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Uncle Timeisaole, ole man. ..
All year long’im wash ’im foot in the sea
Long, lazy years on the wet san’
An’ shake the coconut tree-dem quiet-like with "im sea wind laughter,
Scraping away thelan’. . .

—Dennis Scott, “Uncle Time”

A crowd had gathered around Mrs. Winter. The commotion at the graveside vibrated with suppressed
hilarity. Me, | wasn't able to keep properly solemn. When my shoulders had started shaking with silent
laughter, I d ducked behind the plain pine coffin ill on its stand outside the grave.

| bit my lipsto keep the gigglesin, and peeked around the coffin to watch the goings-on.



Mrs. Winter had given up the attempt to discreetly pull her bloomers back up. Through the milling legs of
the mourners, | could see her trying desperately instead to kick off the pale pink nylon that had dithered
down from her haunches and snagged around her ankles.

Her kick sent atiny flash of gold skittering across the cemetery lawn to land near me. | glanced down. |
picked up the small tangle of gold-coloured wire and put it in my jacket pocket for later. Right now, |
had some high dramato watch.

Pastor Paul, ever helpful, bent to the ground a Mrs. Winter’ sfeet and reached for his parishioner’s
panties. Lord help me Jesus, he wasredly going to pick them up! But he drew hisfingers back. He
looked mortified. Maybe he was thinking how the panties had recently been snugged up to Mrs. Winter's
naked flesh. | thought my belly was going to bugt, | wastrying so hard not to laugh aoud. | bet you
Daddawould have laughed with me, if hewas't in that coffin right now.

Mrs. Winter got thetip of one of her pumps caught in the froth of pink nylon. She cheeped in dismay and
fell heavily to the ground. Lawdamercy! | bent right over, shaking with laughter, trying to not pee mysdf
fromit.

Pastor Paul and Mrs. Winter’ s son Leroy were pulling on her arms now, trying to get her off the ground.
“Oh, Dadda, oh,” | whispered through my giggles. “Wherever you are, | hope you seeing this” | held my
belly and wept tears of mirth. Serve the old bat right for insulting me like that. Not a day went by at work
that shedidn’t find some dy way to sink in the knife. She had to do the samething at my father’ sfunerd,
too?

Mrs. Winter was halfway up. She had one arm hooked around L eroy’ s neck, and Pastor Paul was
pushing her from behind. A few of the mourners asked her if shewasdl right. “Oh, migod,” wasall she
sad; “oh, migod.” My laughter was edging up on hysteria. Too much; desth and mirth al a once. |
rested my hands on my knees and took little panting breaths to calm myself. | couldn’t hide behind the
coffin forever.

At least thetingling in my hand had stopped. A few minutes earlier, standing at the open grave, I'd
suddenly felt too warm, and my hand had gotten pins and needles.

| took the scrap of wire out of my pocket. It had been crushed flat. | pulled on the loops of wire until
something of its origina shape began to emerge. | had agood look at it, and gasped.

| held the pin up againgt the sunlight. It caught a spark of light, threw blades of sunshinea my eyes. It had
gotten warped over the years, forced into service to hold up Mrs. Winter’ sloose drawers. It used to be
adecorative pin for wearing on ablousg, its gold wire looped in the shape of anornate C, T, and L:
Chastity Theresa Lambkin. My girlhood name. Mumma d given methat pin for my eghth birthday.

Y ears ago, after they’ d declared Mumma dead and we' d had the memorid servicefor her, little
Chadtity-girl me had noticed it missing. And missing it had stayed; no timeto look for it indl the
commotion of the hearing, of moving to my aunt and uncl€' s, and the children at school whispering to
each other whenever they saw me.

Wherein blazes Mrs. Winter had found my pin?

“Mum?What' sgoing on?’

Ife was standing there, holding young Stanley’ s hand. If€ sblack dress hung off her shoulders, itshem
crooked.

Stanley gave meashy littlewave.

Ife had gotten the best bits of me and her father combined: the glow of his perfect dark brown skin; his
lips, the way they peaked in the middle when he smiled. My dimples, my well-shaped legs. Shewas
plump, like dl the women in our family, but that never stopped aWest Indian man yet. Not areal man,
anyway. If | could just get her to wear clothesthat suited her!

Not my Ife. She covered up her charmswith baggy, ankle-length dressesin unhepful colours, douched
around in rubber flipflops or those horrible wide-toed cork sanda s from abroad. Been so long sincel’d
seen her legs, she might aswell not have any.

Nothing could hide that smile, though. She turned it on me now, and even though it was an uncertain
smiletoday, it made my world alittle bit brighter.



But | firmly squashed the joy at seeing her sweet face, made mine sour. | tucked the warped pin back
into my pocket and turned to my daughter 1feoma, to whom | was't speaking. Well, not redly speaking.
| mean, | would say ' morning and so, you know, but nothing more until she took back that awful thing
she'd cdled me.

“Mrs. Winter tripped,” | told her as| hugged her. “ And you know | wish you wouldn't call me ‘Mumy
likethat.” Using the hug for cover, | stroked her back. No braagain. That child had no respect for the
dead. And no fashion sense ether; that dressl My seventies throwback hippie girl child. At least she
wasn't wearing sandals and socks today, but proper high hedls,

“You'remy mother,” Ife murmured into our hug. “1t’s not respectful for meto cal you ‘ Caamity,’ like. . .
like. ..

| pulled back and glared at Ifeoma. “Likewhat? Y ou'd best mind yoursdlf with me. Y ou know I'm vex
with you dready, after last night.”

Ife pressed her lipstogether. She used to do that asalittle girl when she didn’t want to eat her greens. “.
. likeyou'remy sster,” she said quietly.

And just S0, she squashed my heart like you crush a piece of paper into aball you're going to throw in
thetrash. | turned my face from her.

Stanley stood at the lip of the open grave, peering in. He pulled at his collar. Thismight bethefirst timein
his nine yearsthat he was wearing asuit.

“You'remy mother,” Ifesad. “Why | can't just call you ‘Mummy’ 7’

Lagt night, she'd caled mea“matriarch.” Like | was some wrinkled, prune-faced dowager wearing a
hairnet and clothesthirty years out of fashion.

Mrs. Winter was standing dl the way up now. She was favouring one ankle. She till had onearm
wrapped around Leroy’ s neck. The other was around Pastor Paul’s. Mrs. Saranta was fanning her face
with aprayer book. One of the ushers, along, skinny young man with big eyes and handslike shovels,
had picked Mrs. Winter’ stiger-print handbag up off the grass and was collecting al the things that had
spilled out of it.

Weused to be asclose assgters, Ifeand |. The night | took her out to celebrate her twenty-first birthday
with her first lega drink, the bartender had asked us both if we were of drinking age. And we' d laughed,
and flirted with him the whole evening. | didn’t tell him she was my daughter until after | took him home
that night and made him call out for God in my bed.

But now | wasn't just old; | was fully an orphan, too, instead of the half of one | had been for so many
decades. And findly, the tears came. “He sgone, Ife. Dadda' s gone.”

Ifetook meinto her amsagain. “ Seh, it’sdl right.” If she'd been irritated with me before, therewas no
sign of it now. For al I’d tried to teach her, she' d never learned how to hold a grudge good and hard,
likeashidd.

| let myself sob into her neck for awhile. My breath rushed and hdted.

Mrs. Winter said, quite firmly, “1 want to go home.” Good. Interfering woman was probably too shamed
to Stay after haf the town had seen her smdlsfall off. Why she had to come today? Bad enough | had to
endure her at work. Mrs. Winter thought it was her job to supervise meinto an early grave.

Pastor Paul offered to have one of the ushers help Leroy walk her to her car. But no, she wanted the
pastor. He gazed around until he spotted me. He gave an apol ogetic shrug, held up fivefingers, and
mouthed, Five minutes? | nodded. The three of them hobbled off towards the parking lot. Now our
funera party could recover some of itsdignity. What a pity you all alonein thistime of trial, child.
Chuh. Never mind her?; I"d rather fuck the horse sherodein on.

But that was no proper way to be thinking at my father’ sfuneral.

“Y ou feding better now, Mum?’

“Right asrain. But | wish you' d worn something alittle more tailored, you know?’

Ife smiled at me, tentatively. “Thisismy best black dress” shesaid. “It'sthe one | wear when | want to
impress. Stanley, come away from there. Y ou might fal in.”

“Iwon'tfal,” Stanley replied.



“Comeover here, | said.”

Hedid. I wouldn't let Ife change the subject, though. | knew her tricks better than she knew them herself.
“That dressis black crushed gauze, my darling. Y ou look like abig turkey buzzard flapping through the
ar.”

Ife’ ssmile hardened likeice. “ So we' re going to talk about my looks again?’

| took her face in both my hands. “Y our looks are fine. Why you aways so worried about |0oks? Y ou
only need to pretty yourself up alittle bit.” | don’t know where Ife got her meek nature from. Not from
me. “I keep telling you, Ife; you should have more sl f-confidence. Shorten the skirts a bit, wear some
prettier colours. And show alittle bosom. We Lambkin women have more than enough to display.”
Ifeglared. “ Clifton likesmethisway. Y ou're so old-fashioned, Mummy.”

God, “Mummy” was even worse than “Mum.” And since when was | “ old-fashioned” ? In high schooal,
the other girls used to call my fashion sense scandalous, and I’ d loved scanddizing them.

| could see Pastor Paul hurrying back from the parking lot. | took Stanley’ s hand. “ Come and say
goodbye to Dadda,” | told him. The three of us moved closer to therest of the funera party. A trim, dark
man, maybe sixtyish, made room for us. Peggy Bruce, who had arrived late, nodded a greeting. Even
when wewerein school, Peggy had aways been late. “We going to start again soon,” | said to the
mourners. “ Pastor Paul on hisway back.”

“Did Michadl come?’ Ife asked in awhisper.

“Who?" | whispered back.

Now Ife seyes had the glint of obsidian. “Michad,” shesaid, alittle louder. “My father.” John Antoni
peered at us, hungry for gossip.

“Hush,” | said under my bresath.

A kiskedee bird zipped by overhead, laughing its high, piping chuckle a me before flying into the
branches of one of the frangipani treesin the cemetery.

Ifesaid, “I thought you were taking care of theinvitations! How could you just not tell him that his own
father-in-law was dead?’

| lifted my chin. “Daddawas never Michad’ sfather-in-law.” Tearsthat had been on the verge of
brimming tipped back into the bowls of my eyes again. The eye water was cold.

“Gran?’ said Stanley. “1 mean, Cdamity?’

Lovely boy. | hunkered down to hiseyeleve, balancing on the spikes of my black stiletto pumps. Huh. *
Matriarch.” Could amatriarch do that?“And what can | do for you, my handsome boy?’

Stanley ran into my arms. He was al woodknuckle knees and awkwardness, his hair trimmed short, with
aW pattern buzzed into the back and sides. His father Clifton had told me it had something to do with
American wrestling on thetv. Stanley and | could chat for hours, about school and comics and food. His
mind was like anew country; always something fascinating around the next bend. | didn't seehim as
often as| liked. Seemed he always had homework to do on the weekend, or soccer practice. Ife and
Clifton kept him busy.

“Does Great-Grandpalook scary?’ Stanley asked.

“Youcan't even seehim,” said Ifeoma, butting in. “ The casket isclosed. Isn't it, Mum?’

| inhaled the child’ s pre-adolescent smell of pit and swest. “Yes, my love,” | said to him. “It'sclosed.”
Stanley sighed. He looked disappointed. “But | wanted to see,” he said. “ Godfrey Mordecai at school
said that Great-Grandpa would be a skl lington, and he would be scary, and | would be frightened. |
wouldn't be frightened. | want to see, Gran. | want to seeared live skellington.”

“? Skeleton,” dear.” | felt asmile blooming on my lips. A live skeleton. Stanley was alittle unclear on the
concept. “ Stanley, you have acurious mind. Thisishow | know you're my blood.” | rose, smoothed my
skirt down, and took his hand. Pastor Paul was scurrying our way. | told Stanley, “Let’ s seeif we can
get thelid on the casket raised for you.” He grinned up a me, and we went to meet the pastor halfway. |
took care to mind my anklesin the wobbly stilettos. They weren't made to walk on grass.

Ife caught up with us. “Mum? Don't do anything to frighten Stanley, please? He might have nightmares.
Mum?’



What away she overprotected that child!

“Migress Lambkin,” said Pastor Paul. He was puffing from the exertion. “ So sorry for the interruption.
Shdll we, ahm, continue with the proceedings now?’

He was another one who would never cal me* Caamity,” no matter how much | asked him to. But he'd
picked the wrong day to cross me. | nodded at him, al meekness. “Y es, thank you, Egbert,” | sadina
clear, carrying voice.

Stanley giggled. A man standing closeto us hid his smile behind a cough. Egbert glanced around. Oh,
yes, plenty of people had heard me. If he hated his bloody name so much, why he didn't just change it?|
had changed mine.

Ifeoma snickered, flicked me an amused glance. Now, that was my girl; theonel’d raised. It wasthe
same grin she' d given methat day in the grocery store, al those years ago.

| had just started working at the library. My first paycheque wouldn’t come for another month. I'd been
feeding mysdlf and little Ife on macaroni and cheese, and we' d run out of cheese. How old would she
have been then? About seven, | think. Wewerein the cold foods aide. | wastrying to choose between
eggs and ablock of cheese. | could get only one of them. | wastrying not to look at the packets of
chicken, of stewing beef, of goat mest. | couldn’t tell how long it had been since we' d had mest. Ifeoma
loved roasted chicken legs. Suddenly my crazy girl child took it into her head to start Singing “Little Saly
Water” at the top of her considerable lungs, complete with the moves. | was about to scold her when |
reglised that people werelooking at her, not me.

“Rise, Sdly, RISE!” Ifeomahad yelled, legping up from the ground, “and dry your weeping eyes. . .”
Quickly, while she was turning to the east, the west, and to the one she loved the best, I’ d dipped two
packets of chicken legs and one of stewing goat into the big pockets of my dirndl skirt. With dl the
gathered materia in that skirt, nobody would notice the lumps. Only then did | order Ifeto stop making
S0 much commotion. And damned if the child didn’t straighten up immediately, smooth her dress down,
and come and pat one of my pockets! And such aconspiring grin on her face! Thelittle devil had been
providing distraction so | could feed us both. | missed that Ife. The sober, responsible one standing
beside me at the cemetery now wasno fun at al.

Egbert took asolemn few steps back to the graveside. “ Everyone, please gather round,” he said.

Ife, Stanley, and | moved to stand beside him. | bent and whispered to Stanley, “Don’t worry, | didn’t
forget. Wejust haveto finish this part first.”

He gave an eager nod. Ifeoma said nothing, but she made a sour face. | composed myself for the rest of
thefunerd.

“Dearly beloved,” said Pagtor Paul, “ James Allan Lambkin has cometo the end of hislife on thisearth,
and the beginning of hislife with you. We therefore commit his body to the ground.”

When | was nine, Dadda had shown me how to fish. But for months he wouldn't let me bait the hook
myself. Hedid it for me, because he was afraid | would jook my fingers.

“Earth to earth,” said Pastor Paul.

When | was twelve and woke up one morning to blood-stained sheets and my first period, Daddaran to
the store and brought back a big shopping bag with padsin al different shapes and sizes. He stood
outside the closed bathroom door and called out instructions to me for how to put them on.

Ifeoma sniffed and wiped her eyes. Stanley’ s bottom lip was trembling. Damn, now | was tearing up, too.

“Ashesto ashes, dust to dust.”

When | was thirteen and had passed my entrance examsto get into high school, Dadda took meto the
big idand to celebrate. We went to afancy restaurant. He bought meice cream and cake, and drank a
toast to mewith hisglass of sorrel drink.

“In the sure and certain hope of the Resurrection to eternd life.”

When | wasfifteen, | told Daddathat | was four months pregnant. He raged through the house for two
hours, calling me nasty names and demanding to know who'd doneit. | wouldn’t tell him. He stopped
talking to me. He wouldn’t eat when | cooked. On the third day he ransacked my room and threw away



al my makeup and nice clothes. On the fourth day | packed asmall bag and moved out. Went to the big
idand and knocked on the door of Dadda’ s sister Aunt Pearl and her husband Edward. Auntie Pear| let
me know that | had shamed the whole family, but she and Uncle Edward gave me aroof and fed me, and
they didn’t lecture metoo often. | got apart-timejob asapagein the library. Until my belly got too big
for it, | worked dl the hours they would give me, saved my money. It was Auntie who was with methe
day | had Ifeoma. Auntie, and Michadl.

| dashed my eyesdry. Old brute. He' d had hisways, but if he thought | was going to get sentimental
about him now that he was dead, he was sorely mistaken.

“Amen”

“Amen,” responded everyone a the grave Site.

Pastor Paul turned to me and Ifeoma. “Now we' re going to lower the coffin into the grave,” he said. The
word “grave’ applied to my father was ashock. | felt it, like ablow over my heart. Daddawas in that
box, and now they were going to cover him with dirt. | opened my mouth, but | couldn’t make words
come out.

“That'sfine” said Ifeomato the pastor. “Let’sjust do that.”

Stanley wastugging urgently at my wrist. | patted his hand to let him know | understood. “We have a
request firgt, Egbert,” | said to the pastor.

“Yes, MissLambki. . . Cdamity?’

Good. He' d managed to forceit out. “Pastor Paul,” | said as his reward—when the puppy obeys, you
giveit atreat—" can we open the coffin, please? | want to see Dadda sface.” My voice broke on the last
word.

“Of course, Migtress. . . Caamity; of course.”

“Oh, dear,” murmured Ifeoma. She pulled Stanley to her, wiped his face with the corner of her dress. He
squirmed. She rummaged around in her handbag; one of those handwoven things made of jute or hay or
something ecologicd of the sort. | gave Stanley a shaky wink. He looked scared and excited al at once.
“Let megiveyou your ashmamedicinefird,” sad Ife.

“I don't want it!” hereplied, trying to wrench himsdlf out of her hands. “It tastes like assl”

| snorted, pretended | was blowing my nose.

“Stanley!” said Ife. She gave Stanley’ s shoulder alittle shake. *Y ou have some respect for the dead!”
Finething for her to say, Ms. Braess. Stanley scowled at her, then looked down &t the ground. |
whispered to Ifeoma, “It tastes like—"

“Not so loud!” she muttered. “He hears these things on American televison.”

| chuckled.

Pastor Paul called over the usher with the big hands, whispered to him. The usher nodded and got one of
the othersto help him dide back one corner of the coffinlid alittle.

“Areyou surethisisagood idea?’ Ife asked.

“Yes, darling. Stanley, are you ready?’

Stanley started to shake his head no. Turned it into an uncertain nod.

“Good boy. Never back down, you hear me? No matter what people say to you, always hold your spine
sraight and look them squarein their eye. Y ou understand me?’

“Yes” hesaid inasmal voice. He was staring at the casket.

| hoisted him up onto my hip and walked to the head of the coffin. Together, we looked ingde.

It took awhile to make out Dadda’ s wizened face in the darkness of the coffin.

“What you think, Stanley?’

“He sdl skinny.”

“It' strue. Smoking isn't good for you.”

“And he swrinkly.”

“Yes Hedidn't haveawholelot of flesh left on him. But hewas il your great-grandpa.”

“And he' snot askdlington,” the boy said in arush, “and Grandma?’

God, | hated when he called methat. “Y es, dear?’



“Why does he got makeup on his cheeks?’

Ifeomaanswered, “ They did that at the funerd home, to make him look more naturd. Don't you think he
looks naturd, Stan-Stan?’

“No,” said the precious boy. Oh, babes and sucklings. 1 wanted to see askellington. He just looks
funny.”

“Stanley!” sad Ife. “Mannerdl”

“Never mind, Stanley,” | said. “1 agree with you. He just looks funny. Y ou want to get down now?’
“Yes, Grandm—"

“Cdamity.”

“Yes, Cdamity.”

| Sghed as| put Stanley to stand beside me. Ca-lamti-ty. Easy to say. Just four smal syllables, and not
even S0 different from my childhood name. Just more truthful.

| nodded at the ushers. They put the lid back and commenced to lowering the coffin. It was dung into
some kind of fantastic contraption, a scaffolding of metal and straps, by which they winched it down.
Two years |’ d been the one supporting Dadda s dying weight. Now that he had turned to earth, he was
too heavy for me. Thismetd cradle would haveto doiit.

We watched the coffin sink smoothly into the grave. People started throwing in wreeths and flowers. The
man who had been standing close by turned to me. “I’m Gene Meeks,” he said.

“Pleased to meet you.” He was't bad-looking, in a*“ gruff black actor who aways plays the honourable
old-school army officer” kind of way. A little too lean on the bone for my liking.

“Y ou know your father used to tutor me, yes?’ he said. “Y ou were just agirl then. Maybe fourteen.”

| stared into hisface, trying to subtract the yearsfromit. “Y es, you look familiar.”

“Mr. Lambkin was the only reason | got into college. My science subjects, you know? | graduated
secondary school with high honours because of him. He was like a second father to me.”

“That must have been nice.” After | left home, Dadda never once asked after me, not even when Auntie
told him that | had had the baby. He didn’t meet Ifeoma until she was four yearsold.

The ushers escorted usto the funeral home' s reception parlour. Pastor Paul installed mein the only
armchair; everyone ese had to make do with the flimsy stacking chairs. Ife gave Stanley her car keys o
that he could get his precious glider and play with it outsde.

Thefood that people had brought to share was already on the tables. The covers and lids came off, the
mourners began to help themselves, and | spent the next hour enduring the dow, polite torture of the
receiving line. Over by the decrepit piano, two cousins of Dadda s | didn’t recognise—now, those were
old women—belted out hymns while endless people shook my hand, told me how well they’ d known my
father, how much he' d done for them, how much they’ d loved him. | recognised some of the oneswho'd
cometo vist Daddawhile | was |looking after him. Therest wereablur. | smiled and said thank you until
my teeth ached. Gene and Ife brought me some refreshment: adice of the black cakel’d made, andina
little plagtic cup, some fluorescent pink punch | hadn’t. | Spped it. My left eye pasmed against the
sour-sweet chemical taste. “Jesus,” | said. “Who bring this?’

“Me” answered Gene. “You don't likeit?’

He looked like somebody had kicked his puppy. | resigned mysalf and took abig gulp of thedrink. |
swalowed hard. “It' swonderful,” | told him. “ Just what | needed.”

He beamed and patted my hand. | found myself gripping his hand back like alifdine. | squeezed my eyes
shut to blink back the sudden tears. Opened them again. With a sad smile, Gene nodded, gave my hand
afirm squeeze. We stayed like that for a second or two. “Y ou want me bring you some more?’ he
asked.

| released my hold. “ Of the drink? Oh, no. That was quite enough.”

Mrs. Soledad stepped between us, neatly eclipsing Gene. For alittle old woman, she knew how to take
up space. She hugged me. “He on the next leg of the journey now,” she said. “One day you and he will
catich up.”

| murmured athank you. | didn’t know how else to respond. She cotched hersalf on the padded arm of



my chair. “Don’'t worry,” she said, seeing me get up to offer her my chair. “ This suit me better.”

Mrs. Soledad had been Dadda s neighbour. Her family had been salt farmers on Dol orosse since way
back. Shewouldn’t tell anyone her age. Her standard answer was “ Somewhere between sixty and ‘ oh
God."?" She used to st with Daddawhen | was at work.

“I guess| won't be coming by the house so much any more.”

“l guesss0.”

“Y ou know what you going to do yet?’

| shook my head.

Mrs. Soledad went to the big idand only when she absolutely had to. She had a quarter-acre sat pond
on her property where she till farmed solar sdt, the way she and her husband and their families used to
do. No way they could compete with the Gilmor Sdline factory, but Mrs. Soledad sent her specidty sdts
to big idand on the workers' co-op boat every few weeks, to be sold in the Cayabatourist market. She
and Mr. Soledad had sent their son to university on sat—first onein both their familiesto get a
degree—and she wasn't going stop now. For food, she phoned her order in to Boulton' s grocery on the
big idand and paid on her credit card. The grocery delivered the food in boxes to the waterbus. She
would put on some of her dead husband’ sworking clothes, meet the waterbus at the Dolorosse docks,
pile everything into awheelbarrow, and haul it up to her house. If you offered to help her withit, she
would blister your earsfor you with some choice swear words. Dadda once joked that if her bark was
this bad, he never wanted to fed her bite. And she was hale. Hiked from one end of Blessée to the other
every day, for exercise.

But right now, she smply sat beside me, in slence. The most settling sillenceI’d had al day. Thiswasa
sdeof her | hadn’t seen before. Hell, I’d never seen her in a dress before. In alittle bit, my shoulders
eased down from around my ears. | took a deep breath. “Nice hat,” | said. “Impressive.”

Mrs. Soledad preened. Today’ s confection was asmart little black pillbox with a huge peacock feather
thrust through it and curling around the nape of her neck. The feather started off black at its base, and
prismed to iridescent greens and purples at itstip. A scrunched haf-vell in black netting completed the
look. “You likeit?" she asked.

“It suitsyou.” | hoped she wouldn’t notice that | wasn't exactly answering her question. Where was
Gene? | tried not to make it too obvious | was|ooking around for him.

Mrs. Soledad never went without a hat. “ Protecting my head from the cancers,” she would say, pointing
at the sun. I’d never seen her wear the same hat twice, and she liked them ol d-fashioned, gaudy, and
extravagant. Asfar as Mrs. Soledad was concerned, every day was an Easter parade. She was Hindu,
but that was just aminor detall.

“Well,” shesaid, easing her feet down to the floor again, “| just see somebody bring out the white rum. |
going over there. It'snot afunerd if you don’t knock back adram or two. To honour the dead, you
know?’ Off shewent, before | could thank her for everything she had done for Dadda and me.

Gene came by. He had aplastic cup in either hand. He held one out to me.

“I don’'t want any more,” | said.

Henodded. “1 findly tasted it; the punch, | mean. | didn’t taste it when | madeit. It was nasty! | just
poured the rest of it down the drain.”

That got alittle laugh from me. “Then what isthis?’ | took the cup, looked ingde. Water? | sniffed it, and
gasped as the fumes went up my nose.

“Highwine,” Genereplied. Overproof rum. He poured alittle of hison thefloor in libation. “ Spiritsfor
the spirits”

| copied him, then we each knocked back the remaining rumin our cups.

| coughed. “Thank you,” | rasped.

“Y our father was my hero,” he said.

“Mmm.”

“I never believed the people who said it' shewho did it. Not Mr. Lambkin. Hewasn't like that.”
Suddenly | fet ill. Feverish. The world started to recede. | grabbed for the arm of the chair. Damn. Not



thisagain.

Therewas a crash of breaking crockery. It startled me back into myself. | opened my eyes. At my feet
lay the remains of ablue and white plate. Somebody must have dropped one of the dishesthey’ d brought
to the potluck. Pastor Paul shooed people away from the shards. He shouted, “Whose plate isthis?” No
one answered. One of the Singing cousins scurried to find abroom.

“Héello, Mother.” My son-in-law Clifton leaned over and gave me a peck on the cheek. “ Sorry to take so
long. My planewas delayed.” He peered into my face. “You dl right?’

“I think | going to besick.”

Clifton legpt right into action. He helped me up out of the armchair, put an arm around my shoulders. |
was tottery on my tilettos. “ She had ahard day,” he said to Gene. “She need to rest.”

“Of course, of course.” He backed away.

In two-twaos, Clifton had made apologies to Pastor Paul for me, collected Ife and Stanley, and had gotten
us out the door.

| stopped when we were outside the building. The afternoon sun beat down on my shoulders, but it
didn't gifle me like insde the funera home. | took adeep breath of air that wasn’t buzzing with
whispered condolences.

“How you feding?’ asked Ifeoma. Shelooked worried. Stanley too.

“Never better. | just needed to get out of there.”

“Genewastrying to sweet-talk her,” Cliftontold Ife. “At Mr. Lambkin’ sfunerd!”

“Itwasn't likethat.” | made amental note to check in with the doctor about those bloody spdlls. That
wasthefifth or sixth one. “I’'m okay to walk on my own now. Let’sjust go.”

Clifton took his supporting arm from around me, and we al headed for the parking lot. Stanley was
concentrating on the controls of hisglider, making it fly on ahead of us. Hetripped, but Clifton caught him
by the back of hissuit jacket before hefdl. “Bring that thing down and stop playing withiit,” he ordered.
“Ife, how you could let him bring atoy to afunerd?’

“It' snot atoy!” sad Stanley.

“Hedidn't haveit during the funerd,” Ife responded mildly. “I sent him outsideto play during the
reception. He would have died of boredom in there.”

| hadit. “Willow Tree”

Ifelooked confused. “What?’

“That plate that dropped and broke. It was the Willow Tree china pattern. | used to have onelikeit.”
“Let ustake you home, nuh?’ Clifton said. “Ife could drive your car. Me and Stanley will follow in ours.”

“No, no. Don't goto dl that trouble. I'm fine. Fresh asadaisy in spring!” | threaded my way through the
carsinthelot. The tarmac was softening in the heat. If | ruined my ilettos, | was going to blister Egbert
Paul’ searsfor him.

“Y ou sure you don’'t want usto drive you?’ Ife asked again.

“I don’'t need minding. The matriarch don’t need afull-time nurseyet.” | was smiling, but the words came
out harsher than | meant them.

“Mummy, please stopit. You know | didn’t mean it that way. | just meant that you were agrandmother.
In some cultures, grandmothers are honoured.”

“Andindl cultures, grandmothersare old,” | snapped. Damn. Temper again. Wewere at Victoria, my
red rattletrap of an Austin Mini car. | hugged Ife by way of apology. “Redly. I'm okay.”

Nobody would do me afavour and stedl that car. The left back window was brown paper covered with
plastic wrap and held on with masking tape. A crack in the front windshield had long since walked its
way from the bottom to the top of the glass. | wasn't even going to ask the mechanic how much it would
cogt to replace the windshidld. | till hadn't finished paying him for when he' d fixed my brakes|ast year.
Clifton wasfrowning at Victoria. “Y ou should get that muffler fixed, you know, Mather. It hanging alittle
low.”

Hanging low? Rusting away and faling off was morelikeit. | got my keysout of my purse, opened the



car door s0 it could cool insde abit before | put my behind on that hot seet. | rubbed my itchy hand.
“Your hand hurting?’ asked Stanley.

| redlised | had been rubbing that hand since we left the funerd home. “No,” | answered. “Allergy,
maybe. Probably Gene' s punch.”

Stanley made a*“yuck” face.

| laughed. “| seeyou tried it, too.” | did that little dance you had to do to get into acar wearing a pencil
skirt: St Sdeways on the seat first, with your legs outside the car; then knees and toes together, lift the
feet into the car, swivd till you' refacing the steering whed. Clifton closed the door after me. Such a
gentleman.

| rolled down the window. It only stuck once. “I going traight home. Promise.”

“Y ou haveto work on Monday?’ Ife asked.

“Yesh. Shit”

“Grandmasad ‘shit’!” burbled Stanley.

“Stanley, you will not use such language,” hismother told him.

“They gave me aweek’ s bereavement leave,” | said. “I wishit wasayear.”

“Maybe Mrs. Winter will have to be off work till her ankle get better,” said Ife.

| rolled my eyesto the sky. “Please God.”

“Grandma can say ‘shit, 7" muttered Stanley. He crossed hisarms, pushed hislipsout in asulk.
“Grandma sabig old woman,” Clifton told him. * She can say what she wants.”

“l am not old!” | started the car over his gpologies. Old. | caled out the car window, “Men your age il
S00-s00ing meinthe street.” | tried to remember the last time anyone had wolf-whistled me. Chuh.
Probably wasn't so long ago.

The engine switched over toidle. “All right,” | said to them. “The old witch—excuse me, the old
matriarch—isreturning to her cottage in the woods now. She' sgoing to talk to her mongoose familiar
and brew up some spells.”

“Spells?’ Stanley looked ddlighted.

“Oh, yes,” | said. “ Snips and snails and puppy dogs tails—covered in chocolate.”

Hismouth fell open.

| put the car in gear. Asthey walked away, | saw Ifeoma put one arm around Clifton. Stanley took her
free hand.

Damned punch was hitter in the back of my throat.

| was at the exit to the parking lot when | heard a car horn blowing a me. | stopped. A beige sedan
pulled up dongside me. Gene got out and came to my window. “I think | upset you in there just now,” he
sad. “I'msorry.”

“Don'tfret,” | replied. “Wasn't you. It'sjust thestrain of. . . everything.” Like waking up four mornings
ago to find that Dadda had died in the night. The arrangements. Putting on agood face. | wastired like
dog, thelittle bit of arthritisin my left knee aching. | couldn’t wait to get home to the peace and quiet. No
more Dadda and his secrets. Just mein the empty, londly house,

“Y ou could do me afavour, though,” | said to Gene.

“Anything.”

“I'm feding little bit shaky. Y ou could shadow mein your car? Just until the ferry dock? 1 want to be sure
| get to the waterbusdl right.”

He nodded. “I'm right behind you.”

Alexander Tremaine Unlocked the Door that would take him to the Zooquarium'’ s outdoor exhibits. Not
this morning, he prayed slently. | just want a normal day. Alexander hated filling out Incident Reports.
Sincetaking thisjob as manager of the outdoor exhibits Sx months ago, it’slike he had one every few
weeks. They had to bein triplicate, and Mrs. Thomas smirked whenever he handed onein. Again, Mr.
Tremaine? You sure?

If Mrs. Thomas ever set foot outside the administration office, she' d seefor hersaf what he meant. But



shewas very proud of the fact that she had been through the zoo only once: on the obligatory tour they’d
given her on her first day at thejob. Mrs. Thomas hated animals.

Alexander stepped out onto the cement path that snaked around the outdoor exhibits. Look like Dennis
had aready washed the path down with the hose this morning; the cement was dark with damp, though it
hadn’t rained. Alexander checked in on the turtle rehab, the first sop. Mountain Girl was going to be
okay. She was recovering from her encounter with a speedboat. She was eating well. On hisway to the
spoonhills, Alexander murmured agood morning a Dennis, who was using abig yard broom to sweep
leaves and fallen dmonds off the path. The spoonhbills were happily trolling in their man-made mangrove
swamp. Their colour was alittle faded. Alexander made anote to ask Dennisto put some more pdletsin
their feed. Vidtorsdidn't want to see roseate spoonbills that weren't rosy.

Only six-thirty in the morning, but the sun was besting down aready. Management wasin no hurry to
ingall shade roofing for the wakway. If the heat kept visitors moving quickly through the exhibits, the
Zooquarium could funnel more of them through in aday, plusfill up the Zooquarium cafeteriawith people
looking to sit down and have acool drink or some soursop ice cream after the hike through the exhibits.
The sedswere next. Alexander could smell the heavy piss scent of sedl urine. He dowed down. He took
his handkerchief out of his back pocket and mopped hisface.

He couldn't put it off any longer. Heleft the path, walked up the grass-covered incline that led to the
seds enclosure. He reached the waist-high cement wall and looked down into the enclosure. Monk
sedlswere nocturnad, and adeep or duggish during the day when the visitors came through. Disappointed
children would stand at the seal pen and whine that this was boring. Not a month went by that some
vidtor didn’'t complain that the seals weren't moving and Something Should Be Done. Every year,
Management talked about closing down the sedl exhibit and putting in adol phin show instead. But the
Zooquarium was funded by the Ministry of the Environment, which had a mandate to educate the public
about the protected seals, so they stayed.

There was Henny, dozing on the bottom of the pool. Well out of Henny’ sterritory was Penny. She'd
hauled out onto one of the “dunes’ and was snoring blissfully as she basked. Crab Cake and Hippo were
deeping on the rocks, too. Vampire (he bit) wasin one of the sheltered caves, only hisrear end sticking
out.

One, two, three, four, five, Alexander counted. Six. Seven.

But the Zooquarium owned only five sedls.

Alexander sighed. It was going to be an Incident Report morning.

There Were Parking Spaces topside on the waterbus. | wedged my car between a beat-up old VW and
aflashy new RV that was scarlet as an arac gpple. Somebody was showing off that they had the money
to import an expengve car from “foreign.” Dadda called carslike that “penis extensons.”

Used to cdll.

Gene had found a space for his car afew rows over. What was | doing, accepting his offer to see me dl
the way home? | didn’'t even know him, not redly. Ife and Clifton would have come home with me.

| got aflash of Daddd s coffin in the grave, the dull thumps of earth falling on it from the backhoe. |
hugged mysdlf to hold in the sobs threatening to shudder up from my belly.

We were underway. A few people got out of their cars and went to the railing of the waterbus to look
out. Gene was one of them. He looked around for my car. | looked away, pretended not to see him.
Damn Gene. | had been trying to put my doubts about Dadda away. But with one sentence, he had them
wdling upingdemeagan.

| couldn’t keep till inthe car. | got out of Victoriathe Rustbucket and picked my way to the back of the
boat, where Gene couldn’t see me.

Saturday evening. Peace on the water. No cargo ships taking equipment to the new salt plant. No
speedboats, sport fishing boats, or glass-bottomed boats, either. Most of the pleasure boats had docked
for the night. The dining rooms of the big hotelswould befilling up with tourists. L ater, the clubswould
befilling up with locas and visitors. So long | hadn’t been out dancing.



| stood benesth the setting sun and watched the evening exodus of bats streaming out of the towers of the
harbour buildings, flitting erraticdly, catching insects. They looked happy, like bat school was out and
now it wastimeto play. A few of them dipped to the surface of the water, came away with smal silver
fishinther claws. The waterbus started making its tops: Tingleldand, Vielle Virgen, Creek I1dand. The
carsthinned out as people drove off at their stops.

“Niceevening,” came araspy voice from behind me. | turned.

“Oh, it'syou, Mr. Mckinley.”

Hejerked hischin at the water. “Not redlly evening till the little ones come out.” He was from Cayaba,
made hisliving as afisherman. More awhite man than any other colour, from the look of him; but after a
lifetimein boatsin the sun, his skin was brick-ruddy, and wrinkled as adirt road in dry season.
“Littleones?’ | asked. “The bats?’

Heleaned with his back againgt therailing, put hisfoot up on the big yellow tackle box he dways had
with him. “Yes. Somenights| liketo go out in the rowboat, so it’s quiet. Bring aflashlight to draw them
to the boat.”

In blackness, surrounded by warm velvet skins, flapping, touching your face. . . | shuddered. “Don't
sound to melikeagood lime.”

“I liketo hear them singing al around mein the dark.”

“Thebatssng?’

“Wdll, kind of achirp, you know? Like birds.”

“You right! Now | remember! Used to have clouds of them in the sky come nighttime, out around
Blessée. Y ou don't see so many any more.”

He shook his head. “No. They used to roost on Tamany Heights. Fill up thewhole cliff wall.”

“Mm.” Tamany Heights was now the Grand Tamany Hotdl. “Y ou going to bring me some red snapper
next week?’ Every Saturday morning, Mr. Mckinley or one of his sons came by with the morning’s
catch. “ So long now you haven't had red snapper.”

Hefrowned. “ Sdine plant been messing up the water from since. Only few little sngppersin the nets
nowadays. Going to be worse now we have two plants.”

“Or some shark. Shark would be nice.”

“If we catch any, | bring it for you.”

“When | was smdl and | would tell Daddathat the bats were chirping, he never used to blieve me.”
“Mr. Lambkin? How he doing?’

My heart lurched. “He passed. Tuesday. | just now coming from hisfunera.”

“Awoah,” said Mr. Mckinley softly. “1 see. So sorry to hear that.”

“Thank you.”

“Chaedlity? Everything dl right?” 1t was Gene,

“Cdamity.”

“Yes. Sorry.”

Mr. Mckinley reached out and shook Gene' s hand. “I wasjust telling Mistress Lambkin how sorry | am
to hear about her daddy. So many years now | know Mr. Lambkin. From before Blessée went down.”
Y ou know how some working men get tongue-tied around people who had high schooling? Not Mr.
Mckinley.

“Mr. Mckinley, I'm so sorry. If | knew you and Dadda were friends, | would have told you about the
funerd.”

Hesamiled. “Don't fret yourself. Knowing somebody isonething. Friendsis something else.”

Gene pulled aflask of white rum out of his back pocket and unscrewed thetop. “1 liberated it from the
funerd parlour,” hesaid. “A drink to Mr. Lambkin?’

“Thanks.” | took the bottle, knocked back aswig of it. “To Dadda.”

| passed the bottle to Mr. Mckinley. He looked surprised, but he took it, drank, made histoast: “Jimmy,
walk good, you hear?” To ushe sad, “I make the mistake one day and tdll him if hiswife get bored with
him, she could aways come to me. He never speak to me after that again.”



“Daddawas dwaysjedousfor thewomenin hislife”

“Mm-hmm. So | find out.”

Gene made his own toast.

Mr. Mckinley nodded to me and Gene. “ Thank you for sharing your flask with me. Some people
wouldn’t want to drink from the same bottle as aworking class man.” He picked up his tackle box.
“Wdl, Jmmy had ahard row to hoe. But every man will put his past mistakes behind him, oneway or
another. Good evening to you.”

When he was gone, Gene said to me, “He and all?’

“Heand dl what?’

“Hewastalking about your mother disappearing.” He 9ghed. “This blasted idand. Everybody dways up
in everybody el se'sbusiness. And nobody will forgive, nobody will forget.” We passed the bottle back
and forth in silence for abit. Then he glared at me, red-eyed. “Y ou think Mr. Lambkin did it, too? Killed
your mother?’

“Gene, hewas my father. Two years| looked after him.”

Heturned his face away from me. He knuckled a one eye. “Beg pardon. | just feding guilty that | lost
touch with him. Y ears now. Shouldn’t be putting that guilt onyou.”

The revving of the waterbus' s engines dowed. We were nearly at Dolorosse. “We stopping soon,” | told
him. “When | drive down the ramp, just follow me.”

“All right. | sorry, en?’

“I know.”

We went back to our cars. Lots more cars getting off a Dolorosse nowadays, families moving to work
at the new sdine plant. There were some familiar faces, too. But | knew scarcely any of them by name. |
hadn’t moved to Dolorosse to socidize.

Dolorosse Idand was the last stop on the waterbus' s run. Blessée used to be the last; the last liveable
idand on the arm of the Cayabaarchipelago. I’ d lived on Blesse for thefird fifteen years of my life
before moving to the big idand. When | was twenty-seven, a hurricane had hit Blessée. We weren't
ready for it—Blessée was outside the hurricane zone, and we hadn’t had onein over fifty years.

The 1987 storm pulverized Blessée in amatter of days. The survivors had been evacuated. Mr. Kite on
Dolorosse had taken Dadda.in, and Dadda had remained in that housetill now.

Did I think that Dadda had killed Mumma? | hadn’t answered Gene' s question. Couldn’t give him an
answer | didn't have.

The cars drove down the waterbus ramp onto the idand. The sun had taken its nightly dive headlong into
the sea. In the dark, the little cement ferry house had its one yellow light on. From behind the station
house window, Mr. Lee waved the incoming carsthrough. | flashed my ferry passat him and took the
grave turnoff to get to Dadda s house. Gene followed.

| got my cell phone out of my handbag. Speed-dialed. “ Stanley? Let metak to Ife, nuh?’

People wereyelling in Ife' shouse: Clifton’svoice, and If€'s. | thought Stanley had sounded upset.
“Hdlo?

“Ife, what you did to make Clifton so angry?’

“What | did? That iswhat you cal meto say to me?’

“Lord, what away you harsh! | thought you wanted to know if | get home safe.”

A sgh from the other end. “Yes. I’'m sorry, Mummy. So you home now?’

“Nearly there. I'm on Dolorosse. But tell me, nuh; why you and Clifton fighting?”

“Our anniversary is next week. | bought us tickets to attend that speech on labour reform by Caroline
Sookdeo-Grant.”

“Not what you would cal romantic.”

“I have to see somebody to know if to trust them, you know? Seeif they look down and to the left when
they lying— cause you know a politician going to tell you lies—or up and to the right. My NLP teacher
seys—

| burst out laughing. “Ife, iswhat kind of stupidnessthat? Y ou going to decide who to vote for by some



kind of obesh?’

“It's called Neurolinguistic Programming. I’ m taking afour-week course: ‘ Instant Rapport Through
Rapid Eye Movements.” 7’

“Ingtant rapport with who?’

“I was hoping with Clifton. We not getting aong so good right now.”

“Ife, don’'t messthings up with that man, you know. Y ou will suck salt before you find another one like
him”

Silence. A sigh. Then: “Yes, Mummy. Y ou rest good tonight, you hear?”

And shewas gone. | listened to the phone static for a second, playing the conversation back in my head,
hearing where | had madeit go wrong. Again.

| kissed my teeth and snapped the phone shut. | threw it back into my handbag on the passenger sest,
next to the yam I’ d bought from a roadside vendor before we took the waterbus to Dolorosse. | led
Genetherest of the way home and parked in front of my house. When | started to think of Dadda' s
homeas mine?

Gene pulled up behind me on the gravel road. We got out of our cars. He came towards me. Poor man;
he looked alittle shaky too from the funerd. “Y ou’re home safe now,” he said. “ So | will just go back
and wait for the next waterb—"

| felt asudden panic. “No, don’'t be silly.” | gave alittle laugh. “ The waterbus not coming for another
forty-five minutes. At least comeinsde and have acool drink.”

He frowned. “ But—"

“No, | won't hear any objections. | hauled you out al thisway. It' stheleast | can do.”

“All right,” he said doubtfully. “If you' re sure.”

“I’'mcertain.” 1 wasn't, but | led him up the five stepsto the porch.

He pointed to the green wicker lounge chair and armchair that sat beside each other. “I’ll just wait out
here” he said.

When | first moved back to Dolorosse, Dadda would sometimes let me help him out to the porch of an
evening. | would lower him into the lounge chair, put hislegs up so he could lie back. | would put a
blanket around him and we would sit and watch the stars. Months now he hadn’t been able to do that. |
gtarted to ask Gene whether he liked grapefruit juice.

Instead, | began to bawl.

Genelegpt to hisfeet. “Mih lord,” he said. “Y ou should sit down. Y ou want me to bring you some
water?’

| tried to say, It'sall right, but words wouldn’t come out. The sobbing just got worse. It went bone
deep, racking meto the core. Pretty soon | waswailing out my anguish, keening loud and harsh, like
was labouring.

“Come,” said Gene. “ Sit over here.” Hetried to guide meto the chair, but my kneesfailed me. So he
tried to bear me up, but I’'m no fine-boned bird of awoman. | collapsed onto the floor. Best he could do
was take some of my weight so | didn’t land braps like the soil on Dadda s coffin lid.

Thiswasn't me. | wasn't thetypeto faint away. | didn’t cry infront of strangers. But dl | could do was
pull my kneesto me and rock, rock. And weep. A word came thistime; pulled out of me with my bresath:
“Daddaal” It spirdled up into the evening sky like afleck of ash from afire. It thinned out till I couldn’t
hear it no more. The crying let up little bit.

Gene got agood grip under my arms and tried again to lift me. Thistime he got me up and dtting on the
edge of the lounge chair. He sat beside me. | hugged my arms around myself and rocked and wept. My
muscleswererigid, like stone. They had to be. They had to hold me together, or | wasjust going to fly
apart.

Gene propped one el bow up on hisknee, lowered his head into his hand. From the jerking of his
shoulders, | knew that he weeping, too. So quietly. My rocking stopped. Slowly, giving him timeto stop
meif he wanted to, | put my arms around him. He choked out asob; just one. He was making the soft,
mewling sounds of someonetrying to cry without noise. | shushed and rocked him like any baby.



“I can't believe he' sgone,” Gene gasped. “When | heard, it was like somebody punch mein the belly.”
That got me crying again. | pressed my head into Gene' s shoulder. We held on to each other. Our tears
wound down. “I wanted to St with you on thefloor,” he said. Through my face on his shoulder, | could
fed hisvoicevibrating againg my skin. “But the old hip have arthritis, you know?’

| laughed tears. “Thank you.”

He raised hiswoeful face. | leaned forward. And then we were kissing, wiping the eye water and nose
running from each other’ s faces with such tenderness. We managed to stand up together. In the back of
my mind | wasthinking thiswaswrong, thiswas disrepectful. | had just covered my father with cold
earth. But al my body knew wasthat it had touched degath, and it needed the antidote. | reached my
handsingde Gene' s suit jacket, pulled out thetails of hisshirt. | lad my hands againgt the warmth of living
skin, flushed with blood from a besting heart.

Gene was running the back of one hand gently down one side of my throet, then the other. We couldn’t
seem to break eye contact. He whispered, “ Thisisal right?’

All I ssidwas*“Comeinsde.” | took him to my little bedroom. There, with tears running ignored down
our faces, we hel ped each other remove the black grieving clothes, and took comfort in each other’ sfrall,
living flesh.

She had come out of that cave on Blessée. Chastity wasn’t supposed to go into that cave. But she
saw the little girl step out of it, squint into the sun, and look confused. Maybe the little girl’s
parents let her play in the cave! Chastity felt jealous one time. But a little bit curious, and happy,
too, to see another little girl like her. Except for school break times, Chastity didn’t have too
many people to play with. Her school friends parents didn’t make the trip to the out islands often.

“Hello,” said Chadtity.

The little girl shaded her eyes and frowned. She didn’t say anything. Her hair wastall for so; all
the way down to her bumsie. And it was all knotted up, and the little girl wasn’'t wearing her bath
suit.

“What's your name?” Chastity asked her. The girl just stood and looked at her. In the silence,
Chastity could hear the waves whooshing in and out of the cave behind the little girl. “ Did you
lose your bath suit?” Chastity said “ lose,” because that was what she always told Mumma and
Dadda; that she’'d lost her bath suits. But really, shejust didn’t like wearing them. She’ d taken the
last one off in the sea. Walked in up to her chest, rolled the suit down her body, stepped out of it,
and watched the waves take it away. The water had felt so nice, flowing over her. That time,
she’d told Mumma that a dolphin had stolen her suit. Mumma just shook her head and rolled her
eyes.

Something was wrong with the little girl’ s skin. It was mostly a normal colour; sort of light
yellow-brown, like Melody' s at school. But it was sort of blue-ish brown, too, like Chastity’ s hands
would get when she rooted around in the freezer for her favourite flavour of Frutee Freezer Pops.
She liked the blue ones. Once she' d asked Dadda what kind of fruit made that bright acid blue.
He' d told her it was sky juice. Next day she’ d asked Mumma how they got the juice down out of
the sky to make blue Frutee Pops, and Mumma had laughed her belly laugh that Chastity liked.
The one with the little snort at the end of it.

Thelittle girl still didn’'t speak.

“ Areyou dumb?” Chastity asked. There was a little boy at school who didn’t speak too good.
When he said words, they sounded all gargly. Jane Labonté who wore pretty red ribbonsin her
hair to school every day said that Walter was deafanddumb and her daddy said he should bein a
home. But Miss said that Walter was fine, he was just deaf, and couldn’t hear how his speech
sounded, and they mustn’t call him deafanddumb. He was taking special classesto learn to speak
better. Chastity liked Walter. He would trade his orange juice with her at lunch time for cashew



juice. Chastity liked the way the word “ dumb” sounded. She would sometimes sing it over and
over to herself when no-one was around to hear: dumb, dumb, dumb, dumb.

The girl took a hobbling step forward; another. She walked funny. She kept squinting at the sun
and covering her eyes. She waddled over to Chastity, who laughed at the way the girl walked. But
then Chastity remembered how Dadda had told her not to make fun of people. “ I’'msorry,” she
said to the girl. “ How you hurt your feet? They going to get better?”

The little girl just made a gargling noise, reached out her hand, and stroked the fabric of
Chastity' s sundress.

“Where are your clothes?” Chastity asked her. “ Your mumma and dadda are going to be mad at
you for losing them. They're going to say, ‘We re not made of money, you know? Y ou should be
more careful.” Then your mumma and dadda will fight, and your mumma will go away and stay on
the big island with relatives until sheisn’t mad any more.”

The little girl tugged at the shoulder strap of Chastity’s sundress.

“No,” Chastity told her. “ You can’'t have mine.”

The girl didn’'t seemto mind. With a look of amazement, she slid her hand under the strap. She
pulled at the neck of the sundress and stared down the front of it. She laughed, a wet, snorting
sound. Water came out of her nose. She grabbed at the hem of the dress, yanked it up in the air,
looked at Chastity’ s bare legs, and laughed some more.

Chastity pulled her hem back down. “ You don’t have to laugh after me,” she said to the girl. “ |
don’t like clothes either.”

And to prove it, she shucked the dress over her head and threw it up on the rock. Her panties
followed, and her sandals. She could climb and run better without them anyway.

The little girl watched solemnly until Chastity was as naked as she was. She gurgled some more,
and smiled.

“Come,” said Chastity. “ Let’s go swimming.” She started off towards the beach, even though she
knew she wasn’t supposed to go thereif she didn’t have a grown-up with her. They wouldn’'t go in
very far.

But the little girl wasn’t following her. Chastity stopped. The girl was till standing by the
entrance to the cave, looking puzzed.

Maybe she hadn’'t heard what Chastity had said. Walter from school had to look at you to know
what you wanted. “ Come,” said Chastity again, motioning with her hand. The girl seemed to
under stand that. She ran a few steps, then put her hands on the ground and ran on her feet and
hands, with her bumsiein the air. It looked like fun. Chastity tried it, but she couldn’t go asfast as
the girl could. So sheran on just her feet. The little blue-brown girl loped along beside her like a
mongoose. No, not blue. She didn’t have that funny blue-y colour to her any more; just pale
yellow-brown skin.

Chastity could smell the briny sea before she saw it. Then she could hear it. They rounded the last
corner on the path: past twisty scrub grass and big rockstones stuck in the white sand; past the
line of sea grape bushes with their shiny round leaves that stretched out along the beach as far as
they could see. They were on the sandy beach now. The leaping water gleamed blue before them
in the sun. Chastity knew why they called them * waves’ ; because they waved at you, beckoning
you to comein and play. “ It'slike sky juice, right?” Chastity said. “ Only salty.”

Laughing, they raced each other to the forbidden water.

Gene was spooned behind me, half-dozing. His chest hairs were damp against my naked back.

The booming of the sea sounded muffled. Light fog had rolled in. Sea or advection fog. So many years
since Dadda would make me quote my lessons back to him, but | still remembered. Occurs when a
body of warm moist air moves over a cooler sea surface and is cooled to dew point, which isthe
temperature at which condensation takes place. Cayaba had another namefor it, though: jumbie
breath. Was under cover of anight like thisthat Potoo Nelson and eighty-two other daves climbed up



the mountain and threw themselves off the cliffsinto the seaa Rocky Bottom and drowned. In jumbie
breath weather, people said the dead daves came up out of the water and walked, looking for the man
who had led them to their doom.

| could hear the branches of the coconuit trees thrashing. The breeze had picked up little bit. The fog
drifting past my window was tattered and shredding now.

Gene put hisarm around my middle. My waist had gotten thicker these past two years. Even had alittle
overhang. Embarrassed, | pulled hisarm higher, to under my breasts. He cupped one breast. Welay in
that empty, floating blissthat comes after good sex. For thefirst timein days, my nervesdidn’t fed
stripped raw.

The clock radio on my bedside table clicked on. “Chuh,” | said. “1 keep forgetting to unset that darm.”

| felt Generall onto hisback to look at it. “ An darm for nine o’ clock at night?”

“Mm-hmm. Timefor Daddd s last medicine of the day.”

He grunted. We listened to the newswoman, her Cayaba accent clipped to near-BBC diction.
Apparently Caroline Sookdeo-Grant had visited Holy Name Girls Secondary School yesterday. She
had told them that women were half of Cayaba and the country needed their strength.

“Y ou think she could win?" | asked Gene. Election day wasin afew weeks. The campaigning was
hotting up.

Hisgrin waslanguid. “Over Johnson? Y ou know he not going to lose any dection he could buy.”

“Mm. | don’t pay much mind to politricks. Never met a politician who wouldn't try to convince you that
sat wassugar.” | rolled onto my stomach, propped mysdlf up on my elbows.

The radio announcer continued: “ The government of Cayaba has been in negotiations with the
American institution the FFWD, the Fiscal Foundation for Worldwide Devel opment. Today,
Cayaba Public Radio learned that completion of these critical negotiations over Cayaba’s debt
repayment difficulties has been delayed for a month. Samuel Tanner, economic advisor to prime
minister Garth Johnson, said the delay means that Cayaba will be tardy for its deadline to reach
an accord on an economic management strategy with the FFWD. The interest alone on loans
from the FFWD currently exceeds $750 million. Without concessions from the American
foundation, the country faces falling further behind in its repayments.”

“Chuh,” | said. “Don’'t need to be hearing that nonsense right now.” | reached over Gene and turned the
radio off, enjoying the feding of his chest hair tickling my breadis. Lazily, he stroked my arm.

| wasfeding alittle warm. No, | was very warm. Then way too fucking hot. “Woi.” The heat rushed up
through me like when you know you' re going to puke. My cheeks were stinging, Swesat popping out on
my forehead. | sat and fanned mysalf with my hands. So | waslooking right out the window when it
happened. | saw it happen. My breath stopped in my throat. “Holy shit! Y ou seethat?’

“Seewhat?’

| didn’t answer; couldn’t. | shoved mysdlf off the bed and over to the window. Only wisps of fog lft,
and the crescent moon glowing down to help me see. | knew the distant silhouette in the window; knew it
in my bones. “That wasn't there before,” | said. My lipstrembled as | spoke.

“What?" Genewas up out of the bed now. He joined me at the window.

| could only point. My extended hand shook. Rooted on the cliff asthough it had always been there was
the amond tree from my childhood. “ That tree.”

“That tree?" Gene echoed.

“It just appeared out of nowhere.”

“It just appeared?’

Pique was better than terror. “What, like you turn Polly parrot?’ | said, trying to sound teasing instead of
scared no rass. “Yes, thetree. It just came there now. Wasn't no tree there before.” | grabbed the
window ledge to hide my shaking hands. I’ d spent the morning up in that tree the day that Mummawas
reglly gone for good. Now | was cold and shivering, damn it al to hell. | stepped into thelee of Gene's
body for some of hiswarmth.

Gene stared out the window, frowning. His face was creased with deegp and puffy with weeping. He



looked like an old man. How | cometo find myself knocking bootswith asenior citizen?

“I don't quitefollow you,” Gene said. “ That tree. Y ou never seeit before?’

| nodded, my mouth open. “I saw it,” | whispered. “It wasn't there, and then it was. Isfrom Blessée.
Went down when the idand went down.”

Gene stepped completely away from me; turned and began gathering his clothes off the floor. “Y ou need
to get somerest,” he said.

“Youthink | imaginedit!” | fought to kegp my teeth from chattering. | was shuddering with the chill.
Gene stepped into his underwear, pulled up his pants. “ Y ou will fed different after agood night’s deep.
Grief make a person see and do strange things.” He zipped up.

| made mysdf turn my back to the window. “Y ou mean like bringing some strange man home and
screwing himin my father’ shouse?’ | meant it to sound like achdlenge, but the words came out trembly,
haf shame, haf plea

Gene stopped buttoning his shirt. He shook his head. “No, that’snormal.” His voice sounded so
ordinary, the way you might say that of course it rains after the rain flies come out.

| glanced back out the window. Tree till there. “ Normal ? How you can say that what we just did was
normda?’

“Funerd sx.”

“What?’

He came over to me, took my two handsin his. “| said, funeral sex. Never happen to you before?’
“No. People don’t drop dead on meregularly.”

He gave awry smile and let me have my hands back. “Y ou must be younger than me, then. Two
drangers a the same funerd find themsalvesin bed right after. Don't fed bad. It' sathing grief does. |
seeit before” | hated the compassion in hisvoice. “It just never happen to me before,” he said sadly.

| asked him, “Y ou know what el se never happen before?”

“What?’

“That tree, damnit! It wasn't there before!”

“I know that’ swhat you believe.” He went and flicked on thelight. | squinted in the sudden, painful
brightness.

“I know that’s what you believe,” | mocked him. “Y ou don’t know. Don't you dare patronise mein
that mealy-mouthed kind of way!” | found anightiein my dresser, pulled it over my head. “Y ou sound
likelfeoma | didn’t see that tree before because it was't there before!”

A hardness came over hisface. “ Caamity, you're hdlucinating.”

| strode over to the bedroom door, yanked it open. “And you are leaving.”

“Damned right.” He brushed past me. From the hdlway he said, “Drink alot of water and try to get a
good night' sdeep.”

| leaned out the door and snapped, “Don’t you tell me what to do!”

Heglared at me. Stomped out into the living room. | sood in my bedroom. Every time | looked towards
the window, | got the shakes. Gene came back into the bedroom.

“| told you you could come back in here?’

He made aface, squared up his shoulders. “ Sorry for trying to give you orders,” he said. “Bad habit.”
Jugt likethat.

“You'reastrong woman. | can seethat. Looking after Mr. Lambkin al those years. But who looking
after Cdamity?’

Hewasn't going to get around me by being nicey-nicey. “Cdamity looking after Calamity. She one.”
He set hismouth hard. “ So | see. Cadamity don’t need nobody. Y ou going to come and lock the front
door behind me?’

| looked away from him. | didn’t reply.

“All right, then.”

| listened to the sound of his feet walking down the halway and through the living room. | heard him open
the front door, closeit back with a deliberate gentleness. Little moretime, | heard his car start up.



“That'sright,” | muttered. “ Take your skinny behind away from my front yard.” | went and locked the
front door. Returned to the bedroom and threw myself onto the bed. In the lighted room, the window
was just asquare of black. The blindness was worse than being able to seeiit. | leapt up again and outed
thelight. There wasthetree, looming inthe dark. “You don't scareme,” | saidtoiit. | lay back down.
My pillow was damp and it smelled of swet. | clutched acorner of it tightly. The rumpled top sheet was
on thefloor where we had kicked it. My funerd clotheswere dl over the floor, too. Fucking hell. That
had been beyond the pale, even for me. Bury the father, come straight back to his house with aman, and.
.. “I'msorry, Dadda,” | whispered.

Oh, shit. Theyam. It would rotten in the closed-up car. | sucked my teeth and got up again. | went out to
the car. From the passenger Side seat | picked up the piece of yellow yam. It was nearly asbig asmy
head, its dark brown, rooty skin rough against my pams. | took it insde, to the kitchen. | put it on the
kitchen counter.

Truthtotel, | wasn't deepy. By the clock set into the stove, it wasn't even ten o' clock yet. And | didn’t
want to go back to my bed to stare at the amond tree and try to figure out if | wasfindly going stark,
garing mad.

| wasn't in the mood for tv. | opened the freezer and took out the two books | had in there, knotted into
separate plastic bags. | squinted in the low light from the open fridge, trying to make out their titles. Oh,
yes Buxton Spice and The Life and Loves of a She-Devil. The books had been in my freezerversity
nearly three months now; more than enough timeto kill afull life cycle of bookworm. Hadn't read much
in Dadda slast few weeks. In the evenings after I’ d fed him and got him to take his medicine, my mind
had been too fretful for book learning.

| put one book on the kitchen table. Took the other one out of its plastic and cracked it open. But |
wasn't redly seeing thewords. | put it down, looked around the kitchen. My eye lighted on the piece of
yam. | grinned. Night picnic on the beach. Like old times.

| found matches, lit ahurricane lamp and took it into the pantry. Its yellow-brown light set shadowsto
flickering on the pantry walls. My shadow did adevil-girl dancein thelight.

On ashdf in the pantry stood two lonely bottles of store-bought cashew liqueur. Our pantry in Blessée
used to have shelves full of cashew wine and liqueur; gallon bottles. Dadda had managed to save afew
when Blessée blew away. He used them to bribe the Coast Guard rescuersto let him off at Dolorosse
instead of taking him to a shelter on the big idand like everybody el se. They’ d probably thought he was
crazy to take the chance. They had probably been right. He had camped out right there on the beach for
aday in thewind and the rain with the few possessions he had l&ft. The Coast Guard was coming to
remove him forcibly when Mr. Kite had taken himin. Mr. Kite was aweird old white guy from Germany.
Came to Cayaba and went native.

| hooked two fingers through the handle of one of the liqueur bottles. Took it out to the kitchen table.
Back in my room | stood off to oneside so | couldn’t see out the window. | peded out of my nightie and
tossed it on the bed. No need to dirty more clothes; | just put on back the underwear and the skirt and
blouse | had thrown on the floor before jumping into bed with Gene. Nobody to see how they were
wrinkled. The panty hose were crumpled up and lying beside the bed. The trand ucent fabric looked like
shed skin. One leg was laddered. | tossed them into the waste basket.

Back in the kitchen, one of the big cloth shopping bags hanging under the sink held the yam, the st and
pepper, and astick of butter from the fridge. |1 dung the bag handles over my arm and hooked the liqueur
bottle by its handle again. The hurricane lamp went into the other hand, to light my way. Barefoot,
bare-legged, | went down the front steps and took the road to the beach.

The rockstones and the sticks on the path jooked my feet. Solong | hadn’t walked on hard ground with
no shoes. When | got so big and grown up, wearing shoes al the time?

The seasmdled sdty and meaty tonight, like dinner. Once | reached thefirgt stretch of beach sand with
its scrub grass, the warm sand was soothing under my feet. The waves dushed a mein rhythm, likean
old person puffing as she dozed.

In the dark, the hurricane lamp threw a protective circle of light around me. Grandmother Seawas



snoring in her deep, and | was feding better aready.

| set down the shopping bag and searched the beach until I’ d found enough driftwood. | buried the yam
inthe sand. Over it, | piled the sticks, used flame from the lamp to get afire going. | dug ashalow hole
nearby, waited for it to fill from the bottom with seawater. The butter went into that, so it wouldn't melt
inthewarm air. | stood the bottle in the sand, close to the fire. The heat would warm the liqueur alittle.
Fuck. What | was going to sit on? | had forgotten about that. Walk al the way back to the house? If |
went, | probably wouldn’t come out again tonight.

| had anaughty idea. | checked the beach up and down. Nobody. | pulled off my skirt and laid it on the
sand. | felt so wicked, with the sea breeze blowing through my legs! But now | had a picnic blanket. | sat
on my skirt and stared into thefire. It chuckled asit burned. | reached for the bottle of cashew liqueur,
put the bottle of warm, sweet acohol to my lips, and drank. With no dinner in my belly yet, | began to
fed the booze onetime. So | had more. The seamade its warm whooshing noise. | crooned toiit, “The
moonlight, the music, and you. . .” and took another gulp. | tucked the bottle into the cradle made by my
knees and thighs. The cool glassfelt good againgt my skin. Up in the sky the new moon swung, yellow
and sickled asabanana. A round shadow sat insdeits horns. “ Old moon stting in the new moon's
arms,” | whispered toit; aphrase |’ d learned from my freezerversity. | picked up the bottle, took three
long pullsat it. | tucked its smooth roundness back against my pubic bone.

| was pleasantly woozy. Thetingling soread out from the centre of meto my legs, torso, head, arms. My
toes and the soles of my feet were warm. My fingertips prickled. | rubbed my hands together, so that
friction increased the lovely hedt.

“How my yam doing?’ | asked of thefire. It made cheerful popping sounds back at me. The smell of
smoke and burning wood was glorious. To just Sit here, not a care for the clock, no need to go and
check if Daddawasdl right, if he needed anything. Thisiswhat | should have donein thefirst place,
instead of taking Gene home. Ife would be so scanddized when | told her! Oh. But | wasn't talking to
her. Not redly.

| drank atoast to Dadda, and one to Mumma. They were back together now. Maybe.

“ Dadda, you ever wonder what happened to Mumma that night?”
“No.”
“Why not, Dadda?”

“1 know what happened; she went away and left us.”

Just like she used to threaten to, any time she and Dadda argued, any time | had been bad. “1 going to go
far away and never come back,” she would say, trying to keep the smile from her lips. “ Then dlyou going
to be sorry.”

We were.

| never pressed Dadda for the whole story. | was afraid of what words might come out to break the
slence. And now | would never get to ask him.

| lurched to my feet. Whoops; alittle unsteady. With my bottle and hurricane lamp, | went walking aong
the beach, looking for agood strong stick. Tiny red crabs scurried out of thelight into their holes.

The wind was stronger, the waves tossing more. The night air was freshening, so Grandmother Seawas
restless. | faced her and bowed to her. “Old woman,” | greeted her. “But still wet and juicy, en?’ |
laughed. Thewind swallowed the sound.

| pulled a handful of big, platter-shaped sea grape leaves off their sems, found astick, and hurried back
to the heat of thefire. With the stick, | poked in the sand underneath the fire until | unearthed the yam.
Thetip of the stick went into it easily. Perfect. | hooked the yam out of the fire and onto the seagrape



leaves|’d oread as aplate. My fingers were still thrumming from the adcohol. Made mefed tingly all
over. | took another drink so that the feeling wouldn't end too soon. With my stick, | broke the piece of
roasted yamintwo. A delicious smell rosein the steam from it. My belly rumbled. | fished the butter out
of its cool water, unwrapped it, dug my fingersin, got agood handful of it, and spread the butter into the
crumbly yellow of the roasted yam. Then salt and pepper. | crouched over my dinner, pulling and eating
pieces of buttered yellow yam out of its burned skin as soon asthey cooled enough to handle. In
between, | took swigs from the bottle. Should have brought fresh water with me. But | would be back at
the housein alittle bit.

Damn. That was more than sea spray misting my shoulders. There was the occasiona warm drop of rain.
| stared blearily into the darkness, but | couldn’t see beyond thefire. In the yellow-lit circle, splashes of
darker beige were appearing here and there in the sand. Raindrops. They were spattering my head and
shoulders now. | needed to finish the yam, fast. Its hot flesh burned my fingertips, but | kept plucking &t it
and popping the buttery-sat piecesinto my mouth.

The seahad woken up. It roared and rushed the shore. A spear of lightning lit up angry, cresting waves.
Thunder boomed back at the fuming sea. “ Grandma Sea and Grandpa Sky,” | said, “why dl you
fighting?’ | chuckled. “ Poopa Sky, like your wife getting the Change, or what?’ | snickered at my joke.
Three flashes of lightning, quick upon each other. Thunder shouted and the searoared back. Just a
passing shower. Thewater felt good on my skin.

| wasfull. | stood up in the spit-warm rain and flung my scrapsinto the water for the fish, dmost throwing
myself off balance. | drank the liqueur, watched the sea, and rubbed my burned and itchy fingertips
agang my thigh.

A rush of cloud water put out the lantern. It doused most of thefire, too. Gradualy, my eyes adjusted to
the darkness. Thefirdight had been hiding the beach from my view.

The sky pelted down raindrops and the sea flung spume back up. The clouds threw javelins of lightning.
“Don't fight with her!” | yelled at the sky. “ She’ syour wife! Y ou must love her!”

Thewind blew my words away. “Don’t hurt her,” | whispered.

Taking my drink, | wove my way aong the sand. Small crabs scuttled sideways out of my way, running
on claw-tipsinto their holes. | spped from the bottle.

Inafew minutes | reached the low, flat rock. It was about waist height on me. | stood the bottle oniit.
Some evenings | would come out here and Sit on it to watch the sunset, feel my bottom toasty on the
sun-warmed surface.

Thisrock signalled the end of the beach; afew yards farther along, an exposed escarpment of the cora
that underpinned Dolorosse jutted way out into the water. Trying to clamber over that was agood way
to cut your feet to shreds.

| wiped rain water out of my eyes and heaved myself up onto the rock, beside the bottle. The movement
set my head spinning. | sat as till as1 could and waited for the dizziness to pass. The dance of lightning
from the sky was magnificent. Bloated waves reached high, high, trying to push away the stabbing
lightning. “That'sright!” | shouted to Mumma Sea. “ Protect yoursdf!”

| shuddered in the rain. My burned fingertips buzzed. Vertigo spun the world around again. | groaned
and lay down on the rock. Better. Its surface wasn't warm tonight, but lying down felt so good. | pulled
my feet up onto the rock and rolled over onto my back. | opened my mouth to catch raindrops. For a
litttlewhile | made agame of that, giggling at thefed of rain solashing my skin. Suddenly, my skin was
burning with fever. | sat up and reached for the bottle. Therock spun, and mewithit. I threw myself
down on it and clung, just trying not to fall off. A spectacular jag of lightning split the Sky open. The boom
of thunder made my ears buzz. | whimpered and shivered for atime. Then there was nothing.

Thellittle girl got all excited as they hit the waves. She sucked in deep breaths of air. She waddled
the first few yards, then a wave struck her in the face and rushed on to shore. Thelittle girl
laughed and shook water out of her eyes. She stood and did her awkward walk a bit further,



leaving Chastity behind. Mumma and Dadda never let Chastity go out this far by herself. She
hesitated. Took small steps backwards.

The water was chest high on the little girl now. She looked back at Chastity. She was smiling. She
looked so happy! Thelittle girl called out something that Chastity couldn’t hear over the sound of
the sea, then turned and leapt into an oncoming wave that was as tall as she was. “ Wait!”
Chastity yelled, but the little girl was gone. What would the little girl’ s parents say? Chastity
began to feel worried.

Thellittle girl surfaced, floating in a trough between the waves. She waved at Chastity.

She looked like she was having fun. “1’'m coming!” Chastity shouted. She lowered her body into
the water and started to dog-paddle towards her friend. The next wave lifted her up, then down,
making her tummy flip-flop in a delicious way. The girl dove, came back up again, grinning. The
next wave slapped Chastity full in the face. She got a noseful of water. It stung. She started to
cough, dog-paddling the whole time. She got more water in her mouth. She was coughing too
hard to see now, and another wave hit her. She was below the water. She couldn’t breathe.
Frightened, she closed her eyes, her arms striking out for where she thought the surface was.

A hand grabbed her and pulled her up. Her face was in the air again. She took a big whooping
breath, spat out water. The little girl was holding Chastity by her upper arm. She helped Chastity
rise and fall with the next wave, and the next. She kept pulling them out deeper. “ Whee!”

Chastity said. “ Go out more!” She helped by dog-paddling with her legs and her free arm. The
little girl gurgled and grinned at her, and swam strongly. Pretty soon they were out really deep.
The shore was far away. There weren’t even any waves out here. That meant that Chastity could
swim without getting water in her eyes. “ Let me go,” she said to the little girl, who was all blue-y
again; a deeper blue thistime. Thelittle girl wouldn’t understand her, so Chastity pried the
helping fingers off her arm. Thelittle girl let go, and Chastity paddied around her in a big circle.

“ Seewhat | can do?” she asked thelittle girl. “ I’ma good swimmer. Mumma says so.”

Thelittle girl did aroll in the water, holding her ankles. And another one without stopping, and
even another *nother one. She brought her head back up, laughing. She shook her long, matted
hair. The dark knots sent water flying.

“How you do that?” Chastity asked. “ Show me.” Shetried to reach for her own ankles, got more
sea water in her nose for her troubles. She sputtered it out. The little girl floated upright in the
water, brought her knees up to her chest. She babbled again. Chastity looked down. She could see
thelittle girl reaching to clutch her own ankles.

“Oh,” Chastity said. “ Let metry.”

She could do that part, but she couldn’t roll without getting water up her nose. And she wastired,
breathing hard. She reached for thelittle girl’s shoulder. The little girl seemed to understand. She
curled her arm around Chastity’ s body, under her armpits. Together they swam in the direction of
the big rock that stuck up out of the water. Chastity had always wanted to go there, but Dadda
said it was too dangerous. Now she was going to see what the big rock was like! She liked the
yellow girl.

As they went, Chastity |ooked down. There was a lobster below them, a big one, all shiny-brown
and yellow and spiny. Chastity thought of its pincers reaching for her exposed toes. She curled her
feet under her and kicked them, trying to help herself and the little girl go faster.

They swam through a school of tiny fish, nearly colourless, each tiny asthe first joint of Chastity's
pointing finger. They tickled when they passed over her body. Chastity giggled, until she saw what
the little girl was doing. She had her head under the water while she was swimming, and her
mouth open. She brought her head up, chewing and smacking her lips happily. “ Nasty!” Chastity
said to her. “ You eating raw fish!” Thelittle girl grinned a fishy grin.

They were through the school now. The girl just kept swimming. The rock was right in front of
them. The sea was making waves as it crashed against the rock. Just small ones, but the power of
the water was driving them towards the rock. Chastity was afraid they would be smashed against



it.

Suddenly the little girl dove, taking Chastity under. She spluttered, tried to cough, breathed in
mor e salty water. Then they were up again, in the air, touching the rock. The little girl was
holding on to a part of it that stuck out. Choking, Chastity reached for it too. For a while, all she
could do was hold on and cough. The wavestried to suck her into the water and bang her against
the rock, but she held on.

The little girl looked concerned. She peered closely at Chastity, making question sounds in her
throat. She rubbed Chastity’ s back. “ I’m okay,” Chastity reassured her. “ Just. . . Can we climb
right up on the rock?” Chastity didn’t wait for an answer. She braced her legs on the rock and
started climbing up. When she got stuck, the little girl pushed her from beneath, then scrambled
up onto the rock herself.

The rock was dark brown and full of lots of little holes with sharp edges. It hurt to stand up on it.
Gingerly, Chastity moved around until she found a smoother place, right at the very top. It was
warm from the sun up there. Almost too warm, but the water running off her body was cooling a
part of the rock. Chastity sat on the cooler, wet part. She was glad of the sun’s warmth, because
coming out of the water had chilled her body. The little girl came and lay beside her, chattering
away in her liquid tongue.

“I likeyou,” Chastity said to her. “ You want to be best friends?”

Thelittle girl looked up at her, squinting into the sun. She put one long-fingered hand to her
forehead to block out the glare. Her eyes did something funny. She smiled at Chastity. Chastity
guessed that meant yes, they were now best friends. She smiled back.

The little girl sqguoonched herself down into a ball. With a crazy, yodelling scream, she sprang off
the rock and cannonballed into the sea below. She popped up again, like the yellow almond fruit
that floated when they fell into the sea. She gurgled at Chastity.

Chastity stood. Just before she made the jump, she thought she saw a bunch of rounds lumps
rising fromthe water, like heads. It startled her, threw her off her stride. She jumped anyway; just
not as strongly as she'd planned. “ Yaaahhhh!” she yelled. She flew through the air, then plunged
down, down, down towards the blue, knowing that it would be all right, that she would rise up
again, and her friend would make sure she was safe.

What she hit was not water, but an outcropping of rock that was hidden just below the surface of
the sea. The impact was brutal. Her whole body electrified with the shock of it; a jangling that
made thought, even breath, impossible. Chastity didn’t know what happened from that moment
until she awoke high up on the shore, well out of the way of the tide, in the |ee of the sea grape
bushes. Mumma was touching her shoulder and calling out her name. Mumma was crying softly.
Chastity tried to lift her head, but the thrashing pain behind her eyes made her lay it back down
onto the sand.

“Oh, God, God,” her mother moaned. “ She wake up. Chastity, you all right? What happened to
you?”

“Where' sthelittle girl?” Chastity whispered. She turned her head despite the pain.

“We have to get you to hospital,” Mumma said. She bent and picked Chastity up.

Weakly, Chastity held on around her mother’s neck. “ Where' sthe little girl?” she asked again.
“Thelittle blue girl.”

Her mother was hurrying towards the house. “ Where your clothes, child? What you were doing?”

“1 fell,” Chastity told her. Better not to say that she’d jumped. “ Off that big rock.” She pointed at
one of the large climbing rocks that were all over the beach.

“ After | told you not to come and play down by the water by your self!”

But she hadn’t been by herself. Thelittle girl had been with her.

“1 only turned my back for two-twos!”

Chastity whispered, “ My head hurts.” She looked over her mother’ s shoulder. There were



footprints in the sand. They disappeared at the water line.

There was something on her head. Chastity put her hand up to her forehead and pulled at the
thing she found there. Her head hurt so much! Through half-closed eyes, she looked at what was
in her hand: seaweed, loosely braided into a bandage. Its shiny brown leaves were bloody. It had
been tied around her head, covering the big gash she could feel above her ear. Chastity probed
the gash with her fingers, which came away sticky with her own blood. That was when she finally
felt frightened, and clung to her mother, and started to cry.

At the hospital, they said she had a mild concussion. They wouldn’t et her sleep all that night.
Every time she was descending into blessed rest, a nurse or Dadda or Mumma would shake her
awake. Her memories of that night were mostly of exhaustion, and crying, begging to be allowed
to sleep. Towards morning, delirious with fatigue, she began to talk about the yellow girl with
blue-y skin, and about the lobster that had wanted to eat her toes. She remembered Dadda,
haggard from lack of sleep himself, whispering to her mother, “ Hallucinations. Poor thing.” The
hospital let her parents take her home that day, and she slept and slept until sunrise next morning.
Her parents grounded her from the beach for a week, and forbade her to ever take her clothes off
when she was outside in the open.

She never saw the yellow-blue brown girl again.

The Sun drove bright splinters of light through my haf-open lids. “Ow! Shit.” | snapped my eyes shut
again. Blind, | took stock. From the fedl of rough stone under me, | was lying on the rock on the beach.
Don't tell me | passed out there drunk last night. How | could do something so stupid? Suppose thetide
had come up and swept me away?

It was certainly no longer night. The sun’s heat was searing my thighs and the side of my face. My mouth
tasted like I’ d been eating carrion. Hot buttered carrion. A kettle-drum orchestrawas playing in my
head. Off-key. My belly served me notice that it was disgusted with my behaviour, and that it was about
to violently register its protet. | rolled onto my stomach just in time to puke over the side of the rock.
The taste and smell were awful. Everything was awful. On my stomach, | rested my head back down on
the too-hot rock. | was parched and woozy. The sweaty smell of the ocean was making me queasy. The
coconut trees shook and rustled their laughter.

“Oh, God, beg you, do,” | muttered, “ please let death come and take me thisminute. | think isthe only
thing that will remove thistaste from out my mouth.”

I’d glimpsed something when | leaned over the side of the rock. What?

Gingerly, | lifted my head and looked again.

Y ou know what? People redlly do go cold with fright. There was athing washed up on the sand, not too
far from my rock. It was completely covered in seaweed, except for abrown hand poking through. I was
down off therock and moving in that direction before | knew it.

| stubbed my toe against something. | gave ayip of fear and legpt back. But it was no torn-off limb. It
was my bottle, haf-buried in the sand.

It could stay right there. Would be acold day in hell before | could stand the smell of acohol again.

The hand sticking out of the bladderwrack shroud was achild’s. My gut twisted again. | dropped to my



knees and vomited into the sand.

| had another look. The still-wet seaweed glistened. | reached out afinger. My skin crawled. | couldn’t
bring mysdlf to touch the body. There was a piece of seagrape root sticking out of the sand not far
away. | crawled over, wrenched it free, brought it back. | took a deep, shuddering breath and extended
the stick. Thetip of it trembled so wildly that it took a second before| could aimit. | made thetip of the
stick touch one end of the seaweed lump. The opposite of where | figured its head was, if it ill had a. . .
no. | wasn't going to think about that. My stomach agreed that it was a subject best |eft unexplored.

All I could fedl was springy seaweed. Maybe | hadn't pressed hard enough with the stick. | bresthed
again—agasp, realy—and poked allittle deeper thistime.

The body moved. Thistime, | jumped back about eight feet. My bladder gave alittle squirt.

Now asmall groan came from inside the seaweed. How badly had the sea broken the person insde?
The child moved dowly, pushed asecond arm and aleg through the seaweed. At least those were
working. That got me past fear. | rushed to the child’ s side, started pulling the seaweed off it. “Areyou
hurt?’ | said. “You dl right?

It was aboy, alittle brown boy. He looked about two, maybe three years old. His clothing had been torn
off by the sea, and hishair was amess: shellsand sand matted in it. And it waslong so like agirl’s.

He started athin, hiccoughing sob. | dragged the rest of the seaweed off him. He was cut and bruised dl
over. Hisankle was puffy and discoloured. | touched it, and he screamed with pain. He looked at me
with liquid eyes, hissmall brown face amask of misery. He reached for hisinjured leg, and moaned when
his own touch hurt.

He needed ahospitd. And damnit dl to hell, | didn’'t have my cell phone. Nobody else around to help
me. People didn’t come ouit to this beach plenty; too rocky, and the sand brown with mud from the
mangroves.

There was an emergency phoneinstaled near the middle of the beach. | couldn’t leave him here, done
and scared, while | went for help. Maybe | could move him? But suppose he had abroken rib and |
made it worse by picking him up? 1 cursed myself for not bringing my cdl phone. He was crying, his open
mouth downturned and the sides of histongue curling up, like babies' tongues do.

“Help!” | scanned the beach, the bushes. Still nobody.

| would haveto move him. “1 going to pick you up, okay?1’ll bered careful.”

“Hello, hie!” someone shouted. “Y ou need help?” A man was clambering out of the water.

“Yes, please! Thischild—he shurt!”

“I coming!” Hewas big. Had akind of mixed look to him; black and Indian, maybe. He was wearing a
garish red and black wetsuit and carrying asnorkd and fins. Histhick middle jounced alittle as he ran.
He stopped in front of us, panting.

“You have acdl phone?’ | asked him. Lots of tourists carried their valuablesin waterproof pouches
when they dove. “We haveto cal Emergency.”

He shook hishead. “ Sorry, no.” He knelt in the sand, reached for the groaning child.

“Careful,” | told him. “I think hisankle bresk. | don’t want to move him. Y ou will stay and watch him
while | go to the emergency phone? It’ sjust over there.”

“Y es. But we have to move him anyway. He too close to the water line.”

“Shit”

“It'sdl right. We will take care of hisspine. We could brace him on this” He held out one of hisfins,
turned it over to itsflat back. Yes, it wasamost aslong asthe little boy. | got down aslow as|
could—blasted knee!—and helped the man dide the fin underneath the child’ s back. “Y ou take his
head,” he said. Together we picked the boy up. He screamed.

“Sorry, baby,” | said. “Weonly trying to help.” We carried him out of the way of the water and set him
back down in the sand.

“Go and phone,” the man said. As| was running away, he shouted, “I’m Hector! Goonan!”

God, yes. Should have asked him for hisname. Like | couldn’t do anything right today.

The emergency phone was protected in its own smal shdlter safely away from thetideline. Seemed to



take forever to get there. My lungs started to burn. It was like breathing glass. | kept going. | was nearly
weeping by thetime | reached the phone. | picked up the receiver and waited the few seconds of forever
until the call rang through.

“Coast Guard. What is your emergency?’

| started to babble, gasping for air: child, storm, hurt, please.

“Sow down, ma am. Isthe child breathing?’

“Yes. | think hisleg break.”

“Is he conscious?’

“Yes. HE sbhawling. And he have cuts al over hisbody.”

“Stay ontheline, please, ma am. Y ou going to hear metaking to someone ese. I’ m digpatching them to
come and get you.”

“All right.” Fuck, what was the name of this beach? How was| going to direct them?

| heard the digpatcher talking, and the crackly voice of aman responding viasome kind of machine. She
told them which phone my call had come from. Of course! They could trace usthat way. | bresthed a
little eesier. Crackle-crackle, said the other voice.

“Maam?’ The dispatcher was back on theline.

“I'm here”

“The Dolorosse paramedics are on their way.”

“Yes, | know them.” It' sthem had answered my call when | found Dadda on Thursday.

“Isthe child with you?’

“No, he'swherel found him, over near the end of the beach. Somebody’ swith him.”

“Which end of the beach, ma am? Northeast or southwest?’

My mind went blank. “1 can’'t.. . | don't. . .”

“Ma am, take a deep bresth. They know theidand good. They will find him. Any landmarkswhere he
is?’

“Ahm. . . yes. A hig, flat rock. About waist height. Wide enough for somebody to fal adee. . . the
mangroves!” Only one end of the beach had mangroves.

“He s near the end where the mangroves are? By abig, flat rock about waist high?’

“Yes” At least part of my brain wasworking.

“All right. 1 will tell the paramedicsthat. Hold again, please.” | heard her talking to the paramedics. Then,
from the road | couldn’t see because of the wall of sea grapes, came the wahwah of the ambulance
going by, and the popcorn sound of tyres on gravel. They were going the right way.

The digpatcher came back on theline. “They going to reach in another minute,” she said.

“Okay. Thank you—"

“No, don't hang up!”

“But | haveto go back to him!”

“Please stay in telephone contact with me until Jerry and Pam-

datdl methey find him.”

“You right. That make sense”

“Y ou doing good.” Her voice had gentled. “Thet little boy is lucky you found him.”

“Heh. | guess sometimes when you find Calamity, it' sagood thing.”

“Beg pardon?’

“Never mind. They resch yet?’

“Not quite. . .” The crackle of theradio cal interrupted her. | wished | could understand what they were
sying.

“They have located the patient, ma am. They want meto tell you that from the racket he’ smaking, his
lungs are probably fine.”

| managed to laugh alittle. Now that | knew the child was getting help, reaction was setting in. My whole
body shook. My sunburned face and leg were screaming at me.

“There' saCoast Guard speedboat waiting at the dock to take him to hospita.”



“Already?’

“Two minutes three seconds from Cayabato Dolorosse,” she said proudly. “Y ou could go back now.”
“Thank you. Thank you.” I hung up the phone and began the wak back. The drumsinside my head had
changed to a chorus of gongs. Two minutes, three seconds. Took almost half hour by waterbus. |
stopped to wait for about of the spinsto pass, then kept walking.

When | reached back to the little boy, the two paramedics were knedling beside him in the sand. They
had put some kind of contraption under him; like a dotted spoon with no handle. He had ahard plagtic
collar around his neck. The man who had hel ped us—Hector?>—was holding the boy’ shead in histwo
hands, keeping it till. Everybody was wearing blue rubber gloves. The boy looked so frightened! “1t' sl
right, smdl one,” said Mr. Goonan. “ Everything going to bedl right.” He had long black hair pulled back
into aponytail. Why a perfectly good-looking man would go and do that kind of stupidness?

Jerry looked up and saw me. “Hey, Miz L.”

“Hehurt bad?’ | asked. “His neck?’

“The collar, you mean? Just a precaution. Pam, hand me the stethoscope there, nuh?’

The child, sobbing, said something. | didn’t recognise the language.

Pamelagot the stethoscope out of the black doctor bag sitting on the sand and handed it to Jerry. She
looked off. Stone-faced, like jumbie waking on her grave. Pam was astrapping red woman with light
brown skin. Not this morning, though. Her face was yellow, bloodless.

Jerry listened to the boy’ s chest, handed the stethoscope back to Pamela. *Y ou check hispulseyet?’ he
asked her.

“Sorry.” With two fingers, she touched the boy’ swrist like she was touching awhip snake. *Y ou want
me to check his pupils, too?’

“No. Nothing wrong with them. Smal and reactive. Miz L., you the one who found him, right?’

| told him what had happened. As| talked to him, he put his hands around the child’ s hips, pressed his
thumbs towards each other. He started working hisway down the child’ s good leg. “Hector, you okay
there?’ he asked.

“Doingfine”

Pameasaid, “Pulseisregular and full at 115, BP 94/80, resps 24, SpO2 100 percent. Y ou want the
monitor on?’

“Nah. We can do that later. Either of you know thisboy? Y ou ever see him around the idand?’

| said no. Hector told them he wasn't from Dolorosse. Pamea asked, “Either of you recognise what
language he spesking?’

Jerry sighed, gave her ahard look. “1 recogniseit. | don’t understand it, but | hear it before. He don’'t
have gphasa”

Pamela pressed her lipstogether. Shedidn't reply. Jerry wasfedling the thigh of the boy’ s damaged leg
now. “Y ou say he was unconscious when you found him?” he asked me. “When he woke up, he
vomited?’

“No, but I di. ..l don't think so. | can’'t remember. I’'m sorry.”

Jerry was close to the boy’ s knee. The child got agitated. He was complaining, saying the same words
over and over. Jarry said, “Hector, most likely I'll hurt him when | touch hislower leg. Make sure you
don't let hishead move.”

“All right.”

“I going towork asfast as| can. Miz L., | need you to hold historso for me.”

“Y ou sureyou don’'t want Pamelato do it?’

“No. Y ou the one who found him. He might remember that. And the two of you keep talking to him, al
right? Look in his eyes and reassure him. Say anything you want; ook like he can’t understand you
anyway. But keep your tone of voice cam and soothing.”

“All right.” I moved in to brace the child’ storso. | smiled at him. He stared at me, took a shivering
breath. Hiseyesflickered. | said swestly, “Y ou having arassclaat of amorning, nuh true? Poor babbins.”



Hector’ s startled eyes met mine. | shrugged one shoulder. He smiled.

Suddenly the boy screamed, tried to arch hisback. | held him.

“I nearly finish,” Jerry told us. “Allyou doing good.”

The child screamed again, then burst into tears. “Look at me,” | said. “Look.” Hedid, hiseyeswild and
clouded. | sang,

Jane and Louisa will soon come home,
Soon come home, soon come home.

Hector joined in with me:

Jane and Louisa will soon come home,
Into this beautiful garden.

The boy’ s sobhing trailed into whimpering. Hector went right into

Mosquito one, mosquito two,
Mosquito jump in a hot callaloo.

| made akissy face at the child. “ Old Hector’ sso silly, nuh true?’ | cooed. “Everbody know it's
‘mosquito jump in the old man’s shoe.’ 7?77’

Hector snorted.

“All right, | finish,” Jerry told us. “Keep holding him, though. That will help him stay calm. Pam, look like
atib fracture. He got good sensation in the toes, good cap refill. Y ou want to do the splint?’

Slence

“Pam?”

“Okay.” She sounded like she was agreeing to have her teeth pulled without anaesthetic. Why they let
somebody so flighty work as a paramedic? But she was gentle, and quick. The child never screamed
once. When | got up alittle bit later, he had some kind of bright blue plastic sheath around his lower leg,
kesping it from moving.

Pamelaand Jerry put straps around his body and the stretcher to keep him still. Hector let go, shook his
handsout. | said to him, “Y ou have agorgeous singing voice.”

He smiled baghfully. “Men’s choir. When | wasin grad school.”

“I'm Cdamity.”

His smile became agrin. He shook my hand. “Interesting name. Must have astory behind it.”

Pam and Jerry picked up the stretcher. There weretrails of tears on the boy’ sface. He must have been
exhausted from battling the sea. How long he had been out there? And then strangerstie him down and
take him away. “We taking him to the waterbus dock,” Jerry said. “ Coast Guard will take him to
hospital. To CayabaMercy.”

“I’m coming with you.”

“No. I’'m sorry. Regulations. Y ou could go and visit him after. Besides, a Coast Guard officer going to
want to talk to the both of you, since you were first on the scene.”

“I’'mright here)” said afamiliar voice. | turned.

It was Gene. “| decided to walk,” hetold Jerry. “ Seewhat | could see.” Hisface completely neutrd, he
held out a piece of sandy black cloth to me.

My sKirt.

“About What O’ Clock you think you found the boy?” asked Gene.



| finished wriggling into my skirt. | zipped it up. “What timeitisnow?’ | couldn’t make mysdf look himin
the eyes, not after what he and me did last night.

“Ten of eight, malam.”

Ma’ am. Thank heaven. He wasn't going to make people know that he knew me. “I found him probably
about six-thirty, quarter to seven.” | swallowed. Now that some of the excitement was over, my belly
was darting to turn again.

Hector nodded. “Y es, it’ s about that time that | heard you shouting for help.”

Gene examined Hector alittle longer than was necessary. He scribbled in his notebook, then said, “Y ou
went for aseabath? Y ou sill have some sand on your skirt there. Left hip.”

“Thanks.” | brushed the sand away. What had him so vexed? Never mind. Stand tall. Look himin the
eye. “Yes. | went for aseabath.”

“And your relaionship to this gentleman?’

My headache made itsalf known again. “No relations—I| mean, no reation. | never saw this man before
thismorning.”

“| see.” Gene made another note in hisbook. Hisface was alittle less grim now. “ So, you came down to
the beach, at about what o’ clock, you would say?’

“Maybe sx-twenty?’ | lied.

“ And where you were when you discovered the child?’

“On that rock over there” | needed water. My head was spinning.

“So, you were lying on top of abig, flat rock with Mr—7

“Goonan,” said Hector. “But | wasn't—"

Shit. “No, hewasn't—"

“| wasn't with her. | was snorkeling. Didn't see her until later. | was just heading back to my boat when |
heard her calling for help.”

“And what condition was he in when you found him?’

“Hewas under apile of seaweed.”

“Y ou know what kind of seaweed?’

“Bladderwrack, | think. 1t's till over there. | could show you.”

“Inabit, maam. Any jelyfish were around the area?’

| couldn’'t remember. My head was spinning. “No, | don’'t think so.” | felt queasy. “ Anybody have
drinking weter?’

“Here.” Hector held out awater bottle wrapped in a screaming-red neoprene deeve. He had unclipped it
from thewaist of his suit. The deeve matched the suit perfectly. “I been drinking fromiit,” he said.
“Sorry.”

“I not fussy.”

“Evidently,” Gene grumbled. Fuck him. | grabbed the water bottle and sucked in huge mouthfuls. The
water was warm and stale, but to me, it tasted wonderful. My stomach began to settle.

“He was conscious when you found him?” Gene asked me. “Or not?’

“I... 1 not sure. All | saw was alump of seaweed, you know? He was under it. When | poked it, he
moved.”

Gene nodded, turned to Mr. Goonan. “That talies with your memory of the events?’

“I wasn't there when she found him.”

Gene pressed hislipstogether. Scribble, scribble. Bastard! He been trying to seeif he could catch
Hector inaliel “And you are?’ asked Gene.

“Hector Goonan. | lecture a you-wee Mona. I'm visiting Cayaba.”

Mona campus, University of the West Indies. Yes, | had marked the Jamaican accent.

“And you lecture in what, Mr. Goonan?’

“Mainebiology.”

| took another swig of water. The sudden movement of my head brought on another wave of nausea.
“Excuseme,” | managed to choke out. | ran behind the rock and puked.



“Youdl right?’ It was Hector. Gene waswith him.

“I'mfine. Something | dra. . . | ate.” | washed my mouth out with more of Goonan’ swater. Spat. | stuck
out ahand. “ Somebody help me up?’ They both legpt forward, amost crashing into each other inthe
process. Gene made it to my hand first. He helped meto my feet.

“You sureyou'refine?’ asked Gene.

“Yes. Youwereright. A drink of water can work wonders.”

Hisface went frozen. “ Then will you show me exactly where you found the child, please?’

Oh, my overquick mouth. “Over here” | said.

The headache had faded to asullen, low gonging. The smell of the seawasn't making me so queasy any
more. The storm had washed up the usua detritus; plastic drink bottles, shivered timbers, a shredded
shirt embedded in the sand. The scrap of cloth was bright pink, with a pattern of hibiscuses and dancing
girls. Just looking at it made my head want to start pounding again. Give thanks, no one would be
wearing that monstrosity any more. One less piece of tasteless tourist attire gaudying up Cayaba. We
came upon my bottle sticking up out of the sand. Gene pulled it free, sniffed at the neck of the battle. |
pretended | didn’t recognise it. When we reached the seaweed, Gene knelt and prodded at it. Hector
and | stood out of hisway.

| drank again from the water bottle in its garish deeve. Plain water to give me plain courage. For it was
time to be honest with mysdlf. To survive dl the shame thisworld will throw at you, you haveto hold
yoursdlf tal, look your accuser straight in the eye. Eveniif it' s your own face looking back at you.

Y ou know the story about Old Joe, the dave who helped dig al those people out way back then after
the big hurricane? 1831, | think. For four deepless days, Old Joe worked with the rescue team. Hejust
seemed to know where there were people buried in the rubble. Since then, Cayabanstalk about people
who are “finders.”

Y ou must understand; finders probably rank right up there with Bigfoot and the Loch Ness Mongter. But
gtill; sometimes, not often, little Chastity used to find. Seemed so, anyway. | found little things: dropped
paper dlips, lost keys, the change that did down behind the sofa. Made sensefor alittle girl to find little
things, nuh true? Oncein awhile | would get aprickling in the fingers of my left hand; the last two fingers
that were fused together at the lowest joint. Sometimes when that happened, | could just put my hand on
something that had gone missing. Not every time. But often enough that Dadda used to joke about his
little finder girl. Often enough that my school friends would beg meto help them look for thingsthey had
logt.

| grew up. Eventualy you stop hoping that Atlantiswasred. The finding itch stopped, even though | was
sad to seeit go. | hadn’'t felt it for decades now.

But yesterday, my fingers had begun to tingle again. All these yearswilling it to work again. And when it
did come back, | didn’t takeit serioudy. Maybeit' s not thismorning I"d found that child. Maybe it was
last night. Maybe my itchy hand had been telling me he was out in the water, in need. But | had been too
busy throwing myself apity party.

You can't find your very large ass with two hands, said my rational mind. No such thing as finders.
What you would have done if you knew he was out there? Charged into that rough water?
Drowned yourself trying to help?

But logic didn't make adifference. The part of methat didn’t pay no mind to reason sobbed, My fault.
Mine.

“By the pricking of my thumbs,” | whispered to myself.

“Pardon?’ Hector said.

“Nothing. Nothing.” I might have found the boy before he broke hisleg, before helost hisfamily, before
he nearly drowned.

“Cdamity, you saw anything €lse when you came down to the beach thismorning?’ asked Gene.
“Maybe pieces of abroken boat, anything like that?’

“Not athing.” He d dipped, used my name. | hoped Hector hadn’t noticed.

Genefrowned. “ And no reports of any capsized boatsin the storm,” he said dmost to himself. “I wonder



where his parents are?’

| wondered where my skirt had been. And why the rass my so-hel pful fingers hadn’t led meto it before
Gene had found it.

In my head, something was surfacing.

The daylight was hurting my eyes. | shaded my face from the sun. | blinked inthe glare.

My breath stopped in my throat. The sun went gtill in the sky for an eye-blink, and the waves hovered
mid-curl. A membrane had flickered across the boy’ s eyes whenever the sun got in his eyes. He
didn’t seem to understand clothing. He had a bluish tinge to his skin.

Memories sdeswiped me: of abluish-yellow brown body bobbing and swimming as though the seawere
itshome, gurgling a young Chadtity in an dien tongue.

Dadda and Mummahad told Chastity that she’ d imagined thelittle girl! Would thelittle boy waddle when
he waked upright? Did he play a swimming through schools of tiny fish, his mouth open to catch them?
Gene stood and looked out to sea as though he were hoping a boat would show up with the boy’s
parentsin it. Maybe that would never happen. Maybe the child’ s sire and dam didn’t need boatsto travel
the waves.

And maybe pigswould fly out my ass and dance the lambada. Gene was right: grief turning my brainsto
shit. Imagining mermaids behind every tree; imagining thetreesand dl.

But just suppose. . .

“Y ou need me here any longer?’ | asked Gene.

“No, | suppose not.” What agrumpy voice!

“Good. Then I’'m going to the hospital. Mr. Goonan—"

“Hector, please. After what we just been through together. | could give you my number?’

Oh, nice. “Certainly,” | said.

Hisface like thunder, Gene tore a page out of his notebook so Hector and | could exchange numbers. “I
work nights,” said Hector, “and | have to get some deep now, or I’'m going to drop right here. But
please cdl metonight and tell me how the little boy doing?’

“No problem. Or you can call me.” Then | hurried away. | wanted to take agood look at the little boy’s
eyes. Walit till Ife heard thisl Not now, though. Maybe she wouldn’t be up this early on a Sunday
morning. Didn't want to disturb her. Not after theway I’d messed up with her last night.

Gene Was Already In The Hospital waiting room when | got there. The grim face went back on the
moment he saw me. Probably mine didn’t look too welcoming, either. “What you doing here?’ | asked.
“My job. Trying to help that child.”

There were about twelve chairs againg the walls of the waiting room. White enamelled meta with
padded vinyl seats. Probably standard hospital issue. Another man was ditting on the other sde of the
room, leafing through amagazine hewasn't redly looking at. | sat in achair next to Gene. Under my
breeth | muttered, “ Coast Guard, enh? Y ou didn’t tell me.”

“Wasn't any need. Besides, you didn’t tell me about Hector.”

“Hector? | met him thismorning. Minutes before you did.” What the ass was this? One sympathy fuck
and now he owned me?

“Héllo, hdlo,” said awoman in adoctor’ slab coat as she bustled into the waiting room. Her features
looked Chinese. “Who' s here for the little boy who doesn't speak English?’

“I am.” Gene stood up and flashed his badge. “1’m Officer Eugene Meeks, with the Coast Guard.”

She shook hishand. “I’m Dr. Chow. So pleased to meet you.”

The name. That stuck-up voice and manner. Theface. “Evelyn?’ | said.

“Yes?' Sheturned towards me, chin high. She till had the same hauteur. Her mouth still formed perfect,
pinched syllables.

| stood up. “Eveyn, it'sme. Caamit. . . Chastity. Chastity Lambkin.”

Evelyn did her glasses from the top of her head onto her nose and squinted at me. Her face cleared. My
God,” shesad, “it's Charity Girl!”



| discovered that | still hated her. | wished we' d never studied that bloody nove in school. Evelyn's
nickname for me had followed me until | left. “It's Cdamity now,” | told her.

“Of courseit’ sacalamity! That poor child!”

“No, Evdyn. My name. It's Cadamity now.”

“Cdamity?’ said Evelyn. “That’syour name?’

Thank heaven I’d put on some decent clothes to come to the hospital: good pants, the fitted cream
blouse with the cap deeves, abit of lipstick. At least | looked respectable to face Miss Priss

Evelyn Chow. | turned up the corners of my mouth in afake amile.

“How isthe boy, Doctor?” asked Gene. “ Mistress Lambkin probably wants to know, too; she' sthe one
who rescued him.”

“Me and Hector. Y ou know; who | just met today?”

Evelyn boggled. “ You rescued him?” She till looked like a hungry baby bird when she let her mouth
gape open likethat.

“Wdl, | found him...”

“But my dear! How wonderful of you!” She beamed at me and patted my hand like | wasfive yearsold
and had managed to recite my ABC' sin mostly the correct order. “Lucky little boy. What a good thing
you had your wits about you.”

Widl, eventudly | had, anyway. “Hewill bedl right?’ | asked. | pulled my fingersout of her too-warm
grasp.

“We think so. No apparent head injury.” She turned to Gene. “He blew overboard aboat in the storm
last night, | think your people said?’

“We don't know for sure,” Genetold her. “No sign of his parents. Hisleg is broken?’

“Yes. A greendtick fracture. Common for children. Their bones are so flexible that they often don’t break
al the way through, just bend and splinter. Like when you try to bresk agreen twig.”

| winced. Ifeoma had broken her leg when shewas young. | ill remembered the horrible dull crack
when she had jumped off the roof of my car and landed wrong.

“I've got himin acast. He has some bruises, but other than that and the fractured ankle, he seemsall
right. Physicaly, anyway. Can't redly tell, for nobody here can understand him. But he’ s had no adverse
reactionsto any of histreatment so far. We'll monitor him over the next few days, just to make sure.”
Evelyn frowned. “There are other things about him that are disturbing me, though.”

“Likewhat, Doctor?” asked Gene.

“For onething, his chest isoverbroad for achild hisage. | wish | could understand what he says!”
“Maybeit' s German?’ Gene suggested.

“No, | speak German. It s not German.”

Of course she spoke German. And French, | remembered. Had been top of our classin school. And she
was gl as graceful asahummingbird. Bitch.

“Hiseyesare dtrange, too,” she said. “He seemsto have some sort of haw.”

“Of what?’ | asked.

“A trangparent third eyelid,” she said.

My heart jumped a best.

“Sometimes areptileis born with haws,” continued Evelyn; “athrowback, you know? And cats and dogs
have vestigid ones. Humanstoo. Not usudly fully devel oped, though. And he has rough skin on hisinner
knees”

“Like cdlous?’ asked Gene. “ Could somebody have been keeping him bound up?’

Evelyn looked horrified. “ Oh, God; you redly think so?’

He shrugged. “It' spossible.”

“I didn’t notice any ligature marks, though.”

“Can| seehim?’ | asked. Maybeif | looked at him closer, | could convince mysdlf hewasjust alittle
boy. Bigfoot wasn't redl, either. Or happy endings.

“You know,” Evelyn said to Gene, “you might beright. That big chest, the eydids, the webbed fingers



and toes. . .

Webbed? Oh God. Heredly waslike my mermaid girl. “1 want to see him,” 1 told them, alittle louder.
“Even thewebbing isodd,” she said.

“How you mean?’ | asked.

“Some humans are born with fingers and toes fused together.”

“Likeyou forget?’ | held up my left hand, the two last spread to show the membrane of skin that didn’t
quite come up to the lowest joint. “Partid syndactyly.”

“| did forget.” Sheflushed. “Y oursis pretty common; only between two fingers, and so dight it doesn’t
impair your ability to function. Hisislike that, too; tiny. Not like some people whereit’ s SO pronounced
that it pullsthe longer fingers down to match the shorter ones, and the whole hand curls up. His not worth
putting him through the trauma of surgery. They will be something for him to impress his school friends
with.” Shesmiled.

“So what’ s strange?’ Gene asked.

“To have them between dl four fingers.”

He nodded. “With al those deformities,” he said, “ maybe his parents are embarrassed about him. They
keep the child locked up, sometimes restrained. They don’t teach him language or socid skills”

“What ahorriblething!” said Evelyn. “And no Sgn a al of his parents?’

| felt awave of anxious heat. “1 need to seehim,” | whispered. | rubbed my swesty, tickling hands
againgt my thighs. The rush passed through me.

Then ahigh wail came from down one of the corridors. “ That’shim!” Dr. Chow gasped. She took off at
arun. Genefollowed, meat hisheds.

The little boy was standing on the floor of hisroom, feet wide gpart, holding on to the leg of the crib for
balance. There was anurse bent over him, shaking afinger at him. “Bad! Y ou mustn’t get out of bed,
understand? Y ou'resick!” The nurse turned as we came rushing into the room. “1’'m sorry he disturbed
you, Doctor,” he said.

“Itsdl right.”

There was athick plaster cast on the boy’ sleg. They’ d digpered him. With his plump body, the diaper
gave him the gppearance of atiny sumo wrestler. He' d been crying. Would he let me pick him up?
“Evelyn, it'sokay for him to be putting weight on that leg so soon?’

“Yes, if it'snot hurting him. It will help him put down new bonetissue.”

All I needed to hear. “Cometo Auntie Calamity,” | whispered. | reached my arms out to him. He
stretched his out to me, his palmswide. Y es, he did have webbed fingers. Then he dropped down onto
his hands and tried to walk to me, bumsiein theair. Like the blue girl had. Must have hurt hisleg to do
that, for helifted it in the air and started crying again. | rushed to him and picked him up, ignored the
twingein my lower back. | cradled hisfrightened little body to me. Heimmediately put athumbin his
mouth. With the other hand, he grabbed my ear.

“Ow!” | tried to pull his hand away, but he wouldn’t let go. He had reached for comfort, hard, with both
hands. If my heart had been melting for him before, it was like butter in the hot sun now.

“Look how easy he went to you! Y ou got to be hismummy!” said the nurse.

“No.” Hedidn't belong to me. Yes, said my heart. Mine.

“Odd, that crawl,” Evelyn said.

“Maybe they kept him somewhere where he couldn’t stand dl theway up,” Genetold her.

“Please don’'t tell methat. | don’t even want to imagineit.”

“He' shad along day,” | said. | pulled mysdif tall and officious. Maybe they would go for it if | brazened
it through. “He' s coming home with me, right?” Child needed someone to mother him, not a hospital bed
inalonely room.

Genesaid, “No, I...”

Evelyn frowned. “To your home? No, my dear. That’s not how we do things.”

Chuh, 1 thought. Go "way with your stoosh big island self. And what wasthis“my dear, my dear,” like
shewas my bloody mother? After me and she were the same age.



“He hasto go into custody till his parents are found. Isn't thet right, Mr. Meeks?’

“Yes. Quiteright. We relooking for them. Going to want to talk to them about thisboy’ sinjuries.”
Damn. “But | can vigit with him today?”

“If you redly want to,” replied Evelyn.

That would have to do. Gene glared a“good day” a me, and Evelyn left to finish up her work. | sat on
the chair beside the bed. The boy had falen adeepin my arms. “I’'m sorry,” 1 whispered to him. | tried to
seetheingdes of hisknees, but he stirred. | couldn’t bear to wake him. Besides, he felt good in my arms.
Not like | had anywhereto go.

By thetime thelittle boy woke up mid-afternoon, everybody at the nurses station knew my name, where
| worked, how old | was; hell, probably my braszeand dl.

The child lay on hisback and looked around him. He had a puzzled frown, and tear-tracks down his
face. | went to hiscrib. They’d put the dats up to keep him from faling out. “Think I’ [l remember how
these blasted thingswork?’

He stuck histhumb in his mouth and stared a me. When smal children look at you likethat, it' slike
they’ re seeing right into your deepest heart.

Took me some fiddling, but | finally was ableto lower the dats at one side of the crib. He'd raised
himsalf up on hiselbowsto look a me. Hislegs were spraddled, so it was plain to see the marks on his
inner knees and on the ankle without the cast.

Gently, | sat beside him on the bed. | licked my thumb and used it to wipe away hisdried tears. And ill,
hejust |ooked.

| reached to touch the marks on hisknees, but an orderly bustled in, whedling afood cart. | pulled my
hand away. “Lunch time!” she chirped. She parked the cart, checked the boy’ s chart at the foot of his
bed. “Ohmigod,” she said. “He the boy who nearly drowned last night. Nuh true?’

“Yes. Thisishim.”

“God bless. God bless.” She hauled out awheedled table from behind the door, and put hislunch tray on
it. “The nurses could feed him,” shetold me.

| pulled the tray towards me. “No. | will doit.” Mine.

She nodded. With afinal “God bless,” she pushed her cart out of the room.

The child informed me of something or other. “Y ou think so?’ | replied, improvising. | took his hands,
spread the fingers to see the membranes again. So strange! But not unheard-of, Evelyn had said. |

peered into hiseyes. They just looked like eyesto me. He pulled his head away and spoke again,
sounding frugtrated thistime. | flt foolish, ingpecting alost and injured child, looking for what? Gills?
Scales? Jesus. Had to stop fooling mysdf. The seadidn’t have peopleliving in it. Somebody would know
what language he spoke. Somebody would find his parents, or the remnants of them.

| took the lids off the containers on histray. | picked up one of the dishes and aspoon. “Well,” | said to
him, “look like you and me can’'t palaver. So let me introduce you to the joys of grape Jel-O.”

The spoon seemed to be a complete mystery to him. He opened his mouth wide for it, dl right, but then
he clamped his corn-kernel baby teeth down onit, hard, and refused to let go. Either his parents had
made him eat with his hands, or his brain was abnormal, like his body.

Gently, | tried to tug the spoon free, but he kept it in histeeth and tossed his head back and forth like a
puppy’s. Surprised alaugh out of me,

And then he did something precious. He giggled; aliquid, happy noise. My heart lifted to seethat he
could fed joy. The parents hadn’t quite broken him, then.

The JdI-O was not a success. After that first, accidental mouthful, he wouldn't swallow any more. He
just screwed up hisface and spat it out. Next try, he wouldn’t even do that; he pulled away from the
spoon I'd put to hislips and twisted his head from sdeto side. “If Ifeoma had been this fussy when she
wassmall,” | said to him, “she would be bony like one stray dog now.”

| had better luck with the applesauce. Got alittle of it into him. But the redl hit wasthe porridge. He
swallowed the first spoonful and immediately opened his mouth for more. And the minute | looked away,
distracted by anurse who' d come to check on us, he had the bowl up and overturned on hishead. The



long tangles of hishair were dimy with porridge.

They gave me abasin of water so | could wash the mess out. Ignorant of his cast, hetried to climb
entirely into the basin. God knows what kind of deprivation they had been keeping him in. He was new
to everything. It waslike having ababy again and discovering the world again with him. He drew mein
like asponge draws water. | swear a current flowed between us, warm and fluid.

| towelled his head dry; as dry asthat mess of dreadlockswould get. Some of thetrashin it had been
tied there; pieces of shells, mostly. How anybody could do that to their child’ shair?

His gurgling chuckle sounded like “ agway, agway.” He gazed up into my facelikel had dl the lovely
secrets of the world written there. He whimpered if | tried to go from the room. | didn’t mind. | stayed.
Asfar as he was concerned, his bedsheet was atoy. He clambered around in it and twisted and turned
until hewas practically mummified.

“No, Agway,” | said, unwinding him. Looked too much like the seaweed he’ d been wrapped in on the
beach.

He kept pulling his digpers off. Didn't bother him to piss and shit right where he was. * Someone going to
haveto toilet-train you,” | told him, “beforeit’ stoo late for you to learn.” And milord, that hair. | was
itching to wash it. Fineif his parents wanted to be Rastas and smoke ganjaand make their hair grow wild
likeany rats nest, but it wasn't right to drag achild into it.

Little more time, he began to reach for hisinjured leg and wince. | rang for anurse. She had alook at
him, then brought him some liquid painkiller in adropper.

“Not baby aspirin?’ | asked her.

“No. Could kill them.”

“You lie! That'swhat | used to give my daughter when shewaslittle.”

“Me, too. Nobody told us different.”

“Sheliked the taste of it too bad.”

“Yes. You have to keep those things away from them.”

Agway got the hang of the dropper pretty quickly. | guessit was sort of like anipple. He startled at the
taste of thefirst drops of the medicine. Thelook on hisface was priceless.

The nurse pulled the dropper away. Playing stern, she shook her finger at him. “Don’'t spit it out, now,”
she said. We made encouraging faces at him, mimed taking medicine from the dropper, pretended it
tasted good. He screwed up hisface, but hefinally took it dl. “ That’sagood boy,” crooned the nurse.
She patted him on his damp head and left. He whimpered again. Hisleg was gill bothering him.

“Never mind, babbins. The pain will stop soon.” | gathered him up, took him to the armchair over by the
window. | sat init and rocked him. “The pill bottle was on my bed,” | told him. “Ritaand Sharmini and
me used to work in that gift store down by Post Road. | can’t remember the name of it now. Sdlling dll
kind of stupidnessto the white people, you know the way; dried coconuts carved into monkey heads,
shit likethat. Anyway, Ritaand Sharmini came over to my apartment the Friday night for dinner. They
had a case of Banks beer with them. By the time we finished eating our buljol and | put Ife to bed, we
were three sheets to the wind. | found aradio station playing tumpa. We turned it up loud. Pretty soon
we were dancing around the room, laughing and carrying on. Ifejust dept. She was used to my
carousng.”

Agway made alittle sobbing sound. Helaid hishead against my chest.

“Next morning,” | said, “I had one motherass hangover, you see? And dl | could find in the gpartment
was a half-empty bottle of baby aspirin. | took about six. Went to the kitchen for some water to wash
them down. Found a Banks beer €ft in the fridge, so | opened that and drank it instead.”

Agway put histhumb in his mouth and stared up a me.

“Don’'tlook a melikethat!” | said. “I was only nineteen! | just turned my back for a minute!”

| rocked him. “When | got back into the room, she was sitting on the bed, eating down the aspirin. No
safety topsin those days. Such abig grin she had on her face, so proud of hersdlf. She offered methe
bottle with three tablets | eft in it. She wanted to share the pretty sweetieswith me. Child aways had more
heart than sense”



Agway sghed. Hetangled hisfree hand in hisown hair. What was this obsession with grabbing onto
hair?

“| called the doctor. He told meto stick my finger down her throat to make her throw up, and if that
didn’t work, to go to Emergency quick. It worked, though. She heaved up alittle orange ball of baby
aspirin.”

Agway’ sthumb fdll out of his mouth. He took along, shuddering bregth, held it forever, then let it out.
Poor thing was deep adeep.

And it was now evening. Timeto leave him. | wanted my dinner. My stomach was so empty, my belly
button was trying to kiss my backbone.

| took him over to the crib and laid him down init. He never woke. | pulled the thin cotton sheet up
around him and kissed his cheek. | put up therailing. My hands remembered how to work it now. I'd
dipped right back into the groove, like three decades hadn’t gone by since Ife had been thissmall. “|
going come back tomorrow, babby.” | reached in and patted his good leg. My hand touched the
caloused knee. | jerked my fingers away. Then, curious, | touched the rough spot again. He didn’t wake.
The spot was rough and scraped my fingerstill | ran them the other way. Then it was smooth. What
cdlousfdt likethet?

| tiptoed out of the room. Fry bakefor dinner. Y es. With butter. And sdtfish. Telling Agway that story
had put atagte for sdtfish in my mouth. And maybe some callaoo for Dadda. His mouth was too soft
nowadays for fry bake.

| stopped where | wasin the hallway. Rewound my mental tape. Deleted the thought about callal oo.
Lovethem or hate them, people get hooksinto you. When they leave, you have to take the hooks out,
one by one.

| went to the nurses’ station. The nurse who' d brought Agway’ s painkiller smiled at me. “Heading
home?’ she asked.

“Yes. | going to come back tomorrow.”

The nurse consulted her clipboard. “No, Children’s Servicesistransferring him tomorrow.”

“So soon? To where?’

She gave me a sympathetic look. “The home where they send orphans. On Gracie Street, by the old post
office”

Oh, gresat. A baby detention centre. “How long they going to keep him there?”’

“Couldn’t tel you, you know. Probably till they find his parents or afoster home for him.”

“I can foster him,” | heard mysdlf saying. Crap. What the behind was wrong with my brain? | didn’t want
to foster nobody.

“They have official foster parents. Y ou can’t just volunteer to take achild s0.”

“That'sdl right, that’sjust fing,” | said. “ Sure he' sin excellent hands. So good night, enh?”

“Good night.”

| made arelieved escape towards the car park. No way | wanted to mind athree-year-old at this stage
of my life.

And What a Piece of Commotion when the waterbus reached Dolorosse! Coast Guard and police cars
lining the strip of grass around the ferry dock. Light from must be adozen flashlights dancing over by the
low cliff beside the waterbus dock. Men’ s voices shouting from over there. Y ellow police tape blocking
off the edge of the cliff. What in blue blazes. . .? 1 drove down the ramp, pulled up beside thelittle
covered plaza where pedestrians could wait for the waterbus.

Mr. Lee was outside his booth, pacing up and down on the plazal | amost didn’t recognise him; | only
ever saw his head and his chest. He came towards the car.

“Evening, Mr. Lee” | held up my waterbus passfor him to see.

“Evening.” He held my car door open for me. Hewasn't paying any mind to whether | had my pass or
not. He kept glancing over his shoulder to what was going on at the cliff.

“What happening? Like somebody get hurt?’



“Somebody get dead.”

“What?’ | peered around him. Over by the cliff, aman was preparing to climb down arope lowered
over thesde. It' sawetsuit hewaswearing? | couldn’t seefor sure. “Somebody fell over the Sde?
Who?’

“Don’'t know yet. They Hill trying to get whoever it isout of the water.”

“Lawdamercy.” | madeit dmost to the yelow tape, Mr. Leejittering dong behind me, beforea
policewoman stopped us.

“Step back, plesse.”

“But whoitis?’ | asked. | craned my neck. An inflatable dinghy was bobbing in the water. Three people
inwetsuitsingdeit. The Coast Guard logo shonefromitsside.

“Just step back, please, madam.”

Blasted woman wouldn't et us get any closer. Meand Mr. Leefdl back afew feet to where an empty
ambulance was parked. He had his arms clasped around his narrow upper body. He looked alittle
shivery. “Youdl right?’" | asked him.

“| don't liketo be near the dead,” he said. “Y ou ever been to those little idands over there?’ He pointed
out over the sea.

What that had to do with the dead?*Y ou mean like Dutchie and . Cyprian’s? They off limits.” Except
for the officid boat tours. Those idands were monk sed mating grounds, and the seals were Cayaba' s
cash cows.

Mr. Leesmiled. “Y ou ever know *off limits' to stop young boys? They didn’t used to guard them so well
when | was small. Me and my friends had away to row over to Dutchie after school. Collect booby
€ggs, roast them over afire”

“ Awoah. Nowadaysthey fine your rassif they catch you with abooby egg.”

“And if Johnson get back in power, he going to turn it to ajail sentence. Anyway, the boys and me
stopped going after awhile. Shallow water out there, rocks jooking up. Those rocks tear up adave ship
once.”

“Y eah, yeah, and the ghosts of drowned daves haunt the idandsto this day, blah, blah. | read the
brochure.”

He hugged himself moretightly. “All right then,” he said. “I won't tell you what me and Tommy Nayasaw
out Dutchie way that day. But | don’t like to be near the dead. They don't stay peaceful ”

My skin pimpled. | was never going to hang out with Mr. Lee again. “Y ou don’t have to stay, you know.
Y ou must be done work for the night.”

He gave me asheegpish grin. “I want to see what going to happen.”

So we kept each other company.

Who knew rescue work was so boring? | found out about Mr. Lee’ s bad back, hiscousinin the
Philippineswho was alawyer, and the best way to cook bitter melon. He knew | had a daughter. He
even knew her name. “Y egh, man,” he said. “ After she been visiting you here for so long now?
Sometimes while she waiting for the waterbus, shewill get out the car and cometalk to me. How she
going with her Neurolinguistics course?’

“All right,” | said. So Ifeand Mr. Lee werefriends. Me, | only knew his name because Dadda had told
meit.

There was a hollow shout from down at the base of the cliff. A couple of the policemen ran to ook over
the edge. “Like something happening,” said Mr. Lee.

Our Cerberuswas gill guarding the way, but she was more interested in what was happening behind her
at the cliffside. She had her head cranked over her shoulder to see better, so she didn’t notice when we
snuck around in front of her and went to the other side of the cordoned-off area. It was darker over
there; maybe we' d be able to get closer.

“Come under the tape with me, nuh?’ | said to Mr. Lee.

“Y ou better not,” came alow voice from the darkness a our feet. Mr. Lee gave alittleyip of fear, bit it
off quickly.



Jamdown accent. “Hector?’ | said, peering into the shadows.

“Yes.” Hector stood up from the ground to hisfull height. Mr. Lee grabbed my arm. Hector stepped out
where we could see him better. Thistime, the wetsuit had bright blue panels contrasting the black ones.

| patted Mr. Le€' shand. “Don’t fret. | know him.”

Mr. Leeblew out a hard bregth. “ Jeezam. Nearly make me jump out my soul case and gone. Y ou nearly
kill me, man.”

“Sorry,” said Hector. His voice wasflat. He looked to where the police were now yanking on a couple
of ropes, pulling something heavy up the diff face. The flashlights were dancing double time, and the
shouted advice coming faster. The policewoman was over there now, shouting along with the others.
“They tell me | have to go down to the station and give areport,” Hector said. “It's me who found them.
Thebodies”

Mr. Lee squeaked, “More than one?’

“Yeah. A woman and aman. | don't think they were dead long. Not enough decomposition. But the
waves mash them up againgt the rocks.”

| swvalowed. “They fel in?’

Hisface was grey. Helooked desolate. “Y ou know how it fed to touch an arm when dl the bonesin it
break?’

“Fuck.”

| asked him, “How you cometo find them?’

“I wassvimming.”

“Atnight?

“That’ swhen the sedls are awake.”

“The sedls?” Who watched sedls at night?

Over by the cliff side, the policemen pulled up abody bag, heavy with its contents. Then a second one.
Hector’ sgaze was grim.

“Jeezam,” said Mr. Lee.

Hector said, “I think it’ sthe little boy’ s parents.”

“Don't joke,” | whispered.

“Nojoke”

A knot of people moved away from the cliff side, bearing the two body bags. “ Oh! They taking them
over to theambulance!” | said. “ Come quick!”

We got there as they were opening the back doors of the ambulance. Three policemen and a paramedic
hel ped the othersto load the bodiesin. A Coast Guard man, looking around, called out, “Mr. Goonan?’
It was Gene.

Hector shouldered hisway under the yelow tape. “Right here,” he sad. “We going now?’

Gene turned and spotted me and Mr. Lee a the same time that the policewoman did. Gene started
forward. The policewoman barrelled towards us, shouting, “1 told the two of alyou to remove yourself
from the premises!”

Hector said, “They were keeping me company.”

“Madge,” said Gene, “I think they could stay.” Madge glared a us but didn’t say anything.

“Watchit!” yelled one of the men packing the bodies. Too late. The body they were carrying dipped out
of the open front of the bag like a guinepe dipping out its skin. It thudded to the ground.

“Ohmigod,” groaned Mr. Lee. Hector put his hand to his mouth.

“Put him back in the bag!” Gene barked. “Now!”

Everybody knew that the Cayaba Police Force and the Coast Guard had asteady rivalry going between
them, but right now, nobody bothered to tell Gene that he was out of order for giving ordersto
policemen. They just started stuffing the man back into the bag.

But | had aready seen. A black man, maybe mid-twenties, skin torn and bruised al over. Not agtitch on
him; naked as ajohncrow scalp. He had adark patch of callous on theinsde of the knee | could see.



Agway’ sfather?

The men were having trouble getting him bagged. His tubby body was loose like asack of flour, hislimbs
snaky as noodles. Even with the tangle of dreads, | could seethat his skull had astrange dent init. All the
bones broken, Hector had told us. | must have sobbed. Mr. Lee had tearsin his eyes.

“Please come away,” said Madge, gently thistime.

Mr. Lee nodded and began heading back to the plaza. “I going,” | told Madge. But | couldn’t make
mysdf move off just yet.

The men got the body into the ambulance. Asthey were closing the double doors, one of the man’sarms
flopped out of the bag. In the glow from the flashlights, | could see the webbing between hisfingers, like
aduck’s. | gasped, loudly enough that Gene heard me.

“Fucking hell,” muttered the paramedic. He rushed between the two policemen, shoved thearmin,
dammed the doors closed. | glanced at Hector. He had his head down, ahand covering hiseyes. He
hadn't seen.

| said, “Gene, ishe. . .” Like hisson? What were the chances that exactly the same abnormalities would
breed true?

Gene caught my gaze. Held it. Shook hishead dightly. So | didn’t finish the sentence. What? Don't make
like I know Gene? Or don’t ask the question | had been about to ask?

“Mr. Goonan,” said one of the policemen. “Come with us, please.”

“Yes. Of course.” Hector followed him, got into the back of a police car. Gene was till looking hard a
me. He pressed hisforefinger againg hislips. sshh. My mind wasin turmoil, my heart pounding. But |
nodded. Whichever one he was asking me to keep quiet about, | wouldn't say anything.

| turned and stumbled back to the plaza. The two adults and Agway, in their boat. Got caught in the
storm. Blown off course. That must be what happened. The boat, caught in the Shark’ s Teeth, just like
Captain Carter’ sdave ship. Agway’ sfat beach ball body buoyed up. Swept to shore. But the adults
didn't makeit.

When | reached the plaza, Mr. Le€' s car was pulling out. He stopped and stuck his head out his
window. “Y ou’ readrinking woman?’ he asked me.

| nodded. “Oh, yes.”

“Then take adram or two tonight,” he advised me. “1 know that’swhat I’m going to do.” He waved me
goodbye and went hisways.

| was shaking. | leaned againgt the hood of my car for support. Maybe Gene had only been telling me not
to make afuss, not to upset Hector even more. Hector, swvimming through the ink of the sea at night, and
bumping into a body whose every bone had been smashed to shards. . .

The ambulance rolled over to the waterbus dock, followed by the police cars and the one Coast Guard
car. Gene wouldn’t let histwo eyes make four with mine. | looked for the car that Hector wasin. There.
Hewaved at me from the back seat, but before | could go over there, | heard the thrum behind me of a
waterbus pulling up to the dock. A waterbus so soon? But they never came on time, much less early.
Oh. Thiswould be aspecid run.

| watched until they were al loaded onto the Coast Guard ferry and on their way. | got into my car, but
my hand was trembling too much to turn the key in theignition. So | sat. My breath shuddered in and out
of my lungs

In the quiet, the only thing left to hear was the boom of the waves below asthey crashed into the
overhang they had worn into the cliff, century by century.

| usudly loved to fall adeep to the booming sound.

Those waves could wear down rock, and pulverize bone.

| wouldn't be getting any deep tonight.

Ifel | hadn't called her about any of thig | tried afew times, longing to hear her voice, but the reception
to Cayabawas bad tonight. | couldn’t wait until Gilmor Saline boosted the cell phone signal on
Dolorosse,



When | got home, the house felt so lonely and strange. | didn’t have an appetite any more. Didn’t want to
call anybody. Didn’'t want to go down the dark hallway to the darker bedroom. Thought about a drink,
but this morning’ s hangover was il strong in my mind. Eventualy | just sat on the settee, reading
Buxton Spice.

A wash of hot air came and went in the living room, like somebody had opened the front door. Mrs.
Soledad till had akey; and the Lessingsfrom over theway. “Hello?’ | caled out.

No answer. | took off my reading glasses and went and peered down the hallway. The front door was
closed.

| heard alittle thump from over by the settee. A toy car lying on top of my open book tipped over onto
itssde. Thefuck?Wherethat came from?

I"d gotten chilled, sitting so till for so long. | turned the celling fan off. Rubbing my armsto bring some
warmth back to them, | went to investigate the toy car. But it wasn’t acar. | picked the toy up. Dumpy!
Chadtity’ s old dump truck! Dadda must have saved him from the sea somehow. Just like the bastard not
totdl me.

Dumpy was smdler than | remembered him. Hisyelow and blue body was dinged and half hisred trim
had peded off, but my fingers till knew the scratchy feel of him, and the right back whed with thenick in
it that made him wobble as he rolled. There were even some sparkly grains of sand till in his hopper.
Decades-old sand.

How he came to be on the settee, though? | couldn’t see anything to give me aclue. | knelt down and
looked under the settee, which reminded meto take today’ s aspirin for my arthritis. Didn’t look like
anything was under there.

Asl| got back up, | braced mysdlf on the settee cushion with one hand. The weight compressed the
cushionttill I could fed the springs of the settee frame beneath. Awoah. | took the two cushions up and
found aballpoint pen with the nib missing, two ten-dollar coins, and an afro pick. Solong | hadn’t seen
one of those. Bet you Dumpy had rolled down to the back of the settee years ago.

Someone banged on the front door. | legpt about afoot in the air, my heart pounding back aresponse.
Whotherass. . .?

A muffled voice cdled, “ Migtress Lambkin? Caamity?’

The hands on the clock said dmost midnight. The banging went on. | ssomped to the door. Somebody
was going to get their ass handed back to them on a platter.

| yanked the door open. It was Gene. Again. Thiswas getting creepy. And he was Coast Guard, too.
Just what | needed; astalker cop. “Officer Meeks,” | said, keeping it forma.

“I want to talk to you. | could come inside?’

Not ahit of it. | sepped onto the porch. At least he wouldn't trap mein the house. “Well, it’skind of late
and | had along day. I" d be happy to talk to you tomorrow.”

With alook of surprise, he checked hiswatch. “ Jeezam. It latein truth. | didn’t wake you?’

| shook my head and edged towards the steps.

“I cameto say thanks,” he said.

“For what? Oh.” For keeping my mouth shut back &t the cliff.

“And | cameto apologise. | had no business acting possessive on the beach this morning.”

“Huh. No, you didn’t. And what about a the hospital ?’

A look of embarrassment came over hisface. “ At the hospitd, too. And | had no right getting into an
argument with you last night. I know better than to tell somebody under that much stressthat she
delusond.”

“Damnedright. | didn’'t imaginethe blue girl, neither.”

Helooked confused.

“Never mind,” | said. “ Something that happened long ago.”

He gestured towards the wicker lounge chair. “I could sit down? Before | fal down?’ Hisuniform was
rumpled and his eyes were red with fatigue.

“All right,” | ssid warily. If hewasreclining, that would dow him down if hetried to grab me or



something.

“Thank you.” He 9ghed and plumped himself down in the wicker lounge chair. And it’slike dl the starch
went out of him. Helooked up at me. “Beg pardon, Calamity. | didn’t want to disturb you. Been along
day for me, too.”

“Say what you haveto say,” | told him.

“All right.” But for alittlewhile, hejust pursed his lips and looked doubtful. 1t sdifficult to talk about,
you know?’

“I don't know.”

“Truethat. | mean the dead man tonight.”

“Something you want to tel me about him.”

He nodded.

“ Something you don't want to talk where other people can hear.”

“You'reavery wisswoman,” hesad.

“Wisewomen are old.”

Helooked amused. “ Sometimesthey’rejust wise. And | saw you ingpecting that little boy’ s hands.”
“Checking to seeif they were bruised.”

Hesaid, “Maybe. But | think you know what | want to tell you about his daddy. Rare for them to come
S0 closeto where peoplelive.”

| risked astep or two closer to him. “Say thewords,” | demanded.

“Which words?’

“Say what hewas.”

“What you think hewas?’ he asked. He was playing cautious. Me, too.

| sat inthe chair beside his. “1 can't say it. Only crazy people would beieve athing like that. Crazy
people and Ifeoma.”

He frowned. “Who?’

“Ifeomanot crazy, that’s not what I'm saying. Sometimes | think she saner than me. But dl the shit she
do: if you spill salt, throw some over your |eft shoulder to keep the jumbies away; don’t step on acrack
or you put your grandmother in traction; never wear white shoes after Labour Day.”

Hesgmiled. It suited him.

“It'slikeshethink. . .” | reached for thewords. “. . .she think that the marvelousthingsin thisworld, the
wondrous things, we can find a trick to them, you know? And if we work thetrick just right, well then,
we can control them.” | kissed my teeth. “Why you want to control amiracle? Then it won't beamiracle
no more!”

Heleaned forward, closer to me. “ So you frighten that if we believein mermaids, they going to
disappear?’

“No, | frighten that hope will disappear when wefind out they don’t. . .” | stopped and stared at him. |
knew my eyes had gonewide. “Mermaids?’

Hisgrin got even broader. “ That what you cal them?’

“You said theword firgt. Don’'t play with me, Gene.” Because | wanted aworld with mermaid boysinit,
not one where parents kept their children tied up and locked away.

Hefrowned, sighed. “We scarcely tak this out loud. Even those of usthat know they’ re there, we don't
redly palaver about it. Because you can't tell who to trust; if you open your mouth to somebody, they
might go and talk to your boss or your wife, and next thing you know, you' rein aroom in the psych
ward, getting Prozac every few hours and eating peach Jell-O with a plagtic spoon.”

| sat back and crossed my arms. “Don’t expect sympathy fromme,” | said. “Y ou know what they say:
the best prevention is abstention.”

“Comeagan?’

“If you redlly wanted to keep your big secret safe from me, you wouldn’'t be here talking to mein the first
place”

Hislaugh sent alittle lizard on the wall scurrying behind the light fixture. “Y ou’' reahdl of awoman, you



know that?’

“No, no, no!” | shook my finger a him. “Don't try to sweet-talk me, neither. | too old for that.” | stood
up. “Time up, Gene. Say dl you haveto say and say it plain, or please to come off my property at this
late hour inthe evening.” | tried to look stern, but | was having funin away.

Heleaned back in the lounge chair. Gave me ameasuring look. “They don't havefishtalls” hesaid. My
mouth went dry. “ But you know that aready. And they don’t breathe water. Like you saw tonight, they
can drown. So they not mermaids in that sense. But anybody who work near the sea around Cayabawill
buck up one eventudly. Fishermen, Coast Guard, Emergency Services. Not the doctors, for the most
part. They scarcely do outcalls. Even the police know about this. We al know it. Wejust don't talk it.
But they redl. The seapeople? They redl.”

| just stood there, blinking.

“Cdamity?’

“You...” | tried to swallow, but my mouth wastoo dry. “Y ou not making ajoke on me?’ My voice
came out squeaky.

“What happened this morning when Pameaand Jerry saw the little boy?’

“The two paramedics?’

“Ves”

“Pamea s hands were shaking, and her voice, but nerves could do that. She looked at the little boy like
it'sjumbie she was seeing. The man—Jerry?—I think he wanted to shake her. He kept trying to keep
her mind on what she was doing.”

“Pamedaisatrainee. She been kinda suspecting, but thisisthefirst time she ever see one of them up
close” He shook his head, chuckled. “ She did better than me. Thefirst time | saw the body of asea

person...”

Hiseyesflashed up and to theright.
“You'retdling thetruth.” | sat down hard in the wicker chair. “They'rered.”
“Yeah”

“Or maybe you're hallucinating,” | said evilly. “Y ou know, the stress, thefatigue. . . Y ou been drinking
enough water? Maybe you just need agood night’ sdeep.”

“I guess| deservethat. But I’ ve touched other sea people corpses before. Examined them.”

My familiar world left me with the breath | let out. When | breathed back in, it wasthe air of aforeign
land. “ Shit. Agway.”

“Who?’

“Thelittle boy. That was hisfamily! They werered, and now they're. . .”

“Dead isdill red. Just gone.”

“Y ou werejust stringing Evelyn dong with that story about child abuse.”

He shrugged. “Thesad thing is, it was a plausible sory.”

“What going to happen to him?Y ou will send him back?’

He shook his head. “ He on the books now. If he disappear, there will have to be an investigation.”

“But you could manage it somehow, couldn’t you? Say that he wandered away and got lost; something!”

“Maybe. But think about it. They won't et us get closeto them. | think they can smell uscoming. If we
put the little boy out there and leave him, anything could happen before his people find him. High tide.
Tiger shark.”

He saw my face.

“Sorry. Don't think about it. We just have to hope he will find ahome on land.” He stood. “I’ m saying
goodnight, Calamity. Past time for my day to end.” He stopped at the top of the steps. “Maybe
somebody will adopt him.”

| didn’t reply. | had had two years of not being my own person, of changing diapers and feeding
someone pap from aspoon. Plus| had raised agirl child, on my own. | had done my share. Time for
some freedom now. So | would keep my mouth shut. And hate mysdlf for it.



The dada-hair lady didn’t know what to do. She' d been scared when they’ d snatched her as she
was drawing water from the well outside her village. They d gagged her when she screamed. And
they had been rough; pushing and chivwying her until they reached the long forced march of
people, all chained by the neck. They' d added her to the end of the line. There was never enough
water to drink by the time the ladle reached her.

The dada-haired lady had tried to tell herself that even bound and forced to walk was better than
being at home, taking orders from Chiefo’ sfirst wife.

In her village, she had kept her ability hidden as well as she could. Bad things happened to women
accused of being witches. But word did get out. Some of the women knew. They would come,
furtively, asking for help for every problem under the sun. She had to explain that she could only
tell them where the things they' d lost were, and only during her blood time.

When they’ d reached Calabar, the big ship anchored offshore had been a wonder she’ d never seen
before; the papa to the small canoes she knew well. Chineke! How something so large, large asa
village, could bob like cork on the water and not sink! She’ d wondered what was inside.

She' d gone wild with panic when the strange men forced them onto the ship.

The sailors had taken the men to another part of the hold. The women and children they forced to
clamber into a dark space in the belly of the ship. They had been packed in so tightly that
everyone' s back was jammed against the belly of the person behind them. They were chained
together in threes. You couldn’t stand. You had to crab-walk when you needed to get to the
necessary, treading on other people and dragging your two other shipmates grumbling along with
youl.

With a creaking of timbers the ship had started on its journey. Many of them had never been on
the sea before. The nausea soon had them retching. Often you couldn’t reach the necessary in
time. Within hours, the heat and the stench in the hold were unbearable, and there wasn’t enough
air. Women and children moaned and cried out, and eventually stopped. In the first weeks, one
small child, unable to keep any food nor water down for more than a few minutes, had died from
sea-sickness.

Back in the village, the dada-hair lady had told Chiefo’ s newest wife Ngoli that she could not
make the child in her womb come out a boy. That made Ngoli angry; angrier still when she gave
birth to a girl. Two days after that, the dada-hair lady had been kidnapped. So no use wishing for
rescue by her family. She had a pretty good idea who had sold her to the white men.

The dada-hair lady would have rejoiced at giving birth to any child, girl or boy.

| thought it would belikeriding abicycle; Y ou know they say you never forget how? But | was beginning
to have my doubts.

There | hung where |’ d found mysdlf. No, where I’ d put myself; halfway up the trunk of the amond tree
on the dliff, my armsand legswrapped round it in agrip o intimate it was practicaly lewd. And | was
stuck. Shit. | weighed amost three timeswhat | had at ten yearsold, and | now had arthritisin one knee.



| managed to turn my head and look down. It was agood seven-foot drop to the ground. Little Chastity
would have legpt the distance like atree frog and bardly noticed the effort, but when | even thought of
jumping down from that height, | could practically hear my kneecaps warning me of the consequences.
They would pop right off, they promised. They would roll down the hill and over the diff, and nobody
would ever find them again, and I’ d be lying under the tree, kneecapless and sorry.

| tightened my al-fours grip on the tree trunk. Thefirst crotch of branches was fanned out just above my
head. All | had to do was reach up with one hand and grab that nice, sturdy branch right there, lever
myself up into thetree by it. | tried to extend my arm. But that caused aquaking in my other limbs. |
wrapped my arm back around the trunk.

My left foot began to dip on the smooth almond bark. | was going to dide al the way down the trunk! |
tried not to imagine what that would do to my inner thighs.

My toes touched a hard knob of living wood. The Knot! That was how | used to get up into my tree.
Thistree had aknot just likeit. Just likeit.

| used to put the toes of my |eft foot on the Knot, just like they were now. That would give me just
enough purchase so that | could reach up around the torso of the tree with my left hand, like so. . . yes,
there was the stub of atorn-off branch; the Handle. | hoped it would bear my weight. | grabbed onto it,
stretched my other hand up and got hold of agood solid branch that forked out from the tree’ s crotch. |
wrapped both my arms around it.

Wheat did | used to do next? | stayed there for awhile, catching my breath and trying to remember. Oh,
yes. Oh, shit. Was| dill that flexible? | looked down again at the drop to the ground. I’ d better be.

It took fivetries, but | findly managed to lever my right leg up over the branch | was holding onto. By
then my armswere trembling like coconut jelly and my fingerswere beginning to let go.

But | knew that my legswouldn’t let me down. “Thunder Thighs,” Mummaused to cal Chastity proudly.
| hooked one leg around the branch and flexed. | shifted alittle. | squeezed harder, used my armsto twist
my body. The motion pulled me up into the crook of thetree. | heard the inner seam of my clam-diggers
giving away from the stress and the friction, but I’ d doneit! | had gotten back up in my aimond tree, after
al theseyeard

Not as skillfully asI’d imagined. | waslying in the crook of the tree, curled around itstrunk. My inner
thigh muscles were burning, and I’ d probably skinned afew of my fingertips. And | was too exhausted to
move. A nasty big greenwhip snake could come down out of the tree after meright now and | wouldn't
budge, not arass.

But thinking about a.greenwhip dipping through the branches towards me, | found that | could move after
al. Infact, | wasdready sitting up and somehow edging my bottom over to that branch over there that
looked sturdy enough for me. Careful, girl, careful.

And there| was, wedged into aV of brancheslike the one that used to be my childhood sest. It didn't fit
my fifty-three-year-old behind very well, but jammed in like that, at least | wasn't going to fal. My
problem would be getting unstuck.

Chuh. Worry about that later. | braced my feet on another branch, leaned against the trunk of the tree
and got as comfortable as| could. Now for my book. A lazy morning reading atrashy mystery.

I"d put my book down to have my handsfreeto climb. Thereit was, lying at thefoot of thetree, at the
wrong end of gravity. “Fuck!” | screamed, scaring akiskedee bird out of a seagrape bush.

A movement out on the beach far below me caught my eye. A man, strolling. He' d better be aresident.
There was akind of tourist that didn’t give two two' s about private property. | wrapped my arm around
abranch above me and tried to pull mysdlf free. If that was an intruder, | was going to give him agood
West Indian style cussing; burn hisearsright off for him and send him on hisway.

| pulled on the branch. My ass stayed wedged. | pulled again. Nothing. | pushed down on the arms of
the branches entrapping my behind. That worked, though it tore the seams of my clam-diggersopen a
little more. But | was on amission now. Full of thefire of righteousness, | swung mysalf down towards
the trunk. It would have worked, too, except that my aready exhausted hands wouldn’t hold me. My



fingers opened and | crashed to the ground, flat on my back.

“Oww! Damnit dl to hell, man!” My body was thrumming like a quattro string. For afew seconds, | just
lay where | was, taking stock. Head felt okay, though rattled. Back holding up. Elbow—ouch. My e bow
had banged arockstone when | landed. Hurt like blazes, but didn’t seem broken. Legs? Yes, | could
move them. Toestoo.

Sowly, I rolled to one side, then up onto my knees. The arthritic one yelled at me.

| was shaking. The musclesin my arms could scarcely bear my weight. But | madeit to my fet, sarted
brushing the dirt off my behind.

What was lumpy in my pocket? | put my hand in, and came away with the bread and butter I’ d brought
for my breakfast, squashed to athird of itsformer width. It was oozing butter onto my hands. | threw the
wretched thing into the sea grape bush and wiped my hand on the amond tree bark.

Oh, that man on the beach was redlly going to get it now!

| grabbed up my book and stomped down the path on shaky legs, working up agood head of steam.
People wandering dl over other peopl€’ s homes, looking for “loca colour,” aways going where they
weren't supposed to go.

By some miracle | made it to the shore without tripping. | approached the man.

It was Hector. | couldn’t tell for certain at first. He had hisback to me. Surelooked like hiskind of ouitfit;
bright green wetsuit with purpleinserts. | wasn't sure about his colour sense, but | couldn’t hate a suit
that showed off his assetslike that.

He turned and caught me staring at his butt. Oops. “Oh, hi, Hector,” | said with asgllly little wave.

He smiled as though someone had just brought him a surprise present. “ Caamity!”

| hadn’t had a chance before to look at him good. He was a nice-looking man—the kind of solid,
easy-to-amile face you could imagine waking up to see every morning. “1 just wanted to find out. . . Well,
these are peopl€’ s homes on Dolorosse. Y ou know that, right?” Oh, damn. | was babbling.

“Wel, 1—

“Every year we get tourists bothering us.” | have athing for beefy shoulders. “ Sneaking out here, getting
drunk. . .” And that wetsuit was so tight | could make out his nipples.

“But | have—"

“Playing their music loud enough to wake the dead, taking their clothes off. . .” Whoops. Wrong thing to
put my mind on. | tried hard to keep my eyes above the belly button. | amost succeeded.

“Next thing you know, some white woman with more rum in her belly than sensein her head going to
mistake ased for amermaid. ..” Or seeareal one. “. .. and hadf-drown hersdf trying to swim after it. .
" | stuttered to ahat. Damn. Get me bothered and | get snippy. And garrulous. Not agood
combination.

“I have permission to be here,” Hector said.

“Yeah?’ If | suck to monosyllables, maybe | wouldn't make atotal ass of mysdif.

Now helooked mildly amused. *Y eah. From the government of Cayaba. Research permit.”

“Oh. That'sdl right, then.” Then| giggled! | don't giggle. Damned man was making me Smper.

“I could bring it and show you, if you like.”

“No, that won't be necessary. | believe you.” Thank heaven for skin dark enough to hide that | was
blushing.

“I promise | won't bring any drunken tourist women to cavort naked on this beach.”

Sheepish slence while we grinned foolishly at each other. Sheepish on my sde, anyway. “1 saw you from
the almond tree on the cliff,” | blurted. That would get us off the topic of nakedness. “I wasup init.”

He looked to where | had pointed. “Wow. Not too many people our age climb trees.”

“Our age? How old would your age be, exactly?’

“Forty-three.”

“Wel, I’'m one or two years older than that, but | madeit up into that tree today. Y esterday, it didn’t
evenexis. . .’

Yes, it had. It had been there all thetime.



But the Knot, and the Handle. . .?

“Can | show you something?’ he asked. He took me to the edge of the surf and pointed to some dabs of
rock jutting out of the weter.

There were three adult monk sedl's and two babies, sunning themselves. They usualy preferred the small,
uninhabited idands.

“Aren’'t they marvellous?” He said. “ People hunted them nearly to extinction, but they’ re hanging on. By
rights monk seals shouldn’t even exist, you know. They’re phocids, for Christ’s sake. In the tropicsl
They’re balanced on an evolutionary knife edge.”

“Y ou mean because they’ re dmost extinct?’

“Not just that. Y ou know what the biggest problem isfor ased?’

“How to catch fish without any hands.”

A puzzled frown.

“It'sajoke” | sad.

“Oh.” Derailed, he seemed at aloss for words for asecond. Then: “Their biggest problemis heat.”
“Wadll, they solved that. Plenty of heat herein thetropics.”

“But you see, water has twenty times the conductivity of ar.”

“Beg pardon?’ | had no ideawhat he was talking about.

“Water will chill your body down twenty times faster than air. Even warm water will do that.”

“All right,” | said, “so sedls need to stay warm. That' swhy they're so fat, right?’

“Y eah. Worksfinein the water. But they haul out onto land every so often, to deep, to breed, to moullt. .
. And they don’'t have sweat glands. So in this part of the world, they start to overheat in about ninety
minutes”

Heglanced at me. “Sorry,” he said. “If you start me up on this subject, | sometimes forget to stop. And
these seals,” he continued, forgetting to stop, “the Cayaba sedls; they have abig mystery to them.”
“How you mean?’

“They’ re not Caribbean monk sedls.”

“Why not? They’rein the Caribbean.”

He shook his head. “Don’'t matter. They’ re Monarchus monarchus, not Monarchus tropicalis.
Mediterranean monk sedls. I'm trying to figure out how they got herein thefirst place. That'swhat I'm
studying. But first, I need to get an ideawhat the red size of the population is. sudy their movement
patterns and return rates, tag any newborn babies, conduct a census of them every few days.” He
frowned. “I have to work on that. | keep getting the numbers wrong.”

“The Cayaba government don't do that research?’

“The Zooquarium does, yes. But they haven’t gotten around yet to figuring out how a colony of
monachus ended up way over here.”

| was boiling. When the sun got so hot?

“... most primitive living pinnipeds” said Hector.

God, the hegat was getting worse.

“...derdictfishing nets. . . danger. . .”

Hector didn’'t even seem to notice it. Me, my whole body was burning. | could feel thetips of my ears
getting red, my cheeksflushing.

“Brucdla. . . Cdamity?You dl right?’

“I don’t know. Too much sun.” | wiped some perspiration from my brow. My hand came away wet.

“Y ou swesting like you just run amarathon.”

“A lady doesn't sweat.” Dried sweet wasirritating my hand. | rubbed it againgt the fabric of my pants.
“Jesus, it so hot!”

Hector looked worried. “ That tree over there will give you some shade. Come.”

But before we could take a step, something soft and light grazed my head from above, then landed at
Hector’ sfeet. “The hell isthat?’ he cried out. He bent to pick it up.

“Itdidn’t hurt me. I'm okay.” Much better, in fact. The heat was passing off rapidly. | waseven chilly.



Hector straightened up. “Where this came from?’ He looked up at the sky. | followed his gaze. Nothing
but blue. Not even the cloud that must have just covered the sun and made me shiver.

| looked down from the sky, blinked the glare away. Hector showed me the thing he was holding.

| grabbed her out of his hand. Bare Bear. Chagtity’ s Bare Bear. Held so tightly and loved so hard that
her little stuffed rump was threadbare, her little gingham dresslong gone. “Where this came from?”
“Look likeit just fell out of the sky.”

“No, man; don’'t joke. It must have washed up with thetide.”

“And landed on your head?’

“I don’t know; maybe thiswas on the sand aready, and something elsefell on my head.” Bare Bear
winked her one glasseye at me. So long | hadn’'t seen her. “ A leaf from out a sea grape tree, something
likethat. Right, Bare Bear?’ | hugged Lucky Bare Bear to my chest. | grinned at Hector. “ She get small
over theyears. Or | get big.” Shedill fit in her old place, up against my breastbone.

“You feding sck?’ heasked. “You didn't look too good just now.”

“I fed wonderful,” | answered. “Don't fret. Tell me more about your seals.”

Hefrowned alittle, but he didn’t say anything. Just turned and started pointing out the selsagain. “The
babies not weaned yet.”

“How you know?’

“Their coats dill black.”

A baby sed was humping itsway over to one of the adults.

“He sfa. Like Agway.”

“Agway?

“Thelittle boy on the beach yesterday morning.”

Whose dead family Hector had found. He looked stricken.

“Sorry.” My damned mouth. “1 didn’t mean to make you think about them.”

“It' sdl right.”

The baby reached the adult, butted its head against her belly. Sherolled so that it could get at one of her
teats. She propped herself up and looked at the baby asit latched on and began to nurse. Shelay flat
again, to continue her basking. | watched the baby pull, and my own nipples ached in response.

“I havetogo,” | told Hector.

“So quick?’

“So quick. Vigting anew friend. But maybe you would like to come by the house some day? | could
cook you ameal.”

Hisface brightened. “ Sounds nice.”

“All right. Cdl mewhen you'refree”

Then | rushed home to change out of the torn-up pants and grab my purse. | had time to catch the next
waterbus. Maybe | could see Agway one more time before they moved him oui.

On the Saturday that Mumma didn’t come home, | woke up early. Couldn’t hear Mumma or
Dadda moving around yet. | went to my dresser and found a t-shirt and my favourite climbing
shorts, the red denim ones with the shiny gold buttons on them like pirate doubloons. The back
left pocket was half torn away, and Mumma had told me not to wear them again until she’'d
mended them, but Mumma hated mending, and Chastity loved those shorts. | was very quiet.
Mumma was probably still mad at me after the day before, so | didn’t want to give her any reason
to notice me.

| tucked my new book under my arm. Three-Finger Jack, it was called. Delicioudly scary. About a
robber man fromlong time ago, over in Jamaica. | tiptoed out of the house and went down to the
shore. | picked sea grapes from the bushes and stuffed myself till my tummy rumbled and my
fingertips were purple. | walked barefoot on the wet sand, feeling it scrunchy and cool between
my toes, and watched the little crabs skitter into their holes. | felt a small, guilty glee that Mumma



hadn’t called me yet to breakfast and do chores. She would probably give me extra to do today,
as punishment. | would have to face the music soon, but not yet. On borrowed time, | hiked back
up the rise and around the bend to my special almond tree—the one on the cliff that overlooked
the beach. | wasn’'t supposed to go past the almond tree to the edge, but nobody had said |
couldn’t dimb the almond tree. | had slipped my book into the back waistband of my shorts and
climbed up the tree to that comfortable spot where three joined branches held me up like a hand. |
settled in and stayed there the whole morning, watching the sea breathe, reading my book. All
that time, | felt nothing. No finger tingle. | didn’t notice that Mumma’s dinghy wasn’t pulled up on
the beach. | felt nothing but the joy of a solitary Saturday, left to my own devices. You can’t find
something if you don’t know you’ ve lost it.

When it got to be late morning and still no Dadda or Mumma, | began to wonder. Plus | was
hungry, for areal breakfast or an early lunch. | went back to the house. In the kitchen was a
grumpy Dadda, washing dishes. He usually did them at night. Dadda snapped at me to go and
plait my hair and wash my face and come back for lunch.

The fried breadfruit slices were burnt and the eggs were hard. Dadda barely touched his. He kept
glancing out the window that |ooked towards the beach. When | couldn’t stand it any longer, |
asked himif | should go and do my Saturday chore of picking up the fallen cashew apples, juicing
the flesh, and putting the nuts out to dry. He said yes. He didn’t seem to be paying attention to me.
By now | was wondering where Mumma was. | asked him. He said, “ Gone. Out.” | didn’t dare ask
him the question that was worming away at my gut: Mummamad at me? Isthat why she' s staying
out so0long? If he didn’t know what I’ d done to make her mad, | didn’t want to tell him.

Later, | brought in the bucket of cashew juice and another one of pressed cashew apple flesh.
Dadda was on the settee in the living room, glowering at the tv. | put the buckets in the kitchen.
Chores done, | took the phone to a corner of the living room and sat on the floor. | spent the rest
of the afternoon chatting with Evelyn. Three-Finger Jack was on my knee, and | read in the spaces
between our words.

Then it was dark. And Dadda was calling me to supper, and smiling a determined, too-frequent
smile, and telling me that Mumma had said she might spend the night in town if she missed the
last waterbus. That made sense. Mumma would come back in the morning, and we would all be
friends again. | ignored the little knot of uneasy | always felt under my breastbone when Mumma
stayed away. Tomorrow | would ask her if we could have a picnic on the beach, just her and me.
What book was | reading, Dadda asked. | chattered away happily to him about Three-Finger Jack.
He took advantage of the book’ s setting in Cockpit Country to quiz me on my geography, but |
was ready for him: karst topography, limestone dissolves, which creates underground caverns. \We
played Shap, and | won two games and he won two games. True, he was a little preoccupied, but
he always was when Mumma was gone like this. Then a bit more tv, then | went to bed.

Mumma’s dinghy drifted back to shore the next day, empty.

A week later, Dadda was in jail under suspicion of murder. That same day, | was taken from our
house to go and live with Auntie Pear| and Uncle Edward.

Three weeks after that, Evelyn stopped speaking to me.

| knew something that poor Agway was finding out: being an orphan sucks ass.

Evedyn lifted her stethoscope off Agway’ s chest. She took the earpieces out of her ears and hooked them
around her neck. “ Apart from the bruises and the fracture, he' sactualy pretty hedlthy,” she said. Agway
was sitting naked on the examination table in front of her. She tapped the bowl of the stethoscope against
her chin and smiled a him. “He hasworms, but we can fix that.”

“Worms?’ | shuddered. Dadda used to give me adose of cashew bark teatwice ayear, justin casel
had worms.

“Intestind paragites, redly.”

“How he got those?” All our parents did it: sennapod tea, castor ail. . . A day’ sworth of diarrhoeatwice



ayear, just as a precaution.

Agway reached for the stethoscope. Shetook it off and gaveit to him.

“Wadll, that’ s the odd thing. Normally you would get those parasites from eating undercooked fish.”
Agway pulled on the rubber tubing of the stethoscope. He stretched it agood foot longer than its natural
length. Gently, Evelyn took it from him.

Daddawould try to hide the taste of the cashew bark tea by mixing it with cream soda. | till couldn’t
sl cream sodawithout gagging. “Hang on, undercooked fish?’

Shemade aface. “Yes. Or raw.”

Well, that made sense.

“God, what horrible people,” she said. “They wouldn’t even cook the food they gave him. | don't say |
wish anybody harm, but maybeit’ sfor the best that his parents, well.”

Agway pissed, completely unconcerned. The urine made abeautiful yellow arc in the morning light,
heading straight for Evelyn’s smock. She danced away, grinned and shook her finger at him. From the
blank look in his eyes, he didn’t connect her gesture with what he’ d done. She patted his chest.

| took afresh digper off the folded stack of them that Evelyn kept in her office. Evelyn watched me
digper him. *Y ou redlly want to foster him?’ she asked

| nodded. “Thinking of it, yes.” | tried wrestling him back into the t-shirt they’ d given him. Hewasn't
interested. Blasted boy been practisng wriggling with the edls.

“Children’ s Services prefers them to go to whole families, you know.”

“I’'m not broken, Evelyn.” Agway had managed to get his head and one arm jammed through the neck of
the t-shirt.

She looked embarrassed. “Of course not. But they like families that come with amummy and a daddy
and two well-behaved children, preferably one girl and one boy.”

“Ifeomawas aswell behaved as any norma child her age,” | told her.

“Who?’

“My daughter. Thereason | left Holy Name.”

Thetipsof Evelyn’searswent pink. “ Right. Some of the girlstold mewhy you didn’t finish out your final
year.

“I raised her well. All by mysdf.

She gave methat nod, the wobbly “yes’ nod that really means no.

| gave up on the t-shirt; pulled it off and hoisted Agway onto my hip. Heimmediately stretched up and
tried to grab my hair, and threw atantrum when | wouldn't let him. | sat him back on the examination
table to calm down. He stormed and dapped his hands on the table. “What afussand afret!” | said to
him. “Evelyn, | can look after onelittle boy.”

“I'm sure you’ d be wonderful.” She broke my gaze, looked off to the right as though there was
something to seethere. Wasit up and to theright for lying, or down and centre? She said, “Ther€ sa
proper procedure for doing these things, you know.”

| wasn't going to beg Evelyn Chow to do mefavours. Inmy mind' seye| saw her at fourteen,
dewy-perfect, looking up from her desk as| walked into classlate, still sweaty from rowing the dinghy
from Blessée to Cayaba and walking the two milesto school because | didn’'t have busfare. In my
mind’ seye, she wasflinging aswathe of beautifully groomed, glossy black hair behind one ear, giving me
abreezy amile, and saying loudly enough for the whole classto hear, “ Oh, there you are, Charity Girl!
Been rowing around Cayabain your old boat again?’

| tickled Agway’ stummy. He chortled and kicked. Evelyn said, “He's so happy when you're here.”
“Did you ever have children?’ | asked her, curious. “Did you want any?’ | didn’t ask her if she'd gotten
married. That was atender subject with me.

Shedidn’t answer immediatdly. “He s not having agood time here, poor soul,” she said. “We reonly
trying to look after him, but he does't know that. We poke him with needlesto draw blood, and it
makes him so frightened. The X-rays, the ultrasounds; they terrify him.”

| nodded. “ And he doesn’'t understand about knives and forks, or many kinds of food.”



“ Samuel—that’ s my husband—islovely. And no, we don’t have children. | ook after children here at
work every day, and Samue has awhole side of nephews and nieces. That’s enough for us.”

“Oh.” She' d been aperfect girl, was now a perfect wife, and had a perfect life with no encumbrances.
“My jobinacaselikethisisto consder the best interests of the child.”

And | wasabroke, aging snglewoman living on anisolated idand. “| understand.”

“When you'rewith him, heisn't so frightened.”

| looked at her. A ribbon of hope uncurled in my belly.

“So | just want you to know that I’ ve told Children’s Services you can visit him as often as you want,”
shesad. “Until we find him a permanent home. Okay?’

And that wasit. Shewould let mevisit him to gentle him, but shewould not let metakehim. “Yes,” |
answered. “Okay.” She was going to throw me only one dry bone. And, damn me, | accepted it.
Cdamity.

“You and your boys hanging out weekend coming?” teenaged Chastity asked Michael. It was only
Thursday, but | was already feeling sorry for myself.

“Yeah, | guess s0.” His newly breaking voice squeaked on the last word.

Michael and | had been tight for four years now. He knew when I d first had my period. | knew
when he'd had hisfirst wet dream. But it was when his voice broke that something in me changed.
| began to see him differently, to notice things | hadn’t before: how large his hands were, and how
graceful; how his arms and shoulders were filling out his shirts. The smell of his sweat when he
came to hang out with me in the stands after his class s weekly soccer game made the secret parts
of me twitch.

The jangle of lunchtime voices in the school caf screeched, bellowed, and roared all around us.
Two stray dogs, rib-thin, slunk through the open-air caf, hoping for crumbs. Most of the students
just ignored them.

| looked in my lunch bag. Dadda had put in some of the dumplings from last night’ s dinner, and
the stewed fish, spiced with pimiento berries and browned onions. Cashew juice, of course, in a
little plastic bottle. And the yam left over from dinner, too. | didn’t feel for yam that day. | forked
it onto Michael’ s plate. He didn’t look up. He called the dogs over. They came, suspicioudly,
fearfully. At the table in front of us, Neil kicked out at one of the dogs as it passed. He got it
sgquarely on the flank, but it made no noise, just staggered a little and kept going. The two hid
under an empty table a little distance away, looking hopefully at Michael. | glared at Neil, who
grinned at me, that broad, I’ m-so-sexy grin that had all the girls writing him notes during class. |
shook my head and rolled my eyes at him.

“What allyou going to do?” | asked Michael. He was scraping the ground meat out of his patty
onto the floor for the dogs. He was on a vegetarian kick recently. “ You see that new karate movie
at thedrive-in yet?” | could hear the edge of envy in my voice. My Friday night would consist of a
waterbus ride back to Blessée with Dadda, then a few hours of homework. Afterwards maybe a
solitary walk to the cliff in the dark of evening to smell the sea. And to watch it respirein the
darkness, and to hope something marvellous would happen soon and save me from dying of
boredom.

Lately, I’d been examining Michael’ s every gesture, every expression, for a clue whether he was
seeing me differently now, too. That pensive look: was he thinking about touching me? When he
called me early on a Saturday morning, was it because he’ d spent the night in a lather, thinking
about me?

“Ey. Dreamboat,” | said. “ You don’t hear I’'mtalking to you?” | managed to keep my tone light
and teasing, like it used to be before Michael’ s voice broke.

Michael still hadn’'t said anything, or looked up. He was only chasing the yam round and round on
his plate. “ What wrong with you?” | asked him. He'd moved his feet away from the patty innards



on the floor. The dogs were jostling for the scant two mouthfuls of meat.

Michael wouldn’'t meet my eye. “ Carlton.”

“You and he fighting again? You know it will blow over. Come tomorrow, you two going to be
thick as thieves again. You and Carlton and Delroy and Ashok like the four legs on that dog,
always running everywhere together.” There. That sounded like the old Chastity, nuh true?
There was a shriek from over by one of the big tables. Consuela and Gillian were having a food
fight, using it as a way of drawing attention to themselves. They were like twins, both with high
chests and taut thighs. “ Fucking hell,” | said to Michael. “ If Gillian’s skirt was any shorter, you'd
be able to see what she had for dinner last night.”

Michael grimaced. “ Chastity, | think | like Carlton.” Finally he met my eyes. The doubt, the fear
on his face made my throat catch. “ Like | supposed to like girls, | mean. Oh, God, what | going to
do?”

| stared at himand didn’t let my face change. Not one bit. Inside, | was wailing.

Michael’ stop lip trembled. “ You can’t tell anyone. Not one soul.”

“1 won't.” My mind was stewing. | didn’t know whether | was embarrassed for him, or
embarrassed at myself.

“ Please, Chadtity.”

“For true! I won't.” In Civics classjust before lunch, I’ d been trying on names, writing themin
my notebook: Chastity Theresa Jasper. Chastity Jasper-Lambkin. Mr. and Mrs. Michael Jasper.
Shame curdled the food in my belly and chilled my skin.

“Thanks.” Michael tried to mash the yam with one of the plastic forks from the cafeteria. The
fork broke off in his hand. He cussed and threw the broken handle down on his plate. Sood up.

| touched hisarm. “ Michael.”

“What.”

“You know for sure?” My voice trembled. If he said yes, | was going to dieright there, | knew it.
He frowned. Frisbeed his paper plate of food into the open garbage can a few tables away,
alarming the dogs, who ran out of the caf. He got a shrieking round of overenthusiastic applause
from Gillian and Consuela, who were both hot for him. He scowled at them, shook his head.
“Don’t talk so loud. No, | don’t know.”

A chance, then. A tiny chance. “ Why you don't test it and see?” | asked him.

He shot me a look of pure panic. “ What? You mad? Carlton would kill me. Then he would tell
everybody.”

| didn’t point out that once he was dead, he wouldn’t give two shits who Carlton told. “ No, not
with him.” Carlton was a pimple-faced idiot who could only talk about cricket and girls. No way
Michael could like him over me. Right?

| touched Michael’ s hand. He jumped. “ Test it with me,” | said.

“It' smenopause,” said Dr. Nichals. “Y ou' re having night swests, hot flashes” He smiled. “Though it
might help abit to think of them as* power surges.” 7’

| sat across from himin his office, trying to understand what al those words had to do with me.
“Sowhat | can do about it?" | asked him after apause. | had some vague notions; stuff I’ d heard on the
radio and televison but hadn’t paid much attention to. “Eat lots of tofu, get eight hours' deep every night,
shit like that? This hot flash stupidness has to stop so | can get on with my life”

Dr. Nicholsblinked a me. He examined the perfectly manicured nails of hisleft hand—something he
aways did when hewas gtdling for time. HE d been my G.P. for thirteen years now. | could read him
likeafriend, dmost. Mind you, ishow long | hadn't been to see him? Two years? Three?* The hot
flasheswill sop eventudly,” he said. “My wife Miriam—"

“Cedric, how many years you been reminding methat you have awife and her nameis Miriam?’

He blinked & me some more, a hurt expression on hisface. So many years gone by, and he ill hiding
behind Miriam’s skirts. And al | did that one time was bring the man some chocolate! And acard, and a



new pen, for his old one had been skipping. And a houseplant for his office, to brighten it up alittle. From
then on, | couldn’t stop hearing about blasted Miriam. My blouse hadn’t been that low-cut that day. The
ones | used to wear to the club would probably have made him faint.

| rlented. “Beg pardon,” | said. “ This business have me short-tempered.”

Cedric nodded. “Y ou can expect irritability over the next little while.”

“Bet you nobody will notice any differencein me. So what Miriam have to say on the subject of
menopause?’

“It made her irritable, too. She says she used to get so mad at the dightest little thing, it would fed like
her head was exploding. And some people get actual headaches. And maybe bouts of rapid heartbest.
And flatulence. Y ou might notice you' re getting some hairs on your chin, but the hair will be thinner on
your head and. . . everywhere else. Weight gain, loss of libido, dry vagina”

“| see. And depression isa symptom, too?’

“Well, yes. . .”

My shoulders dumped. “Lord, just strike me dead now and done, nuh?’

“Oh; and you might haveirregular periods.”

“How you mean, ‘irregular’ ?’

“Some monthsit won't come at dl, some monthsit’ || come twice, and you might have breakthrough
bleeding in between.”

“Hencetheirritability,” | muttered.

“Pardon?’

“Never mind.” Cedric wasn't too quick to get ajoke. | wouldn't have enjoyed being his girlfriend
anyway. “So what | must take to stop it?’

Cedric was scribbling on hislittle doctor pad. “ To stop what?” he asked me.

“I know both of we getting old, but like you the one going doltish,” | grumbled at him. “What | must take
to make dl this nonsense stop?’

Hefrowned a me. “Nothing will make it stop until it’s ready to stop. You just haveto wait it out. | can
give you estrogen and progesterone to ease some of the symptoms, but other than that, you just have to
giveittime Isanorma—"

“Yes, | know. ‘Normal,” ‘maturity,” al that shit. How long | going to be waking up drowning in my own
swveat?’

“In some women, it lasts more than a decade.”

“Torass”

“Y ou make sure you take care of yourself for the next little while. Get enough deep. Eat properly.”
“And eat plenty tofu. | know. Thanks.”

He wrote me a prescription for estrogen patches and gave me aglossy pamphlet. As| was heading out
the door, he said, “Oatmeal compress.”

| stopped in his doorway. “ And which one of my senescent body parts you want me to apply that to?’
“Miriam say it used to help her plenty. For theitching in her extremities”

“Thank you, Cedric. Say hello to Miriam for me.”

So. Looked likel was't finding again after al. Menopause explained the itchy fingers. And forgetting
that the amond tree had aways been there.

And Dumpy had been stuck down insde the couch, so he didn’t even count.

But what about Bare Bear landing on me from out of the sky?

Even when | had been convinced | was afinder, things didn’t used to come to me; | went to them.
Goose was waking on my grave. Symptoms of menopause: clammy feeling. | went into the mall to get
ahot drink. But at the counter, | changed my mind. Not coffee; amango smoothie. “With soy milk,
please” | said. Might aswell get started on egting right.

Whilel waited intheline, | had agood look at Cedric’' s pamphlet, The Best Years of Your Life. It
pictured adim, smiling white woman in atasteful navy one-piece bath suit. She was climbing up aladder
out of apool. She was about thirty-five yearsold, her hair in aperky grey bob that was obvioudy awig;



| guessto fool us menopause-addied women into believing that she wasin her sixties, and that if we only
used their fine product, we could look like that, too. An equdly trim and dignified man waited for her on
the pool deck. He was leaning back in one of two matched lounge chairs. He had alittle touch of grey
hair at each temple. A full head of hair, too; no male-pattern baldnessfor this fellow. He wore modest
and nondescript swim trunks. | guess he was handsome, in a 1950s martini ad kind of away. In fact,
there were two martinis—his with agreen paper umbrela, herswith apink one—on the little table that
sat between the two lounge chairs. It was dl so perfect | could gag. Jesus. Death by connubid bliss.
Apparently, if | took Cedric’spills, I'd turn into a Stepford wife and get married to aKen doll.

Though at least I'd have aman.

| wondered what Gene was doing right now. Bouts of rapid heartbeat. He hadn’t called. And fool that
| was, | hadn’t asked for his number. Disturbing memory lapses.

The pamphlet had sectionswithtitleslike: “Life’ sNext Big Step,” and “ A Hedlthy Attitude.” 1 got my
mango soy smoothie. | spied afree seat in the food court and headed towardsiit. A young man’'s body
glanced me, nearly knocking the smoothie out of my hand. He didn’t notice. He just kept walking,
chatting with hisfriend.

Next | got mobbed by atittering of young women, dl tight jeans, short skirts, and straightened hair. They
flowed around me, chattering. One of them dropped her change purse. “ Y ou lost something,” | said to
her. She turned, searched her friends faces to see who had spoken. | waved the hand with the pamphlet
init. “Over here.” | swear she looked a everybody el se before her eyes settled on me, not five feet awvay
from her. | pointed to the ground. “Y ou dropped your change purse.”

“Oh,” shesaid. “Thank you.” She picked it up and moved off with her friends.

| sat inthe free seet, played both incidents over in my mind. No, she hadn’t looked at everybody else
before she looked at me. She had looked at al the young people. | wasn't quite redl for her, or for the
guy who'd bumped me. | kissed my teeth and sucked abig glob of the smoothie up through the wide
straw. It tasted like ass. | crumpled the pamphlet up, stood, tossed it and the drink into the nearest
garbage can. Then | dropped into the pharmacy. Turned out | didn’t have enough money to pay for the
prescription. Liquor storefor me; what money | had would stretch far enough for aflask of Cayaba's
good red rum. Dizziness, light-headedness, episodes of |oss of balance.

My poor old red Mini Moke sat in the parking lot in her crumbling paint, looking nothing like the queen
after which I'd named her.

And wait; was sheligting alittle to one side, or were my glasses dirty again? | peered through the specs,
trying to find the right place on the tri-focals that would let mefocus at that distance. Seewhy | scarcely
wore the damned things.

Motherass. Victoriawas leaning, yes. Theright back tyre had aflat. Shit.

How the hdll | was going to get home? Maybe | could call Ife. Then | remembered that the bus stop was
just on the other side of the parking lot. And there was the bus, only half ablock away from the stop. |
started to run. What had possessed me to wear heelstoday? But I’ d been walking, running, dancing in
high hedls since God was a boy. | moved faster.

The bus was nearly to the stop. God, | thought, please don’t make me missit. | threw mysdf into an
al-out runin my ilettos. A deek Mercedes had to dam on the brakes to avoid me. | landed hard on
onefoot, and felt the hed of my diletto give. Shit. My best pair of shoes. The driver glared at me and
smoothed back her perfectly pressed hair. She wore her sunglasses on her head, so fucking fashionable.
The buswas a the stop. | shouted, “Wait, please, driver!” and continued the fifty-yard dash. Thank the
heavensfor short dit skirts. The legs might be fifty-three years old, but they were good legs. Running was
showing them off real nice, so long as | made sure not to wobble on my broken shoe. The bus driver
stayed put to watch my thighsin action, and that gave metimeto run up the sairs. “ Thank you,” | saidto
him, trying to look fetchingly windblown, when what | redly felt was good and winded. He put the busin
gear and drove off. Victoria s one good headlight eye looked at me mournfully as| pulled away.

“I just going to catch my breath,” | said to the driver. He gave my legs one more look and nodded. |
found a seat and rummaged around in my purse for the fare.



Only afew coppersin there. I'd paid for the smoothie with the last of my money. Shit, shit, shit. When |
|eft the mall, my plan had been to drive to the cambio to withdraw some cash to pay for the waterbus
home. | till had afew dollarsin there until payday. WWhen Dadda began to sink, I’ d started working
part-time at thelibrary so | could be with him more. Money wastight.

Maybe the driver would forget me. | scrunched down small in my seat and tried to disappear. The bus
rocked and belched on itsway into town. | would just sneak off at the nearest cambio, get some cash, go
home.

The bus stopped, in between stops. The driver leaned out of his seat and turned around to look at me.
“Lady, likeyou forget you haveto pay to ridethisbus?’ he said, loudly enough for

everyoneto hear. An old man in one of the Side seats stared a me, hiseyes avid, waiting to seewhat |
wasgoing to do. A littlegirl inaSt. Rose’ s school uniform snickered.

| thought | was going to dead from shameright there. “I judt. . .” | said, stdling for time. | got up to go
and talk to him so he wouldn't have an excuse to shout any more of my business right down through the
whole bus. Maybe | could persuade him to carry me asfar asacambio and wait till 1 got some money
out. If I had any money in there. | even owed Mr. Mckinley for the grunts | had bought from him two
weeks ago.

“Chadtity!” called avoice from the back of the bus. “ Caamity!”

Lord onabicycle; it was Dr. Evelyn Chow, witnessing how badly | managed my affairs. | Sghed asany
chance I’ d had to take Agway home with me evaporated. | must be was born bad-lucky.

Evelyn bustled up to the front, waving her purse at me. “Renny,” she said to the bus driver, “it look like
you catch my friend here without any change for the bus?’

“She haveto pay, Doctor,” he said.

“Don’t worry, my dear,” shesaid to me. 1 aways have extratokens.” She fished in the change purse
and dropped one into the fare box. Renny nodded and drove on.

“Thank you,” | whispered to her.

“Not a al, not at al. Come and St with me then, nuh?’

“Yes. All right.” She'd paid the piper, she got to cal the dance. | would bloody well haveto St with her.
| fell in behind her as she made her way back to her seet. The St. Rose' s school girl was il laughing
behind her hand. | lifted one sde of my lip a her, doglike, to show her my teeth. She gasped and
stopped her stupid giggling. Good. She reminded me of Jane Labonté from my school days. Jane could
make me fed bad just by looking at me. Make mefed like the common class poor rdation. In high
schoal, she and Evelyn had paired up to make my lifeahell.

“Let’'sdt here” said Evelyn. She pointed to two empty seats Side by each. | did in beside her.

“I'll pay you back,” | whispered.

“Don’t worry about it. How come you' re on this bus? The waterbusis the other way.”

“Yes. | was going back home, but my car broke down,” | said. “I wasjust trying to get to abank
machine, and forgot | didn’t have busfare on me.”

“Wadll, that' s an inconveniencel Where syour car?’

“In the parking lot of the medica centre.”

“Oh, there’ salovely restaurant in the mall there! Redlly good Mediterranean cuisine. Have you ever
been?’

“No, can't say | have.”

“Expengveto edat there, though. My husband likesto go there of a Sunday evening, but my dear, | have
to say | prefer abeer and afish and chipsat Mrs. Smalley’ s Chicken Boutique any day.”

“You do? My lord. | had asudden vision of the proper

Evelyn Chow in her whitelab coat, Stting at one of Mrs. Smaley’ s brukdown tableswith aRed Stripe
beer at her left hand and a heaping plate of the house' sfresh fried grunt fish in front of her, sucking the
flesh from the bones.

“How wasthelittle boy when you left him?’ she asked.

“Fine. Segping.”



She looked a me. “Y ou’ re worried about him. Don't fret; we'll find someone qudified to take care of
him”

“I'm qudlified. I'veraised achild of my own.”

She patted my hand. “I’ m sorry, Chadtity. | just think it would be too much for you to teke on.”

“But—"

“You and | not getting any younger, you know.” She smiled. “Timeto dow down now.”

“Arawak Court!” yelled the bus driver. The St. Rose' s schoal girl got off. She stood on the pavement
and watched the bus pull away. As she came level with me, she stuck her tongue out & me. | flashed a
slent snarl. Of course she' d waited until she was safe. Little spring chicken with her high bust and her
tight thighs.

“Friend of yours?” asked Evelyn.

“Something likethat.” The buswas following the coast road. | stared at the blue Strip of water. Agway’s
home.

“You'requiet,” said Evelyn.

“?'Quiet here on thisrock; sitting still and thinking,”?” | quoted. Bad bookworm habit of mine.

“? The CayabaFairmaid.” ?”

“Y ou know that story?” Evelyn had surprised mefor the second time in five minutes.

“Wedidlearnitin school,” she reminded me.

“Yes, | know. But most people seem to forget about it afterwards.”

“Y ou know the one about the blue child?’ she asked me.

“I kindaremember it, yeah.” Now she was afolklorist, too? She seemed more the balet and art cinema
type. “Old lady finds a blue devil baby in ahole, the baby triesto force her to do something, | forget
what. Old lady throws the baby into the sea, thinking that will drown it.”

Evelyn nodded. “When the blue baby hitsthe water, it grows huge, turnsinto the devil woman of the sea
who drags ships down. That’ swhat the baby had wanted the whole time; to reach the sea.”

Huh. That story had quite a different cast to it Since my experiences of the past few days. Now | would
be willing to bet that it was afictiondized story of somebody el se bucking up with a sea person.

“When | wasyoung,” said Evelyn, “1 used to wish that the oldtime Storieswere true.”

“You did?Y ou never told me.”

“Y ou would have laughed after me.”

“No, | wouldn’t have.”

“Yes. Y ou would have. Y our mouth hot now, and it was

hot then.”

| decided to make nice. “All right. Maybe | would have.” | was busting to talk to somebody about the
seapeople, and | hadn't heard from Gene. | had been like that from since; when | learned something
new, | had to tell somebody, anybody. But | had to lead Evelyn to this gently. “It’ sinteresting, you don’t
find, that we have dl these stories about devilsliving in the sea?’

She shrugged. “Seakill plenty peoplein the history of Caryaba. It make sense the devil would livein the
="

Shit, how to get her to think this through?“Y ou know the legend about Captain Carter?”

Her face brightened. “Y es. Such abeautiful love story.”

“I guess. Except the lovers throw themselvesinto the water and die.”

She kissed her teeth. *Y ou have to have alitte romance, man. The story saysthey transformed.”

“They adapted to living in the sea.”

“I suppose you could think of it that way.” Shelooked out the window, checked her watch. | waslosing
her.

“When | wasagirl,” | said, “I used to try to figure out how | could go and live with the dolphins.”

“Oh. Well, that' s different. If you were going to remain an oxygen breather, the rest is pretty easy.” She
sat up sraight, started counting off on her fingers. “Extra body fat like whales and sedl's have, to protect
the organsfrom the cold.”



Check. Agway wasfat as mud, just like hisdaddy, and thelittle blue girl. “What edse?’ | asked her.

She thought alittle bit. “They would need broad ribcages.”

Check. “Why, though?’

“To makeroom for lungswith alot of surface area; they’ |l be going under the water for long periods, so
they’ d need to be able to hold extra oxygen in their lungs. And their lats and delts—these muscles here,
inyour upper back—would be hyperdeveloped, to help with swimming.”

“So their aams would change, too?’ | couldn’t help coaching her just.

“They wouldn't haveto. But it would be niceif their limbswere reatively short. More streamlined for
swimming. Oh! | just thought of another onel”

Shewas practicdly jigging in her seat. We used to compete in school for who could answer Teacher’s
questionsfird.

She said, “Thisone would beredly cool, okay? Y ou know that webbing between the fingers and toes?
Like Agway has? All humans have that in the womb. If our mermaid people never logt it, it would help
them swim better.”

“Uh-huh. ..

“Eyed Redlly big eyes. It sdark down there. Nictitating membranes would be so cool! Imagine being
able to have your eyes closed and open at the sametime! | don’t know what function those patches on
theinner thighswould have, though. . .”

Her eyes opened wide. She put her hands to her mouth. “Oh, my God!” she blurted through her fingers.
“Courtice Plazal” announced the bus driver. The bus clattered to ahalt.

“Thisismy stop,” | said. “1 pay you back the bus fare tomorrow, al right?’ | stood up and headed for
the door, my heart going powpowpow. Please. Please.

She grabbed her purse and ran to catch up. “I’ m getting off with you,” she said. “You can't just upsand
leave me with thisideayou put into my head.”

“What idea?’ | chirruped at her over my shoulder. | stepped down off the bus stairs and right onto the
broken shoe hed. Miracle ! didn’t twist my ankle.

“Good night, ladies,” Renny called out.

A soft evening breeze was blowing. There was the overpowering ice cream smell of frangipani blossoms
from somewhere, and the sky had that look of evening turning into night; like someone had poured black
ink into blueing and was irringit.

Courtice Plazawasiin front of us; asmal, three-storey shopping centre built around a courtyard. The
designer said he' d had the Hanging Gardens of Babylon in mind when he constructed it. Looked more
like one of those Escher drawings, with staircases leading every which way. Confused the eye. | could
never remember which level the cambio was on, and which set of stairswould lead metoit. | hobbled up
to the plaza. A woman with matted hair and tattered clothing sat on the grass verge. She was barefoot.
The bottoms of her feet were black horns of callous. She spied us.

“Please, lady, do,” she said to me. “Beg you little money. | ain’t eat from morning.”

“I'msorry. | don’t have any.” It wasthe God' struth. | didn’t have one red cent.

“Please, lady,” shesaid again.

“Here” Eveyn gave thewoman ahill.

“Thank you, lady. Blessyou.”

Wewent on. | stopped and dithered around a bit, looking from one entrance to the other. Evelyn
dithered right longside me.

“That little boy,” she said. “1t would be incredible.”

“What would?’

“It'sjust possible; anisolated archipelago like this. An evolutionary branch. . .”

This sort of looked like the entrance | wanted. | began up the sairs. Evelyn followed.

“It worked for Darwin,” she said. “ The finches, you know?’

“Thelibrary archivesarefull of reported sightings of mermaids off Cayaba,” | said. “ Newspaper
clippings, peopl€e sdiariesfrom long ago.”



We passed afancy women’s clothing store. It waslit in screaming pink and yellow neon. The skirt on the
manneguin in the window was so short that even though she was plagtic, | felt embarrassed for her.
Timewas, | could have gotten away with askirt like that.

We rounded the corner, and there was the food court, and the cambio. | madefor it. Evelyn stood
beside mewhile | punched in the numbers. She was almost vibrating, she was so excited. “Y ou knew this
wholetime, didn’'t you?’ she said. “ About the child, | mean.”

“I don't know, | just sugpect. Could be wishful thinking.” Nothing in the chequing account. “But | think |
bucked up another onelike him when | wasalittlegirl.”

“Youlie!” Wide-eyed, she grabbed my arm. “When? Where? Did you tak to it? How come you never
sad?

| stopped and looked at her. “ At school, you mean? To whom?”

“Toyour friends” shereplied. Then, “Oh.”

| didn’t havetotell her that sheand | hadn’t yet met when it had happened. All isfair inwar. “ Anyway. |
was there last night when they brought his parents out of the water. | saw the daddy. He had the same
adaptationsas Agway.” | tried acash advance on my credit card. It laughed in my face. | didn’t even
bother to check my savings account. It had always been ajoke. Savings accounts were for people with
something left over to save. | took adeep breath. “Evelyn?’

“Y e’

“Can you possibly lend me the money to take the waterbus back home, please?’ The words hurt coming
out of my mouth, like spitting out glass.

“Oh! Yes. Of course.” Shedug in her purse and | looked away, ashamed.

“Wait aminute,” said Evelyn. Her hand was il in her purse. “Where you said your car was?’

| Ssghed. “At themall by the medica centre.”

“So how you plan to get to your house when you reach Dolorosse?’

“Wak.” In my high hedls, one of them broken. Over the rocky ground.

“And how long that will take, Chas. . . Cdamity?’

| shrugged. “ An hour, maybe.” Morelike two, and massive blisters on my feet, shoes on or off.

“No, that won't do.” She snapped her purse shut, linked her arm through mine. “Come dong.” She
began waking me back through the mall.

“What? Come where?’

“Why are you walking like that?’

“I broke my shoe. Evelyn, | haveto get home.”

“And | will take you home. Let me just seeif Samuel’ s finished work yet.” She pulled a phone out of her
purse, hit speed did.

“Samud?Hello, my love. Surprised you're at homeat al. No, I'm at Courtice Plaza. I'm with afriend.
No, I...” Shegiggled. “ After you know | don’t have eyes for anyone but you. Listen; you can come and
get us? Me and my old school friend Caamity. We have to take her home to Dolorosse.”

| knew that tone so well. Had heard it amillion timesin the school cafeteriaas Evelyn organized her
posse to do just what she wanted them to. | pulled my arm out of hers. “Y ou don’t have to take me
anywhere. Just lend me the waterbusfare. I'll pay you back tomorrow.” | had no ideahow | was going
to do that, but never mind.

“What?' Evelyn asked me. Into the phone, she said, “Hold on aminute, nuh?’ She took the phone away
from her mouth. “ Caamity, we re going to take you. All right? End of story.”

Anger waslike ared mist in front of my eyes. She started to talk to Samue again. | turned on my hedl
and walked away from her. Maybe a passer-by would lend me waterbus fare.

“Cdamity!”

| ignored the sound of shoes tap-tapping behind me. | headed for one of the exits.

“Cdamity!” She caught up to me, put her hand on my elbow. | yanked it out of her reach.

“No, Evelyn. You can’t order me about. Y ou’ re not queen of the schoolyard any more. You can't
aways have your way. Go home to your beloved Samued and leave medone!” | could fed my eyes



springing water. Somehow, the blurriness made the garish micro minis on the mannequinsin the clothing
store look even more shameful, if that were possible. | wasto the steps, making my way down with that
careful, crabways movement that old women in hedl's adopt. When had | become an old woman?
“Cdamity. I'msorry.”

| stopped. She was standing at the top of the stairs, cell phone dangling from one hand.

“Sorry for what?’

“I’'m sorry | was so awful to you.”

Good thing | was holding on to the bannister, or surprise would have pitched me down those sairs one
time. “When?’ | asked, milkingit.

“Just now. | should have asked you if you wanted alift. But Samuel says he swilling to take you, and
we—"

Her words were music. | wanted more. “When ese?’

Shedrew hersdf up. “How you mean?| said | was sorry.”

“Not sorry enough.” | kept clanking down the stairs.

| heard her give adeep, shuddery breath. “Calamity, come back here! Y ou stubborn as any mule, you
know?’

| spat thewords at her over my shoulder. “ That’ sachange. You used to say | was as ugly asamule.”
“Stop it, Stopit, stop it!” she screamed, her voice weepy.

| kept going.

“All right, then! Jesus. In schoal.”

| stood still amoment, puffing. It waswork to walk down stairs nowadays. | used to run up stairslike |
was ascending to heaven. And Cedric had just told me it was only going to get worse. “1n school what?’
| said.

“I was horribleto you in school, dl right? 1 been thinking about it ever sncel saw you the other night.
And I’'m sorry. I'm sorry. I’'m sorry | said al those awful things. I'm sorry | egged my friends on to make
fun of you. I’m sorry | super-glued your locker shut.” She snuffled.

“I don’'t know where your necklace went, Evelyn.”

She crossed her arms and looked away. “Huh. Well, | don’t know about that.”

“It was only agame we used to play, anyway! Sometimes| got lucky.”

“You told Mr. Baldwin whereto find his calculator. Y ou found Ahmed' s maths book behind the tennis
court. You found Ulric’ stobacco pipe. But the one time your best friend asked you for help, you
wouldn't. I fill don’'t understand why. That was my favourite, my birthday necklace, with the
moonstones.”

“You logt your necklace afew weeks after Mummadis-

appeared.”

“Sowhat?’

| sucked my teeth. “Think, nuh? My mother got lost a sea. What you suppose happened to her?”
“That she probably fell out of her boat somehow and, you know, drowned.”

If she' d even gone out to seathat night. “ And what you think her body would have looked likeif it had
been found?’

“Bloating, necrosis, morbidity.” The doctor’ straining had kicked in. “ Extremities nibbled away by. . .
oh”

“Exactly. You think | wanted to find my mother’ sbody in that condition?’” Or chopped to pieces?|
thought. “So | sopped the finding game. Completely. And it went away. Even if it wasonly luck why |
found things, | turned it off. I’'m ablasted luck repellent, let metdll you.”

She was crying, the tears glowing neon, reflecting the stores’ lights. She had adways been ableto turn
those tears on and off a will. She sniffed. “| wasjea ous of you, you know,” she said.

“What?’ | took two steps back up the stairs.

“| was. So envious | hated you sometimes.”

“What the fuck did you haveto bejedous of mefor?’



“They let you climb trees. They bought you toy trucks. Y ou know how bad | wanted a Johnny Lightning
Plymouth Dugster?’

She saw my blank look.

“Hot Whedsl The Plymouth Duster was acid green.”

“Ah”

“And you could swear!”

“Not in front of Dadda. Mummadidn’t mind. She thought it was funny.”

“Both my parents minded. Ever had your mouth washed out with sogp?’

| screwed up my face. “No.”

“Daddy only did that to me once. He never had to do it again. To thisday, | can’'t sand the smell of
Pears soap.”

“S0o you got your mouth washed out with sogp. My mother died, Evelyn. Ran away from me and Dadda
and got her damned sdlf drowned. Y ou made my lifein school hell for five years because your parents
wouldn't buy you atoy car?’

“When you wouldn't help melook for my necklace, | thought you' d stopped liking me.”

“Not then, no. But you sure made certain | hated you after-

wards”

“I’'msorry.” She was sobbing outright now.

“Oh, stopit. I’ snot your fault Mumma disappeared. But it isyour fault that you were being ajedlous,
sdfish brat who couldn’t look beyond her own spoiled salf long enough to see how | was grieving.”

“Oh, God, I'm sorry.”

My feet hurt. | sat on the stairs, Sdeways so | could still see Evelyn. Her tears dowed alittle. She
watched me cautioudly. Shelooked bloody pitiful. “So,” | said, “you were jealous of me because | could
get away with saying ‘fuck’ every so often?’

She sat too, at the top of the tairs. “ And because you lived in such acool place, and your parents let
you climb trees, and you got to row to the mainland in your own boat.”

“Whenever | had to do that, it felt like my armswere coming out of their sockets by thetime | reached
themainland.”

“Yes, but you got to do it. Mummy drove me everywhere, made me Sit properly inthe car in my proper
little dresses with my knees properly together. Proper little Chinagirl.”

“Oh, poor you.”

“You don't give adamn, do you?’ She hit theword “damn” shyly, like someone unused to saying it.
“No, | don’t. | don’t because of you putting mud in my hair, because of you getting everyone el seto call
me ' Charity Girl,” because of watching you get everything: dl the nice clothes; al the nice lunches; al the
nicefriends”

“Yes, if you think of it that way, | guess| wouldn’t care about me either.” She shuddered.

“Lots of people cared about you. Y ou had dl those friends. The teachersloved you. Y our parents|oved
you.”

“And | never once climbed atree, or rowed a boat to one of the out idands.”

“Y ou never rowed aboat because you never had to. Poor littlerich girl.”

“Richlittle poor girl.”

“Well, that was origina! What the rass you would know about being poor?’

“Nothing. And what you would know about having to be perfect dl the time, to be good in Home Ec
and Maths? Nothing.”

“They expected meto be good in dl of them. And they were both right in the same school with me. They
knew everything | did. So don’'t give methat shit.”

“Huh.” 1t was part rueful laugh, part sob. “Y ou right, you know? No wonder we were friends.”

“Used to befriends.”

“I'msorry.”

“Stopit. You wearing it out.”



She sniffed again, wiped her nose with the back of her hand. “God, that’ s unhygienic,” shesaid. “If the
nurses saw me, they would be horrified. Caamity, you don’t have atissue or something | could use?’

| sighed and trudged back up the few steps towards her. “Here.” | pulled out the pack of tissues| carried
in my bag and handed it to her.

“Thank you.” | sat on the step below while she cleaned up.

“Whatever happened to your father?’

“Dadda? Dead. A few weeks ago.”

“I'msorry.”

My belly grumbled. | hadn’t eaten since lunch. Food was a home.

“What wasit?’ she asked. “Y our father, | mean.”

“Lung cancer.”

She handed me back the packet with its remaining tissues. “ That’ sa hard way to go.”

“It' swhy I’ve been living on Dolorosse. | was|ooking after him for the two years before he died.”

“ gt you?’

“Heonly had me.”

“They never found—"

“Mumma?No.”

Slence

“Well,” shesad, “can 1?7’

“Canyouwhat?’

“Cdl Samudl. Takeyou home.”

Silence. | looked down at my toesin their pinching, cracked-hedl shoes. Those shoes had cost me hdf a
month’ ssaary.

“Goddamned baby Jesus on atricyclein frilly fucking pan-taloons.”

“That meansyes?’ Shetried atentative smile.

| met her eyes. | did not smile back. Hersfaded. “Let’sgo, then,” | said.

She nodded and got her cell phone out again.

Michael sat on my single bed, his whole body tense as a spring. | stood on the floor near him. |
sucked in my lower lip, then remembered Dadda saying he could always tell when | was nervous,
"cause | tried to suck my bottom lip right off. Michael glanced at me, gave a shame-faced giggle.
“ Look at the two of we,” he said.

| smiled at that, though it felt like a school of tiny fish was making sport in my belly. “ Yes, look,” |
replied. | sat on the bed beside him. “ Dadda still in town. Going to a fancy restaurant with that
woman from the post office. They tell me they ‘on a date.’ ?”

“That’s sweet,” whispered Michael. In hislap, his hands were shaking.

“1t’ srevolting. Dadda have no business dating.”

Michael pulled back and looked at me. “ What, you want him to stay alone forever? Five years
now your mother’s gone.”

| didn’t want to think about it. “ He not coming home till late tonight,” | said. | reached to touch
Michael’ s shoulder, but overwhelmed by a sudden terror that he might think | was starting
anything, | smoothed a section of the bedsheet instead. Michael and | had always been easy
physically with each other, hugging and holding hands. But this was different. Saring at the faded
paisley pattern on my childhood bedshests, | said, “ 1 don’t know what to do now.”

Michael barked with laughter. “ God, you’' re asking me? Ain’t thiswas your idea?”

| sighed. It came out trembly. “ | know. But—"

“You'reagirl, Chas! | always thought | would do thiswith a man first.”

“You did? Always?”

“Yes”



“ But you never told me.” | dwayshoped | would do it with you.

“1 never told anybody.”

Even-steven, then. | never told you my secret, either. My throat was constricting. | swallowed around
the obstruction. * You want to not do it, then?” Please, | thought. But | didn’t know which: please
yesor please no. | didn’'t dare look at Michael’ s face, so | concentrated on a point below his chin.
Therewas a vein jumping in hislong neck. My eyes grazed over hisbody. | could see a bit of his
chest where his white school shirt was open a bit at the collar. He was propped up on his elbow,
one hand lightly covering the other. His hands were wide and strong, the nails buffed. Even in his
tailored school greys, it was obvious that his legs were hard and shapely. He was a calypso of
muscle, style, and grace, and he was beautiful. Too beautiful for me.

“Let’'s—" | blurted out, intending to call the whole project off.

“1 want to doit,” he stammered at the same time.

Well, that was that, then. | pulled my eyes up to make four with Michael’s. He was looking at me
gravely, his face ashen. “ Like you frightened, too?” | asked him.

A rueful smile. “ What you think, girl?”

| reached for his shoulder, instead found my hand settling in the warm hollow high on his
collarbone, between his shoulder and his neck. He shuddered. He sat up with a jerk, his face
rushing in towards mine too quickly. His lips were pursed for a kiss. It looked silly, and terrifying.

My brain shut down. | closed my eyes, made to kiss him back. Our foreheads met with a clunk.
“All” yipped Michael. “ Ow, man!” He held his head and laughed, looking sidewise at me. | put
my palmto my own aching forehead and laughed along with him. The release of tension only
made me even more shaky than I’ d already been, but laughter; that was familiar. That we could
do together. We giggled, then chuckled, then roared till we were both helplessly weak. Our arms
tightened around each other. We were lying in each other’ s embrace. How had that happened?

| gulped. | looked up at Michael. “ Lewwe try that again, nuh?” | said. | didn’'t pay any mind to
how my voice croaked out the words.

“What, the head-bumping part?” he asked with a broad smile, which vanished when he followed
it up with “ or the kiss part?” His voice broke on the word “ kiss.”

“Thekiss,” | whispered. | put a hand on the back of his neck. It was warm and dlightly oily, the
way flesh gets after a day in the tropical sun. His neckbones pressed into the flesh of my hand.
Skinny Michael. | pulled his head slowly towards mine. He moved with the touch, leaned in close,
stared at me with a look of wonder. So close | could count all his pores. No. | wasn't going to
burst out laughing again. This was too important.

His lips and mine touched. Warmth of lips, my eyes crossing as | tried to keep themin focus. A
giggle threatened to erupt from my throat. | closed my eyes. That was more romantic anyway,
wasn't it? Why didn’t all the blasted sex books tell you the important details?

| was so busy trying to deal with each new sensation that | nearly missed it when Michael’ stongue
came fluttering nervously against my closed mouth. Sartled, | opened my lips a little way, let him
in. Histongue tasted warm. That was the only way to describe it. Warm and friendly and muscular
and basically harmless. | touched it with my own.

His breath was coming faster. A small moan vibrated up from his throat, entered mine. | was
getting damp inside my panties, | could fedl it. Was that okay? Would it disgust him? Frozen, |
kept kissing him, not knowing what to do next. He smelt faintly of sweat, a good smell. His face
filled my field of vision. | fumbled with one hand until | found the buttons of his shirt, started to
undo them. My hand descended until it touched his belt. That meant | was close to. . . | jerked the
hand away.

Michael sighed, took his mouth from mine. He wouldn’t meet my eyes. With a determined look on
his face, he put his hands to my waist. He undid the belt that cinched my school uniform. | thought
my heart would explode, it was beating so quickly. “ You want me to take the uniform off?” |



asked him. He nodded, still not looking me in the face. | stood, pulled the pinafore over my head,
let it fall to the floor. Even in the warm air, my legs pimpled from the chill of being uncovered. My
fat legs. Some men liked them that way; | knew that from the comments | got when | walked
through the streets of Cayaba. But some didn’t like it. | sat quickly back on the bed, so that the
tails of my white blouse gave me some coverage.

Michael sat up and yanked his shirt open. But he hadn’t undone the very last button, the one
below the level of his belt. It popped off and flew across the bed. He tried to smile at that, his face
arictus. | just looked. | couldn’t stop myself. Michael and | had been swimming together many
times. I’d seen his chest before. Thistime, the sight of it made my mouth dry. Before | could think
about what | was doing, | unbuttoned my own shirt and drew it off. At the bottom edges of my
vision | could see the white flashes that were my cotton panties and bra. | was a little, raw girl,
trying to do something big.

Michael wouldn’t look at me! He snapped his own belt open, undid his fly faster than | could see.
He lay back on the bed, lifted his hips and pulled the pants down to his ankles. He was wearing
snug briefs, bright blue. The contrast with his brown skin was lovely. Legs akimbo, he struggled to
get the pants off hisfeet. “1"'msorry,” he muttered.

“It'sall right,” 1 whispered. “ | guess this gets easier with practice.” He threw me a stricken look,
and | remembered that we might never do this again. But surely we would with other people?
Now | felt too awkward to try to explain what I’ d meant.

Michael finally had the pants off and deposited in a bundle on the floor. He sat on the bed beside
me.

“Michael.”

“Mm?’

“ Take your socks off too.”

When we were done with our experiment that afternoon, Michael lay beside me, still shivering. He
looked up into the celling, stared at the empty white space as though there were something there
to see. He' d drawn my thin blue cotton sheet over his middle. There was barely space on my
narrow single bed for the two of us. | tried to lie beside him, wanting his warmth, but taking care
not to let my body touch his. He didn’t respond. | curled around my own belly, feeling my skin
cool. | tried to take in the unfamiliar feelings of having been entered by another person (my
private explorations with an empty, conveniently shaped deodorant bottle had felt more under my
control), of having felt my internal spaces shift to make room for a new presence. Of the
stickiness on my thigh, fast drying to a powdery glaze. Tried to decide whether 1'd liked it.
“Michad?”

“ Shit!” He sat up suddenly, nearly tumbling me off the little piece of the bed | was cotched on. |
reached a hand to the floor to steady myself.

“When your father coming home?” he asked.

“Late, | told you.”

“He might change his mind. | haveto go.” He was on his feet, already had his briefs on, his shirt.
He was stepping into his pants as he talked.

“ But—"

“And | have homework to do, girl.” He perched on a corner of the bed, far away from me, started
putting his socks on. He flashed me a brief, bright grin that went no further than histeeth. “ Trig,
you know? Blasted Mr. Pape. He' s going to take up the assignment in class tomorrow.”

| sat up, reached for my dress. “ Let me walk you to the dock, then.”

“No, no, no. It'sall right. Don't fret yourself.”

“But...”

He was out the door before | knew it, still buttoning up his shirt. | watched him run along the
rocky road, his book bag tucked under hisarm. He held it tighter than he had held me.

| stared at the fleeing flag of his white shirt until the dark swallowed it up. “ You Make Me Feel



Brand New” was playing on the asinine pink radio Dadda had given me two years before. When
the song got to the lyrics “Preciousfriend, with you I'll dways have afriend,” | yanked the plug out of
thewall. | sat on the bed and blinked until my eyes were no longer brimming. | got up and pulled
on a smock top and my favourite jeans—wide-legged el ephant pantsin a soft brushed cotton.
Then | went and made myself a quick supper. | had homework to do, too.

Next day when | went into the caf for lunch, Michael was already sitting at a table with his guy
friends, talking and laughing. He saw me, but | looked away. | found an empty seat at the other
end of the cafeteria.

Evelyn’s husband Samue picked us up in aBeamer, tastefully grey, that did not so much drive asit
floated slently through the streets of Cayaba. | was used to bumping and grinding dong in my rattletrap
old Victoria. Samudl’ s car glided as though there were no gravity. The ride was so smooth, | could
barely tdll up from sdeways. | felt abit queasy.

Samud was aquietly handsome light-skinned black man, hisfeatures vaguely familiar. Histempleswerea
distinguished grey, and he reeked of money. | wondered if he gave asmooth ride too. | gulped down my
queasiness.

“S0,” he said, looking & me through the rear view mirror, “you'realibrarian?’

“No, alibrary supervisor.”

“Chuh,” said Evelyn. “Probably no difference. Chastity was dways so modest.”

“I get paid many thousands of dollarslessayear than alibrarian,” | told them. “Wastoo busy looking
after Ifeomato get the Master’ s degree. Couldn’'t have afforded it, anyway. | would have had to go
abroad to study.”

The conversation went dead. | seemed to be good at making that happen. But pretty soon we were at
the waterbus docks. Dealing with the business of paying our fare and navigating the car onto the
waterbus kept Samud busy. Evelyn looked out the window and drummed the fingers of one hand on the
dash. Once the waterbus was underway, | said, “ Samuel, thanks so much for rescuing me, en?’

“It'sdl right, man. Don't mention it.”

Perfect gentleman. “I’ m just going to stand by the front.” Never mind | wouldn’t be able to see anything
inthe dark. But it was arelief to ease mysdlf out of that silent car and step into the night air and the sea
breeze. Evelyn’ s gaze after me waswistful, but she didn’t say anything. When | pushed the car door
closed, it snicked shut with aquiet, solid thump. Y ou had to dam Victoria s doorsto get them to close
properly. The sound she made was like dropping atyre iron, and was usualy accompanied by flakes of
rust snowing down onto the ground.

| moved around the other cars parked on the waterbus. Not too many at this late hour. Thewind did
cool, ddiciousfingersadong my scap. | made my way to the front of the boat and stood there. The

boat’ s running lights threw awidening, disgppearing triangle of yellow onto the water. Outside of that,
there was nothing to see, only endless dark. The prow of the boat pitched and jumped over the waves,
occasiondly spraying afine mist of water over me. | looked down, tried to imagine sea people stroking
through the water. | shivered. | hated night swimming.

Off in the distance was one of the Gilmor Sdine barges, heading for the other sde of Dolorosse. These
past few weeks, the amount of dust blowing around Dolorosse from the construction was alot less. The
plant would be officialy open for business soon, the week before the election. Don't tell me that Johnson
hadn’t planned it that way to make himself look good.

We were coming up on Dolorosse. As| got back into the car, Samuel turned to look a me. “When we
get there, you have to direct meto your house, dl right?’

Hehad aredly warm, friendly smile. It was hard to keep hating him just on principle. | smiled back. “All
right.”

We drove down the gangway onto Dolorosse. The car took the gravel lanes of Dolorosse with the same
mute grace with which it had handled the sireets of Cayaba. “ Left here,” | told Samud, directing him
between the two silk cotton trees which arced towards each other on either sde of the road.



“They look like people holding hands,” he said. “Thetrees, | mean.” So he had imagination, too. Another
point for Samuel.

Evelyn was craning her neck al around, seeing what she could of Dolorosse in the dark. “Y ou know,”
shesaid, “I’ ve never been here. And after the hurricane, | just didn’t have the taste for making the trip.”
“Daddatold methat alot of Cayabans stopped coming out to the idands after that hurricane.”

“Good thing, too,” Samud said. “Gave the sedl population timeto get their numbers up.”

“Now you sound like Hector,” | told him.

“And who'sHector?’ Evelyn had ady, knowing kind of toneto her voice.

“Strange man from the university.”

“A handsome strange man?’ she asked playfully.

“If you likethat type.” | did, but | was't going to tell her that. “No, he' sabiologist. Marine biologist.
He sstudying the sedls. Livesin alittle launch on thewater al day and night, watching them through a
scope and making notes.”

“That soundsromantic,” said Evelyn.

“Sedlsaredl he can talk about.”

“Oh.” Shelooked back out the window again. Shame on me, bad-mouthing poor Hector. But | didn’t
want Evelyn getting

too nosy.

“Why he studying the sedls?” Samuel asked over his shoulder.

“Y ou asking me? We don'’t talk much about that.”

Evelyn couldn't resst. “What you talk about, then?’

Stuffy in here. | needed some fresh Dolorosse air on my face. “ Samuel, how you roll down the windows
inthisfancy car of yours?’

“Thelittle green arrowsin the door,” hetold me. “Up isup and down isdown.”

“And never thetwain shal meet?’

Eveyn gigoled a me. | pushed the“down” button, inhaed the coal, salty breeze. Y ou would think
someone with enough money to run acar like this could keep the air conditioning going.

Ant crawling up my barearm, | could fed it. | dapped it off, only to fed another one on the outside of my
right thigh. Inside my panty hose? | rubbed my hand over the spot to squash it. But then there were
more, crawling up my shins, down insgde my blouse, the back of my neck; more than | could sweep off
with my hands. “ Shit!”

Evelyn looked over her shoulder. “What happen?’

By now | was doing a strange dance, trying to rub the ants off me from everywhere | felt them crawling.
“I think you have antsin your car, Samud.”

“What? Evelyn, you left araisn bun in the glove compartment again?’

“No. That was only the onetime.”

Thetickling was driving me mad. “ Stop the car, please. | need to get out and brush them off.”

Samudl pulled the car over and stopped. | hopped out. But al | rubbed my skin, dapped at the tickling
places, the sensation wouldn’t stop. “ Jesus!”

Evelyn opened her door. “ Can you seethem?’

“The ants? In thisdark? No.”

Now Samuel was leaning over into the back seat, searching for ants by thelight of hiscell phone. “I don’t
see anything here” hesaid.

Thelittle feet had stopped crawling al over me. | waited asecond, then said, “It’sdl right, Samud. |
think | got them al.” Heand | checked the back seat before | got back in, but not a thing we could find.
“Let’'sjust go,” | sadto him.

He got back inthe driver’ sside. “I’'m so sorry, Cdamity.”

“But you don't have to apologise. There snothing in the car. | wonder where they came from?’
“Maybe you picked them up from the waterbus?’ Evelyn asked me.

“Maybe.” | dipped my shoes off. After al day in the sweaty panty hose, my feet wereitching.



“Makearight here, Samud.”

Now my hands wereitching, too. | scraped at one hand with the nails of the other, switched. Christ ona
crutch—don’t tell me | wasdlergic to ants now. “Just follow this bend around to theright,” | told
Samud.

My heart was pounding, my body feding trembly indde. “Evdyn?’

“Ah?’

“Y ou carry anything like Benadryl on you?’

“No. Why?’

“Nothing much. The ant bitesjust making me alittleitchy. A left, Samue.” Theitching promptly got so
bad | had to fight not to claw at my hands and feet. “ A right here, Samud.”

Thank heaven, the itching was easing up. It was dmaost gone now. Looked like I’ d be all right.

Theair in the car wasthick and close. Heat blossomed in my chest and swept upwards to my head.
Swest broke out on my face. | panted for air, trying to do it quietly so Evelyn and Samuel wouldn’t hear.
| leaned over and turned down the other window. Evelyn glanced briefly back at me. “Samudl,” she said,
“turn off theair conditioning. | think Caamity prefersthe night air.”

Thear had been on al thistime?*“Y ou sure the air conditioning isworking?’ | asked them. “Make
another right, Samuel.” | fanned my face with my hands, parted my kneesto let some air get to my thighs.
“Woi,” | sad. “Hot night, you don’t find?’

“Oh!” said Evelyn. “How about we keep the air on and the windows open? Believe me, | know how the
Change of Lifecanbe”

The Change. Knowledge landed on me like asack of bricks. “ Shit. You'reright.”

“Pardon?’ said Samud.

Bare Bear; Dumpy; the amond tree; every time something had shown up, I’ d been perishing for heat and
scratching those two fingers.

“Cdamity?’

“It' smenopause. That' swhat’sdoing it.”

“Wadll, don't be ashamed, my love. It'snothing Samuel hasn't heard from me, plenty times.”

“Samud,” | said, “it’ sthe next left.” What had manifested now? And where? Must have been something
big, to be putting me through dl this.

We passed Mrs. Chin's place, and Mr. Robinson’ slittle store where he sold candles, eggs, and so: basic
itemsfor people who didn’t want to make the trip to the big idand just to get one or two little things. |
was still gasping a bit. | stuck my head out the window, sucked in air, pulled a my damp clothing. What |
saw up ahead brought on chills. “ Samuel, you' re going to make aright at that. . . thing there in front of
us”

He peered at it. “What that? Some kind of sculpture or something?”

“It' s stones. Big, flat rockstones piled on each other. Theidand children madeit.”

“How sweet,” Evelyn murmured.

Infact, only oneidand child had made it, because there' d been only one child in those days. Me. That
sculpture came from Blessée. I'd built it over the days of one long summer to mark the border of our
property. I'd pretended the yellow-blue brown girl from the sea was helping me, hauling rocks longside
me, and urging me to come and swim when we got too hot.

It was me. Every time | had a power surge. | shuddered, not burning up any longer. Chilled.

We were coming up to the corner; around the bend was Dadda s house. Behind my ribcage, my heart
was splashing like adrowning manin the sea

“Chastity?’ said Evelyn. | didn’t correct her. | wasback in smal-girl days. Chagtity wastheright name.
“Youdidn't tell meyour father had started up the cashew farm again.”

He hadn’t. My skin pimpled a what | saw out the car window.

Our cashew grove. From Blessée. Resurrected.

“I didn’t think to tell you,” | murmured as we passed the fence, the mass of trees that had once been nesat
rows, but which Dadda had neglected until the seeds they’ d dropped had spawned a



cashew jungle, battling with their parentsfor light and air. Casuarina pinesringed the orchard asthey had
when | was younger, to protect the cashew trees from the wind. The spiny casuarinaleavesrattled in the
dight breeze, like the coco broom Mumma used to use to sweep any dead leaves away from the
orchard, so we could better collect the falen fruit. Thereit al wasin front of me. | thought | wasgoing to
be sick.

“Y ou cool enough now?’ Samud asked. | saw his concerned face in the rear view mirror.

“Never better,” | told him, trying not to let my teeth chatter.

Therewasthe house in front of us. The Dolorosse house, thank God, not the drowned one. | let out a
shivery bregth, then another. “ That'sit,” | told them. “There’ sno redl driveway. Park anywhere, except
over there.” | pointed. “| have some tomato bushes coming up.”

The car drifted slently to aplace in front of the house, off to one side. Samud turned it off. It was
scarcely any quieter than when it had been running. We sat in the dark as the engine ticked down. A
thought unfurled in me like ice water poured into my veins. Dadda. Mr. Lee said the dead don't stay
Qui€t.

“Cdamity?’ came Samud’ s cultured voice. “Y ou want usto see you to the door?’

“Don’'t you be so polite,” Evelyn chided him. “1 want her to inviteusin.” Sheturned to me. “Just for a
litttlewhile, please?1 know it’slate. But you and | ill haveto talk about children from the sea.”

“lan’t that abrand of tinned tuna?’ Samuel said with achuckle. Evelyn play-swatted him over the head.
If Dadda was back, what was back, exactly? What shape washein?| didn’t want to move out of the
car.

“Cdamity?’ Evelyn wasfacing mein her seat, knedinginit like an eager young girl. “Please? Only if you
say yes. Otherwise we will just see you to the door and leave you done. You and | can talk tomorrow.”
Leave me alone? With ajumbie walking somewhere there-bout? Not arass. | leapt out of the car,
yanked Evelyn’ sdoor open. “No, no; come on in. Sit and have adrink with me. Please.”

| led them to the front door, my skin prickling the whole way. The cashew trees shushed the night.
Mumma used to tell me that the sound they made wastheir way of reminding bad little girlsto go to deep
when night come. So many nights of falling to deep with the crash of the sea.coming in one window and
the whispering of the cashew grove from the other.

| unlocked the door and threw it open wide. It banged against the wall and rebounded. Samue stopped
it with hishand beforeit hit mein theface. | reached insde, swiped my hand over thelight switch and
pulled it back outside before anything unknown could touch me. The hdlway light was dim when it came
on. | kept meaning to change that bulb. Its dusty yelow light revealed the narrow space, cluttered with
two and ahalf pairs of my tennis shoes, atowel from thelast time I’ d had a sea bath, and a stack of
books | kept meaning to return to the library. Good thing | didn’t have to pay overduefines. “Come on
in,” | said to Samuel and Evelyn. | picked up the towel as| stepped in ahead of them. If Dadda sjumbie
came a us from the darkened house, | could throw the towel round his head, or something. Did ajumbie
need to be able to seeto grab you? | went on into the house, my protective towel wrapped around my
hand and held before me.

“Everything okay?’ Samud asked.

“Oh, yes. Never better!” My voice was so bright, it was blinding. | reached around the entrance to the
living room with the towe-wadded hand and flicked the light on. | stood bravely in the entrance, barring
Eveyn and Samue from going in until | checked it out. | looked around. Unless he was hiding behind the
sofa, Daddawas't in there. And by the end, he hadn’t been agile enough to crouch down anyway. But
the skin on my armswas lill horripilating. | took asurprised Evelyn by the hand and marched her into the
living room with me, Samud following. Nothing legpt out at us, smelling of the crypt. “There” | said to
them. “That’ sdl right, then. Cashew liqueur, anyone?’

They looked at mealittle uncertainly. “Yes,” said Samud. “That would be nice. Just asmall onefor me.
Driving, you know.” Gingerly, they both made to Sit on the settee. | managed to retrieve adirty bowl with
three half-exploded popcorn kerndsin it before Samud sat init.

“I'll get you your drinks,” | told them. | turned towards the kitchen. 1ts darkened doorway hunkered at



the other end of the living room. The light switch for the kitchen was well inside the doorway, by the
fridge. “Evelyn,” | said companionably, “you want to come in the kitchen with me? To powder our noses,
or something?’

She stood up. “Don’'t you powder your nose in the bath-

room?’

“You, maybe. | likethelight better in the kitchen. Natural. Kinder to our aging features, you know.”
“Butit’snighttime,” shetold me. “It' snaturd dark, not naturd light.”

| didn’t reply. With my be-towelled hand, | gently pushed her on ahead of me. She sumbled into the
dark kitchen. Lord forgive me, | waited about half a second. When | heard no screams of terror, | found
thelight and switched it on. “Samud?’ | called out. “Y ou till okay out there?’

“Of course,” he called back. “Mind if | look at your books?’

“No, man. Go ahead.”

| opened the doors of the cupboard where | kept the glasses, looking for the crystal ware. “Evelyn, you
think you could get the liqueur out from the pantry for me? It’ sthat door over there.” | couldn’t face
another dark room just now. “Look for abig green glass bottle on the shelf just in front of you when you
goin”

“Sure, man.” Shelet hersdf in. “Wherethe light switch?’

“Y ou seethe pull chain hanging down? Should beright in front of you.”

She exclaimed. | was at her side before | thought about it. “What, what?’ | asked.

She was standing safely in the doorway, Staring amazed a row upon row of jugs, jars, and bottlesfilling
amost every shelf in the ten-foot-high pantry space. Holy. Fuck.

“Cdamity, what isdl this?’

“Wadl,” | said dowly, “if | remember, thejars havein cashew fruit jely. The bottles have in cashew
liqueur. Thejugsis cashew wine.”

“Y our father made dl this, or you?’

“Me?No. Was Dadda.”

“Hekept doing it even while he was Sck?’

“Uh-uh,” | said, staring at the bottles, “the cashew farm went down with Blessée.” Too late, |
remembered that the cashew farm had regppeared outside the door. “1 mean,” | said, “hewastoo sick to
do plenty. All thisisremaining from when he left Blessée. They dmost wouldn't take him with everything
he wanted to carry.”

She smiled. “Remember how nice those roast cashews used to taste? Y our father would bring them to
school in those little rolled-up cones of newspaper. They used to sell them in the cafeteria”

“And iswho you think roasted dl those cashews with Dadda and rolled them up? That waswhat | did
come the weekend. That and homework. Helped to stretch the paycheque.”

“Oh. I'm sorr—"

“Stopit.” | took the bottle of liqueur from her, poured some of it into each of three glasses. | gave her
oneglass. Shefollowed meas| took the remaining two into the living room.

Samuel turned from the bookshelf, abook in his hands. “ Peter Pan?’ he said.

“Where?’

He grinned. “The Change redly making you forgetful, | see.” He held the book up. “ From your own
bookshelf.”

Thetorn dust jacket—Chastity never could keep those undamaged. It was mine, al right. | gave Samuel
his liqueur, took the book from him, handed him my glassaswell.

Old possessions have alife to them. That book felt so much like itself in my hands, so much Chadtity’s
copy of Peter Pan and Wendy and nobody else’ sthat | nearly wept. | ingpected the bookshelves. “I
have The Borrowers too,” | said, “and Return from Last Man Peak.” At least | did now. Or again, or
something. More of my rediscovered treasures, come sailing back to me on the seas of anight swest.
“Children’ sbooks?” asked Evelyn. Her curious eyestook in Dumpy in his place of pride on the coffee
table, and Bare Bear Sitting in acorner of the settee. “ Oh! Look, Samud!” Evelyn plumped down onto



her knees. From under the coffee table she pulled out an ancient Magic Slate. The grey sheet of plagtic
was creased and rumpled. Great. Now she thought | wasin my second childhood. “ So long | haven't
seen one of these! Calamity, where you find these things?”’

“Oh, you know. Y ou’ d be surprised where things turn up.” | took my glass from Samuel. “To you and
yours,” | toasted them. Then | knocked back my drink in two burning swalows. Evelyn and Samuel
Spped theirs.

“Thisliqueur isnice,” Samud told me. He and Evelyn sat on the settee.

“Y es, Daddawas good at making it. Y ou want some more?’

He raised one eyebrow, but only replied, “I’m gtill working on mine for the moment, thank you.”
Evelyn peered down the corridors leading to the rest of the house. “How long it takes you to get to work
from here?’

“Forty-five minutesin rush hour; an hour if the waterbus late again.”

“| seeyou have running water—"

“Jesus, Evelyn. It snot the Dark Ages out here, you know.” But | couldn’t be boasty like that. “ Cell
phone service not too good sometimes. And the ectricity could be sometime-ish.”

“But theland line works?”

“Yeah, man. Why?’

“And how many bedrooms you have?’

“BEv!” Samue sad. “Why you fagting up yoursdlf in Cdamity’ sbusness?’

“Three,” | replied. What was she after? | wanted to play the game out. “Mine, Dadda’ s old room, and
the guest bedroom.”

“Y ou have plenty activities outside of work?Y ou come home late in the evenings?’

“No, I’'m home alot. Couldn’t take on anything much while Daddawas dying. Cut back to part time at
thelibrary.”

She nodded, took another sip of her drink, then swallowed the rest of it dmost as briskly as1’d done.
She stood up. “Samud, you ready to go?’

He gave her asurprised look. But he put his mostly full glass down and stood.

“Dolorosse has aday care?’ Evelyn asked.

Oh, fuck me sdeways. Wasthis crudl Evelyn, or repentant Evelyn?“No,” | said, “but Mrs. Soledad
from over the way used to stay with Daddafor mewhen | was a work.”

“She know how to look after children?'Y ou trust her?”

“She and her hushand ran an artisan salt farm and raised three boys and agirl, and none of theminjall,
and none on the street. She cared for Dadda like he was her own. Why?”

“Comeinto the hospital tomorrow and apply to be afoster parent. I’ll give my recommendation for the
little boy to come and stay with you inthe meantime.”

“Youwill?

“Provisonaly, you understand. If it doesn’'t work out, they might still find him another home.”

| was stunned. “How come you changed your mind? Thisisn't more of your guilt, isit?’

“Not abit of it. Not where achild is concerned.” She looked around. “Y ou have the time, and the
experience, and the space. Y ou have toys and books for him to play with. Hetrustsyou. And | have a
feding he might liketo be closeto the sea”

All I could do was gape a her. She smiled. “And thisway, | can come and vist him and you both. Make
sure you getting on okay.” She grinned at the look on my face. “Maybe talk about fairy tales coming
true,” shesad.

Samud looked baffled. “I don’t know what going on with the two of you, Caamity, but I ve learned
never to come between Evelyn and her schemes. I’ d advise you not to even try.” He took her hand.
“Come on, darling. Let me take you home from along day of playing the rescuing angel. Caamity, my
dear, thank you for your hospitdlity.”

“You'rewecome”

As| waked them to their car, Evelyn said, “ Tomorrow I'll send Martin around from the mechanic' sto



the hotel to get your car and fix thet flat tyre.”

“But I—"

“Y ou're going to need afunctioning car now that you have achild to look after dl theway out here. If
you can’t pay for it now, I’ll tell Martin to run you atab. There' sa stipend that comes with being afoster
parent, you know?’

“Thereis?’

“Y ou can pay Martin out of your first government cheque. I’ll vouch for you.”

| was too dazed to even wave asthey drove away. The Beamer disappeared down the path, leaving me
in the whispering dark with the cashew grove.

And thejumbies. It took me awhileto get up the courage to go back insde.

“ Keep your part of the bargain now,” said the devil girl. “ Pull me up out of this hole.”

So Granny did that. The devil girl was dippery. Her skin was a deep blue, like the water in Blue
Pit, the bottomless lagoon. And she was heavy for so! Granny managed, though. But before
Granny could stop her, the devil girl shimmied up onto Granny’s shoulders, wrapped her legs
around Granny' s neck, and tangled her long blue nailsin Granny’s hair. “ Carry me to where you
living, Granny; beg you do,” said the devil girl.

And she squeezed her legs tighter around Granny’ s neck.

A

In the bright sunshine of the next morning, fears of Dadda s jumbie coming back to haunt me faded.
There was something bigger to ded with; something redl, waiting just outside my front door.

| put it off alittle longer by scrambling eggsfor my breskfast. Through the window, | watched Sir
Grandad, the resident mongoose, dinking through my tomato plants. He d better not damage aone. |
turned my eggs onto a plate and took them to the kitchen table. | wasn't good at putting off the
inevitable. | wolfed down breskfast and |eft the dirty dishesright there so, hoping that Sir Grandad
wouldn't smell them and break into the kitchen while | was gone.

Inthe halway, | scuffed my feet into my tennis shoes and took a deep breath. What Ifeused to cal a
“calming breath” when shewasin her yoga phase. After she sprained her back tying her body up into
knots, | didn’t hear anything more about chakras and kundaini energy again. She'd takenupt'a chi after
that, and then food combining. For two months, she would have only fruit and three pints of water for
breskfadt, then spend the next two hours running to pee every twenty minutes.

| went out onto the porch.

Cashew fruit. Family: Anacardiaceae. Genus. Anacardium. Species. humile. Variety: Precocious
Dwarf. Other Names. Cashew, Cashew Apple. Part Used: False Fruit.

The dwarf-cashew grove was till out there, solid, real, and in full riot. The trees stretched their branches
up, making alduiato thefirg taste they’ d had of the sun in over three decades. Something €lse must have
been nourishing them down beneath the waters. The leaves were hedlthy and green, and each tree was
bowed down with the red and yellow weight of cashew fruit. Overripe cashew apples had already
started dropping to the ground.

| found mysdlf a the gate of the fence to the grove. Then | was undoing the latch, my fingers



remembering how the tooth of it dways caught and you had to giveit alittle extra push for it to open with
aclick-crunch sound that only one thing on this broad Earth made: the gate to Dadda s cashew grove. |
pushed. It opened. | glanced at the latch; no rust. Mumma used to be forever ailing it.

| stepped inside. The ground was dry, not soaked with brine. There was the same little patch of scrub
before you hit the scrum of trees. Little after Mummawas gone, Dadda ceased to care them. Thefalen
apples had sprouted trees which had grown to fill the rowsin.

| stopped at the first line of trees. They were bowed down with red and yellow pear-shaped fruit, each
with ashiny grey shdll hanging below it. A few of the branches dipped so low that they touched the
ground. I’ d have to prune those back; they could root and sprout whole new trees that would compete
with the othersfor soil and light. But watch at me! Thinking like | was going to take this straggly copse of
cashews serioudy.

| went alittle way in amongst thetrees. It was dark in there, spotted in places with shifting sunlight.

The smdl. | had forgotten it; the cloying sweet smell of hundreds of fallen cashew apples. Thereason |
hated cashew juice, though I could drink distilled cashew liquor; the smell of the alcohol was quite
different than the smdll of the fruit. And now | was mashing overripe cashews beneath my feet with every
step, releasing that overpowering odour into the air.

| squeezed through afew more trees, pulled a cashew apple off alow branch, remembered how the
smooth, shiny scarletness used to fedl in my hands.

A shadow moved at the corner of my vison. When | looked, nothing wasthere. | went still, held my
breath to hear better. Wasthat arustling noise? | threw the cashew apple | was holding in the direction of
the sound | thought I’ d heard. The apple flicked leaves and twigsin itstrgectory, landed with athump.
Therewas another small rustle. The sound of feet moving out of the way?

“Helo?’ | said. My voice broke. It was fucking dark in here. Maybe jumbies didn’t need nighttime;
maybe they only needed darkness. | was surrounded by trees, their branchesinterlaced like fingers. My
scalp prickled. | took a step backwards. Right into someone' sarms. | yelled. He wrapped them tighter
around me. | pulled histhumb up to my face and bit into it. The arms released me onetime, and | spun
around to fight.

| once pulled Ife out of theway of acar before my brain had time to understand that my eyeswere
seeing ared Volvo bearing down on her. Same way so it was now: | was aready cocking my elbow to
driveinto the man’s belly when it began to dawn on me that he had been spesking. And that the words
had been: “Ow! Cdamity, it's Genel Don't—"

Momentum. Hell of athing. Wasagood 189 pounds of Caamity moving at speed behind that € bow.
The blow was dready in progress, and | couldn’'t stop it.

Genetook alittle step backwards and pushed on my arm. Not quite quickly enough; | gavehim a
glancing dtrike across his body. The air whuffed out of him ashefell. My elbow caught air. |
overbaanced, and went right down beside Gene onto my bad knee. The pain made me shout. Gene was
on hisback, gasping alittle for air, one hand on his solar plexus. He was sucking the bitten thumb of the
other hand, watching mewarily.

“What the fuck you doing in here?’ | asked.

He scowled. “ Getting my hand bit off by a crazy woman. Every second word with you haveto bea
swear word?’

“You didn’t have no right sneaking up on melikethat!” | pushed mysdf up to my feet. My kneemade a
popping sound. “Ow.”

Groaning, Generolled to hisknees. | offered him ahand up. Heignored it. | shrugged. “Fineby me,” |
told him.

| held onto atree trunk, shook my leg out to straighten it. The pulp of acashew applel’d landed on
came detached from my knee and plopped to the ground.

Gene managed to stand up. Grimacing, he dowly straightened his back, onefist pressing against the small
of it.

“I' hurt your thumb bad?’ | asked him.

“Jesus Chrigt, woman! Y ou know how much bite force a human being can produce?’



“About sixty-eight pounds of pressure per square inch, on the back teeth?’

“No, that’sonly for regular chewing. If you bite down deliberately, it can be up to twelve hundred poul. .
. How you know that?’

“You'refast on your feet,” | said. “Didn’t know you could move likethat.” But actualy, I’ d experienced
how agile he could be. “* Cometo think of it, | shouldn’t be surprised.” My face flushed.

Hetwisted historso, making jointsin hisback pop. “1 getting too long in the tooth for this kindafighting,
though. Going to pay for it tomorrow.”

“And your hand’ s bleeding. Comeinto the house. I'll throw some white rum on that cut.”

He grumbled, then said, “ All right. But bring that thing with you.” He pointed with hischin.

Inthe dark, it took me alittle while to see what he was talking about. It was arusty cutlass, lying at the
foot of one of thetrees. | picked it up. “You. . . camewith this? To see me?’

Hekissed histeeth. “Don't flatter yourself.” He sscomped out of the grove, headed for the house. |
followed him.

“Y ou coming to put that acohol on?” said Gene from my front door. “1 don’t want to catch anything from
you, you know.”

“It'slikethey say.” My knee crunched and ached up al five steps. “ Don't trouble trouble or trouble will
trouble you.”

“Where Y ou Left the Cutlass?’

Wherehad | put it?*“| think it's out on the porch. It had mud caked al over it.” Menopause memory
loss, | guess. | smoothed the Band-Aid onto Gene' sthumb. “ So, you want to tell me why you were
sneaking around in my cashews? Help yourself to some paw-paw.” | indicated the orange dices of
paw-paw I’ d put on the kitchen table.

“Thank you.” He reached to pull achair out from under the table, then stopped. “May 17’

“Awoah. Now you asking permission. All right, St down.” Hedid. | sat in one of the other chairs, got
myself adice of paw-paw. Thefaint, sogpy smell aways made me want to blow bubbles.

“I just wanted to make sure you were dl right,” Gene said. “The last few days must have put you through
some changes.”

That surprised the laugh out of me. “If you only knew. Fuck.”

He grimaced at the word. Too bad if hedidn’t like my potty mouth. He helped himself to adice of
paw-paw, cupped his hand under his chin so hewouldn't get its orange juice on hisuniform. Then,
uncertainly, he said, “ Those trees. Where they came. . . | mean, | didn’t see them the last two times | was
here”

“You didn’t? Why, Officer, you must be under some serious stress. Treesdon't just appear out of
nowherelikethat.”

“All right. All right.”

“Y ou think maybe you should have a glass of water? Maybe you' re dehydrated.”

“All right. I’'m sorry, okay?’

“Maybe okay. I'm not sure.” | waswearing my tough broad face, but insde| was giddy. He came to
seeif | wasall right.

“How you knew about the biting force thing?’ he asked me. Strips of orangey-green paw-paw skin were
accumulating on the kitchen table.

“How | knew what?’

Hefrowned. “You just said it back in the trees. Humans? Bite force?’

“Oh! That. Chuh. Can’'t remember what | said twenty minutes ago, but the project | did on sharksin
Fourth Formis till crystd clear inmy head.”

He nodded. “1 know the way. Y ou get to be a certain age, you start to find the past make more sense
than the present.”

“Excuseme,” | said haf-jokingly, “I don't think I'm quite a that age yet. And if thingsin my past didn't
make any sensethen, | don’t think they going to start now.”

“Maybe not.” He glanced at hiswatch. “| have to catch the next ferry, or I'm going to be late for work.”



He stood up. “ Y ou have a plastic shopping bag you could give me?’

“Yeah, man.” | got him one from the basket under the sink.

Aswe walked through the living room to the front door, he asked me, “How you learned to fight like
that?’

“Michad taught me. When we were young.”

“A boyfriend?’

“Michad was never my boyfriend.” But you came to seeif | was okay, | thought. Gene was starting to
look more my type after dl.

We went out onto the porch. Most of the mud on the cutlass had dried to a clay-pae colour. Gene
picked it up carefully. Bits of dried mud doughed off in clumps. He wrapped them and the cutlassin the
plagtic bag.

“Why you carrying around an old piece of something likethat?’ | asked him.

“Found it, just lying around.” He gestured vaguely out over theidand. “ Somebody could get hurt. I'll
dispose of it.”

Sweet guy. | waved till his car was out of sight. Went in and took a quick shower, changed into clothes
that didn’t have cashew apple smeared on them. Timeto get Agway yet? My belly was dl butterflies
from happy nerves. | looked at my watch. Good. Plenty of time to be on the next waterbus. | grabbed up
my handbag and headed out.

On my way out, | glanced over at the trees. Now that | was watching them from out in the sun again,
they looked only unkempt, only goofily short. Last week inthe mall I’ d spied awoman with a Chihuahua
in her handbag. Her handbag, imagine! Suppose it had pissed in there, or shat? So shrunk up, it had
looked like arat. Any self-respecting member of its canine cousins could have had it for dessert. The dog
had looked at me and | swear it’d trembled, mortified at what it had been bred to be. The treeslooked
like that Chihuahua. They were trembling too in the cool morning breeze. Just fermenting fruit on
truncated trees. Maybe Agway would like cashews.

| Heaved Agway up onto My Hip. | wasredly getting to take him home! He murmured a me and
garted playing with my necklace, astring of bright red-and-black jumbie beads. “Don’t let him put those
inhismouth,” Eveynsad. “They' re—’

“Poisonous. | know. Went through that dready with Ife. These arefake.” Still, | pulled the beads avay
from Agway’ s hands.

“Let mewalk you to the car.” She held the door to her office open to let me and Agway ot.

“Chadtity? Chastity Lambkin?’

It was Mrs. Winter, limping painfully towards me. Her ankle was wrapped. She was|eaning on acane on
her left Sde, and on the arm of her son Leroy on the other. She eyed Agway in my arms.

“What happened to you?’ | asked.

She stopped, puffing hard. “Y ou remember, dear. That unfortunate accident. Y our poor father’ sfuneral.
| sprained my anklewhen | fell. And | bruised my tailbone.”

“I’'msosorry,” | told her.

“Yes, wel,” said Mrs. Winter. “If people are going to have outdoor events, dear, they really should
secure the premisesfirst. Make sure there are no hazards for othersto trip on. Y our father would have
donethat.”

Agway was staring curioudy a Mrs. Winter. She frowned a him. “Y our grandson?’ she asked.

| wasn't going to answer that. “1’m sorry you got hurt, Mrs. Winter.”

She peered at melittle harder, and her nosehole flared. Her eyeswidened. She looked like a marabunta
wasp had stung her.

“That'smy pinl” shesad. “You rewearing my pin!”

Her pin?| had straightened out my gold pin that she’ d been using to hike her drawers up, and | was
wearing it on my blouse. “No, it smine.”

“Yours?’

“Yes, | found it the day of thefuneral. I'm so glad to have recoverediit. | lost it when | wasjust alittle



girl.” Holy crap. At the funeral—the pin! That had been the first magical power surge!

Mrs. Winter straightened up, gave me her best patronising smile. “No, Chadtity. | lost it a your father’s
funerd. I'vehad it dl theseyears. | wasusingit to. . . | waswearing it that day.”

She' d been wearing my pin at her panty waig, to hold it together. | tried to keep my lips from twitching.
“Seewhat the letters spell, Mrs. Winter?”

Shelooked at the pin again. Agway reached to touch it.

Gently, I pulled hislittle hand away. It had a sharp point, that pin. “Those aren’t letters,” spluttered Mrs.
Winter. “They’ re—how you call it—rococo.”

Evelyn leaned over and looked at thepin. “C, T, L,” she spelled out. “ Chastity Theresa Lambkin. Oh,
and | recogniseit, too! Isn't that the gold pin your mother gave you for your birthday? The eighth or the
ninth, wasn't it? | remember you bringing it to school and showing it off!”

Huh. | owed her for that one. Owed her for alot, right now. Never mind.

“Yes” | replied. “It'smine.” | turned to Mrs. Winter. “I’m so glad you found it and kept it safe for me.
All these years. What a generousthing to do.”

Mrs. Winter’ sface was apicture.

“Wadl, you know Mummy,” said Leroy, amused. “Too kind-hearted for her own good.”

Agway burbled at me. He was getting restless.

“I havetogo,” | sad. “Timeto give Agway hislunch.”

“Agway?’ asked Mrs. Winter.

“Yes” answered Evelyn. “ Caamity is doing awonderful charity for us; this poor boy’ sfamily drowned a
seq, and she' sfostering him.”

“She's fogering him?”

“So good to see you, Mrs. Winter,” | burbled, heading for the doorsto the outside. “ See you at work
next week?’

“That woman isawitch,” declared Evelyn once we were outside.

“Truethat.” Oh, this next thing was going to hurt. “I need to thank you,” | said, “for helping mejust now
with Mrs. Winter.” | managed not to choke on the words. “And for letting me look after Agway, t0o.” |
sghed. “Andfor thecar.”

“Y ou'rewecome.”

Wewalked in delicate slence the rest of the way to my car. The mechanic hadn't patched theflat tyre;
ingtead, he' d replaced all four and the windshield. Evelyn had paid for it. Victoria perched on her
gpanking new whedls like adowager in shiny patent pumps.

| opened the passenger side. A fiery belch came from inside; the car had been sitting in the sun for an
hour. So | opened the driver’ sside, too, to let some air flow through. Agway stared curioudy at Victoria,
and at the othersin the parking lot. He pointed at it and asked me a question.

“I’'m sorry, babby,” | said. “I don’t understand you.”

Helooked frustrated, repeated himsdlf, thistime moreirritably. He pointed at the car again.

“It'sacar,” said Evelyn. She tapped on the roof of the car. “ Car. Can you say that?’

Hejust frowned &t her.

“Cdamity!” came avoicefrom behind me,

| turned. Leroy was running up to us.

“y e’

He stopped, panting alittle. “I just want to ask you. . . Mummy’ stoo shamed to ask you herself, but |
know she wants to know.”

“What?’

“Don’t laugh when you hear this, dl right? Or | won’t be able to keep my face straight when | go back to
her.”

“What she want?’

| didn’t have to do athing. He was chuckling the moment he began to say the words. “ She never found
her bloomersthat shelost that day at the funerd. She been thinking maybe somebody find it and been
kesping it for her.”



Evelyn flashed me alook of mock-horror. | mouthed, | tell you later. “No,” | said. “Nobody did. At
least, Parson never told me about anyone finding it.” I'd materidised the plate, too! The one that had
dropped in the funeral parlour! Chastity used to have afavourite blue-and-white plate.

Leroy nodded, got hisface under contral. “All right. Thank you.” Hel€eft in the direction of where he
must have parked hiscar. | had left that plate in Dadda s house when | moved in with Auntie Pearl and
Uncle Edward.

“What that wasal about?’ Evelyn asked.

“Mrs. Winter ismy supervisor & work. Her pantiesfell off at the graveside during Dadda sfunerd.”
Evelyn cackled. “You lie! Right in front of everybody?’

| nodded. “Ee-hee.” | had had a hot flash in the funeral parlour, and my favourite plate had
dropped out of the sky and broken. “Shetried to kick the panties away so nobody wouldn't see, but
they tangled up her foot, and shefell. That’swhy her ankle sprain.” Found, and then lost again.
Evelyn chuckled. “Man, | wishif | had been there.”

“You don't hear the best part yet; it'smy pin she was using to hold the panties up. It was al warped out
of shapewhen | found it on the grass.”

“Lord Jesus”

That was the samelook of devilment on young Evelyn’sface the day we were drawing picturesin school
of what everyone would look like naked, and passing the pictures back and forth during Biology class. |
wanted to tdll her: Ev, I'mfinding again. She would understand. But | didn’t say anything. Still too
much rawness between her and me.

The car was cool enough now. | deposited Agway into the passenger seat and went round to the driver’s
gde “Later, then,” | said to Evelyn.

She nodded, staring at Agway. “ Such an incredible theory you have. About seapeople, | mean.”

“Mm.” Theory, my big black behind.

“I want to drop in and see him from time to time. Just look him over, you know? Write up some notes for
mysdf.”

| siffened. “ So, thisishow I’ m to repay you? By letting you trest him like aresearch subject?’

Her face went hard. “ Cdamity, why you haveto be so harsh dl thetime?’

“I had good teachers.”

Shedghed. “Well, most likely it snothing. Thesethingsusudly are. | haveto tell you, though; for Socid
Servicesto let you keep him, | have to confirm that he' sdoing well with you.”

| glared at her, but she had the power to take Agway. Maybe he had, | didn’t know what—sea aunties,
or cousins, or something. Fuck, if only heand | could talk! “All right,” | said to Evelyn. “When you want
to come and see him?’

| had forgotten that gloating smile of hers when she got her way. *“How about Sunday coming?’

“Six 0'clock doyou?’

“Six isperfect!” she chirruped. “ See you then.” She waved, made an infuriatingly dainty Evelyn twirl, and
went her ways. | kissed my teeth and got into the car.

Weéll, if clothing was difficult to make Agway get used to, the car’ s seetbelt wasimpossible. It waslike
trying to chain an ed. When we were both exhausted and he was weeping with frustration and anger, |
findly gave up. | drove very carefully to the waterbus docks, just praying he wouldn’t try to climb into my
lap. | kept Al the windows but mine rolled up. Luckily, with anewly broken leg and aheavy cast, he
didn’'t seem inclined to move around much. He just gaped through the window glass and pointed,
babbling away happily at the wonders he saw out there. From time to time he knotted one fist in hisown
matted-up hair with the shellsin it. He even sucked at the shdlls.

If I never found hisfamily, he would haveto stay on land, go to schoal.

Oh, look; it's Charity Girl!

Nobody was going to make this child alaughingstock. Not while | was around to draw breath. “First
thing you need, my boy, isahaircut.”

When we got to the dock, Agway got excited. Hisfirst glimpse of the seain two days. Hetried to climb



out hiswindow, but only clunked hisforehead againgt the glass. | ran my window up. He complained at
me, clearly telling me that he wanted the stupid force field to go away. When that didn’t work, hetried
pushing at the glasswith his hands, grizzling the whole time. From grizzling he progressed to whining; from
whining to something that sounded alot like cussing; from cussing to afull-blown toddler tantrum of
shrieking, bawling, kicking, lashing out. | had to dip the waterbus fare out with one hand through a chink
in the top of my window. With the other one, | wastrying to keep Agway quiet in his seet.
Theticket-taker peered into the car to see what al the commotion was about. “ That’ sthelittle boy!” she
sad. “The oneyou saved!” Cayaba Gossp Cablewas clearly in full effect.

| steered the car one-handed onto the waterbus, found a place on the lower level where there was no
view of the sea. Parked and pulled aflailing Agway into my arms. No way | could open the windowsthe
wholeway. “Baby boy, baby boy,” | said, “you can’'t jump in the water. Not with this cast on your leg.”
He kicked and shrieked. His hand got me agood onein the jaw. Then his elbow connected with the
horn. It blatted, and he jumped. He went utterly still. He stared at the horn. He leaned over and hit it
again. He chortled at the sound. The peoplein the cars around us glared a me. It was going to be along
ride home.

When | Finally Pulled up in front of Dadda' s house, there was asmall crowd outside the resurrected
cashew grove. Lord, give me strength; what to tell al those people?

| turned off theignition and thankfully opened the window. It had been blasted hot, having the windows
up for the wholetrip. Agway’ sfirst cheque was going to put air conditioning in my car. Keep both of us
more comfortable.

Over by the orchard gate, Mr. Lessing asked Mrs. Lessing, “What kind of treesthey are?” The Lessings
were my closest neighbours, agood mile away.

“Likeyou don't have eyes?’ she said. “ Anybody could see arac apples growing on them.”

Two teenaged boys were swinging on the low fence. “ So climb over and go insde then, nuh?’ one of
them dared the other. Hisfriend just kissed histeeth, trying to look cool.

“Those not no blasted arac gpples,” snapped Mr. Lessing. “And besides, how awhole orchard just
spring up like that overnight?”

The two young men started lobbing pebbles towards the

cashew trees. Mrs. Lessing made them stop.

Maybe | could snesk past them al and get inside the house. | opened my door and pulled Agway
towards me. | got him asfar asthe driver’ s seat when | heard: “Mummy, | could go and play in there?’
My heart lurched. The little boy who' d asked the question was tugging a his mother’ s hem and pointing
at thetrees.

She stooped down till they were eyeto eye. “Y ou not going in there unless | give permission. Y ou hear
me?’

He pouted. “Y es, Mummy.”

That’swhen Agway did histrick again. He leaned on the car horn, grinning. Shit. He giggled as| pulled
him out of the car and up onto my hip. My left lower back twinged at the motion.

| turned to face the crowd. Everybody was staring at us. “Y ou see what you did?’ | muttered to Agway.
He reached towards the beloved car horn, nearly overbalancing the two of us. | stepped away from
Victoria, kicked her door shuit.

“Caamity; you reach?’ It was Mrs. Soledad, coming towards us out of the crowd. | took Agway to
meet hisnew babydtter.

“Sothisisthe boy?’ she asked. Today the hat was a snappy purple fedora.

“I'm cdling him Agway.” Shy, Agway buried hisfacein my bosom.

Mrs. Soledad’ stopper kept drawing my eye. Attached to the hat band, ajungle of cloth flowers fought
for gpace with plastic fruit whose red counterparts had no climate zonesin common: bright red hibiscuses
elbowed dewy purple grapes aside; bougainvilleasin every colour tickled the cheeks of plump maroon
American cherries.

“Who let hishair get likethat?’



“I guess his parents.” There was even asnake lily in the hat band. And three logquats.

She kissed her teeth. “Have the child looking wild like that.”

Wild. Shedidn’'t know the haf of it.

“Y ou going to want to get him some hats,” she said. She pointed at the sky. “The cancers, you know.”
Agway started to fuss. “He been cooped up inthe car for too long,” | said. “Comeinside with me, nuh?’

The Lessings were heading our way, the rest of our neighbours not far behind. | groaned.

Mrs. Lessing asked her husband, “If it s not arac apples, then what?’

“Arac apples have their seed inside,” hereplied. “Y ou don’t see those have the seed on the outside? |
don’t know why you won’'t wear your glasses. Chadtity; like you take up farming, or what?’

Mrs. Lessing added, “ And who isthis you have with you?’

“Don't tdl me heand dl spring up overnight,” grumbled Mr. Lessing.

“Hegot logt a seain the storm the other night,” 1 answered.

Murmurs of pity came from the crowd. “1 read about him in the papers,” someone said. “I1t's Chagtity
whofindhim.”

“He sstaying with mefor alittle bit.” Agway looked up at me, tried to reach for anubbin of my hair.
“What's your name, baby?’ Mrs. Soledad asked Agway. Heignored her.

“He' sdeaf?’ asked Mrs. Lessing.

“Mannerless,” her husband said. “All the youths mannerless nowadays.” He glared at the two boys
who' d been throwing stones.

“Hejust don’'t understand English,” | told him.

“What then? French?’ asked the woman whose son wanted to go and play in the cashew grove. |
sometimes saw her riding the same waterbus with me on my way to work in the mornings. I’ d never
spoken to her before this.

| shook my head. “We don't know what he talks yet.”

Agway, restless, started to fuss. “Look at that,” said Mrs. Soledad. “Maybe he need to change his
digper. Big boy like this, and not potty-trained yet. Cdamity, takehiminsde.” She shooed me towards
the house like any hen. Gratefully, | climbed the steps to the porch. To the crowd, she sad, “ Allyou must
go away and leave the child to settle in. Caamity could explain about the

cashew tresslater.”

Likehdl I could. Insde, | put Agway on the couch and peeked through the jalousie windows &t the front
yard. With me no longer there to interrogate, the crowd began to thin. Asthe Lessingsturned to leave,
Mrs. Lessing said to her husband,

“Cashew trees? Her father used to raise cashews once upon atime, nuh true?’

“So hetel me”

“I’'m So Glad you can do this, Mrs. Soledad. | can’t thank you enough.”

“Yeah, man.” Shewas dandling Agway in her |ap. She' d agreed to come and look after him every
Tuesday through Thursday when | would be a work.

“Okay if | pay you every two weeks?’

“Quch!” Her hat was on the floor, her head cranked towards her shoulder. Agway had discovered her
two long plaits and was yanking on one as hard as he could.

“Shit, I'msorry!” | legpt up to help her. “It’ sjust thisthing helikesto do.”

Between us, we got him to at least give her enough play so that she could hold her head upright. To
distract him, | gave him Dumpy. Didn’'t work; he just took it in one hand.

“| should tell you, he don’t seem to like sweet things.” She nodded. Agway held Dumpy up intheair and
inspected it.

“And | brought home some liquid painkiller. He might need to get it every four hours or so. Depend on if
theleg’' spaining him or not.”

“All right. Where he going to be degping?’

With ahappy screech, Agway dung Dumpy across the room. Mrs. Soledad hissed as the motion pulled



on her head. Dumpy hit the coffee table and knocked a vase down. | managed to catch it beforeit rolled
off the table.

“Y ou right, you know,” said Mrs. Soledad.

“Pardon?’

“Y ou can't thank me enough.”

At Lunch Agway licked dl the butter off his baked potato before eating the potato itself. Then | put him
on Dadda s bed for anap. | sat on the bed and watched him deep. | would have to stay with him the first
few nightsto keep him from falling out of the bed, and to kegp him company. But hewould haveto learn
to deep aone soon. After al, suppose | wanted to have an overnight guest? My body tingled with the
memories of Gene s skin againgt mine; of Hector’ s eyes searching mine.

Thisroom looked like an old man’'s, not ayoung boy’s. | got abucket from the kitchen and loaded it
with Dadda s colognes and creams and medicines from the top of the dresser, leaving only the dust. | got
asnglet out of the dresser drawer and used it as adustcloth. Better. | was hafway to theliving room
when | remembered the bucket full of medicines|’d left in Dadda sroom. | went back and got it. Threw
them all out. Wasn't making that mistake twicein alifetime.

| took Dumpy from the living room and put him on top of the dresser. Morelikeit.

| pulled open Dadda s closet doors. A dry smell drifted out. | dove behind the hanging clothes, took out
the suitcase Dadda kept in there. | piled dl the clothes from the dresser into it and sat oniit till | could get
the zipper closed. “Beg pardon, Dadda,” | whispered. “Y ou seethat it’sin agood cause though, right?’
Out in the living room, the land linerang. So loud! It could wake Agway. | got to it onitsthird ring.
“Hdlo?

“Cd?That' syou?’

“Michad?” My skin flushed hot. My fingersitched fiercely. Chastity’ s once favourite mug, her
blue-and-white cocoa-tea mug to match the broken plate, rolled out from under the couch.

“Girl, you never answer your cdll phone?’

“Uh, reception still not too good out here. How you got this number?’

“WEell. Good to hear from you, too. | heard about your father. Ife called me. I’'m so sorry.”

“Beg pardon! | was going to phone you. Tomorrow. | just been so busy.” | was going to kill Ifeoma.
“Cd, you don't haveto pretend. | know how things stand between you and me.”

| couldn’t think of anything to say to that.

“Beddes, it'shell organizing afunera. When Orso’'ssigter died last year, dl the detaills smply
overwhelmed us, you know. Phoning everyone, and the cards to be sent out, and the flowers. She had
left Orso ordersthat she wanted awreath made of pink orchids, and he couldn’t find any anywherein the
city.”

“Mm-hmm,” | murmured. Orso. Michagl’s man. | would never get used to how affected Michael
sounded now. It's so he used to sound when we were growing up? | couldn’t remember.

“But listen to merattling on,” said Michad. “Totdl the truth, I'm nervous. Didn’'t know if it would be
okay to call you.”

“It'sgood to hear your voice, Mikey.” It was, too. That was asurprise.

“How areyou?’ he asked. “It must have been dreadful.”

“I guessI’mdl right. After dl, | knew he was going. Wasjust amatter of when.”

“And, girl, how did you manage out on that lonely littleidand for so long?Y ou moving back to Cayaba
now?’

“| don’'t have an apartment there any more. So I'm here in Dolorosse.”

“My God. But you're selling that old house, aren’t you? Y ou’ re moving back into the city?’

Agway came crawling out of the bedroom, hisface puffy with deep. When he saw me, he rocked back
onto his behind and sat rubbing his eyes.

“I'm probably going to stay here,” | told Michad .

Hewassilent for asecond. Then he said, “All right.” Now he had on hisbrisk “here swhat we'll do
now” tone. “What kind of shapethat houseisin?’



“Truth? The outside steps falling down, and the porch fegling sort of rickety. And there’ stwo broken
windows that Dadda never fixed, just boarded up.”

“That sttlesit, then. I'm coming out there.”

“What?’

“Michad Jasper Congtruction is going to get your house back in shape. Y ou homein the day
tomorrow?’

“Yes, but—"

“Good. Eleven am. do you?’

“Miched, | can't just—"

“Y ou will bethere?’

“...Allright. Yes”

“WE I do afirst ingpection. Be good to see you again. Ciao, sweetie.”

“But...”

| wastaking to adial tone. I hung up and went to check Agway’ s digper.

Thetouch of chagrin | felt when | heard Michad’ svoice was il there. Three—no, nearly five years
gncel’d seen Ifeoma sfather.

| dept beside Agway that night. About six next morning, | had a hot flash that half woke me up. Then |
nearly died of fright when my old red tricycle landed with a crash right beside the bed. Scared the piss
out of Agway. “It'sokay,” | said to him. “It'satricycle. Canyou say ‘ Trike ?’

He blinked deepily at me. | got out of bed. My nightgown was soaked through with swest. | had alook
at thetrike. It ill had the dightly warped running board and rust spotsin places. It till had the streamers
coming out of the handlebars, raggedy where wind, sun, and a none-too-careful six-year-old me had torn
them. My heart was stuttering from the scare, but | smiled. “1 think you' re going to like thisone, Agway.”

He kneed hisway acrossthe bed to me. | sat and pulled him into my lap. He got afistful of my nightiein
lieu of hair, and put histhumb in his mouth. He had dried tear-tracks on hisface. The fright from the
tricycle, or had he been crying in hisdeep?

A Ca Was Pulling up in front of the house. | put Hop on Pop down on the couch beside me, scooped
Agway up from my lap, and took him with meto the living room windows. “? Op,” he said. “ Pop.”
“Good boy.” It wasIfe! And she'd brought Stanley. But on aweekday? We went out to meet them.
Stanley got out of the car and stared at the cashew grove. “Cool!” He dammed the door, catapulted
himself toward the trees.

“Stanley Fernandez, come back here right now!” shouted Ifeoma.

“But, Mum. . .!I” Stanley stopped on the gravel path outside the house, his shoulders S umped.
Ifeomadidn’t remove her shocked gaze from the trees as she sad, “ This minute, Stanley. Come and
gtand by me. Y ou are not going in there.”

Good atime asany for me and Agway to make our entrance. | carried him down the porch stepsto my
family.

“Mummy,” said Ifeoma, “how did that—7?’

| gave Ife akiss on the cheek. “Why you not a work?’ | asked her. “Why Stanley not in school 7’

“I just decided to give usalittle holiday,” she said. Then she bit her lip. Something she wanted to tell me,
then.

| put Agway down on hisfeet in front of Stanley. “ Stanley, meet Agway. Agway, Stanley.”

Stanley stared doubtfully at him. Ife gave him agentle push forward. “What do you say, Stanley?’
“Hello?” Stanley enquired.

Agway made afriendly warble. I'd heard it afew times now. | figured it was his equivaent of “ 7 sup?’
“Agway’ssaying hello,” | told him.

“You gavehimaname?’ Ife asked.

“I didn't hear him say hdllo,” said Stanley.

“Of course | gave him aname. Y ou want meto cal him ‘Hey, You' 7’



“But his parents probably aready gave him aname.”

“They not around for meto ask them.”

“Mum, can| get my hair likethat?

“Maybe, darling.”

“Maybe? |’ m cutting those horrible knots out of Agway’shair first chance| get. Y ou can't be serious,
Ife. Don't tease the poor boy.”

Ife pulled Stanley to her side. “Y ou mean, don’t tdl him I’'m going to give him something when | have no
intention of doing 07’

Herewe go. That one was from chapter six, verse 212 of Ife s Epic Litany of The Wrongs of Caamity.
“I got you Black Barbie,” | told her.

“Y ou said you were going to get me Pretty Changes Barbie.”

“And you wanted your hair straightened to match hers, and you asked me how to make your skin ‘nice
and light’ like hers. Y ou wanted me to buy you self-hatred.”

“Okay, you'reright. Maybe | should let Stanley do something that would help him to love his blackness.
Like. ..” Shelooked mock-thoughtful, then snapped her fingers. “1 know! Locksing his hair!”

“Ifel Besarious!”

“Asaheart attack.”

God, Agway’ s hair. I'd managed to cut two or three locks off this morning, but he' d screamed bloody
blue murder when he' d seen the pointy scissors. I’d had to stop. Couldn’t take scissorsto the head of a
child who was squirming and fighting you the wholetime,

Agway waddled alittle way away, squatted down. Hugging his knees, he studied the ground al around
him.

He best had learn to stand a proper haircut before he was old enough for school. Children were pack
animds, let any one of them act different from the group, and the rest would bring him down.

“Why hewaks so funny?’ Stanley asked.

“It’ sthose patches on hisknees, seethem? They stick together if histwo legstouch.”

Ifeomalooked at Agway’slegs. Her face went smooth with pity. “My God,” she whispered.

Agway picked up apebble. He stood and came over to Stanley. Gravely, he handed Stanley the pebble.
Stanley took it, stared aghast at his hand, then looked at me. “It'sdl dirty,” he said. “Why he want to
givemethat for?’

Agway had been watching Stanley’ s reaction closdly. He' d been doing this with me since we woke up
this morning—giving me pebbles. | couldn’t figure out what the blazes he wanted me to do with them.
When I’ d thanked him for one, he' d just looked disappointed. When I’ d tried putting onein my purse,
he' d burst into tears.

Stanley tossed the pebble away. “No!” | shouted, too late. But Agway shouted with laughter and
clapped hishands. “Torass,” | muttered. Ifeomatisked at my language. “ That’ swhat he wants meto do
withit”

Stanley picked up another stone and gave it to Agway. The child stared at it, turning it around in his
fingers. Then heflung it away from himsdf as hard as he could. He made allittle dancing motion with his
feet, grinned and chirruped encouragingly at Stanley. He searched around in the dust at his feet, picked
up and discarded two more pebbles before he found another that he liked. He handed it to Stanley.
Ifeomaand | watched them trade back and forth like that for abit. “ Children,” | said to her. “For the first
littlewhile, they not exactly human, you don't find?’

She gavealittlewry snort. “Yeah,” shesaid. “Once | wasin the shower, and | asked Stanley to look on
my bed and bring me the bra that was on it. He brought me Clifton’ sjockstrap.”

“No! Why?' Thiswasmorelikeit.

“That' sthe only thing he could find that looked to him like underwear. He say he thought it wasa
one-bubby brassiere.”

| laughed. “Y ou want to come inside for something cold to drink?’

“Okay.”

The boyswere gtill doing their pebble toss. “ Stanley, you want to go inside and watch tv with Agway?’



“Yes, Grandma.” Stanley wasn't looking at us. He was looking for astone for Agway.

“Wel, don't wait for us. Just goonin.”

“All right. Come, Agway.” Stanley reached for Agway’ s hand.

The child gazed up a him, hisface open and innocent. He put his hand into Stanley’s. They toddled up
the sairstogether.

When they wereinsde, | said to Ife, *'Y ou want to tell me what’ swrong?’

Shereplied, “1 pined for that Pretty Changes Barbie for weeks, you know.”

“I'll takethat asa‘no,’ then.”

“I didn’'t deegp dl night Christmas Eve. | kept imagining opening the box and seeing her indde.”
“Okay. | going to break this down for you. What happened to the Raggedy Ann | got you for your
birthday that time?’

“That not fair! Y ou can't—"

“What happened to her?’

Smdll voice: “| tried to put her through the mest grinder.”

“What happened to the whatchacallit there—the Turnip Petch doll?’

“Cabbage Patch.”

“And?’

Smdler voice: “Left it outsdein theran.”

“For three days. Don't forget that part. It was dimy with mildew when | found it.”

“Wadll, dl right. Dallskind of bored me. They looked so nice on tv, but when | got them, they were just
plagtic.”

“Y ou see? So how | wasto know you could tell one from another?’

“Becauseit wasthe one |l asked for.”

| Sghed, took her arm. 1 have lime wash with brown sugar. Just theway you likeit.”

“Withice?

“Plenty ice. Come.”

In the Kitchen, | got theice and the bottle of drink out of the fridge, and poured lime wash for al four of
us. | put Agway’ sinto achild’ s sippy cup, the kind with the lid and the teat. He understood tests.
“Soon come, Ife” | took the drinks out to the boys. Stanley was introducing Agway to the joys of
sciencefictiontv.

Ife came out of the kitchen with our glasses. She handed one to me. Sotto voce, she said to me, “ Clifton
didn’t come homelast night.”

“I see. Y ou want to go out on the porch and talk?’

She nodded.

We sat on the porch steps. Ife said, “How that cashew farm cometo be there, again?’

“| came home one night and it wasjust there.” | didn’t mention thelittle detail of my magica power
surges. Sometimes a haf-truth is better than awhole one. “Y ou know strange things aways happening in
Cayaba.”

“But that don’t make no sense!”

“Truethat.” | swirled my limewash around in my glass. Theice cubes clinked in the tranducent pae
green. “Plenty in thisworld don’'t make sense”

“Not likethis!” Shetook abig gulp of her drink. Thought a bit. “Two, three weeks since | last been
here? Maybein that time—"

“In that time what, 1fe? A whole cashew grove sprout and grow in two weeks?’

“Well, thetreesnot so tdl. . .” shesaid lamely.

“Don't.”

“Don’'t what?’

“Don’t do like everybody around me doing. Don't try to come up with astory to explain it, then talk
yourself into believing the story. That thing out there don’t have no explanation. Until or unlessit choose
to go away back again, | haveto live with that knowledge every morning | wake up and seeit. Don't let



me haveto livewith that done.”

“BU—"

“Pleasg, Ife”

Ife stared into her glass.

“Now, tell me about Clifton. What' s wrong? Something happen to him?’

She shook her head. “No. He texted me this morning. He' s okay.”

“Then why he didn’'t come back? Don't tell me he’ s seeing somebody.”

“Nah. Wewerefighting. Again.”

“What about?’

Her smilewas sad. “ Better you ask what we don't fight about. We war about whether Stanley going to
take cricket or band. Whose turn it isto wash the dishes. Whether hotels should be able to have a
lockdown on beachfront property or not.”

“And last night? What the fight was about then?It' s you who started it? | know your mouth hot.”

“I had agood teacher.”

“Y ou know, | have this book you should read: Anger Management for Women.”

“Oh, yes?Youread it yet?’

“Don’'t befresh. I’'m your mother.”

She laughed bitterly. “Not * Cdamity’ 7’

| closed my eyes. “Bravo. Hat-trick.”

The silence stretched between us like chewed-out gum.

“Y ou been indde the cashew grove?’ she asked mefindly.

“A littleway in; not far.” Thank you, daughter mine, for the change of subject.

She drained her glass, put it down. “Y ou want you and meto go exploreit?’

| gulped. Casudly, | said, “Nah, it'sal right. Could always do that another day.”

Ife grinned. *Y ou frightened!”

“No, that' snot it—"

“Big old hard-back woman like you, frightened of afew little trees”

“Oh, yes? Y ou think so, enh?” | knocked back the rest of my lime wash, clunked the glass down. “All
right, | dare you. Y ou and me, right now. In the cashews.”

She stood. “Right thisminute. | double dog dare you!”

“What?’

She shrugged. “Don’'t ask me. | hear Stanley say it.”

Welet Stanley and Agway know where we were going. Stanley didn’t even look up from the television.
Hejust grunted. Aswe went through the front door, | heard him say to Agway, “ Those are Cylons.
They' rethe bad guys.”

We Pushed Open the Old Gate. The twisted trees huddled together shoulder to shoulder, blocking our
view of what wasinsde. All we could see beyond the first row of trees was darkness.

Ife got apuzzled look. “But wait,” shesaid. “1 remember this. How come| remember it? The pattern of
the chicken wire on the gate, and thislittle picky path, how it jog to the left up ahead. Dadda brought me
cashew-picking in hereonetime.”

My heart climbing up my throat, | shrugged | don’t know. Let Ifejudgefor hersdlf.

“Mummy, thisis Dadda s cashew grove?’

| could bresthe again. “It seem s0.”

“But it can’t be the same one. How it could be the same one?’

“I don't exactly know.”

“I remember that tree there’—she pointed—"how it ook like aman holding hisarmsup in the air, with
big long fingers, waving for usto stay out.”

“Oh, fuck. Why you had to go and say that?’ It did look like an angry man with grasping claws.

“Beg pardon. Here. Make the sign of the cross and stamp your right foot two times. Then turn around in
acircle—cockwise only!l—and say, ‘ The Devil can't touch me, SantaMaria’?’



She demonstrated. | goggled. “Ifeoma Fernandez, where you learn that piece of nonsense?’

“Younot goingto doit?’

“No.”

“Then don't tell me nothing when the Devil grab you and not me.” She smiled her pointy, impish smile,
showing dl her teeth. That meant she was scared, too.

| kissed my teeth. “ Just hold my hand.”

We advanced into the trees. It was hot and close in there. The ground was dappled with sunlight. A
breeze ssu-ssued in the trees, and the heat baked the sweetness from the fruits both fresh and fallen.

“| started working for Caroline Sookdeo-Grant’s campaign,” said Ife. “ That’ swhy Clifton’smad at me.”

“Another project? So the thing where you read peopl€’ s minds by watching which direction they look in
not working out?’ | scraped my hand against my jeans.

“NLP?It' sworking fine. Caroline saysit could come in handy. She wants me to come with her when she
goesto talk to that foreign aid agency. She' s been working with the fishermen. They want to have a
permanent shop in the market, but they need start-up capital, so Caroling sgoing to try to help themto
get aloan fromthe FFWD.”

“Mm-hmm. Y ou know | don't pay too much attention to politics. But all that sound pretty harmlessto
me”

“Clifton don’t want meworking for her. He say | shouldn’t be helping her party get into power, because
shewant to kick the big hotels out of Cayaba. He' strying to work adeal with the Grand Tamany to host
an annua music festival here, and he say he will look bad if hiswife isworking for Sookdeo-Grant. He
say if the hotels go, then he and me going to be broke even worse than now.”

“Not you done. Haf of Cayaba” My two fused fingers were prickling. Hot flash coming. Shit. | let go of
Ife' s hand to scratch mine,

“But shedon't want to get rid of the hotels! She just think Cayabans should own them.”

“Whoever own them, | bet you arum-and-water still going to cost ten American dollars a the Tamany.”
| rubbed theitchy hand. What was going to gppear out of thin air thistime? My firgt training brawith its
pointy, itchy cups of white cotton? That Bestles eight-track | used to have, that would change tracks with
aclunk inthe middle of “Blue Jay Way?’” Somethings need to Say logt. “Ife, | don’t know what to tell
you about Clifton. | never lived with aman more than afew months. If | ever get so lucky, you going to
haveto teech me.”

That got arueful laugh. “ That would be afirg.”

| chuckled. “Y our backsde.” We tromped on abit more. “ Remember that summer | took you to see
Dadda? | think you were seven.”

“Y ou took me afew times. They kind of mixed up in my heed.”

“Wall, that summer, your grandfather told methat | wasafool for dating the guy | was seeing at the
time”

“Doug,” sad Ife.

“Daddasaid | was never going to amount to anything if | didn’t finish school and go university. | told him
| was making more than he, so he could just kiss my black ass. Heinvited meto leave. So | took you
home. Thefollowing Monday, Doug phoned me. Told me had married agirl from Copra Corners on the
weekend. Said him and me had only ever been casud anyway, and he hope | didn’'t mind.”
Ifeomakissed her teeth. “I remember Doug. He used to cdll that girl from your phone when you weren't
around.”

“Hedid?’

“I heard him. Plenty times. | didn’t like Doug. But he made you laugh.”

“Truethat. | met the girl afterwards. She seemed like anicegirl.”

“Not likeyou, enh?’

| grinned into the dark. “Never like me. Nice girlsdon’t have fun.”

Something rustled from deeper inside the grove. Ifeoma gasped. “What' s that noise?’

“Don’'t squeeze my hand so hard!” | said.



“Y ou squeezing mineg!”

“Y ou want usto turn back?’

“No.”

Wetook afew more steps. | stumbled on arock. Ife held me up. Then she walked face-first into atree.
My breathless giggle had an edge of hysteriato it. She cut her eyes at me. She looked over my shoulder,
and frowned.

“What?’ | asked. The skin on my back was crawling. But | wasn't going to look behind me. “Y ou trying
to psych me out, nuh true?’

Ife shook her head. “1 know away to seeif thisisreally Dadda sgrove.”

“How?’ | was beginning to get warm.

“Comeover here” Sheled me off to the left, then through two trees standing in each other’ sarms. She
stopped again. “1 trying to remember. . . | think we go thisway now.”

The core of meflared likeawick. “No, it'sthisway.” | pointed.

“How you know?’

“Let’sjudt say it’ slike playing hot and cold. Y ou coming?’

“Y ou even know what it is1’m looking for?’

“Not aclue”

But she followed.

| took usright, then left. Less sunlight here. My eyeswere taking their sweet time adjusting. “Damniit, |
can't seeafucking thing.”

“Mind your mouth.”

“I'mfifty-three yearsold. | will swear if | want to swear.”

Something bonked me on the head. | nearly peed myself with fright. A cashew apple.

My left hand started to burn like I’d stuck it into anest of fire ants. Then the other hand began burning,
too. “All right,” 1 groused at them. “Jesus.” | backtracked us abit and took adifferent turn. Theitching
eased.

“You dill talk to yoursdlf,” Ifesad.

“Y eah, man. If | want intelligent conversation.”

“You aresowerd.”

“Then | guess Cayabaisright wherel belong. Go left here”

Ife gasped. “L ook it there.”

“What?’

“Jugt come, nuh?’

A few morefeet, and we stood in front of yet another cashew tree. It was gnarled and haf its branches
were dead. Ife reached out and touched its bark. “Don’t touch it!” | said.

“Lord have mercy,” shesaid in awhisper.

| screwed my myopic eyes up and stared at the tree as hard as | could. The bark was studded with the
heads of iron nails. “What kind of obeah this?’ | asked Ife.

“Daddadidit.”

She put her palms flush againgt the nail heads. “It's Dadda swish tree, come out of the sea” Her voice
was reverent.

“What you mean, ‘wish tree 7’ He must have donethis after | |eft. Chagtity knew the cashew orchard
like the back of her hand, and she' d never bucked up something like thisin there.

Ifeleaned her cheek gently againgt the nail heads. “He said to me, ‘Ironismagic, Ife. And living wood is
magic.” And then he gave me anal and ahammer. He showed me how to put the point of the nail against
the bark. ‘Hold it good,” he said. * Don’t make the hammer mash your hand.”?’

“And al of that wasin aid of what?’

“Hetold meto think about something | wanted red bad, to wish for it as| was driving the nail into the
tree”

“Daddawas like you that way.” | kicked through the undergrowth at the foot of the wish tree. Nothing.
“Always somelittleritual, some superdtition.” | scrubbed my hands againgt the thighs of my jeans. “ Jesus



fuck, if my hands don’t stop itching me soon, I’ m going to scratch them right off!”

“You dlergic to something?’

“Menopause.”

“For true? Yes, | guessyou about the right age.”

“No age could be theright age for thiskind of botheration.” If Ife could be brave, | could be brave, too.
| touched thetree. Theitching faded to atickle. | took my hands off the tree. The sensation ramped back
up to burning. “Awoah. | get you now.” | started feding up the tree itself.

“Mummy, what you doing?’

“When | figure that out, you will be thefirst to know.”

My hands found ahole. “Ah, look at that. Y our wish treeis hollow.”

The burning was telling meto stick my hand down into the hole. *Y ou must be mad,” | muttered. “Y ou
know what could be waiting in there to bite me?’

But apparently the burning did know its own mind, for it sped like bush fire up my two aamsand
blossomed into a power surge. “All right! Crap.” | looked around the ground until | found agood, long
gtick. | stood as far away from the hole in the tree as the stick would let me, and poked thetip of it down
ingde

“Jeez, Mummy; be careful!”

“Doing my best.” The burning in my hands had faded to afaint pins-and-needles. | poked about insde
the hole. Nothing, nothing. Then thetip of the stick jammed up against something soft and yielding. |
dropped it and jumped away.

“What happen?’ said Ifeoma. Shewas at my sde in a second.

“It'sdl right. | just jumpy.” | picked up the stick, poked around in the hole in the tree some more. The
thing in there yielded when | prodded. “ Fed like apillow, or something.”

“Not adead animal?’ asked Ife.

“Jeezam. Could be.” The skin on my arms went into goosebumps. | drew the stick out. A loop of heavy
cord was shagged around it. “Huh. If it sadead animd, it have itsown leash.”

| untangled the cord from the stick and pulled onit. After alittle resstance, adingy canvas duffel bag
came out. It was knotted tight shut. Something had been stuffed inside. The bag wasn't as heavy as|
would have expected.

“What isthat?’ asked Ife.

“Noidea” My handsfelt norma again. “I know about the bag, at least. Was Dadda' s.” It had probably
been white once. But even when | waslittle, it had had this same stained cement colour. “He used to take
it when hewent fishing.”

The hot flash faded. Chills not too bad thistime. | rested the bag on the ground and worked at the knot.
Ife felt the bag. “Whatever' sin there is soft. Fed like cloth, or something.”

“Rity. | was hoping it was my inheritance.” | wasjoking, but my mind was running riot. Mumma s clothes
in there, maybe. The ones she’d worn on that last night, soaked in her own blood.

| finaly got the knot undone. | pulled the mouth of the bag open, but in the twilight under the trees, |
couldn’t makeit out.

“Empty it out,” suggested Ife.

So | upended the bag. Something furry fdll out and landed silently on the ground. | gave alittle squeak
and stepped back. | put the stick to work again. | unrolled the balled-up thing. “1t's some kind of animal
hide” | told Ife.

Stretched out, it looked to be at least six feet long. | couldn’t smell any decay. | threw down the stick
and laid ahand on the pelt. It was supple. Good tanning job. | crouched down to see what | had caught.
“I think it'safur coat,” | sad. “Why, though?’

| picked it up. It was lighter than it looked. | shook it out. “Ife, you ever see afur coat where they leave
the head on?’

“I never seeafur coat, full stop. Not inred life, anyway. No, | lie. Sometimes hotel guests have them.”
She came and looked at it. “ Oh, God.” Her voice was sad. “Thisisacrime. Who would do something



likethis?’

| could make out the flippers now. | dropped it back onto the ground and wiped my hands against my
ghirt. “It'snot afur coat yet, isit.”

“No. Monk sedl pdlt.”

“Why you figure Mummaand Dadda had a sed skin?’

“Thesefetch alot of money. Onetime, police cameto the Tamany and broke down aguest’ s door.
Took her right out of there in handcuffs. Confiscated two sedl pelts she' d bought on the black market
here. She was going to take them back to foreign and sdll them.”

| had a sudden, sickening thought. “ Oh, milord. Cashew bark.”

“Comeagan?’

“You useit to tan lesther.”

“Maybethey fdl out over this, Ifel Mummaand Dadda. One of them wanted to tan sedl hidesto sdll, and
onedidn’t”

“Or they were arguing over the money.”

“My parents,” | whispered. “Y ou think you know who people are.”

“Chrigt. Let'sjust bury it,” said Ife.

“I will go you one better,” | told her. A bilious anger was bubbling up in me. “I’m going to burn the
damned thing.”

| snatched up the pelt and wadded it into abundle. | stuffed it back into the duffel bag and dung it over
my shoulder. “Let’'sgo.”

Ife was staring & the wish tree,

“Daddasaid | didn’'t haveto tel him my wish. So | only whispered it. Dadda never heard what | said.”
| thought shewouldn’t tell me, either. But then she said, “I wished for you and him to stop fighting. |
wished we could go and live with him, not with Doug or Carlyle or—who was the boyfriend before
that?’

“Nathan.”

Thetearsjust sprung, no warning. | put my arms around Ife. She hugged me back and held metill | was
quieter. “1 haveahair clip in my pocket,” she said.

“I don't follow you.”

“It' smade of sted, but sted isiron and something else, right?’

“Y eah. Nickd, chromium, or tungsten.”

“I hateit when you do that.”

“Go'weh. You just jedous because my memory better than yours.”

“Y ou making thiswish or not?’

The clip was short and wide, itstwo halves hinged a one end. It was sturdy enough to drive into the
wood without bending.

Ifeoma pulled out the pin that held the hinge together. She handed me haf of the clip. “Onewish for you,
onefor me”

“Yougofirg.”

We searched around until we found arock to use as a hammer. When we lifted it, earthworms writhed
away from the open air. Ife squealed.

“Don't fret,” | said to her. “We going to leave soon.”

She found a clear place on the bark of the cashew tree and positioned her “nail.”

“What you going towish?’ | asked her.

That brave, pointy smileagain. “Not teling you thistime.”

She drove the rock againgt the head of the clip. The tree shook and came dive. Pink things flapped and
fluttered against our faces, grunting. Ife screamed. We ran, and didn’t stop until we were through the
grove and into the sunshine. Ifewas

batting a her hair, screaming, “ Get them out! Get them out!” Beyond the gate, Stanley was showing of f
hisglider to Agway. Agway was|ooking up into the ky. His eyes and mouth went round with wonder.



He pointed into the air above the cashew grove.

“Buudd” he said. Hewas dready picking up aword or two. He had troublewith hisr’s.

| looked where Agway was pointing. | shook Ifeoma s shoulder and pointed there, too.

Agway was right. Birds. Spoonbills. We d disturbed them by hammering on the tree. They onked their
curses a us and headed off in adiagond line, their pink bodies glowing in the sunlight. Stanley struggled
to get the glider to follow them.

Ifelaughed. “ That'sdl it was? Birds?’

| couldn’t find my half of the hair clip. I'd dropped it when we ran. Wasn't surewhat | would have
wished for, anyway. The past to stop haunting me, maybe.

A car pulled up on the road; abright yellow Beamer convertible. “Who' sthisnow?’ | said. Somebody
had plenty money to spend on afancy ride.

Two men got out. One of them waved at us. Ife waved back. “Daddy!” she shouted.

Michadl. And he’ d brought Orso with him.

| strode out to meet them. “Y ou said you would call first! | thought you were coming later.”

“Y ou going to give me ahug, or what?’ He opened hisarms. | stayed where | was. He stepped back
from me. *Y ou know Orso,” he said.

| tried to smile back at Orso. It felt fake on my face. Probably showed.

Ife’d come running to greet them. Michael hugged her instead. He asked me, “ Thisisabad time? We
cdled. About abillion times. No answer on ether phone.”

Right. Hadn’t turned my cell on for the day. Asto the land line phone, I’ d unplugged it and hidden it
away last night after Agway had assaulted it once too often.

“| cdled Ife, though. Shesaid it wasdl right.”

“Shedid, enh?’

“Ifeomactells me you have anew dependent now?” asked Michad. “Y ou still full of surprises. Where he
came from?Y ou hiding a paramour here you not telling me about?’

| scowled. “He salittle boy, maybe three years old. His parents got killed at seain that bad storm.”
“Chrig.”

“I found him washed up on the beach the next morning. They're letting me foster him till they know what
to do with him. He don't spesk English.”

“Wow. Y ou want to keep him, then?’

“I don't know.” | don’t need you, | thought. | got a baby without you this time.

Michael eyeballed the house. “Not bad,” he said. “ Good bones.”

Orso sad, “I'd liketo figure out the facing direction, though. Maybe the entrance should be somewhere
de”

“Why?' | asked him. “I likeit whereit is. Y ou know; right off the driveway?’

Ifewas glaring at me. Now what?

“It samatter of balance,” Orso replied. “Theline the eye follows as you enter the property. What parts
of it get the morning sun first, where you plant your decorative shrubs, that kind of thing. Y ou see? The
built environment should complement the naturd environment.”

“I getit!” sad Ife. “The chi of theland needsto bein harmony.”

Orsolit up likea Chrissmastree. “ Exactly! | didn’t know you wereinto feng shui?”’

“Just alittle. | took acourselast year.”

Someone el se was tromping up the gravel road. | squinted. Blocky body. Grapefruit pink t-shirt. Black
walking shorts. Oh, shit. Hector, just dropping by, like I’ d told him he could. Y es, the universe was
unfolding theway it dwaysdid: in chaos.

Hector waved when he saw us. “ Good afternoon,” he said when hewas in earshot. Ife pursed her lips
when she saw him. | was pretty bemused mysdlf. Firgt time I’ d seen him in something that wasn't neon
and skin tight. His colour sense hadn’t changed, though.

“I''m interrupting something?’ Hector asked. “I could come back another time.”

“No; stay.” Be good to have at least one adult in the party that | wasn't vexed with.

“I brought beer.”



“Then definitely stay! Thisismy daughter Ifeoma, and that’s Michael, and that’ shisfriend Orso.”

Orso and Michadl exchanged glances. Hector smiled agreeting. Then he spied thetricyclewherel’d
stashed it beside the house. “ Y oursthat?’ he asked me. “| used to have onelikeit. In green.”

“I figure maybe Agway could useit,” | told him. “But it going to need fixing up.”

He went over and inspected the trike. 1t only need some screws tightened and anew seat. New wheels.
Maybe afresh paint job. Y ou want meto do it for you?’

“All right,” | told him. Be agood way to get to know him.

Michael said, “We could go in and look around now?’

“I guesss0.” To Hector | said, “Michadl wantsto renovate the house for me.”

Orso told Ife, “Y ou know, | even make up abaguafirst for each property we design? Mikey, you
coming?’ Orso and Ife headed up the porch steps together, chattering happily about whatever abagua
was.

Blast you. | was calling him* Mikey” 1ong before you even knew him. Chuh. | picked up the duffel
bag. Hector and | followed.

“Saturday a good time to come and fix up thetricycle?’

“Y egh, man.”

“Y our Living Room Windows Too Smdl and dark,” said Michad. He and Orso were sitting on my
couch, poring over alined notebook they had put on the coffee table. “What you think about one big
picturewindow?’ He reached for his beer bottle and had adrink.

“Maybe. Y ou went grey sincel saw you lagt.”

“Sdlt and pepper, thank you, please.”

“Youlook good.” Hedid, damn him. If anything, more beautiful than he' d been at seventeen. He used to
be lean like awhip snake. He had filled out. He was sporting a sexy goatee. And he looked relaxed.
“And that pantry isadisaster; you saw it, Orso? Narrow and dark with anaked lightbulb and a pull
gring.”

“I saw,” said Orso.

Over by the tdevison, Agway, enraptured, was watching afashion makeover programme. Stanley had
wandered over to usto see what the adults were up to. He patted my arm. “ Grandma:1-mean-Calamity;
you could help me pick ascience fair project?’

“Well tak about it later.”

“But | need to tell my teacher my project next week!”

“Of course, darling. I'm back to work next week. Cometo the library then, and we'll find you agood
project.”

“What kind of scienceyou like, Stanley?’ asked Hector. I’ d brought the chairs from the kitchen and put
them around the coffee table.

“I don't know,” Stanley answered shyly.

“Y ou can give Hector amore informative answer than that, Stanley,” said Ife.

Stanley looked at the floor. “ The cool stuff, | guess.”

Hector laughed. “ So, you think biology is cool ?’

Stanley screwed up hisface.

“Okay, guess not. Not even boa congtrictors?’

Stanley shook his head.

“Not even sharks?’

Stanley’ seyeslit up. “Yeah! Sharkskick assl”

“Stanley!” said Michadl. “ Sorry, Ife. Beat you toit.”

Michael reached for Orso’s hand. | wished they wouldn't do that in public.

Hector said, “1 once spent asummer catching sharks and sticking camerasto them.”

“You did?" Hector had made anew friend.

“| did. Maybe your gran can bring you by my boat one day, and I’ ll show you what the sealooks like
from shark’ s-eyeview. | even have afew shots of ashark making akill.”



“Cool!” said Stanley. “ Caamity, we can redlly go to Hector’ s boat?’

| nodded.

Hector glanced Orso and Michadl. They were still holding hands. “ The two of you live here on
Dolorosse?’ Hector asked them.

“No,” Orso replied. “We have a beautiful house on the big idand. Up by the hill at the foot of
Grandcastle Street. Michadl’ s construction company built it.” And he patted Michad’ s hand. They
beamed at each other.

Timeto nip that line of conversation in the bud. | legpt to my feet. “Anyone like adrink? Coffee? Tea?
Cashew wine? Hector, come and help me throw together some snacks.”

“Nothing for me, thanks,” said Orso.

“Me neither, Cd,” said Michad. He turned back to Hector. “And it's Dolores.”

“Y ou mean, like Mary? Pleased to meet you, Dolores.”

Michael laughed. “No, | mean that’s how we pronounce the name of theidand. Like the woman's
name”

Orso leaned back in the settee. “Y ou were on theright track, though.” He pointed to himsdf. “Mary.”
Then a me, with ady smirk. “Not Mary.”

Ife and Hector cracked up laughing. What the ass? Then Michagl must have gotten the foolishness devil
in himtoo, for he pointed to himsdf. “Mary.”

Ife tapped her own chest. “Not Mary. Not last | checked, anyway.”

Quizzicdly, Michael pointed at Hector. Hector flicked aglance at me. “Mary,” he said.

Orso snapped hisfingers. “Yesl”

“...and Joseph.”

“Oh,” said Orso. He didn't ook any too pleased.

“Redly?’ Ife asked.

| shook my head and stood up. “Well, since I’m clearly not part of this conversation, why don't | just get
us some snacks? Sound good?’

Michael said, “You know, it' skindaisolated dl the way out here. Y ou should come and visit us, Hector.
Meet some of the gang.”

“I could fry up some plantain.”

“I would lovethat,” Hector replied.

“Good,” | said, pretending I’ d misunderstood. “ So you can come to the kitchen and give me ahand,
then.”

“Mummy, I’ll help you. Looks like the guys are getting to know one another.”

Hector amiled histhanks at her. “Redly?’ she asked him again. Helaughed.

| picked Agway up from in front of the televison. “Come, babby,” | said through my teeth. “Time for
your lunch.”

Aslfefollowed me and Agway into the kitchen, | heard Hector say, “ So, you live together, then?’
“Oh, yes, my dear. Number thirteen Grandcastle; agood luck number.”

| waited till | was out of earshot, in the kitchen. “ Oh, yes, my dear, a good luck number,” | mimicked
under my bregth. | sucked my teeth.

“Please don’'t start that,” said Ife. She sounded exasperated.

| put Agway inthe highchair. Sally from over theway had lent it to me. | got abroad mango from the
fridge; put it on aplastic plate and set it down on the tablein front of Agway. | fetched two ripe plantains
from the pantry. “Put the frying pan on to heat for me, nuh?’ | asked Ife.

But shewasn't going to let it drop. “Why you get on so bad around Daddy al the time?’

| got a sharp knife, started pedling the plantains. “ Because he don’t have manners. Why he and Orso
have to be dwaysflaunting themsdveslike that?’

“Haunting how?’

Agway had pedled his mango with histeeth. He put it down on the table beside the plate and sarted
happily devouring the skin.

“Holding hands like two nanas, telling people they living in the same house, calling other men *my dear.”?’



“And when you do that, what you cal it?’

“When | do what?’

“Hold handswith some guy. Cal him ‘my dear.”?’

| sucked my teeth. “Oh, don’t be dense. Y ou know that’ s different.” Sometimes| couldn’t understand
what went on in the child's crystd-gazing mind.

“Buudd” said Agway, showing methe seagull design on hisplate. “ Buuds, Mamma!”

“Oh, isn't he sweet, Ife? He slearning so fast!”

“Y ou make him cal you Mamma?’

That pulled me up short. “I didn’t make him do anything.”

“How come you want that little boy?Y ou never wanted me.” If€ svoice wastight.

“What? Ife, that’s nonsense.”

“Itisnot! Y ou make him cal you Mammawhen you don’t even want meto cal you Mummy. Y ou never
used to want people to know you had a daughter. So how come he's cdlling you his mother?’

“Ifel”

“Y ou didn’t want me then, and you till don’t want me.”

“Stop the stupidness. Just put some ail in the frying pan for me, please.”

“No.” Shewent and sat beside Agway. He was drawing sticky circles on the table with the peeled
mango. “Nobody want fried plantain, not even you. Y ou just trying to distract the three of them from
talking to each other.” She held her hand out to Agway for his unwanted mango. He put it in her palm.
She darted edting it.

“More sweset things again? Last thing you need, you know.” When the silence had gone on alittle too
long, | looked up from my chopping to see her hurt, wet eyes. My heart clenched. | sghed. “Oh,
sweetheart,” | said. “1 didn’t mean it liketha—"

“Ifeomaisfinetheway sheis,” came avoice from the doorway. Michadl was standing there. “ She' sl
curves, just like you. She have your eyes, the shape of your face. It’ sjust your sharp tongue she don't
have

“How long you been eavesdropping on me and my daughter?’

“She' smy daughter too. At least her father wanted her.”

“Mummy, Daddy, don’t fight,” moaned Ifeoma. Agway’seyesweretakingit dl in.

“And how comeyou call him ‘ Daddy’ ? That man was never afather to you!”

“And whose fault wasthat?” Michael demanded.

Orso and Hector had joined Michadl in the doorway, and Stanley was peeking around the jamb. “What
going on?’ asked Orso. He put a protective arm around Michadl’ swaist.

| slamped my foot. “Don’'t touch him likethat! Not in my house!”

“Cdamity,” came Hector’ s voice. “Please put down the knife.”

I”d been pointing with the sharp kitchen knifein my hand. They were dl staring a me, even Agway. | put
the knife down on the stove. “I don't likeit,” | said dowly and carefully to Michadl and Orso, “when you
carry on with your sodomite waysin front of children. Thisisthe house my father died in, and I'll thank
you to repect hismemory.”

“Clearly that respect don’t cut two ways,” Orso said.

“I think I’'m going back to the boat now,” Hector told us.

| glared a Orso, my mouth working. My blood was boiling. | could fed the sweeat popping out on my
forehead. | rushed at him. “Y ou. Shut. Up. Y ou just shut up right now!”

Something materiaized out of the air and landed on the ground between us. It shattered when it hit.
“Now she' sthrowing thingsat us!” hissed Orso. Agway started to cry. “Michadl, weleaving thishouse
thisminute! | refuseto do any work for that woman.”

From the shards mixed in with afew coins, it looked like the piggybank that used to St on my little vanity
tablein the house on Blesste,

Michael cut hiseyesa me. “Later, Ife,” he said, hisvoicelow and controlled. “ Sametime Sunday?’ She
nodded.



Michael and Orso |eft the kitchen. Asthey headed through the living room, Orso said loudly: “1 told you
that woman don't have no kind fedingsin her heart for you! Never did, never will.”

My ass. “What you know about it?’ | yelled after him.

Hector’ seyes were big aslimes. He cleared histhroat. “Maybe they could give me alift into town. To
buy the thingsfor thetricycle” And hefled too.

| rounded on Ife. “What he mean by * same time Sunday’ 7’

“Sunday iswhen we go and see Grandpa,” Stanley piped up, mischief on hisface.

“I told you not to tdll her!” Ifesaid to him. “I told you it would only cause trouble.”

Stanley pouted. “ Grandpatold her first.”

“And s0 everything Grandpa do, you going to do?’

The hot flash passed, leaving me shocky and shivering. “Y ou go to Michad’ s house every Sunday?’ |
asked them. “When it’ slike pulling teeth to get you to come and see me?’

Ifelooked down at her hands. “| findly redlised you couldn’t stop me,” she said. “I found his number one
day and caled him. It's been good for Stanley to have more menin hislife.”

“Men?” | squesked. “Michadl and Orso?’

“Orso’ steaching me how to play cricket!” Stanley told me. | just stared from one to the other, lost.

Ife stood up. “Y ou happy now?” she asked me. “Now that you' ve tried to make everybody as miserable
asyou?’ Shewiped Agway’s hands clean with a corner of her sackcloth dress. “1 pity thischild,” she
sad. “Come, Stanley.”

“Okay. Kaodi,” he said to Agway, waving.

“Kaodi,” Agway replied.

“What, like even the two of you talking so | can’t under-

gand?’

“Who have earsto hear, will hear,” Ifetold me. She stepped over the ceramic shards, out into the living
room. Stanley followed.

| yelled, “Y ou best watch Orso with that child! Y ou hear what I' m telling you, Ifeoma?’

The front door closed very quietly. A few secondslater | heard Ife start up her car and drive away.
“Shit. | really gone and done it now, Agway.”

He climbed backwards off the chair, toddled over to the tv and plumped himself down to watch the
cartoons.

| got the broom, started cleaning the mess up. | knelt with the dustpan to sweep up the piggybank pieces.
Asl did, astab of pain went through my trick knee. | used one hand on the floor to steady mysdlf, then
began brushing the shards into the dustpan.

My hands. When age spots started coming out on my hands? | put down the dustpan, sat back on my
haunches. My palms still looked more or less like | remembered them, but the backs of my handswere a
roadmap of thetiniest wrinkles. “Next thing you know,” | whispered, “my bubbies going to be
nelghbourswith my navel, and | going to be wearing adiaper.”

Who tell meto set my cap for Hector, anyway? What aforty-year-old man could want with ameatriarch?
| watched the wet tears plop into the dustpan amongst the pieces of broken crockery.

Uncle Timeisa spider-man, cunnin’ an’ cool,
him tell yu: watch de hill an yu se mi.
Huhn! Feyu yi no quick enough fe s
how ’im move like mongoose; man, yu tink "im fool ?

—Dennis Scott, “Uncle Time”



Someone knocked at the door. It was about the time when Mr. Mckinley came by every Saturday with
the morning’ s catch. | put my hand over the receiver. “One minute!”

“You haveto go?’ asked Gene. He' d called to see how Agway was doing.

The knock came again. “ Soon come!” | yelled at the door. “Yeah, | haveto go.”

“Y ou busy Thursday evening?’

“No. Why?’

“Y ou want to go and catch a bite?’

“Yes | mean, that would be nice. Listen, talk to you later, dl right?’

“Later.”

| swear | sprouted wings and flew al the way to the door. Mr. Mckinley and histwo strapping sons had
given up on me and werewaking away. “Morning, Mr. Mckinley,” | caled out. “Morning, Gerald,
Leonard.”

They came back.

“What alyou havefor metoday?’

“Nothing,” answered Mr. Mckinley.

“Nothing?’

“Me and the boys didn’t catch nothing but few little shrimpstoday. Other than that, not astinking thing in
the nets, pardon my language.”

“But hon—7?'

“It' sGilmor. Y ears now the fishermen been saying that Gilmor killing thefish.”

“Y ou want any of the shrimps?’ asked L eonard, a beefy man in histwentieswith arm muscles like cable
from hauling nets

“Y eah, give me about two pounds, nuh? Let me get abowl from the kitchen.”

They ladled fresh shrimp into my bowl. | counted out the money from my purse and handed it to Gerald.
“So what alyou going to do about this state of affairs?’ | said lightly. “ Can’t make us have to import
snapper from Trinidad.” My mind was redly on seeing Gene next Thursday.

“We going to do something,” said Mr. Mckinley. “That’ sfor sure. That’swhat we cometo tell you. A
week Monday.”

“What happening then?’

“Johnson having the ceremony to open the new Gilmor plant.”

“Here on Dolorosse”

He nodded. “ The fishermen and the salt farmers; Gilmor being doing uswrong ever since they opened
shop in Cayaba. Now they going to bankrupt the few salt farmers|left on Dolorosse and Tingle. | don't
know yet what we going to do, but we going to do something.” He handed his tackle box to Gerald,
shook my hand between two of his. His pamswere hard like horn. “Hope you going to come out and
support us, Miz Lambkin.”

“I...wdl. .. I"mworking that day.”

“Ah. Bewith usin spirit then, yes?1 know how you like your snapper. Wak good.”

| watched them go on towards the next house to spread the word.

| took the shrimpsinto the kitchen, to find that Agway had abandoned the sheets of foolscap I'd given
him and was drawing on the wall with apurple crayon. “No, Agway! Bad!”

| put the bowl down on the table and went to get him away from thewall.

Thursday evening, me and Gene! | tried to weigh who | liked better, Gene or Hector. | picked a
surprised Agway up and took him on awatz around the kitchen. “I’m going on a date, babbing!”
Agway eyed the shrimps on the table.



| drove my car down the ferry’ s off-ramp, following the carsin front of me. Traffic moved dowly this
morning, with much blaring of horns. February was the height of tourist season, and the hotels at the
Cayaba harbour would be cluttered with visitors until early May. Sure enough, there was one of their
massive cruise ships, just docked. Bloody thing was the size of amountain, gleaming white as the mounds
of the st sacksin the distance, from the origina Gilmor Sdline plant.

By thetime| was able to edge my car out of the harbour zone, I’ d had to back up twice to find streets
that weren’t clogged, and I’ d witnessed three near-accidents as vehicles came close to rear-ending each
other. The smdll of exhaust and diesdl turned my stomach. The noise was abominable. | drove past abig
billboard that read, WELCOME TO CAYABA; HOME OF THE RARE MONK SEAL. The picture
showed three sedsfrolicking in the surff—two adults and a child—as though seals hooked up in nuclear
family units. At each corner of theimage was amermaid, exoticaly brown but not too dark. No obvious
negroesin Cayaba Tourist Board publicity, unlessthey were dressed as smiling servers. The fish women
gported the kind of long, flowing hair that most black women had to buy in abottle of straightening
solution. They had shells covering their teacup breasts. | would love to see the shell big enough to hide
one of my bubbies. My first day going back to work, and aready | wasin amood. Agway was probably
eating Mrs. Soledad’ s green banana porridge right now. Then she was going to take him for awalk,
introduce him to the neighbours.

| turned onto St. Christopher Street, right into atraffic jam that went asfar as| could see. Backside. S.
Christopher Street was long, one-way, and lined with expensive “ boo-teeks’ selling dl kinds of
nonsense: lamps made of old rum bottles covered in glued-on shells (the shellswere imported in bulk
from China); neon hikinis no bigger than afarthing; azillion zillion t-shirts, coasters, baseball caps, mugs,
and canvas shopping bags, dl imprinted with images of monk sedls and mermaids and the Cayaba
Tourist Board logo (* Cayaba; Our Doors Are Open”). Thiswasthe heart of what Cayabans called the
Tourist Entrgpment Zone. There was no turnoff for awhile.

Traffic crawled. | tried to ignore the tourists clogging the sidewalks, the bright sarongs and Hawaiian
shirts embossed with those fucking mermaids, the reggae music dready blaring a 8:45 in the blessed
morning from every restaurant | passed. Why we had to import reggae? What the blast was wrong with
tumpa?

Maybe Mrs. Soledad would take Agway to my amond tree. They could collect ripe amonds from under
the tree. Eat them down to the bitter, fibrous part. Find rockstones and crack the almond shells open for
the nutsingde. Would Agway like amonds? Maybe he knew them dready; plenty of them fell into the
water. Would he missme? Mrs. Soledad had better remember that she wasn't to take him near the
water. Didn’t want him trying to jump in with that cast on hisleg.

| hit the brakes; it was either that or hit the young white man who' d stepped into the road without
looking. He was wearing only muddy surf jammers and rubber sandals. His shoulders and back were red
as boiled shrimp. The colour offset the scrappy blond dreads hanging down his back. Hegave me a
lopsided grin and made the peace sign with hisfingers. “No prahblem, mon; no prahblem,” he drawled in
his best Hollywood Jamaican. “Cool runnings.” He staggered across the street.

“YounotinJamaica” | ydled a him. Damned fool. Probably high. | was practically growling by thetime
| was able to turn off St. Christopher and continue to work.

When | got home, | would read The Cat in the Hat to Agway.

| parked in the staff parking, went in the back door, through Ddliveries. Colin and, what was his name?

Y es, Riddell. They were both loading up the bookmobile. Riddell looked up from the low, whedled
booktruck loaded down with that day’ s bookmobile reserve requests. “Miz Lambkin!” He put down the



box he was carrying and came over to me. Shyness froze my face. | cracked theiceinto asmile. Tomy
surprise, Riddd | gravely took my hand and shook it. “1’m glad to see you back,” he said, “red glad.”
“Uh, thank you.” The true warmth of his smile was abam. Made me shamed; | had barely remembered
hisname.

Colin had come up behind Riddell. He nodded to me. “ Sorry for your loss, Miz Lambkin.”

“Thank you.” | released Riddell’ s hand. The three of us stood there for a second in uncomfortable
slence “Wdl,” | said to them, “1 talk to you later, okay?’

“Okay.” They returned to their work, and | scurried away. I'll talk to you later. People say that al the
time. Half thetime it’ s an untruth. We promise to come back so people won't carry on bad when we
leave.

Y ou know how it iswhen you go back to your old school as an adult? How everything |ooks the same,
but different? Children in the halways and the classrooms, but not the faces you expect to see? The Staff
workroom was like someplace that | used to know. That clack-clack sound: Myrtlein her ever-present
high hedls. She wore them even more than me. David Stowar waved at me as he rushed for the elevator.
He mouthed the word late. Asusua. And he was sneaking a coffee up to the information desk, as
always. | checked the schedule tacked up on the bulletin board. | had aworkroom period for the first
part of the morning. On the checkout desk after break. Good; | could ease into being back at work.
Mrs. Winter sat at her desk, her chair angled away from it. She had her foot up on one of thelibrary’s
whesled stepstools, with a cushion from the Children’ s Department under her ankle. She was pencilling
namesinto ablank schedule grid. She gave me alook as frosty as her name.

My desk was amess. Piled high with computer printouts of reservesthat hadn’t beenfilled. | threw the
strap of my purse over the back of my chair and got to work sorting.

“Y ou il looking after that little boy?’ asked Mrs. Winter.

“Last | checked, yes.”

“You didn’t leave him donefor the day?’

“He can’'t be more than three, Mrs. Winter. Y ou think | would leave atoddler home done?’ | started in
on the other pile on my desk: damaged books and CDs that couldn’t be given to the patrons who' d
reserved them.

“Beg pardon. It' sjust that your mothering days gone so long now. Easy to forget how to do it.”

“Nope. Likeriding abicycle.” One CD caselooked like somebody had dropped it into amug of
Ovdltine. “Or faling out of atree.” | hoped Mrs. Soledad had remembered not to sugar Agway’s
breakfast.

“Too besdes,” said Mrs. Winter, “you had Ifeoma so young!”

“Mm.” | was sixteen when | brought Ife to Auntie Pearl and Uncle Edward’ s house from the hospital.
Thefirst time| had to change her digper by mysdif, | cried for my mother. In those days, | had cried as
much as baby Ife.

Now | was at the pile of sticky notes fringing my inbox. Most of them were reserves questions that staff
members had taken from patrons.

Mrs. Winter scowled at her schedule, turned her pencil over, and erased something she’ d written there.
“It'slike the two of you raised each other,” she said.

“Mm.” Mr. Bailey wanted to know why his book on World War One heroes hadn’'t comein. Hewasa
war vet. He read only nonfiction books about soldiers. He' d been through every book we had on every
war going, and was on his second go-round. | looked up his card number on my terminal, reserved that
new biography on Desert Storm for him. He wouldn’t have read it yet. Millie Marshall wanted to know
when we' d be getting the new Laurdle Silver novel. Laurdle Silver had died five years ago and there was
now ateam of sx writers churning out breathless novels of sex and scandd amongst therich and
infamous under her name, yet they till couldn’t produce new titles quickly enough for Millie. | reserved a
Kely Sheldon and that new Carrie Jason novel for her; that’d hold her until Ms. Siver posthumoudly
committed bad prose again.

Mrs. Winter held the completed schedule sheet out to me. “ Chadtity, pin this up on the board for me,



nuh?’

“Cdamity.” | ¢ood and took it from her.

That chilly smileagain. “Y ou know how my head small, my dear. Can't get my mind around everything
you young people get up to nowadays. Changing your God-given names.”

The phone a my desk rang. It was David Stowar, caling from the information desk. “\We need you up
here, please.” Therewasasmilein hisvoice.

“Why?’ Only librariansworked at the info desk.

“Just come, nuh? And make sure you don’'t have any crumbs from breskfast on your shirt.”

“I had cocoa-teafor breskfast.”

“WEell, no cocoa stains, then. Those don't wash out for nothing. And come up here. Now.”

Mystified, | took the elevator up to the main floor. As| stepped out, | just had time to hear David say,
“That’sher,” before | was surrounded by reporters. Camera flashes started to go off. | tried to put my
hand up in front of my face. Someone took the hand and shook it.

“Sigter Lambkin,” said the woman, “I'm so pleased to meet you. Such a sdlfless act on your part.” The
woman looked alittle younger than me. Probably dougla, with that flowing black hair and those full
African lips. Speaky-spokey, too. Come from money. And wasn't that a Chandl suit? In this hest?

Oh, shit. It was Caroline Sookdeo-Grant. Shaking my hand. “What selflessact?’ | asked.

“Y ou plucked that little boy from the wavesin the middle of astorm—"

“Agway? But the storm was over by then. And he had already washed up onto—"

“Y ou kept him dive until the ambulance arrived—"

“When | got to him, hewasn't in any danger of being anything but dive.”

“And now that hisfamily has perished in that tragic accident, you' ve taken him into your home. Such
generosity, Sigter.”

“How you even come to hear about me?’ | asked her.

“Mrs. Sookdeo-Grant, Mrs. Lambkin, look thisway, please.”

We looked that way. Sookdeo-Grant grabbed my hand again in one of those disturbingly firm
handshakes. We smiled. “Y our daughter told me,” she said. “Wonderful person. Y ou must be very
proud of her.”

The flash went off. By the time my dazzled eyes could see again, Sookdeo-Grant was being escorted out
of thelibrary. Passers-by were calling out her name. She stopped, shook afew hands, smiled alot. Then
she stepped into the back of a nondescript beige car and was driven away.

More flashes popped, and someone stuck amicrophone that had the CNT logo on it in front of my face.
“Just look a me, not the camera,” said the cameraman. So of course, after that, | couldn’t see anything
but the camera. It wasavery big camera

“Look thisway, please,” said the reporter. She had that glamour that people get on them when they live
their livesontelevison. “ That’ sgood, Mizziz Lambkin. Now, tell the audience; how does Mr. Lambkin
feel about you bringing an orphan into your home?’

“Mr. Lambkin’sdead,” | replied. “ The funeral waslast Saturday.” My cell phonerang. | pulled it out of
my skirt pocket. “Hdlo?’

“Grandma?’

“Sanley?’

“Well, thereyou haveit, folks,” said the reporter into her microphone. The big camerawas pointed at her
now. “Not only did this brave woman throw hersdlf into araging seato save achild she didn’t know—"
“Grandma, you redly think akite would work?’

“—ghe did so on the way home from burying her husband, who had tragically passed away that same
day.”

“Theday before,” | said. “Only he wasn't my—"

“For my sciencefair project, | mean? Remember?’

“Just aminute, Stanley.”

“For Cayaba Nationd Tdevison, thisis Jane Goodright, reporting live from the main branch of the



Cayaba Public Library.”

“But he wasn't my husba—"

“Maybel could tie acamerato akite?’

“Don't beslly,” | said, eyeing the very large camerain front of me. “A camera s much too big.”
“Thank you so much, Mizziz Lambkin. Please Sgn thisrelease. It just saysthat you' re okay with us
putting thislittleinterview ontheair.”

| took the pen she handed me, and struggled to sign the release and juggle the cell phone at the same
time.

“A smal camera, Grandma. A disposable. Only | don’t know how to make it take the pictures from up
intheair.. . . Grandma?’

“Stanley, | cal you back later, okay?’ | handed the reporter back the piece of paper.

“But | need to decide now! | haveto tell my teacher by next period what my project isl”

“All right, dl right. I think akite would work fine. Wonderful idea. Cal metonight and we'll figure out
how to do it. Okay?’

“| can cometo thelibrary tomorrow?’

“Yes. I'll behere. | haveto go, Stanley.”

| snapped the phone shut and turned to tell the reporter the real story. She and the cameraman were
gone.

“I'm going to kill my daughter,” | said to David.

Helooked like he' d had avison. “That was Jane Goodright,” he whispered. “ Standing not two yards
fromme”

Theinfo desk phonerang. David answered it. “It’ sfor you,” he said. | took the receiver from him.
“Cdamity?’

“It just might be acaamity. For my wretched girl child, anyway.”

“Pardon?’ It was Gene svoice.

“Long story. Look, | not supposed to take persond calls at work. Y ou could make this quick?’
“Okay. You know that rusty cutlass| had the other day?’

“y e

“Wdll, | told you alittle untruth.”

“Gene, | need to get off the phone.”

“I found it in the cashew grove. It has Mr. Lambkin’s name on the handle.”

Ah, shit. How to explain that? No, it was okay. | had Gene half-convinced the cashews had always been
there. “And?’

David sad, “You think | should have asked Jane Goodright out? | hear she not seeing anybody.”
“I'mredly sorry,” said Gene. “ The lab found traces of blood and tissue on the blade.”

| dropped the receiver.

And what a piece of businesstrying to find someone to watch Agway for me for afew hourson
Thursday so | could spend time with Genel Three days aweek was all Mrs. Soledad could spare.
Ifeomawas going to ameditation class, or something like that; Clifton and Stanley were going to
Stanley’ sweekly karate practice. When | had lived in the little gpartment building on Lucy Street, and
Ifeoma had wanted watching, my neighbour Maxine was more than willing to do it, especidly if | kept her
up to date on my adventures with my latest boyfriend. What had happened to Maxine? | had lost touch
with her when | got the library job and moved into abigger apartment.

| knew Ev wasn't free. Wasn't going to ask Hector. | didn’t know him well enough. And besides, | kind
of had my eye on both him and Gene, soit didn’t seem right to ask him to babysit for me so | could go
and pitch woo with the other guy. Oh, so lovely to have prospects again!

But | had to eat dirt to get Agway a babysditter, and | knew it. | dialled the phone.

“Hdlo?

“Miched?’



“Yes, Cdamity.”

Uh-oh. | knew that flat tone. He was going to milk my blow-up for every drop of juice he could wring
out of it. “How you doing, Michagl ? Things good?’

“You have areason to cal me?’

Fuck. He was going to make this hard. | swallowed. “Wdll, yes.” Shit, thiswas like spitting out nails.
“I'msorry.”

“That’ sinteresting.”

“Michadl, cut me some dack, nuh?I’m sorry | said those thingsto you, okay?”

“Y ou said them to Orso, t00.”

“Okay. My gpologiesto him, too. Michad, | need your help.”

“Ah. So you're sorry because you need my help.”

“Yes, ... No! | just need someoneto babysit Agway for afew hours.” Damn. That didn’t sound too
good, either.

“Caamity, you can't try to make it up to usjust because you need a babysitter!”

| expected him to sound angry. | hadn’t expected him to sound hurt.

“I didn't meanit,” | mumbled. “Y ou know how my temper stay.”

“Truethat. And | haveto tell you; five yearswithout having to ded with your temper was five peaceful
years.”

Now hewas exasperating me. “You'reredly so sensitive, Michad 7’

“Of course. Don't you know, that’ swhat we faggots are like?’ he said bitterly.

| heard someone spesking to him. “Wait,” he said to me. “Hold on.”

| could hear the conversation, but | couldn’t make out the words. | could only sit there and feel bad.
Michael came back on theline. “When you need the sitter?’

| brightened up. “Six p.m.,” | replied. “I’ll probably be back home around eleven.”

More conversation with the other voice.

“Okay,” sad Michad. “You |l have agtter.”

“Thank you, sweetheart. Y ou dways come through for me.”

“I’m not coming.”

“But, Michad, you just said—"

“I’m not coming. Orso says he can babysit for you.”

Michad’ sfancy man? Alonewith Agway?*“But | don't—"

“Don't gart with me, Calamity. Y ou should thank your lucky stars he’ swilling to help you after how you
treated us.”

| had to ask. “Orso. . . he' sokay with children?’

“I don't even want to think about what you getting at with that little piece of velled contempt. So | going
to pretend | don’t understand you. If you had ever made the time to get to know him, you would know
that Orso isthe eldest of six brothers and ssters. When his parents were working, it's he looked after
them.”

“Hedid?’

“Orso know about feeding times and reading bed-time stories and wiping runny noses. Heknow all that
that | didn’t have no chanceto learn.”

Ifeomahad never spent asingle night in her father’ s care. | wouldn’t dlow it. Who knew what kinda
carousing he was getting up to? | wasn't going to put my baby into the middie of that.

“Orso say hewill see you five-thirty sharp. And now I’ m hanging up this phone. Good day, Caamity.”
The phone went dead. | put the receiver into its cradle. Back in the day, Michadl and me could never
stay on the outs for long. He would probably get over being upset. Probably.

Gene was Coming at Six. At five-fifteen, | still wasn't ready. | had showered and bathed both me and
Agway. | was powdered and perfumed, and | had tried on one outfit after the other, and none of them
worked. The green blouse made my belly look too fat. The lavender dress with the roses on it wastoo



dressy, plus| had to wear panty hosewith it or my legswould chafe, and | wasn't wearing no blasted
panty hosein thisheat. My armslooked too flabby in the striped t-shirt. And the black dacks just made
me ook old, old, old.

Agway was out in theliving room, singing aong with the theme song to hisfavourite television cartoon.
When he didn’t know the words—which was often—he made them up. Shoulda been funny, but | wasin
no mood. Actudly, | wasin quite amood. The four or five outfits spread out on the bed al looked like
crap on me. | was getting swestier and swestier and more and more miserable.

Someone knocked on the front door. | reached for my bathrobe, but Agway wasway ahead of me. |
could hear hisfeet pattering as he ran to the door.

“Agway!” | ydled. “Careful! You going to trip! And don’t open that door without me!” Damned child
had no native caution when it came to other people. Don't know what his parents had been teaching him.

Sure enough, by the time | had the bathrobe on and had made it to the front door, Agway had opened it
and was burbling happily a Orso. Orso was squatted down, talking back. “What isthat you say? Y es,
I’'m very pleased to see you, t00.”

Orso grinned as Agway threw himself into hisarms. He stood, swirled Agway around in the air. Man and
boy chortled. Then Orso saw me. “Excuse me, Agway.” He set the child down on hisfeet. “Good
evening,” he said to me. He stood with hisarms crossed, waiting.

Hewas wearing perfectly faded jeans, astylin’ pair of leather sandds polished to afare-thee-well, and
an impeccably ironed navy blue cotton shirt that made his dark skin gleam. It just wasn't right for aman
to be so well turned out. Made me fed frumpy. And he was waiting for meto say what | knew | had to
say. “Well, thank you for babysitting Agway for me. That’ sredlly generous of you.”

“Mm-hm. . .”

Man, | hated backing down! | nerved myself up for my apology, but Agway was having none of this
boring big people pa-

laver. He kept chattering at Orso, tugged at his hand to try to pull him into the living room.

Orso smiled at him and picked him up. “Lookslike he's happy with you,” he said.

“I'mtrying. It sgood having him here”

“And you looked like you were about to say something to mejust now.”

| closed my eyes, clenched my teeth. Twelve hundred pounds of pressure per squareinch. “I’'m. Sorry.”
| opened my eyes. He still had that expectant look. So | said, “1 behaved badly the other day.”
“Truethat.”

“I should have minded my manners,” | told himin arush. “Y ou and Michael were guestsin my house.”
Orso had more hair to pull than | did. Agway was yanking on it now and pointing into the living room,
urging him to come and see some wonderful thing or other. Orso laughed and disentangled his hand.

“Y ou not going to let me squeeze every ladt little drop of remorse from her, that it?” He put Agway to
stand and took his hand. “ Apology accepted,” he said to me. “For now. | tell you true, though; you on
sufferance with me. Michadl loves you so much he'll put up with any nonsense from you, but | won't let
anybody spesk to melikethat twice.” Then hetoddled off with Agway into the living room. | followed,
gpeechless. Michadl loved me?

In the living room, Agway dropped Orso’s hand and grabbed his latest toy—an old briefcase of
Dadda s—off the coffee table, and proceeded to demonstrate to Orso how he had learned to undo the
clasp, and how wdl chunky Dumpy (didn’t) fit ingde the dim briefcase.

Orso sat on the floor and got into the game with him, loading Agway’ stoysinto the briefcase and
struggling to doseit. That quickly became agame of tummy tickle, with Agway wriggling and laughing.
Orso looked up and saw my expression. He stood up.

“Calamity, we need to get one more thing out of the way right now.”

“What' sthat?’

“Men get me hot. Not children.”

My face warmed up, and it wasn't no blasted hot flash, neither. “ Okay,” | whispered, shame-facedly.



“Okay for true?’ he asked.

My face never did hide anything very well. He sighed. “Y ou know, you have the perfect good reference
for meif you want one.”

“Who?’

“Stanley. He been at our house dmost every Sunday for the past five years.”

Jedlousy knotted up my belly. “So | hear.” | checked my watch. “ Gene'slate”

“That'sagirl’ s prerogative.”

“If anarrow, dark-skinned man about our age knock on the door, that' s probably Gene. Y ou could just
tel him I’'m dressing?’

“Cool breeze”

| settled on the jeans and the green shirt. Sucked my tummy in and checked mysdlf out in the bedroom
mirror. Not too bad, if | kept the gut in. | got Agway’ s snack from the fridge and took it for him. He
plumped himself down on thefloor to edt it.

Orso was watching areality show. It looked like the one where bosses switched liveswith their
employeesfor amonth.

| sat on the arm of the couch. “Wejust going to Mrs. Smalley’s; you know, the chicken place?Y ou will
cdl meif anything happento Agway?’

“Yes, maam. Andif | can't get through to you on your cdl, | will ring for the ambulance, the Fire
Department, the Coast Guard, and hail any cute passing fishermen and beg them dl to come find you.”

| couldn’t helpiit. | giggled.

“What time Agway goesto bed?’

“Seven, saven-thirty. | find if you turn the lights down around then, he will start to get deepy.” Yay for
diurnd rhythms. “1 have some maami apple diced up in the fridge. If helooking peckish, you could give
him somefor asnack. Y ou help yoursdlf, too, dl right? Anything you want to egt. | curried some channa
and besef, and ther€’ srice boiled, and ground provisons. And I’ m babbling.”

“Nervous?’ He' d stood and was |ooking through the book-

sheves

“Yeah.” | checked my watch again.

“About me, or about your date?’

| snorted. “Y ou not easy, you know?’

Smadll, wary smile. “Take oneto know one.” He did two or three picture books off the shelf and brought
them back to the couch.

“Probably about both of you. More about him, though.” | pointed at one of the books. “ Cendrillon
missing pagefive. Not that Agway cantell.”

That smal smileagain. “Whenyou likethis, | can see why you and Mikey used to betight. He like us
hot-mouth people.”

“Y ou want the hot-mouth truth, then?1 hate it when you cal him *Mikey.” That'swhat | cal him.”
“That' s al the bite you got? That was only ginger hot, not scotch bonnet pepper hot.”

| Ssghed. “You right. Losing strength in my waning years, | suppose.”

“Don't fool yourself. Pepper sauce get hotter the longer you keep it. Agway, you want meto read you a
story? Oh, | see you understand theword ‘story.’. . . ”

| went and got myself a shawl from the bedroom, checked my makeup for the umpteenth time. When |
came back out, Orso and Agway were deep into a copy of Horton Hears a Who. Orso stopped
reading when he saw me.

“Y ou going to wear that blouse like that?’

“Likewhat?’ | tried to look down over my bosom.

“Pull it out of thewaist band lemme see?’

| did. He nodded. “ That suit you better.”

“Thank you.”

Someone knocked at the door. Agway scampered for it, Orso after him. Agway got therefirst and



opened the door. It was Gene. He d just come from work, was still wearing his uniform. Hot. My nipples
got pointy just looking a him.

He smiled at us. “ Good evening,” he said. | introduced him to Orso, re-introduced him to Agway, who
ducked behind my leg. Gene held out anew beach bdl, uninflated. It was red and white. “For Agway. |
could giveitto him?

Which made him Agway’ s new best friend, even though Agway didn’t have aclue what the ball was.

“| won't stay late,” | told him and Orso.

“Haveagood time.”

At Eighty-Seven Years Old, Mrs. Smaley of Mrs. Smalley’ s Chicken Boutique had passed away gently
in her degp one night. Her grandson Kevin ran the place now, and he knew better than to change the
name of the restaurant that had been a Cayaba tradition for so long.

Gene put the cafeteriatray with our fried chicken on it down on the table between us. “ They didn’t have
Pear Solo,” he sad. “ Shampasuit you?’

| nodded. | had to strain to hear him over the loud tumpa rhythms blaring from Mrs. Smalley’ s speakers,
the cash register saff yeling orders at the cooksin the back, the customers yelling orders at the cash
register staff. The place smelled of hot grease, fried chicken, and pepper sauce. | loved it here.

Gene sat down and contemplated the plate on histray: four pieces of chicken, about three potatoes
worth of french fries, atub of coledaw, and two bottles of sorrdl. “How you manageto eat dl that?’ |
asked him.

“Y ou should see meif | don't. Y ou think I’ m skinny now?’

“Lean, not skinny.” But it'sliel wastdling. Hewas skinny.

A hot flash came and went. | scarcely noticed it in the heat from the restaurant stoves. But | did notice
the balsawood glider plane that appeared in the air near the celling of the restaurant and began spiraling
down. “Excuseme,” | said to Gene. | stood, pushed my chair back, caught the plane by itsbody. Only a
small boy sitting at atable beside his mummy seemed to have noticed. His mouth was hanging open. |
winked a him.

Nine years old when | got the Pigeon glider. Not asfancy as Stanley’ s, no motor or remote control. As|
remembered, the wings and tail fins dipped neetly out of the body soit could dl lieflat. | tucked the
piecesinto my handbag and sat back down.

“Everything al right?” asked Gene, busy shovelling coledaw into hismouth.

“Totdly fine. | just needed to stretch my legs out abit.”

The small boy was tugging on his mother’ s deeve and pointing a me, but she was watching the latest
Roger Dodger music video on the television, rocking her head in time to the music.

| bit into one of my chicken legs. The skin was crispy, and the meat was hot, peppery, and tender. The
juice burst from it into my mouth. “Damn, | was hungry. | wonder what they put in the chicken to makeiit
tagte like this?’

“Ground dlspice,” he said through amouthful of coledaw. “In the breading.”

“How you know?’

Hegrinned. “I’m an officer of the nation, ma am. People have to tel methings.”

“Oh, yes? Wdll, I'm acitizen of the nation and it’s people like me you' re protecting, right? So tell methis,
Officer; why you took the cutlass from the house without my permisson?’

Hislook was sharp. “Not from the house. We were outside.”

“Frommy premises, then. Don't try to twist words on me. Why you looking into my dead parents
private busness?”’

His head came up. His eyes were narrowed. “Come again? | don’'t exactly need your permission to do
my job.”

“Uh-huh. Y ou mean somebody re-opened the case? And your superiors put you onit?’ | leaned across
the table and hissed, “ And was fucking me on my father’ sfunera day part of your investigation?’
Heflinched. “No, no, and no,” he said, shame-faced. “Besides, if they re-opened it, would be the police



handling it, not the Coast Guard. Tell you thetruth, | just got amind to look into your mother’s
disappearance. On the Side, you know? In private.”

“Why? Anybody ask you?’

“Y ou know how sad Mr. Lambkin remained, long after your mother left? Some evenings| would go
there after school for lessons, and he would gtill bein the pyjamashedept in dl night. Sink full up of dirty
dishes. Eating peanut butter right from the jar, with hisfingersif he couldn’t find aclean spoon.
Couple-threetimes| did the dishes for him and got him some cooked food.”

Theold guilt. “Crap. | figured he was having a hard time. But in those days he wasn't talking to me.”

“I not giving you Static over it. After | lost touch with him for so many years?I’m just saying, it's because
of Mr. Lambkin’s coaching that | madeit into collegeat dl. It' shewhy | havethisjob. Soif | can usethe
toolsthe job give meto clear hisname, well, maybe | oweit to himto try. But | will stop right now if you
want meto.”

Christ. Thefood didn’t taste so good any more. “Not much hope of clearing his name now, though. Not
with blood on the cutlass blade.”

He saw my face, and held out hishand for mine. | couldn’t find my serviettes. Oh, those awkward socid
moments; lick the chicken grease off and then put my hand in his? Put my greasy hand in hisand hope he
didn’t notice?

He quirked asmile at me and gave me acouple of his serviettes.

“Thanks.” | cleaned my hand. He took it.

“All right,” hesaid. “Look mein my face, now. You mustn't fret.”

“But. . . onthe cutlass—"

“I don't even really know whét it isyet. Might not be human.”

“How you mean?’

“The sampleisold, and therewas only little bit of it. It might have been contaminated with other things
that were on the blade. They not sure whether it's human or animal.”

It waslike | could breathe again. “Y ou think it might be anima?’ Hiseyeswere hazd. | hadn’t noticed
that before.

“He used that cutlassfor dl kinds of things, right?’

“Truethat. Even to chop up the chicken for dinner. Mummawas aways after himto washit.” | dmost
told him about the sealskin. | hadn’t found the time or privacy to burn it after al. | decided not to borrow
trouble. If the stuff on the blade turned out to be sedl, | would crossthat bridge when | reached it.

“Wall, that'smost likely what it is.” Helet my hand go, got back to his supper. “Nobody ever found a
body—sorry—that might have been your mother’s. So maybe she just ups and left allyou that night.”
“Maybe,” | said bitterly. With my fork, | paddled around in my coledaw.

“So, if you give me permission, | would try to find out where she used to go, who she used to hang out
with. Seeif | can turn up anything the Police missed.” He smiled. “Bekindaniceto rub their facesinit.
Up to you, though. | not going to do anything unlessyou say.”

Hewas on histhird piece of chicken. Most of the fries were gone.

“Chrigt. Watching you est islike watching a Hoover vacuum.”

He grinned and kept chewing. | opened my tangerine Shampa. In the years before the company specified
that it was supposed to be tangerine, me and Michagl used to try to guess what fruit the “red fruit
flavour” on the labdl was meant to be. Lime? June plum? Shaddock? | took asip of the yellow-green
drink. No. Still didn't taste a bt like tangerine.

“They werefighting,” | said. “Mummaand Dadda. That night.”

Genedidn’'t seem to change his steady, focussed attack on thefood at dl, but something about him came
fully dert towhat | was saying. “Fighting? What about?’

“| don't know, some big-people something. They used to fight every now and again.”

“Heever hit her?’

“No. Hewould strap meif | crossed him. West Indian tough love. But he never touched Mumma. He
wasn't that kind of man.” | laughed. “Though | think he would havelost if he had been foolish enough to



take Mummaon. She wastaler than him, and wider. She used to joke she could pick him up and carry
him out of aburning building if shehadto. But | don't think it was completely joke.”

“They used to fight plenty?”

“No. Just every so often.”

“ And what would happen then?’

“Mummawould thresten to leave. Daddawould tell her to fed free. Sometimes she would go out for a
few hours”

“Towhere?

“I don’'t know. For awalk, probably. To cool down. Little more, she would come back. They would
talk. By next morning, they would be laughing and joking with each other again.”

Gene studioudy poured ketchup on hisfriesin aspiral pattern. “Kiss and make up?’

| nodded. “1 guess. But sometimes she would stay out overnight instead.”

He put the ketchup bottle down and looked at me. “A whole night?’

On thetelevision, the music programme ended. Timefor the news. Good. Now | would be ableto hear
mysdf think.

“Yeah,” | said, “awhole night. Shewould row over to the big idand, stay with rdatives. Sometimestwo
nights, till her anger blow over. Gene, what if you find out that he killed her in truth?”

Hisface crumpled. “1 don’t even want to think about that. | want him to be the hero in my mind, you
know? The man who made the world make sensefor me.” Hewas slent for ahbit. “But thetruth is, if we
find out he was guilty, nobody know but you and me.”

| sputtered on my Shampa. He said it so camly.

“But we couldn’'t do that!” | said. “Wewould haveto let the authorities know!”

Some of the spark came back. “ Sweetheart, | am the authorities.”

“Not you one! Not al by yoursdf!” My heart was thumping at that “ sweetheart,” but thiswas more
important.

Gene gave me along, measuring look. “Y ou something e se, you know that?’ He sounded bemused.
“You cusslike asalor, you have atemper like acrocodile, but you more honest than any judge | know.”

My face was heating up. “ That not any virtue to speak of. The honesty, | mean. Only backtracking. | do
it because my firg impulseistolie”

“How you mean?’

“Y ou ever try being anineteen-year-old single mother in this country?’

“Nah, man. Maybewhen | retire.”

| threw aserviette a him. He laughed.

“Serious, though,” 1 said. “ A teenager on her own with athree-year-old on her hip, and no baby father in
sght. Try renting an gpartment. Getting afucking bank account.”

He shrugged. “All legd. Nothing to prevent you.”

“Man, you know better than that. Or iswhat kind of officer of the law you are?’ | was waving my
Shampa bottle around in the air to make my point. | kissed my teeth, put down my bottle. “Nineteenisin
between. Y ou can’t drink booze yet, but you old enough to have a child walking and talking. Try to get a
driver’ slicence, they either want to know where your husband or where your parents. And when you
can't produce ether, you going to wait till you drop while they check every friggin piece of i.d. you have,
and call your job, and verify your Sgnature. Y ou ever try waiting in abank line-up with a
three-year-old?’

Helaughed. “Yeah. | can match you there.”

| redised | didn’t know plenty about him. Cool breeze; he would get his grilling later. * People have away
tojudgeyou. That'sal I'm saying.” Remembering those times was making me grumpy.

“Truethat. But what it have to do with being honest?’

For asecond, | didn’t know what he was talking about. Then | remembered. “ Oh. That. Sorry. Forgetful
nowadays. | just mean that | got good at lying. | would tell people my husband working in foreign. Or



that Auntie Pearl was my mother. Sometimes| even pretended that Ifeomawas my little Sster.”
Sometimes | would pretend | wasn’t Ifeoma’ s mother.

| managed to keep talking. “But then my conscience would start pronging me,” | told him. “And | would
take back thelie, but sometimes people will get on so bad when they find out you tricked them thet it
would have been better to just leave them ignorant. So now | try to tell the truth right off the bat. Stand
tall, look peoplein the eye, and tell them about me. If they going to make trouble for me because of it,
best | find out onetime, so | don't have nothing more to do with them.” But my little girl had heard me
telling people that shewasn't mine.

“And how you figure that’ s not avirtue?’

| gave an embarrassed laugh. “Because sometimes| il tell alie, and haveto take it back afterwards.”
Hewasn't paying attention. He was looking at the television. | turned to see what was so absorbing. The
announcer was saying:

“...race heated up this morning, when prime minister Garth Johnson and minister of Foreign
Trade and Economic Affairs Guinevere Poon announced the date of the ribbon-cutting ceremony
to officially open the new Gilmor Saline, Incorporated, plant that has recently been completed on
theisland of Dolorosse.

“Last year, reduced restrictions on foreign investment in Cayaba made it possible for the Johnson
government to lease the small island of Dolorosse to Gilmor Saline. The U.S.-based company,
which has operated a salt production factory on the main island of Cayaba since 1955, has
created artificial salt ponds and constructed a second factory on the southwest coast of
Dolorosse.”

The shot cut to Johnson at his press conference. He was saying:

“ Cayaba citizens deserve a high-quality standard of living—"

“Damn right!” awoman from another table burst out. The woman with her shushed her.

“—to provide well for their families. That has been and will always be my priority for this
country. For more than five decades, Gilmor Saline has been a key partner with the gover nment
of Cayaba, providing employment for a significant proportion of the Cayaba population. This new
venture

between us is a tangible demonstration of the exemplary cooperation that exists between Cayaba
and Gilmor Saline.”

“ As part of the agreement between Gilmor Saline and the Cayaba government,” said the
announcer, “ the corporation will provide three new, state-of-the-art waterbuses to increase service
on the ferry route, and is currently building towers and installing antennae on Dolorosse to boost
cell phone reception for Dolorosse residents.”

“That'sthepart | like” | told Gene.

“ Opposition leader Caroline Sookdeo-Grant was on hand for comment. She applauded the
increased employment that the second plant has brought and congratulated the prime minister in
that regard. She also joked about the apparently strategic timing of the ceremony, which will take
place just three days before the upcoming election. But speaking on a more serious note, Mrs.
Sookdeo-Grant also had a caution for the prime minister.”

Now we were seeing Sookdeo-Grant at the press conference, with the noise and bustle of people milling
around her. She said: “ Cayaba should be moving very carefully in any dealings we make with
foreign multinationals or accepting more foreign aid. The FFWD demands that we reduce trade
restrictions as a condition of lending us money. This allows foreign multinational s such as Gilmor
Saline to grow unchecked in our country, forcing small farmers out of business. What will happen
to the independent small salt farms on Dolorosse and the other islands? Will they be priced out of
business? Forced to seek work in the Gilmor Saline factory for minimum wage?”

“Tell them!” shouted an old East Indian man sitting aone with the paper and a Banks beer.

“Mr. Ramld, hush, nuh?’ said Kevin Smdley’ swife from over by the cash register. She pointed &t the
televison. “Ligen.”



The announcer was saying, “ Mrs. Sookdeo-Grant says that should her party win the upcoming
elections, it intends to implement programmes to foster small business growth.”

Thedin in the restaurant got worse as people began to argue.

“And in other news. . .

Gene gtill watching the blasted television. “Like that tv have you hypnotized,” | said. Hejust pointed at it
with hischin.

“ Opposition party leader Mrs. Caroline Sookdeo-Grant paid a visit today to a remarkable
woman.”

Crap. It was me on the television, looking stunned and shaking Sookdeo-Grant’ s hand.

Genesad, “You know, | just had afeding you were aremarkable woman.”

“ .. .leapt into the rough seas off Dolorosse on Sunday, to save the life of a little boy in the
water.”

In the restaurant, awoman caled out, “L ook her there!” Shewas pointing a me.

The announcer said, “ Mrs. Lambkin, a recent widow, had buried her husband only the day before. .

| put my head in my hands. From insde my handbag, my cell phone started ringing.

One, Two, Three, Four, Five. Sx. Today Alexander Tremaine counted six monk sealsin the
Zooquarium where five were supposed to be. But Crab Cake was not one of them. She was missing.
Alexander closed hiseyes. Shewould be back in afew days. They awayswere.

And the hdll with theincident report. Management had never responded to a single one of them.
Alexander made anoteto get in extrased chow. Heaven only knew how many seelswould bein the
enclosure tomorrow.

“WOI.” Hector threw down the sandpaper and wiped his brow with the back of his hand. He was sitting
on an upturned bucket in the back yard, fixing up thetricyclelike he' d promised. “1 just need to tighten
up that back wheel now, and put on a coat of paint.” He was swesting in the hot sun.

“I redlly appreciate your doing this, you know?’ | poured him aglass of pinegpplejuice from the frosty
jug I’d brought out, with plenty ice cubes. He pushed the container of fried ripe plantain that he’ d brought
with him closer tome.

“Don’t mention it. It sagood thing for Agway to have.”

Hector was being friendly enough, but alittle cool. Hadn't been smart of me, going off on Michadl and
Orso like that with Hector to witnessit. | wasworking hard to regain lost ground.

Agway brought his sippy cup back for more. Without the seaito cool him off, the heat was making him
weary and fractious. I’ d put a blanket down for him just inside the kitchen door where he' d bein the
shade but | could till keep an eyeon him. | tried again to offer him some plantain, but he pushed my
hand away. He had his own snack.

Hector sucked down about haf his glass one time and hel ped himsdlf to some fried plantain. He opened
up the paint can and got back to work.

I munched on some of the plantain dices mysalf. A flock of spoonhbillsflew over us. Hector waiched
them. “They kindapade,” hesad.

“Those must be the ones from the lagoon. No shrimp there to make them pink.”

Hector shook hishead. “Y ou impressme.”

“What? Why?’

“Plenty people wouldn't know that it’ s shrimp that gives the roseste spoonbill its colour.”

“Stanley knows.”

“I not surprised. They say thefruit don't fal far from the tree. Ifeomahasamind like yours, too.”

“Ife? Y es, she' spretty smart. And curious. Just flighty-flighty.”

“Very smart. And pretty. Cayabais something else, you know? Everywhere you turn, something else
precious and rare.” Not looking & me, he smiled. Lawdamercy. Thistime, the hest | was feding was't



from no hot flash.

He glanced inside the kitchen, and his face took on an expression somewhere between horror and
disgust. “ Cdamity, what isthat child egting?’

“His afternoon snack. Shrimps.” Tailor-sat on the kitchen floor with hisbowl, Agway was happily tearing
each shrimp out of its cuticle shell with histeeth, chewing it down, and swalowing the yellow matter out
of the head. He had agrowing pile of empty shrimp shells on thefloor beside him.

“He eating them raw?’

“Apparently helikesthem likethat.”

“Wadll, best he eat hisfill now,” he said. “ The day might come soon that you have to watch how much fish
you eat from Cayabawaters.”

“Why?

He pursed hislipslike he was trying to make up his mind about something. “Y ou could keep a secret?’
he asked.

“Man, you asking a 'Y aban if they know how to be close-mouthed? This whole country would collapse if
people didn’t mind whose business they talk.”

Ruefully, he said, “So | coming to find out. All right. Y ou know I’ m trying to figure out how
Mediterranean monk seals come to be here.”

“Yegh”

“It'snot the only thing I’'m doing. Y ou shouldn’t tell anyone, you understand? There might not even bea
problem. Don't want to frighten people before we know for sure.”

“Y egh, yeah. Just blasted well tll me, nuh?’

“I'm spying on Gilmor Sdine”

“Youkidding!”

“Nolie”

“Why?

“They might be dumping therr bitternillegdly.”

“Tharwha?’

“Bittern. That’ swhat get leave behind when you manufacture salt. Every pound of sat give you apound
of bittern. And bittern in high levelsistoxic. Gilmor Saline supposed to dilute it three hundred to one with
water and pipeit way out to sea. Wethink they releasing it strong just so into the waters around
Cayaba.”

“Oh, shit.” Thewater the seapeoplelived in. | took Agway’s bowl from him, though he'd aready
finished the shrimps and had curled up on his blanket to nap. “1 should make him vomit them up?’ |
remembered the sound little Ife had made when | put my finger down her throat.

“Nah, man. Would take plenty plenty bittern to make him sick. It sedible in reasonable amounts. It's
what they use to make tofu.”

“Thank heaven for that.” | put the shellsinto a plastic bag and threw them in the garbage.

“Mightn’'t be anything to worry about,” Hector said. “In fact, the sdt plant is good for wading birds; they
eat the brine shrimp and so on you find in some of the evaporation ponds. But Gilmor can’t pump toxic
levelsof bittern too close to shore. Y ou know the fishermen been complaining from since that the fish
getting scarce? Y our Fisheries Department been checking it out, and it’ strue. Thirty percent reductionin
some stocks.”

“Shit. Y ou find out whether they dumping it for true?”

He shook his head, frowning. “ Composition of the water around Cayabais norma one day, and too high
in bittern the next. The outlet pipes from both processing plants lead to deep water like they supposed to.
But il the fish stocks going down. | been trying to find out if it' saffecting the sedls. And | can't get a
good count on the blasted things to save my life! Different numbers every three days. Making me crazy!
Nothing wrong with my instruments. | using the same procedure | use every time. Worked in Turkey,
worked in Hawai’i. It sjust asimple census! Should be easy!”

He took off hist-shirt and mopped his brow with it. He had the kind of tubby barrel-body | likedin a



man. And skin that made you want to lick it. I poured him some more pine drink. “I don’t know much
about you,” | told him. *'Y ou have apoor, long-suffering wife waiting on dry land for you while you spend
your nights out on the water watching the sedls?’

He glanced a me, kept painting. “No wife,” he said.

“Oh.”

“Or girlfriend @ther.”

“Oh”

“My ex-wiferemarried last year. | guess she got over mefaster than | got over her.”

“Oh!” Nothing to worry about, then. | poured mysdlf some drink, shifted over alittle closer to him. Wasl
even histype? Was | coming on like some of them old women trying to pose as twenty-one? Damn; this
used to be so much eesier.

Helooked into my eyes. Hah. Bet you | knew what that sultry gaze meant. We were playing on my court
now. He said, “Y ou not easy to figure out, you know.”

“Lady hasto keep some mystery about herself.”

“| seethe Sde of you that’ s smart, and generous, and funny. The side that could sing ‘ Jane and Louisa
together with a stranger, just to keep ascared little boy from being more scared.”

| sketched amock bow from the waist up. “ Thank you, Sir. | do my best.”

“Well, don't dig nothin’, but you have kind of an ugly sidetoo, you know.”

But wait. “ How you mean?’

“Wadll, theway you talked to Michadl and Orso.”

Pay it light, Cdlamity. “Oh, that!” | said with aguilty giggle. “1 redly went overboard, nuh true?’

“Yegh”

“Hormones,” | said. “Y ou know how it iswith women sometimes.” Let him think | meant my period.
Hedidn't look up from his painting. “ Those were some rahtid hormones.”

Chuh. Man barely out of little boy short pants, and he scolding me? Second wrong note he had hit. Three
drikesand you out, Migter. All right; for that behind, I’d give him four strikes. “Hector, | can’t tdll you
how sorry | am | subjected you to such ascene.”

“Not just me. All of us”

Watch it, son. Y ou easing towards number four. “Y eah. And now I’ m just embarrassed, you know?’
Coy it up, warm him up. “ Sometimes I’ m not so very smart after all.”

He nodded! The bastard man nodded! “Y ou been really nice to me, Calamity. Inviting meto visit,
introducing meto your family. | would like for you and meto be friends.”

“Mm-hmm. ..

He looked unhappy. “ So | need to speak plain,” he said.

| had an uncomfortable fedling in the pit of my stomach. “Go on.”

“You see” hesaid, “thisthing not joke in the Caribbean. | learned the hard way to keep my distance
from people who have a problem with me being bisexud.”

It' slike somebody threw cold water on me. | froze right where| sat. “What?’

He gave aregretful shrug. “When | heard how you talked to Orso and Michael the other day—"
“You'regay? Just like Miched 7’

He looked perplexed. “ Y ou redly didn’t understand the joke the rest of us were making the other day?|
like men and women. Mary and Joseph. True alittle bit more Mary than Joseph nowadays, though that
have away to change.”

Stupid, stupid, Caamity. Shame. | blurted out, “And | just ate from the same dish asyou?’

And for thefirst time, | saw Hector Goonan get angry. He jammed the lid back onto the paint, hammered
it on with the handle of the brush. He dammed the lid back onto the container that the fried plantain had
beenin. “Let mejudt take this back with me then, snce my contaminated lipstouched it.”

| stood up. “I don’t know why you getting on so bad,” | said, my voice trembling with fury. “It’snot you
who got lied to.”

His hands were shaking as he put away histools. “I never lied to you. Who have earsto hear will hear. |



saditright in front of you only afew daysago.”

“And how | was supposed to understand that two-faced chat the four of you were doing?’ | hated the
tears running down my face, hated the weakness they showed.

He stood up. “Y ou know, you don’t make it so easy for a person to speak plain.” He headed round the
sde of the house towards the front yard. | followed him.

“You'resck!” | snarled at him. “ Can’'t even make up your mind. Going back and forth from women to
men, Spreading diseases”

He stopped so suddenly | amost ran into him. He turned to face me. “Actudly,” hesaid inalow,
dangerousvoice, “ | know I’m not sick. Get tested every year, use barrier protection. | bet you money
you don't do the same.”

The memory of Gene' s naked cock diding into me betrayed me. Words stuck in my throat.

Hector saw my face fdl. He kissed histeeth. “| thought so,” he said. “ So it seem to methat you' re the
one who stand a chance of putting your lovers at risk, not me. It’s people like you why | make sureto
uselatex. Youtdl you last lover yet that he should get tested?”’

And he dung hisbag over his shoulder, turned on his hedl, and walked away.

| found my voice. “Faggot!” | cried. He kept on walking. | followed. “ Anti-man! Dirty, stinking, lying hen
I” My voice cracked on the last word. | was crying so hard that | had trouble getting my breath.
Everywhere| turn, another one of those nasty men, thiefing away any joy in my life. It' s like somebody
curseme.

What right he had to be angry? | wasthe injured party! Me!

On the big ship one of the sailors who brought them the thin pap that was their only food was an
Igbo man. He joked that the whites were cannibals who were going to eat them. It could be true.
Why else truss people up like chickens for the market?

Every few days the sailors would open the hatch, cursing and holding their noses against the
smell. It was the only time when the people got a glimpse of sky, a sip of fresh air. The sailors
would remove the dead and dying. The more that died, the more space for those remaining. The
dada-hair lady was heartsick at the relief she felt when another body was removed. The Igbo
sailor described how they threw the dead bodies over the side, how large fish with sharp teeth
wer e following the ship now, waiting for their next meal.

After a lifetime of a misery she could never have imagined before this, the sailors came down one
day and took them out of the hold, those who could stand. So long the dada-hair lady’s eyes had
been yearning for the sight of the sky, but now the light pierced them like knives. Fresh, cool air
to breathe made the dada-hair lady feel almost drunk.

The men had been brought out of their section of the hold, too. So thin they were, and
weak-looking! The dada-hair looked at her own arm. Yes, the flesh had wasted.

The sailors sluiced them down with buckets of salted water. The water made her shiver. The salt
stung the chafed skin on her wrists and ankles where the shackles rubbed.

There was a child near her, maybe eight years old. She hadn’t seen him before. It d been too dark
in the hold. He dragged two empty shackles where his fellows should have been. He shook and
blubbered with his fear, and wailed softly in his language. The dada-hair lady didn’t know what
he said, but “ Mamma” would be a likely bet. She knelt. Her two shackle-mates had to kneel with
her. She took the boy in her arms. He came, wriggling his way in among the chains binding her
wrists, hungry for loving touch, histiny body like chicken bones wrapped in skin. He had weeping
yaws on hislegs.

The sailors doused everyone with oil, signalled for them to rub themselves down. The dada-hair
lady rubbed oil into her skin, and into the little boy’s. It made them gleam, as though they were
healthy. “ Maybe they’ll throw perfume on us next?” joked Belite, who had lain beside her in the
hold. She was a young Arada woman. They were Igbos and Ewes and Aradas in that place.



Different languages, different ways, but they had been learning each other’ s speech in the long
dark misery of their days.

The scrawny boy fell adeep in the dada-hair lady’s arms.

There were tree branches floating in the water, birds perched on the sails. There was a shadow on
the horizon. The white man who looked like the boss man was conferring with another, looking at
a sheet of paper. They pointed at the shadow and babbled their nonsense talk. They frowned, and
the sailors near them looked nervous. Was that land? She had to do something soon.

Truth was, she hadn’t reckoned what she was going to do. All she could think was poison. For
them all to take poison to shunt them into the world beneath the waters.

If she were at home, and free, she could easily have found the ingredients to make a strong dose.
But she had nothing here, only the chancy power of the blood in her, and starving on the ship, she
hadn’t been bleeding. But some few days ago, their rations had been increased. Now she was only
constantly a little hungry, not half-fainting her days through from starvation.

Aflurry in the water beside the ship caught the dada-hair lady’ s eye. Efiok—the Efiok whose
place in the hold was two souls over from hers—she saw it, too. She looked to the dada-hair lady,
jerked her chin in the direction of the disturbance in the water. The dada-hair lady moved a little
closer to the edge.

At first the dada-hair lady could see nothing. Then her soul leapt in her breast; a head,
grey-brown with curious black eyes, staring after the ship! Had one of their band jumped, then?
Then the person dove down into the water. The dada-hair lady had only a brief glimpse of its body
slipping bent as a sickle forward into the sea. It was cylindrical, curved, and fat with good food.
Sea cow? Seal? At home, the older people sometimes talked about sea cows who lived in the
coastal waters, how you shouldn’t look directly at them, lest they drag you down to the depths
with them for your presumption. The dada-hair lady had never seen one up close, but the
fishermen described them: they stole fish from their nets. Momi Wata, thought the dada-hair lady
respectfully to the thing she’ d seen, beg you please take amessage to Uhamiri for me. Tell her we
need her help here. Tell her | am hers. | pledge to dwaysfaithfully be hers, but please would she help us
now, before we land and the white people eat us. The dada-hair lady peered at the water, but she
couldn’t see any sign of the sea cow, or whatever it had been. Her heart ached for what she’'d
promised: the women who were called to serve Uhamiri remained barren.

But she’d made her plea, and her pledge. The dada-hair lady held the boy' s small shivering body
and whispered in his shell of an ear, “ Soon. Something will happen.” 1t must.

Agway tried to go on tippy toesto reach for the kitchen sink, but the cast was cramping his style.

“I' know what you want,” | told him. “Let’ sset you up firgt, dl right?’

| carried him into the bathroom and got the fancy neoprene cast protector out of the cupboard under the
snk. The hospita had giveniit to me, and it was awonderful thing. Back in the kitchen, | sat him on the
floor. He watched gravely as| covered his cast with the cast protector, attached the air bulb, and
pumped dl theair ouit.

“Now you ready to go.” | took al the breakable dishes out of the sink and lifted him up onto the counter
50 he could St with hisfeet in the sink. “Here.” | gave him the soap and acloth. With aserious|ook, he
turned on the tap, dabbled hisfeet in the water, and set about washing the dishes. He loved doing it.

He' d make some woman awonderful husband.

Not like certain men, playing Mr. Sengtive but dl thetime having it both ways.

| peeled and grated raw Irish potato into asmall pot for porridge for Agway’ s bregkfast. | tossed ina
cinnamon stick, filled the pot with water and put it to boil.

Stringing people dong until they make fools of themsalves.

| put two eggs on to boil for me, and started frying up bacon for me and Agway. It was the one kind of
mesat he would tolerate cooked.

Getting vexed at people when they go off on you. | turned the bacon over and over in the pan, trying to



scrub theimage out of my mind of me sweet-talking Hector when dl thewhile. . . but it kept popping up
to shameme,

Foul-smdlling smoke was rising from the frying pan. | was turning burnt bacon with my spatula. “ Shit!” |
twisted the heat did to off. It came away in my hand. | screamed and threw it out the open window. “He
can just go and take aflying fuck a arolling doughnut!” 1 sobbed.

“Flying fuck,” repested Agway with perfect diction as he poured water from abowl over hislower legs.
He even got the L right. He' d been having trouble with the letter L.

“Oh, great. Just don't say that in front of Evelyn tonight, al right?’

Screw the bacon. | boiled another egg. | could persuade Agway to eat an egg if | mashed it and put
enough butter init. | puréed the porridge in the blender, added milk and adab of butter. Threw my eggs
onto a plate with amound of salt and black pepper beside them, and buttered coupl e-three dices of
harddough bread for the two of us.

| was scraping his mashed egg into hisbowl when | heard arustle behind me. Agway had climbed down
off the counter. Even with the cast, the damned boy was agile as amongoose. He had fished the
eggshells out of the garbage and was holding them wadded in hisfist, except for the one he was chewing.

“Agway! Bad!” | flicked the broken eggshell out of hismouth. “Y ou mustn’t do that! Y ou understand
me? No playing in the garbage!”

He dready knew when | wastelling him he had done wrong, but | could see that the poor soul couldn’t
understand what | was scolding him for. | sighed. 1 can’t wait for you to learn more than seven words of
English.” | washed his mouth out and found away to close the garbage can that he couldn’t figure out;
not yet, anyway. | sat him at the table and persuaded him to eat his egg, spoonful by spoonful, out of the
spoon, not with his hands. That battle cameto adraw.

What did Hector looked like when he. . .> | got amentd flash of Hector and another man (who looked a
bit like Michad) touching, hugging, their lips meeting. | shut theimage down quickly. It mocked me. It
looked too much like my secret, voyeur fantasies.

| needed some digtraction from this black mood. | took us out into the living room and put on an old
DVD: A Shark' s Tale. Aseach moviefinished, | fed another oneinto the player: Sukey and the
Mermaid, Lilo & Stitch VII, In the Time of the Drums.

Eventually | got up and began tucking books away. | cleaned up abit. Place needed to look good for
Evdyn'svigt thisevening.

While Agway was preoccupied with amovie and histoys, | set up a card table on the porch with one of
the stacks of Dadda’ s papers on it. He had more documents stashed everywhere in the house. Sorting
hislifewas going to be ajob and a hdf.

Then | hauled Agway out to the front yard and showed him how to usethetricycle. He got thetrick of it,
and pretty soon he was zooming around the yard, hunting down the tiny green lizards and yelling ashe
did. I just prayed he wouldn't actudly catch any of thelizards; with hislove of raw food, | didn’t want to
see what he would do withit. | flipped through Dadda’ s papers. Old water bill receipts: toss. Credit card
information: keep, so | could cance them.

“Child, come away from my tomato plants!” Blasted boy hadn’t learned yet that the green ones gave him
abellyache. His nappy needed changing, too. | plucked him off thetricycle he'd just deliberately crashed
into my tomato plants. | took him up onto the porch and stood him on hisfeet in front of me. He had a
saggy diaper, dirt on his hands and knees, more smeared across hisface, and little tomato seeds drying
around hismouth. “What | going to do with you, enh?’

Hetried to go back down the porch stairs. “Wait, hang on!” | grabbed him up by his middle and took
him, kicking, into the bathroom.

Using thetoilet asabench, | sat with himin my lap, stripped off his digper and wiped him clean. Hewas
beginning to get the hang of toilet-training. He didn't like having adirty nappy.

| tossed the soiled toilet paper into the bowl. “Y ou want to flush?’ | asked him.

He grabbed the handle on the toilet and yanked on it with al hisweight. Then he leaned over the bowl to



watch the magic. He was fascinated by the toilet, where you could make water run on command. Twice
now |’ d caught him trying to climb into the bowl. When he wasn't doing that, he was flushing it, over and
over.

Good thing I’ d been too lazy to take the cast protector off. Oneless step to do. | changed into my bath
suit, grabbed two towds, and ran after Agway, who had scampered out of the bathroom, clonk-slap on
his one bare foot and the one with the cast on. | caught up with himin the living room. “Tuck!” he
protested as | took him back out to the yard.

“Y ou can play with your truck later. | have something e se for you right now.” | set the sprinkler on
Dadda’ s miserable excuse for alawn, and made sure | could seeit from the porch. | turned it onto
“oscillate” Agway’ s eyes got round as the moon when he saw the water come out. Soon he was dashing
back and forth through the water, naked as any egg, screeching with glee. He used his dl-fours wolf
lope. That leg must be hedling, if he could do that. | played catch with him in the sprinkler for awhile,
then | left him Sitting under the sprinkler shower, trying to pull up lawn grass by itsroots. | was exhausted.
Not even lunch time, and awhole day ahead of me of Agway being rambunctious. | returned to the
porch, dried off, and kept going through Dadda s things.

Mortgage papers for the house on Blessée: keep, for nostalgia s sake; the insurance money done spend
long time ago. Card Chadtity had given Daddafor histhirtieth birthday: toss, and stop sniffling. Thena
legal-sze document. The paper had aged to yellow.

| leafed through the dog-eared sheets. There was a section that described a business plan. Apparently,
Dadda had wanted to grow cashews and sdll and distribute cashew products. Train local workers,
expand the production to other idands. Big idess. Clearly didn’t go nowhere, though.

| turned to the final page. Lender’ sline signed on behdf of the FFWD by Messrs. Gray and Gray. The
borrowers' line was signed by Dadda and someone else. | peered at the signature. To rass. Mr. Kitel So
they had known each other from before, then. Maybe that’ swhy he' d been so ready to take Daddain?
Best | cdl Gene and tell him, nuh true? Could be important.

Chuh. | wasn't fooling mysdlf. | just wanted an excuseto cal him. | reached for my phone and didled his
cel.

He answered the phone with agruff “Y eah?’

My heart gave alittlelesp when | heard hisvoice. “1t's Cdamity. I’'m not interrupting anything?” | asked,
graining to figure out what the noisesin the background were.

“Hold on; too much gtatic.” After afew seconds, | heard generic street noises. “Okay,” hesaid. “I'm
outsde. Who'sthis?’

“Cdamity.”

“Wow. You cdling me. Usudly | haveto do the calling.”

| flushed. “I just found something.”

“What?’

“Dadda and Mr. Kite knew each other from before | was born. | just found papers for aloan they took
out to start cashew farming and processing in Cayaba.”

“Awoah.”

“I thought they only met when he rescued Dadda from the docks here right after the hurricane. I wonder
what happened to the business?’

“Budnesssfal.”

“I"m going through al Dadda s papers now. Maybe I'll find something that will tell me.”

“Maybe.” He sounded preoccupied.

“You busy?1 can cdl another time.”

“Nah, man, no need for that! Okay. Y ou have my full attention now.”

But he il didn’t volunteer any information. | recognised what he was doing; had done it myself
sometimes. Keep somebody at adistance by telling them aslittle about yourself as you could get avay
with. Paper over it by being friendly, but play your cards close to your chest. “ Gene, what you and |
redly doingany a dl?’



“How you mean?’

“We seeing each other? We not seeing each other? We friends, we booty-caling, what?’

Hislaugh was relaxed and open. “That' sall? Well, tel me what you want usto be doing here.”

“And you will go dong with whatever | want, isthet it?’

“No, you not getting off that easy. Because after you tell me what you want, you have to ask me what |
want.”

“You strike ahard bargain, Mr. Meeks.”

“Y ou gottaplay to play.”

“Okay,” | replied. | wasal nerves. Suppose | was misreading him sameway I’ d misread Hector?“1 not
surewhat | want,” | told him. “1 been thinking maybe | should keep things smple for awhile. Wewere
supposed to be doing anonymous funera sex, remember?’

“That? Wedid that dready. | crossed it off my list long time. Y ou still kegping it on yours?’

| laughed. “Maybe. It had a certain apped.”

“Y ou can't be anonymous twice in arow, you know.”

“Not with the same person, anyway.”

“Oh.”

“Sorry,” | said. “I just liketo tease. Truthiis, | not sure | have any business dating anybody right now.
The heart kind of tender, you know?’ | pushed Hector out of my mind.

“Good,” he said, and my spirits sank down even deeper into the crab barrdl. “Because | learned long ago
not to get involved with anybody who in abig lifetrangtion. Y ou have grieving to do, and your lifeto
Sart over.”

Reief made megiggly. “And anew child to look after. Don't forget that.”

“Y ou can handlethat one,” he said. “I have every confidence.”

“And oncel’'m done. . . trangtioning, then what?’

“Then we |l haveto see, nuh true? 'Y ou going to be awhole different person. Maybe you won't find me
interesting any more.”

“And we can till keep company till then?”

“If youwant to.”

“I want to.” | was smiling so broadly it was hard to talk.

“Tell me” hesaid, “why you cal me about Mr. Lambkin and Mr. Kite? | thought you didn’t want any
poking around in your parents past?’

“It'syour fault, you know. Y ou got me interested, and now it look like | can't leave it alone.”

“Y ou free Monday night?’

My heart made alittle legp. “ Pretty sure, yes. Why?’

“Maybe| could come and see you?’

“Yeah, man.” | smiled. The day waslooking bright al of asudden.

Mr. Lessing was coming down my gravel road with akicking and wailing Agway under one arm, and
carrying thetricyclein the other hand. Shit. When the backside the boy had |eft theyard?“I haveto go,”
| told Gene. | hung up the phone and went to greet Mr. Lessing. He put Agway and the tricycle down.
Agway ran into my arms, complaining. | picked him up. He grabbed my ear.

“I find him down by the Corrolyons,” said Mr. Lessing, “ pedaling that tricycle like jumbie was on his
tal.”

“All theway over there?” The Corrolyonslived about half amile awvay.

“Y ou going to have to watch him, you know? That’ s the searoad he was on.”

“I was watching him.”

Mr. Lessing only nodded. | gave him agrudging thank you and took Agway inside. | locked the front
door and the back. Suppose a car had hit him? Suppose he' d reached the water? My heart sank as
quickly as Agway would if hefdl into the seawith acast dragging him down. “Poor baby,” | said to him.
“Y our homeis here now. And | going to do my best to make it agood place for youto live.”

| would have to put afence around the yard, with a strong lock on the gate.



Evelyn Showed up right on time that evening. She was wearing a cotton skirt in beige, A-line, witha
tasteful lacetrim at its hem. A matching t-shirt. A crocheted cotton shawl, cream colour, aswerethe
espadrilles on her feet. She' d pulled her greying black hair back into aloose bun, let some tendrils of it
escape artfully to frame her face. Damned woman was as bad as Orso; dways made mefed like | had
yampiein my eye corners and stains on the knees of my jeans. “Comein, nuh?’

She dipped off the espadrilles, left them on the mat outside the door. | showed her into the kitchen. “I
running late,” | told her. “ Still haven't shelled the peas.”

“Don’'t worry. | notinahurry.” Wewere still bashful and awkward with each other. Probably would be
forawhile

Then she spied Agway. She tossed her wrap onto a chair and squatted down under the table beside him.

“Héllo, precious,” shesad. *Y ou remember me?’

Agway handed her one of the plastic mugs he was playing with.

“Thank you, my darling. What you want meto do with this?’

And for the next five minutes, the two of them built towers of plastic mugs, laughing when they collapsed.
When she clambered out from under the table, her skirt was wrinkled and most of her hair had come
loose from its bun. Shewas still chuckling. “Well, helooks happy,” she said. She gathered her hair,
knotted it, stuck the clip back through it.

“Y eah, man. He sdoing good here.”

“Seem he’ sin good hands. Y ou got me convinced, anyway.”

| let out arelieved breath. “Then | rest my case.”

She amiled. * Same thing you used to say back in school.”

“Truethat.” She had laughter lines at the corners of her eyes and mouth. So strange to be seeing Evelyn's
face, but on amiddle-aged woman.

“And you were such atomboy,” she said.

“I know. Always getting into trouble.”

She sat on achair at the table and started shelling the congo peas | had in abowl there. | gave Agway a
handful of the peasin their pods and joined her in shelling therest.

She sad, “Remember the time you went up on the roof of the school ?’

The black tar that had melted in the noon-day hest, sticking to the soles of my shoes. | smiled. “Dadda
used to cal me* Caamity Jane”?’

“That' swhere you took your new name from, then?’

“I guess s0. | never really thought about it before.”

“And iswhat made you go up onto the school roof?”

“I just wanted to see what | would see.”

Sitting on the floor, Agway was cracking open the pess pods and eating the hulls. Raw green pesswere
scettered dl around him.

| hadn’t had a chance to see much up on the school roof. A loose gable came away in my hands and
nearly sent me tumbling three storeysto the ground. “ Almost killed myself that day. Good thing thét little
ledge was there, just below the overhang. Got my feet onit in time, held on to the edge of the roof, and
darted screaming for help.”

“Ulric said his heart nearly jumped right out his mouth and died flopping at his feet when he looked up
and saw you hanging there.”

The school janitor. So many years | hadn’t thought about him. Grumpy old black man, or he had seemed
grumpy to methen. But the strangest things could make him amile; alittle lizard cupped gently in acurious
child'shands, for instance.

“Ulric was giving me ingtructions the whol e time he was putting the ladder up to come and get me. ‘|
want you to breathe dow and even, Chastity, you hear me? Breathe strong. And use them muscles that
you got. Y ou good as any boy when it cometo climbing. Hold on, girl, hold on; | coming.”?’



Mummahad cometo the principd’ s office when he had sent for her. She saw me with my skinned-up
hands and my school uniform fouled with tar. With her mouth, she’ d scolded me, but with her body, she
was holding metightly to her, checking every limb to make sure | was dl right, patting my face, ams, and
legsand looking a melove, love.

And I’ d looked back at her wearing her cafeteria staff uniform—a hideous dark grey polyester
dress—with her hair in anet and asmear of flour on her face, and I’ d been ashamed. I’ d pushed myself
out of her arms and snapped, “I’'mdl right! Y ou have to come outside in your work clothes and make
everybody seeyou?’

Her face had closed up tight. She stood, swiped some of the flour off her face with the hedl of her hand.
“Thank you for calingme,” she said to Principal Cramer. Then she left the office without saying another
word to me.

That had been on aFriday. On the Saturday, she was gone for good.

| shook the memories off. “Y ou want somewine?’ | asked Ev. “| havered.”

“That sound good. It in the pantry? | could get it.”

“All right.” 1 took up the bowl of shelled peas and put them to cook in the pot with rice and creamed
coconut. Agway was nodding off, rubbing his eyes.

| opened the wine Evelyn handed me and poured her abig glass.

“Y ou nat having any?’

“Soon. | just putting Agway to bed first.”

“You Never Liked the Name Chadtity, nuh true?’ asked Evelyn. She prepared to tuck into a plate of
peas and rice, and dry-fried fish with seviche sauce.

“No. Maybe my parents thought giving me that name would make me meek and biddable. It didn’'t go
0.

Evelyn tagted thefish. “God, thisis good. Janet never cooks anything like thisfor us”

“Janet?

“We have ahd per who comesin during the days. She makes dinner and leavesit for us for when we get
home. Maybe your parentsjust wanted to give you aname that would keep you safe.”

“ Chagtity?” | rolled my eyesat her.

“So that when the boys started sniffing around you, you would try to live up to your name,” she teased.

| snorted. “ And you see how well that worked. Fifteen years old, and me and Michael un-chastitied me
one afternoon after school.”

“Micheel ?'Y our good friend Michad ?’

“Hesameone”

“He syour baby father?’

“Mm-hmm.”

“But thetwo of you didn’'t stay together?’

“It didn’t work out. | don't like to talk about it.”

“Imaginethat. Y ou and Michadl. Fifteen yearsold.”

“| guess | was precocious.”

“No, my dear. | beat you toit. Thirteen and ahalf.”

| goggled & her. “You?’

She chuckled. “Me. Whose parents never let her out of their sight.”

“Who? When?’

“Steven Badwin. Inthegirls bathroom after school one day, before Mummy and Daddy picked me up.”

| sat back down and looked good at her. “ Steve? The one with the big mole on his forehead?’

Evelyn frowned. “1 thought that mole was kind of sweet. Made him look intellectud.”

“Andyou did it inthe bathroom?’

“In one of the stdls. Standing up, girl! We could hear Ulric moving around in the halway the whole time,



vacuuming. Knew he was going to comein soon to clean the bathroom. When Steven was about to, you
know—"

| poured us more wine. “Evelyn, you' re adoctor. Y ou don't get to say, ‘Y ou know.”?’

Shegiggled. “1 do when it'sme having sex I'm talking about. Old training dies hard. When it’ s other
people, | get to use words like *engorgement’ and * gaculation.” ?’

“So that' swhat you' re trying to tell me? That when Steven was about to come. . . what then?’

Shewas actudly blushing. “He pulled out,” she said softly. “It ran al down hisleg, leaving this sticky,
drippy trail on hisschool uniform pants.”

| laughed.

“Ashewas, um, coming, he wastrying so hard not to make any noise that he roared into the sde of my
neck.”

She was smiling, stroking the place on her neck asthough she was touching alover’sskin. “Inthe
hollow,” she said, “right here so. | till remember how hisvoicefdt, vibrating through my collar bone.”
When Michad came, he' d thrown hisarm over hiseyes. | guessthat way, he didn't haveto seeme. |
could redly pick "em.

“Steven had to shinny out the window when we heard Ulric opening the door. He didn't even have time
to zip his pants back up.”

“Chrigt on acracker. And you thought | was brave.”

“Hormones, man, hormones. Make you do madness.”

Only they had thought to at least try not to get her pregnant. Pulling out was arisky method, but at least it
was amethod. | cleared the empty dishes off the table. “1 thought you wanted to talk to me about Agway
being aseachild?

She looked embarrassed and waved it away. “No need, man. We could do that any time.” She stood.
“Lisgten, | don't liketo eat and run, but Samuel going to be here soon.”

“I know. | waslate with dinner.” | frowned. One mention of sea people and she was hurrying out the
door?

“I could vigt your facilities?’

“Sure. Just down the hdll, first door on your right.”

“I could peek in and see Agway, too?’

“Of course”

She was gone for so long that eventually | went looking for her. Door to the bathroom was open, nobody
insde. Puzzled, | went to Dadda’ s bedroom. Quietly, | pushed the door open acrack. Agway was
splayed cardlesdy on the bed, deeping the deep of someone with aclear conscience. Evelyn was bent
over him, her ear closeto hisface. What the hell”? | opened the door and stepped inside. Evelyn put a
finger to her lipswhen she saw me. Sheindicated that we should go outside.

Agway exhaled along, shuddery breath. He tirred, but didn’t wake. | checked that he was deeping
comfortably. | planted akiss on my fingertips—the two webbed ones, for luck—and transferred it to his
forehead. Then | went with Evelyn into the living room.

“Do you know his breathing isinterrupted while he' sdeeping?’ Her face wasredly serious.

“Yeah. But hedways startsagain. I'm getting used to it.”

“Cdamity, just now he stopped breathing for nearly two minutes. | was about to start rescue breathing
when hisown kicked in again. I’'m scheduling adeep clinic gppointment for him tomorrow.”
Shewasfrightening me. “What' swrong with him?”

“I don’'t know until | check. But that pattern looks alot like deep apnea.”

“And what that does?’

“Causes deep deprivation, can contribute to stroke. If it isn't treated, the patient is at risk of cardiac
arrest while he deeps.”

“Heart attack?”

“It mightn't be anything. Just bring him in tomorrow night, about eight o’ clock. HE |l haveto degp inthe
clinic so they can test him. Y ou can stay the night with him. That way, he won't be frightened. But keep



an eye on him tonight, you hear?’

“Shit.” | sat heavily on the settee.

We heard the popcorn sound of gravel under car tyres. Samuel had cometo pick Evelyn up. At the
door, we hesitated for asplit second, then hugged each other goodnight. “Don't fret,” she said.
“Whatever itis, wewill handleit.”

The second they had driven away, | went back to Agway’sroom. | watched his chest riseand fall, rise,
then stop. My heart hitching in my throat, | counted off the seconds. At one minute, | was about to shake
him awake when he coughed and started bresthing on hisown again.

| got mysdlf at-shirt of Dadda's. | would deep in that. Or rather, | would stay awakein that. | climbed
into bed and lay beside Agway. Evenin hisdeep, hetried to reach for my hair. | had aready started
growing it for him. | pillowed my head on my other arm and prepared mysdlf for the dert haf deep of a
mother with asick child.

“In thismorning's news: it appears that the current government of Cayaba is moving to institute
nationwide austerity measures as part of an agreement being negotiated with the FFWD. The
general terms of the agreement with the American corporation of the Fiscal Foundation for
Worldwide Development were contained in a secret ‘progress advisory’ drafted in Washington
last week by Samuel Tanner, economic advisor to prime minister Garth Johnson, and Angelica
Gray, the CEO of the FFWD. The advisory report, leaked to opposition leader Caroline
Sookdeo-Grant by an anonymous sour ce, was published in this morning’ s edition of the Cayaba
Informer. The agreement was apparently solidified in advance of the deadline for the Cayaba
government to reach an accord on an economic management strategy with the FFWD. Under the
terms of the agreement, China and a group of other creditor banks are slated to help Cayaba to
repay past-due interest exceeding $750 million on loans from the FFWD.

“ Mrs. Sookdeo-Grant has called on prime minister Johnson to confirm or deny the existence of
the agreement. In a press conference called today, Mrs. Sookdeo-Grant said, ‘A few days from
now, the citizens of our country will be casting their votes to decide the leader ship of this nation.
It is therefore incumbent upon the prime minister to come clean about his party’' s plans for our
future so that Cayabans have full information in order to decide how to vote.’

“ At this time, there has been no response from the office of the prime minister.”

Stanley came running over to the library checkout desk where | wasworking. “I found one!” he said.
“Come! Come and look!”

Myrtle of the sky-high hedlswas working the desk with me. She smiled when she saw him. “Go on,” she
sad. “Not busy hereright now.”

“Thanks”

| took Stanley’ s hand and let him pull me towards the computer termina he' d been using. He pointed at
the screen. “1 could make a kite! And attach a camerato it, and take pictures of Cayabafromtheair!”
Hetook me through a Web site about home-made aerial cameras.

“All right, so what you need to make thiswonder?’ | clicked on the link that said “ equipment.”

Stanley’ sfacefdl when he saw thelist. “1t' stoo hard.” His shoulders dumped. “1 think I'm just going to
help Hector make asedl cam. Hesaid | could.”

My hackles rose at the sound of that name. “No. | don’t want you having anything to do with Hector.

Y ou're not to talk to him any more.”

“But why?’

“He snot aniceman. Y ou don't need to be messing around with him and hissedls. I'll help you do this
project. Look like abreeze” Man, what alie. What the hell was* Picavet suspension”? And where
would | find an anemometer? | grabbed some scrap paper from the box of it beside the computer
terminal and started making notes. “We going to need adigital camera,” | told Stanley. Maybe we could



make the anemometer.

Someone touched my shoulder. Gavin. “Next shift,” hesad. “I’ m relieving you.”

“Already?’ My eyefdl on the clock in the corner of the computer screen. Just past five p.m. | legpt to
my feet. “ Shit. Stanley, | haveto run!”

“But—"

“I have to get home on time so Mrs. Soledad can leave. | can't belate.”

He pouted. “All right.”

“Good boy.” | kissed him on the cheek. “Call metonight, dl right?’

Hisface had gone sad. | squatted down so | could look him in the eye. “Thisis going to be the best
science project in the whole parish. Y ou hear me, Stanley?’

He glanced at me, looked back down at thefloor. “Yes.”

“Y ou're going to blow everybody e seright out of the water.”

Again aglance, alittle more hopeful now. “ Even Godfrey Mordecal ?’

“Why?What Godfrey Mordecai doing for his project?’

“A robot.”

“That'sdl? Stanley, | used to make robots for fun. Out of shoeboxes and silver paint.”

He brightened. “ For true? And yours were voice-activated, too?’

“Voice-activated?’

“Yes. Godfrey Mordecai’ srobot is going to have whedls, and it’ [l be able to go backwards and
forwards, but it’s only going to go when hetdllsit to.”

| gulped. “Yes, my love. Y our project is going to make Godfrey Mordeca’ slook like dog doo-doo.”
That got me abig grin. “Okay!”

| kissed him goodbye, waved at Myrtle, went downstairs for my purse, and fled out the ddivery exit.
Wasn't till | got homethat | remembered that Agway and | were going to deep at the deep clinic tonight.
And Gene was coming over. Looked like this menopause thing could make you forget your own blasted
name.

| called Stanley and talked to him abit about his project

while| tried to prepare supper for Agway. | kept eyeing the clock. When | heard the knock at the front
door, | swear my heart started adrum roll. | told Stanley I’ d talk to him the next day.

Not only was Gene il in hisuniform, hewas alittle bit swesty, too. Loved that smell.

Agway and | didn’t haveto be a the deep clinic until eight p.m. If | put him to deep at the regular time,
maybe he would doze through the waterbus ride and | wouldn't have the drama from him that I d had the
first time. So when he started looking deepy around six-thirty, | put him to bed.

Then | took Gene and ablanket out to the back yard. After afew minutes, | realised that Cecil had been
right about the dryness. | would have to buy some lubricant tomorrow.

I’ d expected an argument about the rubbers, but Gene never said athing. When | pulled it out of my
jeans pocket, he just put it on and then pulled me on top of him. Like Cayaba men had modernised while
| was't paying attention.

Welay on the blanket and humped each other silly by the light of the stars and thefireflies. If my little boy
turned out to be sick, that would be another challenge to take on. But right then, lying naked in the
outdoors with my head on aman’s chest and my nipples crinkling in the breeze, life was good.

And busy. Only afew minutes later, | waved Gene goodbye, then put myself, Agway, and our overnight
bagsinto the car. My plan worked like acharm; Agway didn’t really wake up until | took him into the
bright lights of the dlinic waiting room.

“Okay. | havetheresults” said Evelyn. | was Sitting in her office. Agway was on the floor, playing with
the bead maze she kept in there.

| had fretted dl night on the hard hospita bed, watching Agway deep with dectrodes attached to his
scap. “What' swrong with him?’

She frowned. “We couldn’t find any maformationsin his sinuses or anything that would cause obstructive



deep apnea.”

“Sohesadl right?’ | crossed the two joined fingers.

“I don't know.”

“How you mean?’

“Obgtructive deep gpneais the most common kind. Would have been fairly easy to treat. So now we are
looking a whether it might be central deep gpnea.”

“Whichiswha?’

“Obstructive degp gpneais mechanica. Something physical literdly obstructs the normal pattern of
breathing, causing the patient’s musclesto relax before he or she can inhae properly. The obstruction
could bein the sinuses. Being overweight can cause it too. Agway doesn't have any of that. He' s plump,
but not exceedingly s0.”

“The body fat keeps him warm in the ocean.”

Shelooked uncomfortable.

| shrugged. “ So, what about the other kind of apnea?’

“The centra kind?It's neurological. The right message isn't getting from the brain to the muscles that
make breathing work. The patient inhales dl right, but has trouble exhaing. Once Agway began to
dream, he would stop breathing from time to time, for up to 110 seconds. He would inhae, but he
wouldn't exnde”

“So, central deep gpnea, then.” | was frightened.

“Y ou would think so, yes. But he has some anomdlies.”

Worse and worse. “How you mean?’

Sheleaned forward. “His heart rate should have been going up when he stopped bresthing. Instead, it
went down. He displayed vasocondtriction in his extremities. The blood flow to the core of his body
increased. None of those thingsis consistent with either kind of deep apnea.”

Oh, God. Agway wasredly sck. “What’ swrong with him?”

Now Eveyn looked very upset. “1 only know of one phenomenon which producesthat reactionin
humans”

| sat up straight, squared my shoulders. “ Tell me.”

For afew long seconds, she didn’t. Then she said: “Bradycardia, periphera vasocongriction, blood shift;
facid cooling triggersit. Now, Caamity, | don’'t want you to make too much of this, okay?’

“Jud tell me!”

“It's how mammal s respond to being submerged in water. 1t's caled mammdian diving reflex,” shesaid
unhappily. “You seeit in sedls, dolphins, whales, otters. But human beings can do it too.”

| was on my feet before | knew it. | barely heard the chair crashing to the floor. Agway, startled, looked
up to seewhat | wasdoing. “You see, you see!” | crowed. “I’'mright! He isaseachild!”

Evelyn shook her head firmly. “Y ou have to stop saying that! | have to walk careful right now, Calamity.
Samud’ s coming under firefor Sgning that agreement with the FFWD. | can’t be associated with
anything or anyoneirregular.”

“Irregular. | see”

“Besides, you ever think there might be another explanation? Y ou found that child half-drowned. Y ou
ever sop to think what anightmare that wasfor him?’

“Well, yes, but [—"

“Y ou told me he crieswhen he deegps! Y ou ever think he might be having nightmares? Enh? Nightmares
about drowning?’

Oh, lord. I hadn’t thought that. He' d been snagged in seaweed, at the mercy of the waves. Even asea
child can drown.

“He dreams he' sdrowning again, and mammadian diving reflex kicksin, just like it kicked in when hefdll
into the water during the storm. It doesn’'t need cold water, you know. Experienced divers can initiate it
with theright kind of bresthing.”

Agway had been looking from one to the other of us aswe argued. He had no ideawheat al this paaver



was about; he just knew that the adults were fighting. “We re scaring him,” | told Evelyn.

“I'msorry.”

“No, it'snot just you.”

“Thethingis, it' salovely ideathat he’'s some kind of marine human, but if the wrong people hear you
going on about it, al of usstand to lose. Y ou, me, Samuel. | could be forbidden from practising medicine.
Y ou could lose Agway. And Samuel—well, he might lose hisjob anyway.” Worry had made her features
haggard.

| nodded. “All right. I'll act normal.”

“Thank you.” She glanced at the clock on her wall and stood up. 1 have to go on rounds now.”

“Agway and | can go?’

“Yes. Near asl cantel, he' shedthy. Physicaly, anyway. Emotionaly, I'm not so sure. I’'m going to set
up an appointment here at the hospitd, for achild psychologist to assesshim.”

“I canlook after him!”

“l don’t doubt that. But | should have done thisfrom the start. I’ m ashamed of mysdif that | waited so
long.” Shegave mealittiesmile. “Don’t worry. Thisiswhat’ s best for Agway.”

In the doorway, she stopped and turned back. “And since we're talking about what' s best for Agway, |
want to do something about those skin patches. Should be an easy day surgery. Quick laser treatment,
then hel sback hometo you. I’ ve scheduled it for this Thursday.”

Camity!” piped Agway. We were inside the cashew grove. “Look!” He held up hislittle bucket to show
me. It wasfull of fat, grey cashew seeds. And arockstone or two, and his shorts and wee-wee damp
diaper that he' d discarded. He till couldn’t be convinced to keep much clothing on. Hislittle boy’ stotie,
brown and perfect asamushroom, was al exposed. Well, we had alittle time before | had to civilise him
enough to enter thereal world. Let him enjoy it. | smiled.

“What you bring for me, baby?’

“Kas00s,” he said proudly. The bandages at his knees were coming loose again. I'd have to replace the
dressings soon. But he seemed to be hedling fine from the surgery.

“That sright, baby; cashews. Thank you.” Me, | wasn't doing aswell as Agway. Kept asking myself if |
should have let

Evelyn order the surgery, superficia asit was. But | couldn’t have stopped her. | wasn't Agway’slega
guardian yet.

Hewas good at tearing the grey nut free of the fruit, but he wasn't tidy at it. From fingertipsto elbows, he
was smeared in red and ydlow flecks of cashew fruit. He must have been egting them, too; fruit mush
was dl around his mouth, which was gritty with dirt where he' d wiped hishands againgt it. At least his
hair was finaly neat and trim. He d given me such afight when | tried to chop off thet rats nest!
Eventudly | had just doneit in his deep. He' d been furious when he woke up. But | had given him one of
the chopped-off locks; the one that had the shell tied into it that he most liked to rub between hisfingers.
Hekept it in his dresser drawer now; whenever he needed comforting, he got it and held it and worried
away at the shell between hisfingers.



| took his bucket and emptied it into my bigger one. | pulled out the rockstones and tossed his shorts and
digper into the wheelbarrow. | handed him his bucket back. “Y ou going to get some more for Mamma?’

“No.” He squatted and began trying to jam the mouth of the bucket into the gravelly soil.

“What you going to do, then?’ | rolled the wheelbarrow to the foot of the next nearest tree. Plenty of
fresnly fallen nutsthere. | bent, began twisting the grey pericarps free from the red, pear-shaped flesh of
the fruit, tossng the nutsinto the whedlbarrow and the fruit onto the growing pile of red-yellow mush that
oozed happily in the clearing. Theflies had aready gathered for the banquet. The smell of fermented
cashew juice and the buzzing blue-bottle flashes of blue from the flies made the warm morning air deepy.

Agway stood, bowlegged, the battered red bucket at his feet. He frowned gravely at me. He still stood a
little too wide-legged. But partly that was the cast on hisleg. Onceit was off, he’ d be able to walk
normaly. He dfitin just fine. “Want to play with the. . .” hetold me, making aliquid noisethat | couldn’t
follow.

“Pay with what, baby?’

He pointed with a chubby finger. | looked. Sir Grandad wasin the tree above me, staring curioudy down
at us. “That'samongoose,” | told Agway. “What you caled it?’

He said theword again. | wondered what it was the word for; what in his old watery home looked like a
mongoose. | tried to imitate him.

“No” He chuckled, holding hislittle round belly.

| laughed and said it again.

“No! No!” He looked irritated thistime. “ Stop! Stop talking like me!”

The buzz of flies around the clotted remains of the fruit suddenly seemed less pleasant. | held my hand out
for Agway’s. “Come. We have to change your dressings.” It was almost time for Ifeomato come by,
anyway. | hoped she' d found S. Julian mangoes in the market. Was the season for them.

Agway toddled over to me, put hishand in mine. | grabbed up his discarded clothes on theway out. | left
the whedlbarrow for now.

He stumbled. | was walking too quickly for him. The child had just had surgery to hislegs. | dowed
down. “Y ou want a Popsicle when we get to the house?’

Hefrowned up at me, confused. “Popsicle,” | told him. * Remember? It’s cold and sweet and you et it?’

“No. Want stimps,” heinformed me.

“What away you own-way today! Mr. Mckinley didn’t come yet. How about some breadfruit? With
butter?’

He nodded. “Beddfooot.” Child after my own heart.

A wash of heat soaked me. “Hold on aminute, Agway.” | stood to let the hot flash pass. No itching
fingersthistime. Nothing popped out of the air. More and more, | was having just the regular hot flashes.
The after-chill came on, but in the hegt of the day, it was dmost a pleasant thing. If the manifestations had
stopped, | could handle this menopause business. | took Agway’ s hand again. “Come. Almost time for
Dora the Explorer.”

“Mummy! Y ou Home?’

Uh-oh. In only three words from her, | could name that tone. Ifeoma was on the warpath.

She shoved the front door open before | could get to it. Right in the entranceway, she put down the
plastic shopping bags she was carrying. Wheat the hell was her problem?

“Thank you,” | said prettily, picking up the bags. “And don't worry if you couldn’t find any smoked
herring. I’'m sure that everything you brought isfine.” First step: try harmless dissrmament.

She glared and walked past meinto the living room. She pulled Agway away from the bookcase he' d
garted climbing in the few seconds| hadn’t had my eye on him. She put him on her hip. “What' s your
problem with Hector? En? Why you told Stanley not to do his sciencefair project with him?’



| put down the bags and took Agway away from her. “ 1 will help Stanley with hisproject! You don't let
me spend enough timewith him asitis” If sep onefalls. self-defense.

Then | couldn’t resist saying: “ Besides, Hector’ s not anice person.”

She sucked her teeth. “ Bullshit, he’ snot nice”

| blinked. She hardly ever swore. She picked up the bags. | turned the television on for Agway and
followed Ifeinto the kitchen.

As she unpacked the produce onto the kitchen counter, she said, “I have plenty of opportunity to see
what Hector islike. I'm the one who hired him for Caroline.”

“You hired him? For that politician woman? She trust you with ajob like that?”

Shetook adozen eggs out of abag and very carefully set the box down. She growled, “Y ou even know
what itis| do?’

“How you mean?Y ou work the front desk a the Tamany.”

She sighed. “Not any more. | told you that a couple weeks ago.”

“Youdidn't tdl meyou left! | thought you were doing the other thing in the evenings, or something! That
little piece of work is enough to support you and Stanley? Especidly now that Clifton gone?” Step three:
degtabilize.

“Youright, | didn’t tell you. Didn’t want to give you more ammunition against me. Andwhat itisl doin
Cardling soffice?’

| shrugged. “I don't know. Answering phonesand 0.”

“I am thejunior research assstant for the leader of this country’ s opposition party. They made me
full-time last week.”

“What?’

“Y ou even have any ideawhy | want to work for Caroline Sookdeo-Grant? Enh? When | joined the 4-H
club in high school, you laughed at me. When | organized that letter campaign in’ 02 to protest the death
pendty, you told me | was wasting my time. Nothing | do isgood enough for you. | don’t think you ever
had aword of praisefor meyet.”

| think | actualy rocked back on my heelswith the shock of that one. Who had taught her step three?
She gtarted unpacking one of the bags. “ This nonsense about Hector isreally because he not interested in
you, nuh true? 1t don’t have anything to do with Stanley’ s project.”

Shame heated up my face. | covered quickly: “Chuh. | wouldn’t want Hector if he was the last man on
earth. Next thing | know, he go and leave me for some man.”

She grimaced. “ God, that attitude is so backward.”

“Y ou need to watch yourself with me, Ife. | not in amood to hear no stupidness today.”

“Y ou know what your problemis?Y ou jedlous”

| guffawed. She wanted to play rough, | would unleash step four on her ass: berserker rage. “Me,
jealous? Of what? Tell me, nuh?'Y our flour sack dresses and your bad diet? Y our marriage that dying on
you? Maybe | jed ousthat the two-three men in your life more interested in each other than you? Or that
your own mother could thief aman right out from under your twenty-one-year-old nose? What | haveto
bejedousof, Ife? Enh?’

To my astonishment she surged right over mewith: “Y ou give yoursdlf asagift to your best friend one
day, and you gtill can't forgive him for saying * no thank you.”?”

Shedareto talk to methat way? Meek little 1fe? She went on, “ Nearly forty years now you chewing on
that grudge like awad of old gum that have dl the taste suck out of it.”

“Andwhoit isstill whining about how her mother didn’t buy her the right colour dolly when shewas
nine?’

No reaction from her. Ife was as cool as running water, and asimpossible to makeamark in. I’d never
seen her likethisbefore. | didn’'t have astep five. Stammering, | improvised: “I till don’t hear what |
have to be so jealous of.”

“Anybody Daddy havein hislife, Mummy! Y ou ever watch a yoursdf? Theway you carry on? Y ou
look a Orso like you starving and he hoarding dl the food.”



| gaped at her, completely off my stride.

“Tdl me” shesad, “when exactly it isyou got uck?’ Cause it seem like you reached acertain placein
your life, and you never managed to move on from there.”

| was trembling. The roaring in my earswastoo loud to let me think up a comeback.

“Y ou know what the sad thing is?’ she said. “Y ou could have been part of Daddy’ slife any timeyou
wanted. But if you couldn’t have him al to yourself, you didn’t want nobody else to have him, neither.
Wouldn't even let his own daughter get to know him.”

| found my voice. “1 did that to protect you!”

“The same way 0 you protecting Agway? By shutting him away from everyone?’

“Thechildisan orphan! He need somebody to look out for him. Y ou didn’t need Michad. Y ou had
me”

She kissed her teeth. “If you looking out for Agway so good, why you not finding out what language he
speak? Enh?Y ou quick to go and research what steel make of, but you can't trace down one language?
Why you not trying to learn what Agway saying to you? Stanley spend couple-three hours with the boy,
and dready he could talk afew wordsto Agway. Like you frighten?’

“Y our rass. Frighten of what? What a three-year-old boy could say to frighten me?’

“He could tdl you something about himsdlf and where he came from. He could tell you what redlly
happened to him. He could tdl you his name, Mummy.”

| was bregthing in little gagps. “He have aname! | give him a perfectly good name!”

“Make mewonder it’ swho redly wanted a black dolly to dress up and parade around and keep in a
box.”

My hand actualy twitched towards her faceto giveit agood dap. | killed theimpulse, but Ife till saw.
Shedidn’'t even flinch, and she didn’t back down. She just drew herself up tall and looked mein my face.

| swallowed. “Leave my house,” | whispered.

“Not until | tell you this.” Gently, she set down thetin of salmon she’ d been about to put in the pantry. “I
am ashamed of you. Y ou hear me good? Ashamed.”

As she was leaving, she stopped in the kitchen doorway and looked back at me. | couldn’t meet her
eyes. “Every good deed you do have aprice attached,” she said.

Agway was Fractious al Evening. | had hell to pay trying to keep his hands from his dressings. L ooked
like he' d reached that itchy stage they’ d warned me about at the hospital. Nothing to do but put on the
ointment they’ d given me and give him some painkiller. That seemed to help the discomfort alittle, but
Christ, hewasirritable! Eventudly | just picked him up and paced back and forth across the living room
with him, like | had done when Ifewasteething. | kept thetv on just to distract him. | think it was more
to distract me. The memories of I1fe€ swordsto me before she left were churning and sour in my gut.
Wéll, if life give you lemons, suck them, | suppose. People had said worse to me before, when | wasa
teenage mother. I’ d survived.

Sowly, Agway quieted in my arms and fell adeep. | lowered mysdf onto the settee; the few stepsinto
the bedroom seemed like a marathon.

| must have dropped off to deep. A clunk woke me. | was drenched in sweat. Damn. Sottired, | had
dept through a hot flash. That one had brought me something, too; I’ d heard it land. What wasit?
Couldn’'t see anything, and | didn’t want to move and maybe wake Agway. Tomorrow. | laid my head
back. If | dept right here so, | would wake up so cricked | wouldn’t be able to crack. But fatigue was
like waves washing over me.

“ Are there mermaids swimming in Cayaba’ s waters?” chirped thetelevision.

Oh, bite me. The deven o' clock “news’ with the same old filler crap.

“Finally,” said the announcer, “ we may have proof.”

| raised my head. On the tv screen was a blurry, green-tinged photograph of two naked brown women
floating in the sea. One had ababy lolling on her breast. The other one was doing afrog-swim. Her long,



ratty hair rayed out from the top of her head. A second baby floated in the water, clinging to her hair. The
two women were looking up, presumably at aplane or helicopter above them, where someone with a
camerawas taking their picture.

“Shit,” | said. “Thisisbad.”

The photo shrank and tucked itself to a corner of the screen so that we could see the announcer. “ This
nighttime photograph was taken by an ingenious young man whose name is Sanley Fernandez.”
Oh, God. He did his project aready? Without me?

The announcer continued, “ It isonly one in a series of photographs of Cayaba taken by Stanley’'s
airborne glider-cam.”

Blurry photo stills, very close-up, Sarted flashing by on the televison: two men in police force uniforms
gtting on aseawall—one wasin the act of handing aforty-ouncer of something to the other; what
looked to be avery sartled fishing bat, clutching the silver flash of aminnow; athin-faced, big-eyed
young man with hands like shovels, sitting behind the whed of acar with alook of blisson hisface,
holding—ahuge pair of

panties?>—to hisnose; atotaly mystifying shot of two young men and awoman, dl quite fat, climbing out
of the seal enclosure at the Zooquarium. They were naked.

How the hell he had gotten those pictures? For amoment, pride for my grandson quieted my guilt for not
having helped him.

The announcer came back on screen, smiling alittle and shuffling her notes. * Stanley put the mini
digital camera on his remote controlled glider with the help of a family friend, Mr. Hector
Goonan.”

Oh, Ife. Y ou came here knowing this had dl happened.

“ Sanley only meant to take daytime photographs for a science fair project, but one night he took
the glider for a spin, just for a lark. Only a handful of the photos were good images, but a few of
those were very good indeed. When Sanley realised what he had on his hands, he wisely sought
the advice of another adult, his grandfather, Michael Jasper.”

“Oh, God. Michad’smixed up into this, too?’

“Mr. Jasper sent copies of theimagesto us.” And there he was on the screen. “ I’ mvery proud of
my grandson,” Michael said. “ He's showed a lot of initiative in putting this project together.”
Agway stirred and woke.

“Clearly,” saidtheannouncer, “ the citizens of Cayaba have a very active night life indeed! The
police will be investigating some of the instances of apparent mischief revealed by the photos. One
guestion remains: is this photograph of the women swimming nude finally proof of the existence
of fish people? Or isit just an example of the types of hijinks performed by some of the more
boisterous visitors to Cayaba? We may never know. And perhaps, to keep Cayaba the beautiful
mystery that sheis, it’s best not to look too closely.”

Agway looked muzzily &t the screen, just asthey blew up the photo of the ssawomento full size again.
He gasped and reached a hand towards the screen. “Mamma,” he said quite clearly. He was not looking
a mewhen hesad it. Then he burst into tears.

It was like somebody had splashed cold water on me.

The photo had gone from the screen. The news continued. | got Agway’ s attention. “ Pet, is that your
mother?Y our mamma?’

“Jesl” he sobbed. “Mammal” He said along, mournful sentencein hislanguage. | didn’'t understand a
word. Might be his mother, or ardative. Or it might only be that he’ d seen home, and people who
looked like sea people. He wastired, and probably in abit of pain from the surgery. Maybe | could put
him to deep, and he would be finein the morning. *Y ou sure that was your mamma?’

He shrieked, “Mammal” and arched his back like toddlers will do when they’ re agitated. He kicked, too.
Got me agood onein the thigh with the hedl of hiscast. | managed to hold on to him and get him upright
agan. Agway’'s mother was dive?

“Who really wanted a black dolly to dress up and parade around and keep in a box?”



| went to the phone. Fumbling, | didled Ife's number. But I hung up on thefirst ring. Couldn’t face her.
She wouldn’t understand about Agway, anyway.

| took achild from hisfamily!

Gene s cdl went gtraight to voice mail. He was probably working tonight. “ Gene, you haveto help me,” |
whimpered into the phone. “ Agway’s mother not dead, | just saw her on the newsin Stanley’ s picture.
We should find her. The seawoman. Give her back her boy. God, call me as soon asyou get this,
please?’ | hung up the phone.

Agway had subsided into alow, bubbly sobbing. The woe on his face made me fed sick with guilt. * Pet,
I’'m so sorry. | can't tell you how sorry | am.” Threeweekssince I’ d found him. And he dill cried himself
to deep nearly every night. Because of me. And what had his mother been going through, and the rest of
hisfamily, if he had any? All thistime, they would have been thinking they'd lost him.

Los.

Hewasn't lost! I'd found him; Maybe | could find hisfamily, too. | had to do it. Had to bring his mother
to him. Goddamned hot flashes could materialise awhole cashew grove, they could help me cal one
woman.

Couldn’t wait for Gene. | had to do thismysdlf. | had madeit wrong: | could makeit right.

| hitched Agway up alittle more comfortably on my hip. “We re going to find your mother. Hear me?
Going to get your mamma.”

He sniffled.

Mrs. Lessing had brought me atoddler life jacket that her great-grandson had outgrown. | picked it up
and | eft the house with Agway. | had to jog through alight rain to get to the car. | drove us both towards
the private dip where Dol orosse people kept their boats.

Agway was sitting in the passenger seet. | glanced at his bandaged knees. And al the way to the dip with
thewailing child, I kept hearing Ife' svoicein my head:

“ Every good deed you do have a price attached.”

Maybe s0, but this boy shouldn’t be the one paying it.

Even Grief hasto Give Way to deep. Agway’ s eyeswere closed when | took him in hislife jacket out of
the car. Wrapped in his blanket, he was just conscious enough to put histhumb in his mouth and rest his
head on my shoulder. The drizzle seemed to be easing up.

Hedidn't even stir when | took him into the boat. | put him under atarp to keep him dry, and laid him
down far enough from me to balance the boat alittle better. It made me nervous to have him even that
little distance out of reach. But evenif hefdl in, the life jacket would keep the weight of the cast from
dragging him down.

| was s0 upset and shaky that it took me two triesto start the engine. Agway startled at the noise. He
dtirred, but his exhausted little body hung on to deep. | headed us out further aong the archipelago,
towardsthetiniest idands.

“| am ashamed of you.”

Find the sea people. Find Agway’ s mother. Just fix your mind on that. Give Agway back. | had to have a
hot flash. | had to.

But dl I willed it to happen, my fingerswouldn't itch, and the heat wouldn't rise. Old Slave Joe the finder
had been ableto use his power a will. “1 can’'t even tel which musclesto flex,” 1 grumbled.

“1f you couldn’t have him all to yourself, you didn’t want nobody else to have him, neither.”

Tiny Dutchie Idand was somewhere here-bout, nuh true? Didn't think to bring the fucking compass. Shit,
shit, shit. Okay. Just keep looking for the whiteheads of its reefs, and wait. Bloody hot flasheswere like
buses; there was aways another one coming.

| had cut Agway’shair. | had let the hospita cut hislegs. What the sea people would do when they saw
al that?1 blinked thewarm drizzle out of my eyes.

The skimming boat hit aswell especidly hard, and seawater splashed us. That woke Agway. He sat up.
Saw that wewereinthe sea. | cut theengine so | could hold him. Probably best to just let her drift,



anyway. The noise of the engine might frighten them away. For good measure, | turned off the green
starboard light. The port light was dead. | hadn’t used the boat in awhile.

Silence and dark blanketed us, and the percussion of raindrops. | hated the seaat night. If it wasn't for
the reflective patches on hislifejacket, I’ d have had a hard time seeing Agway.

| sat him beside me, rewrapped him in the tarp, and put an arm around him. “We going to find her,” | told
him. “ Somehow.”

He asked me aquestion.

“I don’'t understand you, Pet. Ifewasright. | didn’'t eventry to learn.”

What a three-year-old boy could say to frighten me?

Fingersitching any at al? No, not arass. No sensation like ants crawling on my skin. “I don’t know how
todothisl” | said, frustrated.

The darkness was getting to me. Every dap of seawater againgt the boat made me jump. Except where
there were stars, and the light cloud that Dolorosse cast aboveitsdlf, | couldn’t distinguish seadifferent
from sky. “1 don’t know how alyou manage out here come nighttime,” | told Agway. Therain was
making me shivery.

| decided to keep looking for Dutchie Idand. Go dow. Keeping the engine revving low. When | opened
up the throttle again, the prow of the boat began dapping the water, too hard. We were overba anced.
But now that Agway was awake, | needed to keep him within reach. | dowed us down even more, and
sat him on thefloor a my feet.

He pointed out into the water. “Mammal”

“Smart boy. Yes, we going to find Mamma. Y ou just Sit right here, you understand? Don’t stand up, you
will fdl out. You will sit, Agway?’

13 B,e”

We crawled dlong. | kept trying to will the magic to happen. | didn’t know how far out we were. Could
have reached the shipping lanes, for dl 1 knew. And till the fedling of being weightlessin an infinity of ink.
| kept looking dl around us, trying to get oriented in space, trying to spot any trouble before it got to us.
What therass | was doing, redly? Thiswasridiculous. It was dangerous for the child, and | was cold.
Take us both back. Get agood night’ s deep, and tomorrow, ask Gene' s advice.

| was concentrating on turning us around: that’ s how | came to have my eyes off Agway. Only asplash
dightly louder than the rain told me that he had gone overboard.

“Agway!” | screamed. | dipped my dpagets off. “ Agway, | coming!”

| jumped. The blood-warm water took mein. When | surfaced, the life jacket was floating beside me,
empty, on a pock-marked sea like black glass.

“Agway!” | couldn’t see him! | screamed for help, but the open expanse of water swallowed my voice.

... So the devil woman of the sea wait until the ship was approaching the archipelago. Then she
swim close to the porthole of the cabin where the young woman was sitting in chains, and she
sing,

Young girl, young girl,

Drop your hat in the water.

Agway’sempty lifejacket wasasmall orange blur, bobbing away from me quickly, disappearing into
darkness. Without it, the cast would have dragged him down. | tried to dive, but the groaning black of
the sea entombed meimmediately. There was no way to see, no air to breathe. Mindlesswith terror, |
surfaced, choking. | felt a my waist for my cell phone. | hadn’t been in the water long; it just might work.

It wasn't there. Must have fallen off when | jumped in. | had to go for help. Fast. | dewed around in the
water; tried to peer through therain.
| couldn’t see the boat any more. The seawas obsidian. | stopped, bobbed in the water and tried to



listen for the dap of the waves againgt the hull of the boat. But my panicked heart was beating too hard,
my breath coming too quickly; they and therain were dl | could hear. Weeping, | struck out again,
heading for where | thought the boat might be. Didn’t even know what direction | was facing any more.
The seawas vast; it went on around and beneath me in blackness forever. My boy was drowning, and
the nighttime ocean was monstrous. There was no way to know what could be rising from the depthsthis
very moment, its maw stretched wide around dagger teeth the length of my arm. My lizard back-brain
screamed at meto get out! Out! A cold water current ran just below the surface. Every time dipped a
hand or foot into the ribbon of cold, | knew it wastaking my scent, carrying it to the invisible horror risng
up fromway down deep. | swam harder, going nowhere. My side began to ache. | was gasping, my
strokes getting weaker, my head dipping occasondly below the water. No boat. “Agway!” It cameout a
hoarse whisper. | coughed and sputtered on brine. | was scarcely paddling at all now, too tired to move
my arms. The pain in my gut made my belly fed distended. Sdt syrup burned my throat.

| panicked completely, struck out in one direction, then the next, never finding the safety of the boat. |
whimpered and spat out water.

Exhaugtion had set in. My armsfelt so heavy. All of me, heavy asrockstones. Rain water filled my eyes,
and seawater kept getting into my nose. In the back of my brain, | knew | should go horizontal, try to
float, but terror and despair kept me thrashing. Please, please let Agway Hill be alive. Let me get help.
But it wastoo late, for both of us. | couldn’t make my legs scissor any more. They sank into the chilly
current, and the rest of me began to follow. My head sank into the water.

Something hard touched my ankle. | screamed, sucked in the sea.

Something held me, bore me up. My head surfaced. | coughed out the water. It was hands| wasfeding
on me, many hands, not the grip of amassive jaw. Inthe dark | could just make out the heads of people
bobbing in the seawith me.

“Thank you,” | shouted hoarsely, over the increasing storm.

One of them gurgled areply, aliquid sound. So did another.

Sea people. Agway’ s people. Holding mefast. “Y ou found him?’ | heard myself ask, my teeth
chattering. “Y ou found Agway?’ Just this once, let my name not hold true.

A little voicewarbled, “ Camity!”

| twisted about to try to see where it was coming from. | saw him. Agway! A seaman wastowing him
through the water. | held on weakly to the shoulder of one of the people holding me up, and sobbed for
joy. Agway held tight to the man’ slong hair. So that was why he grabbed hair like that.

“Nna” heinformed me merrily. Hetugged at the hair of the man towing him. The man grinned.

“Pleased to meet you,” | said. My body was shaking with cold and after-reaction. Through the water
blurring my eyes, | peered a the man. Did he and Agway have the same nose, the same shape mouth?
The man sank quietly benesth the water, taking Agway down with him. | gasped. But seconds later they
surfaced again. Agway was laughing. He spat astream of water from hismouth. “ Camity,” he chirruped.
He swatted hisfather on the head. “Nna”

“Yes, baby, | think | understand you now. So stop begating up your daddy, al right?’

Agway pointed at another man and then athird, called them both “Nna.” So it meant something like
“uncle” then? No matter. Family.

“I’'msorry,” | said to them. “I should have brought him back earlier.”

Another creature broke surface not two feet from me. | yelped. It snorted, as though in surprise, and
sank again. “What the fuck isthat?’ | asked. Some of the people holding me laughed and joked.
Fuckers. | grabbed the shoulders of one of them, and pulled my feet up as closeto my body as| could.
S0 hard to seein the dark with water stinging my eyes! A dog? A sedl? 1 thought I"d seen large, liquid
eyes. Anintelligent face. The seapeople didn’t seem worried &t it being there. They kept pets?

Another head broke the water, thistime beside Agway. A person. “Mammal” squeded Agway, and
tried to throw himsdlf into her arms.

“Chigbuotu,” she said, with acatch in her voice. She gave the man towing Agway something large and
floppy to hold. A blanket? | could use one of those right now. Then shetook Agway into her arms.



“Chichi,” she murmured. She was definitely weeping. | felt heartsick at what I’ d put her through. She
bobbed upright in the water like abottle, holding Agway tightly to her, laughing through her tearsand
chatting back with him as hetried to catch her up on everything he' d seen and done. And thewholetime,
she kept ingpecting his shorn hair, touching hisarms, patting hisface, stroking his back. Every touch said
love, love, and Agway echoed it back at her. He curled hisfigt tightly in her hair.

Damn. Onething to see adead one, or alittle boy who might or might not be one. Something else again
to beright herein their own environment with them. Sea people wereredl!

We were moving. Where were they taking me? Not deeper out to seal “No, no, | can’t.” | tried to pull
free from the ones holding me. “I’'m not made like you. | have to go back to land.” They ignored me. |
pushed against the bodies moving me. | was too wesk, there were too many of them, and they werein
their lement. Didn’t stop metrying to breek free. | fought and fought until | heard ahollow “thunk.” |
shook water out of my eyes and peered. One of the sea people had just dapped his hand againgt the side
of my boat.

“Oh,” | said. “My mistake. So sorry.”

The next five minutes or so were pure joke as the sea people tried to help me into my boat. Every last
one of them naked, wet, and dippery. Me shaking so much | couldn’t control my muscles. | would get a
foot up on ahelpful shoulder, but it would dide off onetime, and braps! I’d go into the water again. It
would have been funny, but | was so tired. And so cold! My arthritic knee was giving off abright,
gonging pain. “ Should have climbed that blasted amond tree afew moretimesfor practice,” | gasped a
them.

Finally aseaman legpt agilely into the boat. He wasfat. Right now, | envied him that. But that hair,
milord, just hanging off his heed like seaweed in the surf! So much for the legends of mermaids combing
their hair out while sitting on the rocks. Whatever they were doing on those rocks, it wasn't grooming.
Getting warm, maybe. Or playing dangerous jumping gameswith littleland girls.

The man got to his knees, held out his hand to me through the pdlting rain. | reached for it with both of
mine. He began to pull, but | couldn’t hold on. | was't light like little Chastity used to be. | wasn't nimble
any longer like she had been. And | couldn’t make my fingers grasp. The man grabbed my wrigts. The
boat dipped sdeways. If it shipped too much water, it would sink.

Inthewater, apair of hands brushed my behind. | jumped. The hands hed mefirmly, long fingers
wrapped around my ample thighs. “Leave meaone!” | croaked, no voiceleft to yel. Agway chuckled
and shouted something out. He thought it was agame. | was in deep shit; haf-drowned, and now about
to be sexually assaulted by a sea creature. | kicked out at him. The water dragged at my leg and dowed
it down.

The man in the boat was crooning something in asoft, encouraging tone. Then | felt ahead between my
thighs. “ Get the fuck away from me!” | tried to push off, away from the person feeling me up so.

| wasrising higher in the water. Oh. A piggyback, then, not freshness. The man in the boat made an
approving sound. When the one below had got me high enough, the man in the boat leaned forward and
wrapped histhick, strong arms around me, just under my armpits. He crushed my breasts to his naked
chest. His breasth smelled like raw fish, and under that, like human breath. “Up little more,” | said,
panting. There. . . dmodgt. . .

Just afew moreinches and | was able to get one knee againgt the inside of the boat. The man in the boat
caled out something. The othersin the water echoed it. Fuck me; they were cheering me on! That gave
me little more strength. | dug my knee into the side of the boat. Of course it was the bad knee. The man
bel ow heaved, and the one above pulled, hisface right up against mine. Suddenly | was up on the boat’s
rim. My weight overbaanced the man pulling on me, and we both fell insgde. The boat rocked beneath
us

| wasintheboat. | lay there, pulling in air and wiping rain out of my eyes. “Oh, migod.” Therain felt
chilly. My armswere dl goosebumps. | was woozy.

The man under me was making funny heaving noises.

“Sorry,” | panted, but | had no energy left for moving. He had to roll my dead weight off him.



Hewaslaughing! Blasted fish man waslaughing a me!

And then | was laughing too, though | was dizzy and it hurt my chest. Thetwo of uslay there, trying to
catch our breath, laughing with each other. | could hear othersin the water chatting, and Agway’s
cheerful, high voice amongst them.

| managed to lift my head to look over the side. | ate Agway up with my eyes. Little brute. Clasps on the
lifejacket werejust like the one on the old briefcase I d given him to play with.

The man sat up. His knees and ankles pulled apart with awet Ve cro sound, and he tailor-sat. Chrigt.
That’ swhat the patches were for. To streamline the legs so they could swim better. And | had let Evelyn
take Agway’ saway. | had fucked everything up so badly, | didn’t know how to unfuck it.

The boat was moving. They weretowing it. Good, 'cause | didn’'t fed in any shapeto steer it mysdif. |
didn’'t even have the strength to balil. | lay and looked up at the stars. | was going to get up. Soon. For
redl. “I just hopeit’ s back to shore you taking me,” | said to the man. | barely understood myself, my
teeth were chattering so hard.

“Yes” hereplied.

Holy shit. “Youtak,” | gasped.

“I tak likeyoutak,” hesad.

Nice accent. “ All of you spesk English?’

“No. Only some. We hear when land people speak.” He said something over the side.

“Where the fuck’ s the rum?” avoice caled out from the water, in afair, though somewhat bubbly,
imitation of an American accent.

“My God,” said another, “ thisis some shit-kicking weed. Trust the natives to grow the good
stuff.”

From the other side of the boat came “ Steven! Steven! Drop the anchor! Plenty fish here-bout!” That
one was pure Cayaba.

And, “ So | put twenty thou into the bank they have here. Offshore investment fucking rocks,
From behind the boat, “ Daddydaddydaddy! Look at me! Look at me, Daddy!”

When one of them launched into the sound of the Coast Guard siren Dopplering across the water, |
wept, too far goneto laugh.

“Theproblemishesat,” | creaked a my new friend. “Water will chill your body down twenty times faster
than air. Can’'t remember where | put my fucking glasses, but | can quote back afact somebody said to
me weeks ago.”

A shriek from the water nearly stopped my dready stuttering heart. A woman' s voice, swelled with
outrage and fury. Something heavy dapped against the boat. A hand grabbed the side of the boat and
bodily tilted it towards the water. | nearly rolled out. The man in the boat held on to me.

A head followed the hand from the water. Agway’ s mother. She was big and strong enough to tilt the
boat, and even to my blurry vison, shelooked ready to kill. She cradled a scared Agway aong one arm.
Sheturned one of his thighs outwards to show me. The bandages had long washed off. | whispered,
“Thedoctorsdidit.” Couldn’t hear whether | was speaking doud. | was shuddering with cold.
Hypothermiacould kill, even in the tropics sometimes.

My friend in the boat trandated for me. Mammamadeit clear that she didn’t give two shitsfor that
lame-ass answer, and she was going to reach into my mouth and tear my liver out with her bare hands. |
sad, “He couldn’t manage on land with those things, waddling around like that.”

The man trandated. Still no go. | was shaking like aleaf from the cold, the shock, the confrontation. The
woman shoved hersalf off from the boat and lunged towards one of Agway’ s nnas. She pushed Agway
into hisarms and demanded her wrap back, or whatever it was. The man refused, though it looked like
she outweighed him. She got into atug of war with him, raging the wholetime. Agway kept trying to get a
word in edgewise. Finaly she dragged the thing out of the man’sarms. She put it around her shoulders.
Agway shouted something asloudly as hislittle body could manage, launched himsdlf towards her, and
yanked on her hair.



She stopped. He said it again. | made out “ Camity,” and “nne.” So | was his uncle, too? So difficult to
hear over thedriving rain.

My mind was wandering. Concentrate, Calamity. “| fucked up!” | shouted. Barely a squesk came out. |
tried to raise my hands towards her, but | couldn’t fed my arms any more. Just athump as my heed hit
thefloor of the boat, and everything went black. My last Sght, strangely clear, was of the seawoman
with her sed skin fur coat clutched around her. What is this fashion for leaving the heads on? |
wondered. Then | didn’t think anything &t all.

The ship began to creak more, and to shudder. The dada-hair lady could hear the thundering of
the surf. The boss man was shouting orders, the sailors running back and forth. Some of the
sailors began pushing the people back towards the stinking, cramped holds. Some of the men tried
to resist, but they were beaten for their trouble. And no sign from Uhamiri.

The ship slowed down, then tacked. The turning motion brought the dada-hair lady’' s nausea
back. Some of the othersretched, too. The ship proceeded a little way further, then lurched,
throwing them all to the deck. There was a thump and a massive cracking sound. The child was
thrown from the dada-hair lady’ s arms when she fell, dragging the two chained to her along with
her. Boards snapped. People were screaming and calling on their Gods. Not the dada-hair lady.
She had already begged help, but none had come.

As she lay tumbled on the deck, the dada-hair lady felt wetness between her thighs, and a
cramping of her womb. Her monthly blood had returned. She grinned fiercely. “ She heard me,”
she said to her shipmates, who were too terrified to pay her mind. Holding on to whatever she
could, the dada-hair lady dragged herself upright. She looked around wildly for the little boy she
had held. There! He had seen her. He was so small that the sailors couldn’t really see himin the
throng. He was pushing his way through adult bodies to get to her. And the determined little child
made it; squeezed between the last two people separating him from the dada-hair lady, and ran to
her. She swept him up, laughing even through her own terror. She readied herself. It was time.
The lost ones would go home.

The ship wastilted perilously to one side, and breaking up as they watched. The noises of cracking
timbers, diding cannon, and screaming people wer e astonishing.

The dada-hair lady bade her gift come down.

And for thefirst timein months, it did.

Me Uncle Time smile black as sorrow;
"im voice is sof’ as bamboo |eaf
But Lawd, me Uncle cruel.
When "im play in de street
wid yu woman—watch ’im! By tomorrow
shedry as cane-fire, bitter as cassava.
An’ when ’'im teach yu son, long after
yu walk wid stranger, an’ yu bread is grief.
Watch how "im spin web roun’ yu house, an’ creep
inside; an’ when ’im touch yu, weep. . .

—Dennis Scott, “Uncle Time”



Turquoise. Lapis. Viridian. | shifted my bottom to a more comfortable position on the amond tree branch
and tried to name dl the blues and greens of the seathis afternoon. Cerulean. Tedl. Indigo. | filled up my
head with sea colours, and wondered what Agway’ swords for them were.

“Look her there!” shouted achild' svoice, aboy’s. My heart hammered in my chest before| realised it
could not be Agway. Stanley ran to the foot of the amond tree and peered up a me. He had to look into
the sun to do so. No flicker of asecond eyelid, though.

“Cdamity, what you doing way up there?’

“Watching the sea”

Ife appeared over the rise. Michagl waswith her. They joined Stanley, and the three of them stared up at
me gape-mouthed.

“Everybody’ shere now,” said Michadl. “Y ou going to come down and eat something?’

“Just one second.” | went back to my watching. The police and the Coast Guard had declared Agway
missing, presumed dead. Whilein my care. Hector surprised me by telling them we had been coming to
pay him avigt. Jade. Royal. Mint. “ She takes people, you know?” | told them. “The seadoes. And she
never givesthem back.”

| had had flash after flash, but no Agway came to me. Why would he? From the time he had jumped into
that water, he wasn't lost any more.

“I found the dump truck that Agway used to play with,” said Stanley. “Y our old dump truck.” Stanley
was crying. For Agway. Agway was dive and happy, but | couldn’t tell them that. Only Gene knew. |
had to watch my grandson wrestle with the pain of agrief | couldn't rdieve.

| got off my branch and started climbing down.

“Careful,” Ife cautioned. Michad tried to help me therest of the way down.

“Last man who tried to hold me up nearly sprain hisback,” | said. | got down by myself and took
Stanley’ shand.

“Come and show me where you found the truck,” | told him. After we' d walked for abit, | said to him,
“I meant to help you with your project. | never wanted to let you down like that. But | did. It wasn't
right, and I’'m very sorry.” Helooked a me, perplexed. “Maybe one day you' |l give me another chance.”
A few more steps, and | said, “ And your sciencefair project was brilliant.”

Heamiled alittle. “The bat was the best,” he said. “It was right down low, closeto the water. But | didn’t
gnk theglider.”

“I'm very proud of you.”

We had to walk past the orchard on the way to the house. It wasrioting out of control. Branches had
extended themselves, looping into sideways knots and tangles that defied gravity. Every morning | found
that new shoots had thrown themsel ves skywards overnight, to fight with their predecessorsfor light and
ar. Thetreeswere clotted with blossoms and with fruit in al stages of development; in the early
afternoon heat, the perfumed stench of both was cloying. Even the tiny saplings were bearing before their
time. Overripe fruit fell constantly as we watched, to smash againgt others aready on the ground. The
unharvested cashew apples rotted within aday; the air below the trees buzzed thick with blue-bottle flies,
drunk on fermenting cashew ichor. The trees bore and bore and bore. In the space of aweek, some of
them were dready dying. The prodigious growth had started when Agway went from me.

Ife took Stanley’ s other hand as we sidled past the mad orchard.



Men'’ svoices rumbled from the kitchen. Good smélls, too: coffee brewing, fish, spices. | peeked in. Orso
and Hector, cooking up astorm. | couldn’t face Hector just yet. “Where you found the truck?’ | asked
Sanley.

“In here.” He led meinto the bedroom that had been Agway’s, and Dadda' s. The AquaMan sheet I'd
bought was still on the bed. Dumpy lay on the pillow. Stanley ran and picked it up, brought it, held out,
towards me.

“It was under the bed,” he said. His face was crumpling into sadness again. | reached for the truck, but
he cried out and threw it at me. He missed. It smashed through the window glass. | heard exclamations
from the kitchen; chairs being pushed back; feet running in our direction. “Why you had to take him out
on thewater like that!” sobbed Stanley. “It’ syour fault!”

“Stanley!” sad Ife.

“No, let him say it. It' sthe samething dl of alyou thinking, anyway.”

Stanley hugged himself and cried. | bent and picked up the truck, over the protests of my back and both
knees. “Agway used to throw it like that,” | told Stanley. “Will you let me hold you?’

Hethrew hisarmsaround my legs.

That wake nearly killed me. Then they could have just waked for two. Mrs. Soledad accepted many
refills of white rum, and told stories about the cute things Agway had done that | had missed because|
was at work. Stanley taught us Agway’ swords for man, and boy, and goodbye, and told usthat his
name was—had been—Chichi. Slence fell when he said that. Three chi-chi men of adifferent kind right
here in the room. | looked at the floor. That writer guy wasright; God is an irony. When Hector, a catch
inhisvoice, launched into the story about Agway egting raw shrimps, | excused mysalf and went out onto
the porch. If I’ d stayed in there any longer, I’ d have broken and written myself aticket straight to the
madhouse by informing them dl that Agway was amermaid who had gone back to hishomein the sea.
So | sat and bresthed, and watched the cashewsripen and fal, fall, fall.

Ife came outside and sat beside me. She said, “ Don't watch the newsfor the next little while, okay?’

“I can just imagine what they’ re saying about me.”

Her dress was shapeless as usud, but thistime it was a stylish shapeless, in anubbly indigo slk that
brought out her colouring. Even her sandalswere pretty. “Y ou looking good,” | said. Sheraised her
eyebrows. | ignored it. “Like breaking up with Clifton is suiting you?’

Shelooked down at her hands. “It hasits advantages.” She wasn't wearing her wedding rings. “But | till
miss him. Half of me wantsto work things out with him, and haf of mewantsto leave.”

“Something | never told you.”

“What?" she asked, her tone wary.

Push on, Cdamity. “Youright; | didn’t want to have you.”

Ife pressed her lips together and made to stand up. | was doing it all wrong. | took her hand. “Please
wait, Ife. Just hear me out.”

She sat back down, her face unhappy.

“Over the months of carrying you,” | said, “I got used to having you right next to my heart. Could put my
arms around you any time | wanted. Then time came | had to push you out. Findly got to meet the
prettiest baby in the world.”

She gave me asad, surprised amile.

“And looking after you wasthe hardest thing | ever didin my life. Plenty of times| hated it. Plenty of
times | wanted to stop. Give you up for adoption. Something.

“But then | got to know you. A mischievouslittle girl with acuriousmind. A dreamy, impatient young
woman who was dways |ooking for magic. Fuck. I'm not saying thisright.”

“I think I'mkind of liking it,” shereplied. “Keep trying.”

“| didn’t start out loving you. | had to learn to love you. It waslike an arranged marriage, you know?
Only not.”

She was hdf-laughing now. “Y ou say the strangest things, Mummy.”

“Cdamity. And | not finished.”



“What ds?’

“I had to learn to love you for who you are. About haf thetime | screw it up.”

Obsidian glint to those eyes. “Go on.”

“So from now on, | want you to tell meright away when | get it wrong. Don't save it up for thirty-eight
years”

Shetook that in, and nodded. “ Sound good,” she said. My spirits started to lift. “But one pretty speech
not going tofix it.”

| bit back the ready barb and waited for her to finish. “Y ou have to walk the talk for awhile before’'m
going to trust you,” shetold me. “Y ou on sufferance.”

“Chrigt. Y ou and Orso been comparing notes, or something?’

She nodded. “ Something like that.” We watched the cashewsfal. Ife said, “Y ou know, | never told you
the wish Dadda made at the wishing tree.”

“Not sure | want to know.”

“He wished for Mummato forgive him and come back. He said even if not for him, that you had suffered

enough.”
Then she hugged me and went back insde. She still wasn't wearing abra

S0 now Granny decide to get rid of the devil baby. She yank it off her shoulders and she throw it
hard as she could. She pitch that devil baby into the sea. And the minute it land up in the water,
the devil baby start to laugh, and to swell: big as a pumpkin; big as a grouper fish; big asa whale,
and then bigger. That devil baby turn into the devil woman of the sea with her blue skin, and her
sharp teeth, and her long, long arms for dragging ships down. “ THANK YOU, GRANNY, DO,”
the devil woman say. “ FOR YOU JUST GIVE ME EXACTLY WHAT | WANT.” Her voice make
Granny’s ears ache.

Then the devil woman fling a handful of gold pieces at Granny. One land on her face; till her
dying day, you could still see the mark. “ FOR YOUR TROUBLE,” the devil woman say. And she
dive down to go and wait for a ship for her dinner. Granny hear her laughing all the way down to
the bottom.

| crashed gratefully down onto the lounge chair out on the porch. “1’m so glad everybody gone home, |
can'ttdl you!”

“Sound likeit wasn’t fun.” Gene gestured a the platein hislap. “What isthis| eating?’

“ Ackee and sdtfish. Some Jamaican thing Hector make.”

“It' sdtrange. Likeif scrambled eggs was avegetable.”

“Hetill vexed with me. Hector.”

“Yeah, | could seethat. | wouldn't brook nobody speaking to me like that neither.”

“Duly noted, Mr. Meeks.”

He put the haf-finished plate of food down on thefloor. “1 have to run. Working tonight.”

“Y ou want alift down to the dock?’

“Sure”

| got anidea. “All right. Just hang on asecond.”

Dumpy was gtill on thefloor in Dadda sroom. | fished it out of the broken glass.

Inthe night air, the rankness of the cashewswasless. But you could still hear the gentle plop of fruit after
fruit throwing itself from the branch. The sickle moon |ooked fresh and clean, wearing one coy wisp of
cloud.

| let Geneinto the car. We headed for the dock.

“Mrs. Winter gave me bereavement leave.”

“Ouch.”

“Who knew she had aheart?’ | pulled up at the dock. “Y ou have afew minutes? 'Y ou could take me out



alittleway in your boat and then back?’

“You mean | get to spend afew more minutes with you?’

“Sweset-talker.”

“My middle name. Come.” He opened the car door, but before he got out, he took a shaky breath and
sad, “You know that night, when | found you?’

“Yeah. What about it?’

Gene had gotten my hdf-hysterical phone message about Agway’ s mother being dive. He came rushing
over right after work to find us both gone, and me not answering my phone. He dashed back to the
dock, thinking he' d go out on the water and search for us. He'd found me lying on the dock intherain,
haf-dead from hypothermia.

“Asl| laid eyes on you on the dock the other night, | hear abig splash, like something went into the
water.”

“I' know. | told you what happened. And if you tell me | was halucinating, | svear—’

He shook hishead. “I think | saw shapes swimming away under the water.”

“Fuck me! A part of me been wondering if | didn’'t just makeit al up. So | wouldn’t fed guilty about
letting Agway fal over thesde”

“But | saw them too. Never seen them dive before.” His smile was soft and wondering. “What a
miraculous world, nuh true?’

We went out in hislaunch. When we were out of sight of Dolorosse, | yelled, “Right herel” over the
sound of the engine. Gene cut the power and we rocked in silence on the sea. | held Dumpy in my hands
onefind time. Then | dropped it over the side. Drop your scarf in the water . | blew akiss after it.

She couldn’t say how she did it; for her safety, she'd never tried to describe it to anyone. She liked
to think it was a bit like how it might feel when a baby pulled at your breast with its hungry mouth
to make the milk come. But she didn’t know that sensation. To her, it was like letting go finally
when you' d long been wanting to piss, and feeling the hot wetness splash out of you and keep
coming like it would never stop. It was like that, and yet it was nothing at all like that. Bring us
home, she begged, of Uhamiri, of her gift; as shetried to keep her balance it was all getting
confused in her mind. She was a sluice, and power surged through her. Shetried to guideit asit
flowed. It was like holding back the seas with a winnowing basket, but the dada-hair lady shaped
her power as best she might.

It was the strongest flow she’ d ever felt, frightening in its force.

The boss man was yelling ordersin the shouting and the screaming and the running about, but
few were listening. His two desperate eyes made four with the dada-hair lady’s own. If shewere a
Momi Wata, he'd be foolish to stare at her like that. She stood tall and looked right back at him.
Thefirst thing that happened was that any of her people still standing fell to the decks. Not her;
she remained upright. She nodded and smiled. “ We are leaving now!” she shouted in Igbo, for
those who could understand. Some of those raised up a cheer, which became a high piping. The
people were changing! That startled her. But the ocean strength of blood would not be held back.
The dada-hair lady accepted it. That is how it would be. Then let it be.

The people s arms flattened out into flexible flippers. The shackles slipped off their wrists. The
two women who had been chained to her flopped away, free, but the dada-hair lady remained
unchanged and shackled. The little boy in her arms was transforming, though. He lifted one hand
and spread his fingers to investigate the webbing that now extended between them. Some of the
people who had been forced back into the holds were making their way out, now that their
shackles had dlid off. The ship was so far tilted that they didn’t have to climb; just clamber up the
shallow incline that led to the hatch.

The people’ s bodies grew thick and fat. Legs melted together. The little boy chuckled, a sound
she’d not heard from him before this. The chuckle became a high-pitched call.



The people’ s faces swelled and transformed: round heads with snouts. Big, liquid eyes. Would she
not change, too? Was this Uhamiri’s price?

The sailors had been dodging them, too terrified to pay attention to what was happening. Many
sailors had already leapt over the side. A mast snapped and crashed down, killing sailors and
destroying more of the ship. The weight of the mast pulled the ship over even further on its side.
The captain rushed to the cracked stump and yelled, likely for an axe to cut the mast free. He was
ignored. The ship began to go down. The captain glared at the dada-hair lady as though she were
responsible. He braced himself against the stump of the mast, pulled out his pistol, and shot at
her. The jerking of the ship threw his shot wide. He started picking off her people, one by one,
even as they grew thick, protective coatings of fat and fur sprouted on their bodies. “ Over the
side!” the dada-hair lady yelled at them. * Go into the water!” The sound became a deep, urgent
bubbling noise. The dada-hair lady was changing too. Uhamiri would not abandon her!

The gift roared through her. She threw the boy from her, into the sea, just before her arms
became flippers. She swelled large as an ox. She flopped to the deck, landing heavily beside one of
the white sailors. He went even whiter as he saw her alter. He backed away, pulling at his pistol
ashetried to get it free of his belt.

The dada-hair lady started working her body clumsily to the ship’srailing. Others of the people
wer e already there, levering themselves up and over, into the sea. The splashing, the shouting, the
strange animal calls; all was confusion, and the gift was burning through her so hard she could
barely see.

The captain roared at her and took aim again. The dada-hair lady lumped her heavy body against
the ship’s side. Shereared up against the railing, which creaked with her weight. The changed
people who had made it into the water were swimming clumsily away from the ship, learning the
use of their new limbs as they worked them.

A shot winged by her ear. The dada-hair lady looked back. A few of the people lay broken on the
deck, shot midway through the change. The dada-hair lady’ s heart broke to see that Belite was
one of the dead, but she had no time to stop; the captain was taking aim again. She tumbled
herself over the side. As she fell towards the welcoming sea, a bright pain exploded in her foot.
With a belching roar, she splashed into the water, and down. She looked. A thread of blood
followed her down, trailing from her flipper. The captain had shot a hole clean through it. The
frightening wound and the salty sting of the sea searing it made the dada-hair lady gasp. She took
in water, coughed it out again, flailed with her new front limbs. Blood. She had to be giving blood
to the earth in order to find a thing lost. But now she gave her blood to the sea. She had asked
Uhamiri to bring them home. The gods almost never gave you exactly what you’ d asked for.
Where was her boy? There! He must be that one, that little one, who swam so vigorously towards
her, pushing his way through the other sleek, fat bodies. He came. She nuzzled him, urged him
with her flipper to swim on ahead of her. Driven by the sound of the ship cracking apart and the
danger of falling debris, she followed, learning her limbs as she went, trying not to faint away
from the pain of the injured one. The sea was blue and held them on its breast. They were no
longer lost.

And with that, the dada-hair lady felt the gift leave her. Not stop, asit had every time before;
leave. She had used all her blood power to bring the people home. They were bahari now. The sea
was where they would live.

By thetime| pulled the car up to the house, fingers of fog were stretching through the air. Jumbie
wegther. Mischief weather, swirling al around me. | couldn’t see more than afew feet ahead. | got out of
the car, locked the door.

From out in the fog over by the road, someone cdled, “Cdamity? It' syou that?’

“Mrs. Soledad?’

“Youdl right, child?’ She sounded suspicious. | could see her alittle more clearly now. She had



someonewith her. Asthey came closer, | saw who it was. Mr. Mckinley.

“I'mfine” | said to them. Began to say, “Never better,” but with Agway gone only afew days ago, that
would sound wrong. | bit it back.

Mrs. Soledad was wearing a pretty flowered dress. Her greying hair hung down in front in two long,
girlish braids that went nearly to her waist. On her head, she was sporting aleather peaked cap; purpleto
match the flowers on her dress. She had it turned backwards. And wasthat lipstick on her lips?

Mr. Mckinley’ s khaki pants were pressed. He had one button open at the neck of his plaid shirt, to show
just alittle bit of chest hair.

“How come dlyou out on anight likethis?’ | asked them.

“Little bit of fog not going to hurt us,” replied Mr. Mckinley.

Mrs. Soledad reached out and pinched my arm.

“Ow!” | yelped, pulling it away from her.

“You'rered,” shesad.

“Yes What you do that for?’

Mr. Mckinley chuckled. “ Jumbie westher. She not taking any chances.”

“Tooright,” said Mrs. Soledad. “ Thaddeusand | just taking the night air.” She reached for Mr.
Mckinley’ s hand. Hetook hers gently, like agift, and shot her ashy glance.

My brain was looping, on input overload. Mrs. Soledad and Mr. Mckinley were having ahot affair. And
on top of al that, Mr. Mckinley’ sfirst name was Thaddeus. Who got named Thaddeus nowadays?
Under hisarm, Mr. Mckinley had his battered yellow tackle box. How could the two of them be seeing
each other? He was probably a good fifteen years younger than she. And how he could take hisfishing
hooks out on a date?

“Heavy rain thisafternoon,” | said, making smal tak.

Mr. Mckinley nodded. “Truethat. Glad | wasn't out in the boat.”

“Good thing, too,” said Mrs. Soledad. * Otherwise, who woulda bring me another blanket to wrap my
fetin?

He amiled at her. “Best way to spend arainy afternoon. Warm in bed, with one blanket sharing between
the two of we, and the rain going prangalang on your tinning roof.”

“Waslike young married days dl over again,” she said softly.

Mr. Mckinley coughed. They both looked at the ground, but that didn’t hide the big grins on their faces.
They had been in bed together, in her house, listening to therain. | didn’t know them at all.

“Y ou coming to the protest tomorrow?’ asked Mrs. Soledad. “ Going to be alime and ahaf.”

“I goingtotry,” | said guiltily. | intended to deep in tomorrow.

| shooed them off to continue their walk. Even when the fog started to make them difficult to see, | could
gtill hear the companionable rise and fdl of their conversation and their laughter. Seem like everybody
had somebody for company. | thought about calling Gene, but | stopped mysdlf. Never went good when
| tried to force-ripe ardationship. Same thing with Evelyn. | sat on the warm hood of the car and
breathed in the milky night. When the fog had me wresthed in cloud, | went insideto bed.

Alexander Let Himsdlf into the Seal Pen, just to be sure. He looked in the water, in the caves. He picked
up the sodden piece of paper he found in one of the caves and inspected it. Then, calmly, helet himself
back out, locked the high gate—not that it seemed to make any difference—and walked the grounds of
the Zooquarium until he found Dennis. * Come and see something with me, nuh?’

Dennislooked baffled, but he followed Alexander back to the sedl pen.

“How many seds?’ said Alexander.

“No sedsinthere, ar.”

“Not aone?’

“No.”

“It snot just meimagining it?’

“No, ar.”



“That’ swhat | thought.”

He handed Dennisthe yellow foolscap sheet. It was one of the flyersthat had been pinned up
everywhere for afew days now. The workers co-op people were staging aprotest at the new Gilmor
plant thismorning.

Dennisflattened out the soggy sheet as best as he could. “What thisis?’ he asked, pointing to some
marks on the paper. Y ou might get marks like that if you dampened anugget of seal chow and scraped it
on the paper. “Look likewriting,” said Dennis.

“You think so?" Alexander replied in awesary tone.

“Yeah, but hdf of it wash out.”

“Truethat.” They both stared at theflyer. If you used your imagination, the smudged marks could |ook
like“BACK SOON.”

“I consdering becoming adrinking man,” said Alexander.

It was the Scent that woke me up next morning. Right in my bedroom with me, the strong smell of the
sea

| sat up and looked around. Something on the floor. My eyeswere till blurry with deep. | reached for
my specs and put them on. Between me and the bedroom door was a pile of bladderwrack ashigh as
my shin, and so fresh it was till wet. On top of that was adlit, L-shaped tube of white plaster,
half-dissolved, but recognizable as Agway’ s cast. Lying on sea grape leaves besde that was apile of
fresh raw shrimp, agood five pounds of it. The heads were till on.

| picked up my cell phone and went to check the rest of the house. Out in the halway, | nearly tripped on
Dadda sold duffd bag. I'd put it in my closet until | could get around to burning the sedskininsideit.
But the bag was empty. | combed the whole house looking for the skin. | ended up in Dadda’ s room.
There was the window Stanley had broken when he threw Dumpy. I” d swept al the broken glass out of
it, taped plagtic over it.

The plastic wastorn.

The empty pane was plenty big enough to |et a person through.

| let out awhoop. “You seewhy | livein Cayaba?’ | asked mysdlf. “Never adull moment.”

Ifewasin charge of arranging Sookdeo-Grant’ s appearance at the protest with a group of opposition
party supporters. She had been fretting about dl the detailsfor days now.

| double dog dare you, Mummy.

| called Ifeoma s house. “Hector, it’syou that? Awoah.” | let that sink in, then said, “ Put Ife on the phone
for me, please?’

Ife came on theline. “Mummy? Something wrong?’

“Not athing. I’'m asright asrain. So, where exactly thisprotest is? Yes, | know it’s on Dolorosse, but
where? Y ou have enough water for everybody you looking after? Bottled water? Good. Y ou have ice?
No, don’'t worry. Y ou doing good. | will stop off at Mr. Robinson’s on the way and get some bags of
ice. How you mean, how come? | can’'t come and show my daughter some support? Y ou could use a
extracooler? And you have food? Only patties? That not enough. | going to make abig pot of curry
shrimp. Seeyou at ten, then? Okay.”

| hung up the phone and went to the kitchen for abowl big enough to hold five pounds of shrimp. “If
alyou ever find any snapper,” | announced to the empty house, “I would be very grateful.”



