careful, it will tear,” her mother had said. “It’s made of batiste.”


She looked up at him. Why had he come for her today? What did he want from her, this father she rarely saw? Her mother had told her that he was taking her to Saint-Pierre to raise her as his daughter. Then why had he said so little to her?


Father? Where are we going?”


She had heard her mother calling her name, the soft tones of her mother’s voice floating in through the rocks and flickering in the sun motes. She had run across the sand, eager for some treat, a piece of sweet pineapple.


“Mama! I saw the peacock flounder! With blue-and-silver spots—and two big eyes on top! I swam down and touched it, and it flew through the water!”


But her mother had jerked off her faded pareu, and brushed the sun and the sand from her body. Then she had taken down the festival dress and pulled it on over her head. She had greased her hair, which was too yellow, sun-brightened and tangled like the seaweed where she swam, and darkened it with oils.


“It hurts when you comb my hair!”


Her mother had pulled it tight and tied it with colored ribbons. She looked at her reflection in the window and felt changed into some exotic thing, like a reef fish with transparent fins and red in its gills. “I don’t like it. It’s too frilly.”


Then she turned and saw the bright tears in her mother’s eyes.


Her father was a black shadow against the sky, a piece cut out of the blue, like a paper silhouette, his high shoulders looming in his black coat, his nose a heavy beak, his beard like dried eelgrass. But she could see clearly that he was a blanc, white-skinned, even with his ebony eyes and coal-black hair. That was why he never came to see her and her mother. Because they were colored, gens du coulour, and because her mother had been the daughter of a slave.


Once he had come when she was a baby and held her on his knee and kissed her, and listened to her laugh. She had played with his beard and touched his high sweaty brow.


“You have the strangest eyes,” he said.


“Eyes as changing as the sea,” her mother had answered, with some pride. “Transparent as the water in the lagoon. Sometimes they are clear like jellyfish in the sand. Sometimes they are turquoise, or opal. And sometimes they are dark as storms.”


Her father made a grumbling sound in his chest. He took her mother’s wrist and pulled her sharply to him.


“Where did these eyes come from, Cymbaline?” he hissed. “You said she is mine! Where did she get those sea-green eyes?”


Her mother had looked down at him without fear. She wore her hair tied in a bright scarf that came to a point on her head like a flame.


“Can you not tell? She came from your pride all right. How can you dare to doubt? She has your mark on her.”


Her father had pushed her dress up where she sat on his lap, and he had looked at the back of her leg. There was a dark birthmark there—a wine-red blotch in the shape of a coiled snake. He had rubbed it with his thumb and shrugged. Then he had sighed heavily and put her down.


The wind was gusting, and the road was rutted and rough. The palms waved their long leaves like giant knives. Her father was sweating under his heavy coat. She could smell his musty odor, not like the sea air, but something closed up, damp and moldy, like the inside of a stone tower. The shoes her mother had forced onto her feet, black patent leather, had begun to rub. She never wore shoes, and her feet were as tough as tree bark, and the shoes wore against her skin in new places. She stopped thinking her ribbons were beautiful; her hair hurt from being pulled too tight. What had he said to her mother?


“I want her to have the best. She is light-skinned and can pass. But I don’t want you to come around and ruin things.”


The rain fell in sheets. It was a warm rain, stirred with the odors of the frangipani. All along the road the flowers battered by the gale hung limp, their color drained and bruised. She wondered if it would be a great storm, like the ones which ripped the trees, roots and all, from the earth, and tore the roofs off the houses, sending them flying into the sky like great birds. Those were the storms that left the schooners in splinters, battered against the rocks of the bay, and sent waves as high as houses careening against the cliff.


“Why couldn’t my mother come?”


“She . . . decided it was time you came with me.” The falling of the rain was steady, the sky was pale and gray, and the surface of the sea was pitted as though spattered with pebbles. She looked out at the harbor as the cart moved slowly behind the laboring pony along the beach road into Saint-Pierre.


Angelique was anxious to see the ships. Sometimes the bay held as many as fifty, heavy with sail, their high prows trimmed with gold, and their flags bright with color. But today there were only a few, hunched and sodden in the sheltered inlet, some with sails ripped into shreds, others with sheets rolled and folded like the crippled wings of the giant bats that hung in the back of the caves.


She stole a look at her father. He was hunched in the corner of the wagon, his head pulled down into his collar. She gathered her courage, and blurted, “Is it a large house, Father?”


He started at her question, and glanced at her with a frown. When he answered the sound of his voice came from deep within his chest.


“Yes, it’s large, I suppose. Large enough.”


“Is it made of wood?”


“It’s made of stone.”


She decided to start searching for the house to calm the sick feeling in her stomach. Perhaps she would know it when she saw it. She wondered if it would be grand, and if her school would be close by. She could feel the sack of books and clothing lying by her feet. She was glad she had brought her journal to show her mother when she came for a visit. Angelique thought again of what he had said.


“I don’t want you to come around and ruin things.”


The pony pulled the cart onto the new road, which was paved with blue cobblestones. The frame jostled her, but it was better than the jerking of the wheels in the mud and ruts of the dirt path. They passed in front of the warehouses slick with rain, the arched and columned doorways staring bleakly at the empty docks.


Under the awnings she could see, still bound in their chains, a group of newly arrived slaves. Because of their black skin and the dirty rags they wore, they were almost invisible in the shadows, and they huddled together in groups. But she could make out their legs, some muscular, some very small—the legs of children—and there were also the colorful skirts of the women. She had seen slaves sold at auction. Perhaps there would be an auction tomorrow, and she would be allowed to go.


“Do you have any slaves?” she asked. Her father scowled, as though he were preoccupied with other thoughts, but after a moment he grunted.


“Slaves . . . yes, of course.”


“How many?”


“Too many. Not enough.”


The warehouse guard sat inside a small room that faced the wharf, the oil lamp flickering. Just as their cart rumbled by, the man lurched out into the rain with his whip curled in his hand and shouted cruelly at one of the Negro men. With a harsh cry, he let fly the heavy lash, and the slave shrank into the shadows.


“Oh, that man is whipping them!”


“Without the whip, they are devils.”


She felt a sudden pity for the slaves—the bone-breaking work and the humiliation of bondage. Her mother’s mother had been freed because she had given birth to a light-skinned daughter. How miserable not to be free! Then she thought of the caves and the reef where she could be a nymph in the sea grass, as free as the tugging surge, where the water was so warm and clear and the colors so bright. She wondered how many days it would be before she was swimming there again.


The cart jostled up the main street of Saint-Pierre. Here and there a shutter was left undone, and banged in the gusts of whistling wind, but most were pulled tight against the possible gale. This must mean a hurricane was on its way, she thought, and she wondered if her mother was safe back inside their tiny shack. She hoped she had remembered to tie down the wooden screens, and to place the pot under the leak in the thatch.


She reached for the charm hanging at her neck and fingered the soft leathery ball. Inside she could feel the snake’s tiny skull. She had seen it coiled on the table before her mother had killed it.


“What a pretty snake!” she had cried. “Can I hold it? It’s like wriggling grass! Is it a poisonous snake, Mama?”


“A Fer-de-lance came out because of the rain,” her mother had muttered. “Poisonous, yes. But a good sign for you, my little one. It will make a powerful ouanga.”


The green iridescent ribbon had slithered around her mother’s wrist as she held it by the neck, opened the snake’s mouth with the tip of her finger, and forced its fangs over the edge of a glass. She milked the glands under its jaw until the poison ran down the side in murky tears. Next she had ripped out the flickering tongue and set it beside the glass. It had still quivered and jerked, like a tiny lizard, on the bleached wood. Then she had pulled back the snake’s head, exposing the throat, and slit it with her knife. Angelique had not been the least frightened; instead, she had been fascinated. Her mother’s powers were the most wonderful thing she knew. Every time she made magic, Angelique watched and remembered.


After she had finished the ouanga, she tied it around Angelique’s neck. “Here, child, this will keep you safe.”


“Why are your hands trembling, Mama? And where are your songs? Are they stuck in your throat?” Then her mother pulled Angelique into her lap. She smoothed her hair and spoke softly.


“This has always been my dream, my darlin’. You’ll have a better life than ever I can give you.”


“Do I have to go away?”


“Yes . . .”


“But I like it here by the sea, with you.”


“A planter’s daughter, and darlin’, with a velvet coat and a fourposter bed. You’ll go to a fine school, not that lonely convent with the old nuns. And you’ll have pretty friends, and music and . . . chocolate . . .” Then she drew her in a desperate embrace and pressed her against her soft breast. A stifled sob bucked out of her.


“What, Mama?” Angelique whispered. “Why are you crying?”


“My precious darling . . . my life . . . my heart . . . if only you were not such an angel . . .”


And then her father had led her away.


They started up the long avenue of overhanging tamarinds, which lifted in a heavy archway. This part of the town was beautiful even in the rain, all stone-built, stone-flagged, with roofs of red tile pierced by peaked windows. They passed the theater with its deep arches and its double stairway. Posters painted on wood signs advertised an opera from Paris with an Oriental ballet. Her heart skipped a beat. Would her father take her? She could not imagine anything more wonderful.


“Can we go to the theater, Father? When I grow up, I want to be a dancer!”


He grunted but did not answer. She thought he must be angry with her, or that he had changed his mind about keeping her. Perhaps he thought she did not want to go with him because she had been so quiet. Her stomach began to flutter like a pool of trapped minnows.


“Saint-Pierre is a pleasing town. It is so many colors, like the coral,” she said as brightly as she could. “I’m glad you have brought me here.” He did not respond.


“Which house is ours, Father? I want to guess! Tell me when we are close.”


The plaster houses of clear yellow, pale orange, or peach held a covert promise of another life, things she imagined only from her mother’s stories: treasures from other lands, inlaid furniture, bronze statues, dresses of silk and velvet, music of violins and harpsichords, perfumes and crystals and sweet cakes. Her mother had told her that behind the shutters lay shelves of thick books with leather bindings and gold on the edges of their pages, silver teapots and china cups, and most of all, the private dream-life of the wealthy plantation owners and their families.


Her mother had also told her that there were mulatto women who sometimes lived with the planters and gave them their bastard children in return for a sweeter kind of slavery. Her mother could have done that. She was a vivacious, handsome woman, and many men fell in love with her. But she was too proud. No, that was not the only reason. She had chosen another way, a magical way of healing, and so kept her freedom.


“Is our house on this street, Father?” she asked hopefully. “Will we be there soon?”


The rain drummed on the pavement, and the water ran like a little stream down the gully of the street, purring and splashing between the low walls that divided the road from the buildings. The air was pungent, the streets empty, and still they did not stop. Just when she felt she could bear the wait no longer, the cart pulled into a back street that headed out of the town.


“Isn’t the house in Saint-Pierre?” she asked.


He cast a cold eye in her direction. “No. Not Saint-Pierre,” he said. Her heart sank in disappointment.


“Then where are we going?”


“Into the hills.”


She sat back and tried not to feel too frustrated. She could hear the crunching of the cart wheels, the harsh breathing of the pony, and at times, the low humming song of the Negro slave who drove the cart, his bare back glistening in the rain. She closed her eyes and remembered that when she went into the sea to find a certain fish, a blue angel, or a spotted puffer, they were never where she looked for them. Only when she left off searching and floated in a dream, letting the reef shadow pass beneath her, did she come upon some rare and beautiful creature she had never seen before. She decided to stop asking questions and wait and see what happened. She belonged to her father now. After a while she fell asleep, her head falling trustingly upon his arm.


She woke to hear the sea crashing against the rocks far below the cliff, just as they turned off the road and went down the path toward the end of a peninsula. The rain had stopped, and the sky above the sea was a gleaming silver. The pony stumbled on the loose stones in the path, and she fell forward in the cart. Her father caught her and held her against him. She looked up and was surprised to see that he was frowning at something far down the road. She followed his gaze, and her heart leapt as if a hook had caught it and jerked it in the air.


A massive edifice stood on a rock precipice high above the water. It was built of heavy stone covered with moss, and it was surrounded by a wall. She knew this place. She could remember her mother’s stories, at night before she had fallen into dreams. “Once, it was a great house. The stone was shipped over the sea all the way from France, as ballast in the hold of a schooner. And carpenters and artisans came as well. Ah, yes, it was a fine castle made by, oh such a wealthy man, who wanted it for his tender bride. But she died, poor soul, of the vapors on the eve of her wedding night. So it fell to ruin, then became a sugar plantation. That’s when the mill tower was built, and the chapel, and the slave quarters. Slaves worked there in the heat until they died. They gave their lives to the sugar.”


“What happened to the wealthy man?” she had asked.


“He was killed by his own Negroes. He died for his sins, yes he did. Oh, that house has a long and ugly history.”


Angelique became more and more anxious as the cart moved steadily toward the forbidding structure.


“This isn’t our home, is it?”


“Yes.”


“But it’s so dark and gloomy!”


When the slave brought the pony to a halt, her father jumped from the cart and came around to her side. He reached for her and placed her on the ground. His hands were icy cold where they touched her skin.


Then Angelique saw several other little girls her age she knew from school, dressed as she was, in white festival dresses. Why were they here? They all began to walk toward the great house, and she could hear some of the other girls whimpering softly. Her father’s hand closed more tightly on hers, and he nearly jerked her off her feet as he strode along. She trotted to keep up.


Many people from the village were there as well, and it was because of them her father had been scowling, but now he ignored them. They were huddled along the path and stood watching the procession. She looked around his dark legs and recognized some of her friends: Celine, Marie-Therese, Sophia—island girls of light color who lived in other little houses along the shore. They proceeded in a long line toward a great iron gate in the wall.


And then she saw the chapel. It was a small building in the courtyard with a cross above the door. Suddenly she thought with a cold flash of fear that this must be the “communion” the sisters had told her about, when girls were taken into the church. “First Communion”—that was it! And at once she was terrified. She was already ten, and she didn’t know her catechism. She was supposed to learn it, but she had barely begun to memorize the Twenty-third Psalm. “The Lord is my Shepherd . . .” What was a shepherd? Was the Lord the Bon Dieu? Or was he Damballah? She couldn’t remember.


And why were the village people so worried? They murmured to one another, their white faces grim and frowning. Some whispered and pointed in her direction. Others shook their heads and made the sign of the cross. Was it because she was so small? She would fail the catechism because she had not learned it in time. She was wicked, and she would disgrace her father.


She looked up toward the castle, at its turrets and rounded walls. Now that the sugar cane was gone, the jungle had reclaimed the peninsula. Vines inched up the balustrades and across the parapets. As she drew closer, Angelique could see where tangled trunks of lianas snaked along the stones, and drooping foliage clung to the walls like moldy seaweed. They passed through the iron gate as tall as a ship, and crossed a bridge over a moat of slimy water. The dark chapel loomed in front of them like a mausoleum.


Suddenly, resolutely, she stopped and pulled back on her father’s hand. He frowned and looked down.


“What is it?” he said with feigned gentleness. “What is it, my angel?”


“I don’t want to go in there.”


She was surprised by the sound of her own voice; it was sharp and clear. Its sound gave her courage, and she began to think of running back through the gate and down the road. Where was he taking her? She belonged with her mother. What right had he to take her anywhere? She had no reason to obey him. She wrenched her hand from his grasp and thrust it behind her back.


“Take me back! I don’t like the church!”


Sudden rage darkened her father’s visage, and his eyes narrowed. He struggled for composure; the curl of his lip was shiny, and his teeth glistened. He knelt heavily to be on her level and looked in her face.


“Listen to me, Angelique . . .”


“I want to go home!” She felt hysteria welling up, and she thought of how her mother would have challenged him. She would scream, bite, kick, whatever it took. But she would not take another step toward the terrible chapel. She watched her father battle the forces inside him. His eyes were like fiery agates, and his breath came in hot spurts against her cheeks.


Defiantly, she turned on her heel and ran. Immediately she heard his heavy step behind her. Then, suddenly he caught her and pulled her into his arms, smothering her against his rough jacket.


“Listen to me, Angelique!” His whisper was harsh in her ear. “Think back to the day when I came to your mother. When I was so ill. Do you remember? I had the fever, and I was ranting and out of my mind.”


It was true; she did remember. He had staggered into their house by the sea, babbling and wild-eyed, his tongue black and thick in his mouth. Her mother had watched impassively as he had heaved himself upon their mat, squirming on the quilt, ripping the worn cotton patches.


Cymbaline! You must help me. My head is exploding! Please . . . please . . . if you ever cared for me, for . . .” His eyes jerked, and the whites showed at their rims as he caught a glimpse of her. “For the sake of the child, don’t let me die!” Her mother had sauntered to his side, placed a hand on his chest, and listened. After that she had gone to her basket and taken a downy gull’s feather from a small sack.


Angelique had watched as her mother knelt beside her father and held the feather to his mouth while it quivered with his breath. Then she had closed her eyes and placed two fingers on the side of his neck, muttering to herself. After a moment the woman had risen and looked down at him, her hands on her hips and a wry smile on her face.
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