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  AUTHOR’S NOTE


  Some readers of an earlier book of mine called HAITI: HIGHROAD TO ADVENTURE may decide that the island of “St. Joseph” in the present story is also Haiti. It is not. THE CROSS ON THE DRUM is a work of fiction against a composite Caribbean background, and its people, all of them, are wholly products of the mind.


  Certain vodun scenes in the present book, however, are similar to material in the earlier volume. This was unavoidable. HAITI: HIGHROAD TO ADVENTURE contains a study of vodun written after a long residence in Haiti, and were I to shun the facts simply because they have been set down before, I should have to invent a vodun that does not exist.


  I might add that HAITI: HIGHROAD TO ADVENTURE has been used as a reference book by other novelists as well—not always with permission.


  1


  On maps of the Caribbean the road along the north coast of the island of St. Joseph has no name or number. It is not paved. In the rainy season it is frequently not even passable. The Reverend Arthur Barry Clinton had never been over it before, though he had served for three years at a mission only thirty-odd miles to the south.


  He drove without haste, expertly guiding the mission jeep around holes and boulders, not wanting to shake up too much the white-haired man seated beside him or the dark-skinned youth perched on the mound of cartons in back. He should be desolate this morning, he supposed. In assigning him to Ile du Vent, the Bishop had certainly intended this road to be his private highway to oblivion. But he felt no desolation. He was intensely eager to see his island.


  “This is the place, Barry,” the white-haired man said. “Pull off here.”


  They had reached the outskirts of a village. Barry steered the dust-coated vehicle to the side of the road and shut off the engine. He looked about him. He had no sensation of being an outcast. He felt like a small boy about to unwrap a Christmas gift.


  On his right the mountains of the St. Joseph “mainland” tumbled like storm waves to the sea, massive and black, leaving only a three-hundred-yard strip of level land between their splayed ridge toes and the beach: room enough for the road, a bit of wind-bent sugar cane, and the village. The village—it was called Anse Ange—walked part way into the sea on stilts, its cluster of rusty roofs gleaming redly in the morning sunlight. Scrawny pigs that resembled dogs foraged on the black-sand shore.


  On his left lay the Channel of the Wind, a calm-looking strip of water seemingly coated with blue and green enamels awaiting a breeze to blend them. It separated the mainland from Ile du Vent, two miles offshore. The Isle of the Wind itself rose seventeen hundred feet out of the sea in a mist of plateaus and ridges, an excitingly mysterious wilderness six miles long, two miles wide at its widest point, and notoriously a hotbed of the native religion called vodun or voodoo.


  Mine, Barry Clinton exulted. A place of my own at last.


  The dark young man in the rear of the jeep dropped to the road and went around to the front, limping. He always limped. Barry wondered if he had to. He wore a clean white shirt and well-pressed khaki trousers, or at any rate the shirt had been clean and the trousers pressed at the start of the journey. Now, like Barry and the Reverend Peter Ambrose, he was layered with limestone dust.


  “I’ll go and see about a boat, sir,” he said importantly. “You’ll want one that won’t be too crowded. Monday is the big market day here.”


  He hurried down to the beach where a dozen sailboats lay at anchor in the shallow water.


  They were sizeable boats, most of them, but crudely made and cantankerous-looking. They were owned by the men who built them: enterprising islanders who earned a living transporting passengers and goods across the channel. Sometimes their owners overloaded them or attempted a crossing when the channel was living up to its name. Then on Ile du Vent the drums throbbed and there was wailing.


  Barry eyed the boats with misgivings and turned to the man beside him. “It doesn’t look two miles off, Peter.”


  Peter Ambrose shrugged. He was forty years older than Barry and had been a missionary in St. Joseph for twelve years. Only his bright blue eyes looked young enough to cope with the endless perplexities confronting a man of God in this land of peasant superstitions.


  “It’s far enough. You’ll know by the time you get there.”


  “It’s more rugged than I expected.”


  “You won’t have to climb the whole distance. The mission is about half way up.”


  “I can’t wait to get there.”


  Peter glanced curiously at his companion and saw a well-built man of twenty-eight with an attractively homely face, close-cropped hair that looked a bit like coconut fiber, and unusually large hands and feet. He frowned. He had been Barry Clinton’s superior at Fond Marie for the past three years. It was possible to learn a good deal about a man in three years.


  Banished to Siberia was the thought that had been running through Peter’s mind as he gazed at the island offshore. But the eagerness in Barry’s face did not wholly surprise him.


  A strange young man, Barry Clinton. Unlike most young missionaries, who came to the islands hoping to save souls, this one had come with a belligerent skepticism of accepted missionary methods and a driving determination to battle sickness and starvation. Being master of his own island, a king with four thousand barefoot subjects, undoubtedly appealed to him, even if the island was the last knot at the end of the rope.


  The answer lay in Barry’s background, Peter was sure. He was from Massachusetts originally but had grown up in the islands, moving from one to another as his father was shuffled about on various State Department appointments. He had become infected with an obsession to do something about the poverty in these troubled countries. Quite deliberately he had chosen the church as his instrument, but what the church stood for was incidental, really. If his teachers at theological school had insisted he memorize the Bible backward to qualify for the mission field, Barry would have done so.


  He had read a good deal. He knew something of medicine, agriculture, history, philosophy. Perhaps he had read too much. Peter recalled, with a mental grimace, a conversation on the rectory veranda a few evenings back.


  “It’s in the Bible, my boy, if you’ll look for it,” he had said carelessly in reply to some question.


  Barry had turned on him with a gesture of impatience. “Of course it’s in the Bible. Everything we’re taught to believe is in the Bible, isn’t it? That’s our rule book. But must we believe it’s infallible, or that everything in it means what the learned interpreters say it means? Must we try to befuddle the primitive mind as we do our own, when we ought to be teaching what was and is a simple religion of love?”


  Peter had been more amused than annoyed. “We teach as we’ve been trained to. At least I do.”


  “I can’t believe it’s the best way. The faith we teach should be easy to understand, as it was when Christ taught it. And even before that, or at least along with it, these people need desperately to be told how to farm their worn-out land properly and avoid the tropical sicknesses that make them so miserable!”


  “My boy, I try to keep them well with my clinic. I’ve allowed you to improve their farming.”


  “You, yes. But you’re the exception, Peter. Most of the others—”


  “We were sent here, after all, to teach Christianity.”


  Barry had subsided at that. He seldom continued his rebellions beyond the point of friendly discussion. Actually it was difficult to be annoyed with him, for despite his theological shortcomings, if one should call them that, he did the work of three ordinary men at the mission.


  I’m going to be lost without him, Peter thought. Why the devil did he have to write those articles?


  The articles in question had appeared in Stateside church publications, and, of course, the publications had found their way back to St. Joseph, and the Bishop had not been pleased. Recalling the Bishop’s visit to Fond Marie, Peter made a face.


  “The Episcopal Church has been here in St. Joseph nearly thirty years, Mr. Clinton. Isn’t it possible that we old-timers might know a bit more about the nature of our problem than you who have been here only three?”


  You didn’t argue with a Bishop, of course. Not even with a hidebound one who in thirty years had accomplished so pathetically little. It didn’t matter, either, that some of the points Barry had brought out in his writings were undoubtedly worth consideration. The Bishop was an angry man.


  Ile du Vent was to be Barry’s punishment. And Barry was delighted.


  “Look at it, Peter,” the young man was saying now. “It’s like something straight out of an adventure novel. The most attractive—”


  “Everything in this country seems attractive from a distance,” Peter said with a wry smile. “You should know that. It’s only when you get close to things that you notice the muck and sickness—how the dog is alive with fleas and the donkey dying from festered sores.” He looked at Barry with affection. He was really very fond of this difficult young man. “But cheer up. Ile du Vent is an interesting place. And cool too, especially up there at the top. I’ll envy you that in a month or two when I’m gasping for air back at Fond Marie.”


  The boy from the jeep had come up the beach with half a dozen barefoot followers. “It is all arranged, sir,” he said to Barry. “These men will carry your things to the boat. I said you would pay them fifty centimes each.”


  Barry hesitated. Pradon Beliard had been born on Ile du Vent and undoubtedly knew the ropes, but was a little too sure of himself for Barry’s taste. He worked at the Plantation Couronne near the Fond Marie mission, a sisal company that owned land on Ile du Vent too and maintained a launch for its man in residence there; but the launch was being repaired just now and Warner Lemke was at Fond Marie with his wife. This efficient young man with the limp had been sent along to help Barry get settled, an arrangement Barry had accepted with reluctance. He didn’t want the boy. But he wanted less to hurt the feelings of Jeff Barnett, the Couronne manager.


  Fifty centimes was a fair enough fee, however. “What time does the boat leave, Pradon?”


  “Within an hour. Of course, if you wish to pay extra—”


  “No, thanks. I can wait.”


  When the men had lifted the cardboard cartons and single mildewed suitcase from the jeep and carried them to the water’s edge, Barry strolled down the black-sand slope with Peter to watch them put the stuff aboard. They did so by lifting it to their heads and striding into the sea with it. By the time they reached the side of the boat only their shoulders and heads were dry. Barry was glad he had sealed his medical supplies in plastic.


  Almost everyone on the beach was watching him. He turned to his superior, saw an unexpected sadness on Peter Ambrose’s face, and was sentimentally touched by it. “Do you know who’ll be coming to take my place?” he asked gently.


  “No, but it will be someone green as grass, you can be sure. Just as you were three years ago.”


  “I’m going to miss you, Peter.”


  “You’ll miss having someone to talk to when you’re certain the next word in Creole will start you screaming. I know. I was five years at Fond Marie before they sent me my first assistant.”


  “I’ll miss our evening discussions.” And that was no lie, Barry told himself. Not that he had ever won Peter over to his way of thinking or ever could, but at least Peter had listened without being indignant. A more hidebound superior might have crucified him. “Well, Peter”—he put out his hand—“I’d better go aboard, so you can start back. I won’t say good-by. As the crow flies, we won’t be thirty miles apart.”


  “The crow has a good many advantages over jeeps and native sailboats,” Peter said. “Hadn’t you better empty your pockets? That is, unless you plan to go aboard on someone’s shoulders, the way old Mitchell does.”


  “Thanks. I prefer my feet.” Barry put the contents of his pockets into his hat and replaced the hat on his head. “Well—”


  They shook hands. Then with the whole beach watching, the new missionary strode into the sea to show them he could do it as well as they could. When he reached the boat, husky black hands promptly reached down and swung him aboard, amid a chorus of cheers.


  He waved to Peter. The white-haired man waved back, turned, and trudged slowly up to the road.


  How would it end? Peter wondered. Would Barry Clinton do well on his island or would he, like old Leander Mitchell, wind up sick and disillusioned? Would he find something to believe in or go on doubting and questioning? What about his private war with the Bishop? And what about the girl at Plantation Couronne, Jeff Barnett’s daughter Edith, who had been waiting so long for him to propose marriage?


  Would Ile du Vent answer some of Barry’s problems or simply be another one, more formidable than all the rest put together?
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  There was scarcely an inch of space left on the boat when its captain decided he had a full load, an hour and a half later. Barry sat on the stern deck with his back against the low wooden rail, wedged between two barelegged women. One was old and fat and sucked noisily on a mango seed. The other was young and pretty, with dark eyes that kept questing over his face, and a taut young body whose firmness he felt through his clothes. His clothes were still damp from his walk in the sea.


  Another woman leaned on one of his outthrust legs, numbing it, and beyond her were other passengers, men and women, overlapped and intertwined, covering every inch of the deck fore and aft.


  In the yawning waist-well it was worse. There the massed humanity had to contend for space with overflowing market baskets, sharp-pointed garden tools, an ugly roll of barbed wire, and his own collection of cartons. His fragile suitcase, already weakened by three years of tropic damp, was being used as a seat by a young woman with a baby at breast, but he soon became so amused at the infant’s voracious appetite that he gave the suitcase no further thought.


  These were his people. He studied them while the crew tugged on frayed ropes, and the clumsy sail, patched with feed bags that still bore the most interesting inscriptions, creaked slowly to the top of the single mast. The mast had been axed from a tree trunk and was not very straight. Nothing in St. Joseph was ever very straight. Even the houses leaned. These people just couldn’t see the sense in fussing over things that seemed unimportant to them. Pradon Beliard, he noticed, had found a place in the bow, at the base of the mast, beside an islander who was evidently a friend of his. The two were chatting with their heads together.


  Barry remembered suddenly that he was not a good sailor, and hoped the passage would not be rough.


  It was rough enough. Once the clumsy craft had crept away from the mainland shore and caught the full sweep of the channel breeze in its sail, it began to pitch and sway alarmingly. He found himself lurching first against the woman with the mango seed, then against the girl with the hard young body. He pressed the palms of his hands against the rough deck to steady himself.


  The girl glanced at him and smiled. She was only a child, eighteen or so, but extremely attractive. Her dress was clean too: made of a gay multicolored print featuring butterflies in flight, whereas most of the other female passengers wore feed bags or faded blue denim. He looked away from her but was aware that she continued to study him.


  The girl saw nothing rude in staring. He was the new missionary, come to take the place of the old one who drank too much; therefore he was a legitimate object of curiosity. A good-looking man, she decided. A man who appeared to have honest blood in his veins, not the ice water that passed for blood in the shriveled body of old Father Mitchell. She thought of all missionaries as “Father.” Everyone did in St. Joseph. Now and then one of them might protest, patiently explaining the difference between Protestant and Catholic, but it made no difference. Men of the church were mon Père. How else could they be addressed with the proper respect?


  This new Father, now, was young. He had big hands that looked strong and capable. He had a large, strong mouth and good dark eyes that seemed friendly. It might be exciting, having him on Ile du Vent. The only other white man on the island was M’sieu Lemke at the plantation, a blustering bully who thought he did girls a favor by inviting them to sleep with him.


  The new Father glanced at her and she smiled again, not a childish smile now but a bold one. “Hello, Father,” she said. “Comment sa va?”


  “Not too well, thank you. Is it always this tipsy?”


  “Only for a little while.” She was amused by his discomfort and glanced about to see if others had noticed it. No one at the moment was much interested, however, and she focused her gaze on his face again. “You’re the new missionary, aren’t you?”


  “I am.”


  “I believe I’ll come to your church.”


  “I hope you will,” Barry said with a smile. “You haven’t told me your name.”


  “It’s Micheline.”


  “Is that all? Just Micheline?”


  “Laroche.”


  “Thank you. I’m happy to know you.”


  The blunt bow of the boat crashed into a sea at that moment, and the shattered wave flew the full length of the deck. Some of the women voiced shrieks of laughter or dismay, and all over the wallowing craft was a flurry of movement as the passengers sought to make themselves smaller targets for the next bombardment. Barry was as wet again as when he had walked in the sea. The girl named Micheline Laroche huddled against him, giggling.


  He thought it best to ignore her, lest he encourage a boldness that might become embarrassing. They were devils for making a white man feel foolish, these young peasant girls. It was a game they loved playing. For something to do he looked for Pradon Beliard again. The plantation boy and his friend were still talking.


  It was then that Barry noticed the resemblance between the girl at his side and Pradon’s companion. No doubt it was only a racial resemblance. They were descended from many different African tribes, these people. Their ancestors had been brought to St. Joseph packed like living logs in the holds of slave ships. A certain tribal purity still existed in some country districts, and it was often possible to look at a person and say with some degree of accuracy, “This one is a Mandingue” or “That one is an Arada.”


  He found he could not identify the strain common to Pradon’s chum and the girl, but it certainly existed. Both had high foreheads and sharp, slender noses. Both had attractive mouths, full but not thick. The pupils of their eyes were bright, the whites clear.


  A handsome pair, he decided, and wondered whether they might be brother and sister. There was nothing distinctive about the man’s dress. Except for faded khaki trousers he was naked. But he sported an enormous ring on the middle finger of his left hand, a ring with a square green stone; and on a slender gold chain about the girl’s throat hung a similar stone, winking prettily against her smooth blue-black skin. Fortunately she hadn’t a missing front tooth to flaw the picture, as he had. Her teeth were beautifully small and even, like a row of tiny white shells.


  The boat lurched on, every little while plunging into a wave and drenching the passengers with spray. Barry felt ill. He tried shutting his eyes, certain he was about to be sick, but opened them again almost at once on becoming aware that he felt even worse with them closed. He tried taking deep breaths and then holding his breath for seconds at a time. Nothing helped much. He was going to make a spectacle of himself, he was sure.


  “Just a minute more, Father,” the girl said.


  He nodded, unable to answer. Heaven help him if he had to do this often. He would never get used to it. But before the heaving in his stomach grew unbearable, the motion of the boat became less violent and the sound of the wind’s rushing diminished. They had reached a point where the eastern tip of Ile du Vent broke the wind’s back.


  He waited a moment longer, then lifted his head and looked at the island. It was now close enough so that he could distinguish a dozen shades of green on its steep slopes, and a shimmer of sunlight on a sheet of metal that must be the roof of the church, halfway to the top. Thatch-roofed cailles snuggled among the trees. Coconut palms leaned gracefully over a score of tiny white-sand beaches, shaking their tops in the breeze.


  A paradise. There was no other word. Only in St. Joseph could such an island exist in a still primitive state. Americans or Englishmen would have built a good road from the capital to the channel shore, provided motorboats to take tourists across, and established hotels to accomodate them.


  Look, they’d have said. Here’s a place that was once a rendezvous of pirates and buccaneers! Henry Morgan sailed his ships through this channel. The terrible L’Ollonois was here, and Montbars the Exterminator, and Pierre le Grand, Bartolomeo Portugues, John Davis, and dozens of others who made history in the West Indies. Here on Ile du Vent stood a town where rum flowed in the streets and women of loose morals strutted about in lace and jewels from plundered ships! This is history!


  In St. Joseph no one cared. Tourists stayed in the capital, balked by lack of transportation, atrocious back-country roads, and the baffling Creole spoken by the peasants. But Barry was glad Ile du Vent had no roads or hotels and was all but impossible to get to. He wanted no intrusion.


  He would not teach these people to hold out their hands and mumble “Gimme fi’ cents” as the poor in the capital did. They were a proud, fine people. He would teach them farming and sanitation, something of their dramatic history, and, if they were receptive, something of Christianity.


  He would learn from them. Perhaps, as Peter Ambrose and so many others insisted, there was nothing in their primitive religion worth knowing. Perhaps it was a hopeless faith, to be condemned for having kept them all these years in poverty and ignorance. That remained to be seen. At least he would be free here to investigate, if he could.


  His companion smiled at him. “Was it so bad, Father?”


  “Bad enough.”


  She laughed at his expression. “You should see Father Mitchell when he makes the voyage. Someone always has to hold his head.”


  “Father Mitchell is an old man,” he scolded, and wondered if it were true, as Edith Barnett had said, that old Mitchell was a victim of vodun.


  He had talked to Edith last night at a farewell party given for him at the Plantation Couronne. Everyone of importance had been there. Most of them had seemed genuinely sorry that he was leaving. The one exception had been Warner Lemke, the manager here on Ile du Vent. But then, Lemke was a ruggedly athletic young man who looked on all church people with contempt.


  He had talked to Edith for some time on the bungalow veranda, first about themselves and then about the job he was going to. “Barry, haven’t you been told why Mr. Mitchell asked to be relieved?” she had asked.


  “His health, according to Peter. He hasn’t been well.”


  “He was poisoned.”


  Recovering from his shock, he had let a wry smile form at his mouth corners. “Really, Edith.”


  “It’s true. When he went over there just fourteen months ago to establish a mission, he thought he knew everything. He’d lived in St. Joseph for years. But he’s been poisoned.”


  “People get queer notions about vodun, Edith.”


  “Queer notions! Oh, you churchmen are all alike. You don’t know anything.”


  “You forget I was a boy in these islands.”


  “Have you ever seen a real vodun service?”


  “Well, no, I don’t suppose I have. But—”


  “You never have. You never will, now that you’re in the church. You’re going to Ile du Vent without the faintest notion of what you’re up against!”


  Barry had wondered if she knew what she was talking about. Of course, vodun did exist on the Isle of the Wind. It existed in one form or another everywhere in St. Joseph, even in the capital where thrill-seeking tourists, escorted to ceremonies by the agency people, came away complaining it was a fake, not knowing that the same “fakers” in the same hounfors communed with the vodun gods in deadly earnest on nights when the tourists were not welcome.


  He wished he knew more about it. As a boy he’d seen very little, his parents, especially his mother, having flatly forbidden him to “get mixed up in it.” And now, of course, as Edith had pointed out, he was looked upon as an enemy.


  “Have you proof that Mr. Mitchell was poisoned?” he asked.


  “Warner Lemke told me. He heard some of his workers discussing it.” She stepped to the veranda rail and stood with her back toward him, gazing out into the darkness. “I asked Pradon Beliard about it afterward. His home is on Ile du Vent. His aunt is Mr. Mitchell’s housekeeper.” Suddenly she had turned, reaching for his hands. “Barry must you go?”


  “You know I must.”


  “When am I going to see you again?”


  “Soon, I’m sure. I’ll be coming back here quite often. I’m bound to.”


  “Will you?”


  “I’m leaving most of my clothes and books, for one thing. And I’ll need advice. There’ll be people on the island who will require medical help beyond my capabilities. I’ll have to bring them here to Peter’s clinic—” His voice ran down as he looked into her face. All this was difficult, so damnably difficult. “I’m sorry, Edith. What else can I say? I can’t possibly take you with me.”


  It was true, of course; he couldn’t take her. The Bishop would never permit it. A bigger truth nagged at his conscience, however. He did not want to take her. At least, he was not sure.


  In the beginning he had been flattered by her show of affection; she was a most attractive girl and he a man who had had little time for romance. Then, slowly, he had come to realize that she sought his companionship only because there was no one else. She had been buried at Plantation Couronne for years. Her schooling had been managed through books and the mails, some system by which lessons were sent from the States to be completed and sent back for grading. Her sole recreation was a monthly visit to the capital, where for a few days she might enjoy the company of people her own age at the club maintained by the foreign colony.


  She couldn’t be in love with him, really. Nor, probably, did he love her. They were simply two people thrown together by circumstance. “Edith, I’m sorry,” he said again, moving to her side.


  Her mouth quivered. She said with an effort, “I think we’d better go in now. Just—just be careful on your island, Barry. Please.”


  Had Mitchell been poisoned? By people like these on the boat? He didn’t believe it. With a shake of his head he put the plantation scene from his thoughts and turned to watch the approaching shore.


  A crowd had gathered on the island beach where the boats landed. Naked children noisily pursued one another over the sugar-white sand and into the shallow water, swooping and diving as gracefully as the white seabirds above their heads. Aboard the boat the passengers had begun to gather up their possessions.


  Presently the water became beautifully transparent and, peering over the side, he saw formations of coral that resembled buildings in an undersea city, and patches of sand and shells that looked like streets and parks. It was like something seen in a dream.


  Never had he seen anything more breathtakingly lovely. If there was a heaven, as he had been taught to believe, it must be like this. Here on Ile du Vent he would surely find answers to some of the questions that troubled him. Where there was so much beauty there must be truth.


  With the anchor down the people crowded to the bow and dropped overboard into knee-deep water, the handful of men going first and reaching up to help the women. There was a good deal of squealing and giggling from the latter, inspired, Barry suspected, by sly pinching and squeezing on the part of the gallants. When his own turn came, he found the girl named Micheline just ahead of him at the rail.


  She glanced back at him, smiled, and nonchalantly hitched the butterfly-print dress up about her sleek thighs. It seemed a natural thing to do. She was, after all, about to leap into the sea. But some of the older women giggled, and Barry felt a flush spread over his face.


  She had lifted the dress higher than she needed to, he realized. Had it been intentional, to embarrass him? He had no way of knowing. Having dropped into the water, she went straight ashore without a backward glance, and when he reached the beach himself, she had vanished.


  Pradon Beliard was waiting. “It will take a little time to bring the cargo ashore,” the boy said. “Why don’t you go on up to the mission, sir?”


  “You can arrange to have my things brought up?”


  “Of course.” He seemed almost offended. “Go straight past the little house there and follow the path. There is only the one path in that direction.”


  Barry saw that the people were busy with their own affairs and decided there was nothing to be gained by waiting. He preferred to walk alone in any case. At the back of the beach he circled the hut Pradon had pointed to and discovered the path. It began to climb almost at once. It could hardly do anything else.


  Judging by what he had seen from the boat, his island possessed no level land other than the beach, and even that was more sharply tilted than most beaches. There might be something different beyond the ridge, however.


  He looked back after climbing a short time, and the view increased the feeling within him that here on Ile du Vent he might find contentment. Green slopes fell abruptly, everywhere, to the trim thatched huts along the shore. He saw tiny fishing dugouts, each apparently fashioned from a single tree trunk, tucked away in a necklace of sheltered coves. There were other huts on the hills, among garden patches that transformed the slopes into fanciful checkerboards. He wondered why he saw no people.


  His clothes dried as he climbed. When he stopped again he emptied his hat, returning his possessions to his pockets and strapping his watch back on his wrist. Soon the trail emerged from the cool shade of mango and breadfruit trees and became a ladder of boulders open to the sun.


  He began to sweat and glanced up. The sun, almost overhead, was a naked flame that seemed determined to melt him among the stones. He took off his coat, understanding now why the gardens were deserted. No one in St. Joseph worked at this hour. With a longing glance at the next clump of trees impossibly far above, he sank onto a boulder to wait for new strength. His three years on the Fond Marie plain had softened him for this sort of thing. It would take some getting used to.


  He took up a handful of earth and examined it. Was it good earth? The peasant farmers could judge by smelling and tasting it, or claimed they could, but he knew no such simple way to evaluate it. Color was not a reliable guide; most of the soil in St. Joseph was a rich-seeming dark red, yet much of it was worthless. The smell-and-taste test was probably worthless too. Just another native superstition, like their belief that a cool stone touching the head would kill you if you were perspiring, or their fancy that pineapples were fatal to pregnant women. They were children. Still, his own Massachusetts-born mother had firmly believed that cherries and milk taken together meant certain illness …


  A sound of footsteps brought his head up. He saw a man in khaki trousers climbing toward him with complete lack of effort, long legs flowing and arms lazily swinging as though the ascent were nothing at all. It was Pradon Beliard’s pal from the boat.


  “Bon jour, mon Père.” Despite the missing front tooth, the voice was clear and pleasant.


  “Good day to you. I wish I had your knack on these paths.”


  “It will come, Father.” The polite smile became a frown almost at once. “But not if you sit like this too long, eh? This sun can eat a man!” In Creole the phrase sounded oddly like a threat. “Soleil-sa kab mange youn moun!”


  “You’re right, of course.” Barry struggled to his feet. “I’ll move along.” He leaned aside to let the man pass, wondering what there was about the fellow that made him seem familiar. The answer came quickly and almost made him laugh.


  He was looking at himself, he realized. This islander with the blue-black skin was a dusky image of the Reverend Arthur Barry Clinton: the same 160-odd pounds, six feet of height, narrow hips, modest shoulders, longish arms and legs. He wore different clothes, of course —in face he wore practically nothing—and his hair looked like a skullcap of black periwinkles, but in every other respect the resemblance was startling. There was even a facial likeness.


  “Compère,” Barry said curiously, “how old are you, if you don’t mind the question?”


  “Old, Father? Twenty-eight.”


  “That really wraps it up.”


  The fellow frowned. The white man’s last remark had been in English, which he did not understand. He waited, not sure the conversation was over. Odd, his encountering Father Mitchell’s successor like this, actually coming over on the boat with him. He had meant to avoid him until he could learn more about him, size him up as an adversary. The loa may have had a hand in this; it was entirely possible. He had gone over to Anse Ange this morning to buy candles for the hounfor. For no other reason. The business of the loa, pure and simple. On the beach below, he had made a point of talking to some of his people, so as to give the new Father time to reach the mission ahead of him. Now this.


  Something else was strange. This man was young. My age, he thought. My height. My weight. A remarkable thing. If our skin were the same color, we might be brothers. Is there some truth, perhaps, in the belief of my ancestors that every man has somewhere a twin, a marassa? Curious, this thing. Very curious. The mystères had a hand in it perhaps.


  He waited. The white man said at last, with a gesture, “Well, friend, you’d better go first, or I’ll delay you.”


  “Not at all, Father. After you.”


  Barry resumed the climb. All the way to the top of the slide, which turned out to be the plateau on which the mission stood, he heard the measured slap of the other’s bare feet behind him. It was a most uncomfortable feeling, like being pursued by an unshakable shadow. He wondered who the fellow was.


  3


  “It isn’t much of a place,” Peter Ambrose had said in an attempt to prepare him.


  It certainly wasn’t.


  There were two buildings: a miniature church cringing under a crooked wooden cross, and an L-shaped one-story house some forty yards distant. Both had corrugated-iron roofs dark with rust streaks but were otherwise constructed in the same fashion as the island huts. They leaned atrociously because the poles they were framed with had been hacked from tree trunks crookedly with machetes. They appeared to be disintegrating because the white limestone mortar on their walls of woven palm fronds had begun to crack and fall off.


  The ground around them was red and bare. Only a few struggling tufts of grass poked through it. There was but one tree, a very old campeche or logwood, lightning-struck, thirty feet from the house.


  Barry crossed the baked red earth to the house and halted by its door, which stood open. With a cheerfulness he did not feel, he called out in English, “Hello! Is anyone at home?”


  He heard a muffled grumbling, followed by the sounds a man might make on waking and groping about in a dark room. “Who is it?”


  “Barry Clinton, from Fond Marie.”


  “Good heavens! At this hour?” The sounds of groping became louder and the grumbling was lost in a spasm of wheezing and throat clearing. Then, “Come in, come in!” the voice croaked. “Just let me find my trousers.”


  Barry stepped inside, glad to get out of the sun. This wing of the house consisted of two rooms. The one he stood in was a reception room, apparently. It contained a number of peasant-made chairs and a rude desk. The other was Mr. Mitchell’s bedroom.


  Just now the old missionary was evidently struggling into his clothes after getting out of bed. Or, more properly, getting off the bed. In this climate it was the custom to stretch out on top of the bed in one’s underwear, or one’s shorts at least, for the noon siesta.


  A strip of once-white cloth with green holly leaves and faded poinsettias on it hung in the connecting doorway. It must have been a Christmas tablecloth once. The floor was of pine planks and not very clean, showing the prints of dusty bare feet.


  The tablecloth rustled aside and Leander Mitchell, once of Baltimore, shuffled into view with two limp hands outthrust. His appearance to Barry was a shock. He was a hunched-up little man with fever-bright eyes, dressed in wrinkled dark trousers and an unbuttoned shirt that badly needed laundering. The native-made sisal slippers on his small feet were coming apart.


  “Welcome, welcome! I didn’t dream you’d climb from the beach in this heat!”


  “It was a climb,” Barry admitted.


  “Sit, sit!” The old man thrust him toward a chair and went past him to the doorway. “I’ll get us something to drink. Hot today. Been like an oven since Friday. Lucille!” he shouted, his voice disintegrating with the effort. “Lucy!”


  He turned and hobbled to a chair, mopping the back of his stringy neck with a soiled handkerchief. He looked hard at Barry’s face. Young, he thought. Much too young.


  “How old are you, Mr. Clinton?”


  “Twenty-eight.”


  “Even worse than I thought. You’re too young for this place. You’ll be lonely, lonely. Can you stand being alone?”


  Barry smiled. All his life he’d been alone. As a boy with no brothers or sisters, only an eternally preoccupied father and a mother always busy with social affairs, he’d been alone. At college and theological school, among young men who were uninterested in the things he thought important, he’d been alone. What was so terrible about it?


  “It must be difficult,” he said. “Especially at night when the work’s done.”


  “At night? No, no, not at night. You’ve time to read then, write letters, listen to the radio if it works.” The older man shook his head, looked at the moist handkerchief in his fingers, and thrust it back into his pocket. “It’s being among them, among people who don’t understand you, can’t understand you, never will and never want to; that’s what gives you the feeling.” He sighed. “I’ve a nice little place here, don’t you think?”


  Barry had seen a number of mission rectories in his three years in St. Joseph, even some of the more remote ones back in the mainland hills. This was by all odds the most primitive. “Very nice indeed,” he lied.


  “Should have a concrete floor, of course. The dampness, when it rains. But you can’t have everything. How’s my good friend Peter Ambrose?”


  “Fine. He’s looking forward to seeing you tomorrow. He’ll be there with the jeep when you get off the boat.”


  “The boat. Oh, my Lord.” Mr. Mitchell seemed almost to turn green for a second, but shook himself like a large, bony terrier and raised his head again. “I’m always sick, even when the channel’s smooth as glass,” he said with a sad smile. “Always have been. And since the trouble with my stomach, it’s worse.”


  Barry was about to say “What trouble?” when a woman appeared in the doorway. He looked at her with a start. She was the least attractive woman he had seen all day. Her face was long and gaunt. She was thin as a stick. She wore a blue denim dress that appeared to be no more than a mass of patches held together with grime.


  “Lucille, this is Mr. Clinton. He has come to take my place.”


  The woman looked Barry over from the dusty shoes on his feet to his coconut-fiber hair. “I am pleased to know you, Father.”


  “Thank you, Lucille. I’m pleased to know you too.”


  “We’d like something to drink,” Mr. Mitchell said.


  “Rum, you mean?”


  The old man glanced at Barry, who smiled wryly and said with a shake of his head, “Not for me, thanks. I’m still climbing that trail.”


  “Some coconut for Mr. Clinton, I think, Lucy,” the old man decided.


  His housekeeper went out without a reply.


  “I don’t think she likes me very much,” Mr. Mitchell sighed. “I imagine she’s disappointed in me.”


  “In what way?”


  “Well, you know, she lived for a time in Anse Ange, and our man there has accomplished a good deal. He has a handsome stone church and a school, all quite impressive. He isn’t at the end of the trolley track as I am, you see, and doesn’t have to contend with vodun. At least, not the same sort.”


  “I wanted to ask you about that.”


  The island cleric sighed again. “Ask me how to fight it, you mean? If I’d discovered that, I wouldn’t be turning my job over to you, would I?”


  “I was told you’ve been poisoned.”


  “Who told you?”


  “Miss Barnett, at Couronne. She heard it from Warner Lemke and a boy named Pradon Beliard. Beliard is a nephew of your Lucille, I believe.”


  “It doesn’t matter. I suppose I have been poisoned. I really don’t know.”


  “But surely—”


  “Oh, they don’t always use the famous ‘three deadly drops.’” The old man waved a limp hand in protest. “When they just want to discourage you, they have milder methods. You wake up one morning with a headache and blame it on the heat. Take aspirin. Headache seems to go away but next morning you have it again, worse, with an upset stomach to boot. You’re not really sick, understand. Nothing like dengue, malaria, tick bite, that sort of thing. You just don’t feel right. You never quite feel right. Day by day it gets you down a little more—”


  Lucille came in, bearing a rusty metal tray on which were balanced a half-full bottle of St. Joseph rum, an empty glass, and a second glass filled with cloudy coconut water. Reaching for his drink, Barry welcomed the moment of silence.


  The trouble here was age, obviously. The Bishop had blundered in sending a man as old as Leander Mitchell to such a place. Old men did well enough in established missions, but Mr. Mitchell had had to move mountains with no one to help him. He’d had to build the church and this house. Probably he’d lived in a native hut while doing so. He’d had to wrestle with vodun for a congregation. All this when he was tired, discouraged, half sick from the heat, and lonely. He couldn’t be blamed for failure.


  Leander Mitchell poured himself a generous measure of rum and drank half of it down at once, leaned back on his chair, and frowned at his successor. It would never work, he told himself. They might have made it work by sending a man of fifty or so, with solid years of experience behind him, but this one was too green, too innocent. Ile du Vent was no place for a man so young. The vodun was only part of the problem. He’d be faced with temptation constantly. Every time he walked about the island there would be girls bathing. Nude girls, in the streams and on the beaches. A man would have to be blind not to see them, and a hundred years old not to notice how attractive they were. He knew what it was like, and he was seventy-two. You thought about it too much. Why, only last week a girl as lovely as Eve, a girl he knew well, had stepped out of a stream as he passed and tried to drag him off the path. “I want a white baby, Father,” she had begged. “Give me a white baby!” And when he had been indignant and lectured her, she had spat at him. And he an old man!


  No, young Clinton would never last. Vodun, loneliness, temptation—the odds were too great. He was too young, too good-looking. There’d be no peace for him.


  The old man poured a second rum and sipped it. “Stomach,” he muttered apologetically. He waited a moment for his housekeeper to depart, then went on, “It began about five weeks ago. I’m not really sick, you can see that, but I’m not well either. I have to lie down every two or three hours or—”


  A commotion in the yard interrupted him. Finishing his drink, he struggled from his chair.


  Barry Clinton thought him a very sick man indeed.


  At the door Mr. Mitchell said, “This is your gear, I imagine. We’ll just stow it here in the office for tonight, and after I’m gone tomorrow you can put it where you like.”


  Pradon Beliard had come into the yard with five men from the beach, all but Pradon burdened with Barry’s belongings. The men looked hot and tired. Motioning them to put down their loads, the boy said to Barry, “I told them you would pay them a gourde apiece.”


  “Take the stuff back,” Mr. Mitchell rumbled.


  “What?”


  “You know the going rate as well as I do. They get fifty cob. If you promised them more, you’ll pay the rest out of your pocket.” Barry felt uncomfortable. “I really don’t mind—”


  “Don’t be a fool,” the old cleric cut him off in English. “The lad’s just trying you on for size.”


  “But is it wise to make an enemy of him?”


  “Wiser than getting off on the wrong foot before the lot of them. Give them fifty cob each. Pay them yourself. Don’t let him do it.”


  It was not the way Barry would have handled the situation, but he followed instructions. The old man’s sudden spurt of efficiency surprised him. It was a mistake to judge a man too quickly. He paid the men from the beach and they departed without comment. He turned to Pradon Beliard and was startled by the malevolence in the boy’s eyes, then doubly startled by its abrupt disappearance.


  “Good for you, sir.” Pradon was grinning now. “They told me they wouldn’t come up here for less than a gourde. No, no,” he protested as Barry began to count out money for his own services. “Mr. Barnett instructed me to help you get settled.”


  Barry hesitated. He was not sure he wanted help in getting settled, or clear about how he could be helped. He neither liked nor wholly trusted this fellow. But I could be wrong, he thought. Surely Jeff Barnett knows the lad better than I do.


  “Well, there’s nothing to be done today,” he said.


  “I will be here tomorrow then. A demain, mon Père.” Without a glance at old Mr. Mitchell, Pradon swung on his heel and limped away.


  Leander Mitchell led the way back to the house, pausing only to peer at the word médicaments on the topmost carton of the pile by the door. Inside he took up his empty glass, frowned at it, and put it down with a sigh. “He’s a sharp one, that boy,” he said. “I’d be careful of him if I were you.”


  “But he’s your housekeeper’s nephew.”


  “I know. And a more honest woman than Lucille you won’t find on the whole island. But that doesn’t make him honest. Lucy herself has precious little use for him.”


  “I see.”


  The old man smiled. “It’s hard, isn’t it? They all look so much alike, you’re tempted to think they are alike.”


  No, Barry thought, recalling the faces on the boat. They’re not all alike, even in looks. They’re big and little, thin and fat, short and tall, ugly and beautiful. A common blackness of skin doesn’t make them similar. It would be as foolish to say that all whites are alike.


  “You asked about the vodun,” Leander Mitchell said.


  Barry emptied his mind and leaned forward.


  “It’s hard to know what to tell you. I almost think you’d be better off if I went without saying anything at all, let you discover things for yourself and put your own value on them. I’ve been wrong so many times.”


  “Anything you can tell me would be a great help, I’m sure.”


  The island missionary looked longingly again at his empty glass, half shoved himself from his chair, then fell back and fumbled for his handkerchief. He drank too much. He knew he drank too much. Before coming to Ile du Vent he had scarcely touched the stuff—only a bottle of cold beer now and then on a hot day—but here it was like medicine; it helped a man to keep going. “There are four thousand people here.” His voice had become thick. “They know what the church is, most of ’em—they’ve been over to Anse Angebut here on the island, before I came, they worshipped their gods of vodun. They still do, I’m afraid.” He shook his head in sadness. “I can count on one hand the few I’ve really won over. But that’s beside the point, isn’t it? What you want to know is who’ll be fighting you.”


  Barry nodded, trying to be patient.


  “Number One is a man named Catus Laroche. He’s the big fellow here.”


  Barry’s mind, though an empty bowl extended for filling, nevertheless was active on the perimeter. “I met a girl named Micheline Laroche on the boat. Very pretty girl. Very friendly.”


  “His sister.”


  “Then I know your Catus, or think I do. There was a fellow on the boat who looked ever so much like her. Fellow about my age and build, with thin lips and a sharp nose. Had a front tooth missing.”


  “And wore a ring with a square green stone?”


  “That’s right, he did.”


  “His wedding ring,” Mr. Mitchell said dryly. “He’s married to one of the loa.”


  “I don’t think I understand.”


  “Who does, really? It’s a queer business. There was a girl in the capital some years back, a popular dancer, married to one of the gods, or at least they said she was. One day every week she disappeared; spent the day communing with him, I suppose. She tired of it finally and became the wife of a young fellow in the dance troupe. Within a month he was dead, laid low by some devilish sickness that wasted him away. The girl went back to the hills where she came from.” Mr. Mitchell shrugged. There was so much he could tell this young Clinton about vodun if he got started. He had no intention of getting started. Tell the truth and you were thought queer or accused of drinking too much. But he knew what he knew.


  “The only thing you’ve got to understand,” he said, “and thoroughly, is that Catus Laroche is a devil. I mean that. He’ll fight you every step of the way, every move you make, every breath you draw. You’ll begin to think after a time that he was put here by the devil for the express purpose of tormenting you.”


  “Isn’t he young to be so important?” Barry asked. If there was one character in the scriptures he considered a creature of pure superstition, it was the devil. But this was no time to say so.


  “Young but smart. What he knows he learned from old Salmador, who died here about four years ago. I’ve been told, by people who ought to know, that Salmador was the most powerful houngan in all St. Joseph. You know what a houngan is, don’t you?”


  “Yes, of course. A high priest.”


  “Catus Laroche was this one’s protege. Catus is a big houngan himself now.”


  Barry recalled his brief conversation with Laroche on the trail up the mountain, and his shock on discovering how much he and the fellow resembled each other. “He seemed decent enough,” he protested mildly.


  “Heaven help you.”


  “Oh, I don’t mean that I intend to take your advice lightly. It’s just that when I talked to him—”


  He fell silent, aware that the island missionary was no longer listening but was gazing past him at the doorway. Barry turned on his chair and rose slowly to his feet. The man they had been talking about stood framed in the entrance.


  “You came here from Fond Marie, did you not, Father?”


  “Yes.”


  “You worked at the clinic there?”


  “I did.”


  “Does this mean you are a doctor?”


  Barry returned the gaze and felt himself stiffen against its challenge. He did not answer at once. With the words of Leander Mitchell fresh in his mind, he felt this was the time to size up his adversary and make at least a tentative mental list of his apparent faults and virtues. He should, he supposed, classify the fellow as evil without any qualifications. It was against his nature to do that. He appraised his foe in silence.


  He saw only a little more than he had seen before. The same graceful body garbed only in khaki trousers. The almost handsome face with its intelligent, alert eyes. The gap where a front tooth ought to be. The massive ring with its distinctive green stone on the third finger.


  The one added feature he noticed was not a feature at all, really. Perhaps it was no more than a product of his imagination. He thought he detected a hint of mockery in Catus Laroche’s level gaze.


  “I’m not a doctor,” he said at last. “But I do know something about medicine. Why do you ask?”


  “A child of my sister is dying.”


  “Dying!”


  “She cut her foot on a machete some days ago. The wound would not heal. Now the sickness has traveled all through her.”


  “Where is she?”


  “At my sister’s caille. I could not bring her here; she is too sick.”


  “And you want me to go there with you? Is that what you’re asking?”


  It was the houngan’s turn to initiate a silence, and this time Barry was certain of the mockery. But still it was only a phantom turn of the lips, nothing so obvious as a sneer or a shrugged shoulder.


  Laroche did not know his lips had moved. He was embarrassed, uncomfortable. It was a terrible thing, his having had to come here to ask the Father’s help. It would lower him in the esteem of every living soul on Ile du Vent. He was a houngan. A houngan held the secrets of life and death. To admit that he could not save the life of his own sister’s child was to confess that he was out of touch with the loa.


  He had thought all this over before coming. For a long time, or what seemed a long time, he had knelt beside the mat on which the child lay moaning. With all the force of his mind he willed the mystères to help him; the effort had caused sweat to stream down his face and drip on his knees. What else could he do, short of holding a service? A service would take too long. The child must have help at once.


  He had to say something now; the Father was waiting. He took in a deep breath, hating the man for forcing him to beg. But he did not beg. Not even to save his own life could he have made himself do that. “You are a priest,” he said, “and you say you know something of medicine. I ask you nothing. It is a priest’s duty to help the sick, is it not?”


  Barry Clinton sighed and lowered his gaze in defeat. So endeth the first battle, he thought. He turned to old Mr. Mitchell. “I don’t suppose I’ll be long. Why don’t you go back to your nap? We can talk again when I return.”


  “This is a strange thing,” the old man said in English.


  “Why is it?”


  “In all the time I have been here, this man has never asked a favor of me. Yet before you are here an hour he is forced to ask one of you. It must be an omen. It could be an act of God.” He pushed himself to his feet. “While you’re unpacking your medicines, I’ll get you some water in a thermos. If they offer you anything to eat or drink, don’t take it.”
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