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Preface, or Artist Statement

Even before I joined the MFA program at the University of Maryland, I wrote
stories that were heavily influenced by the literature of Guyana and the wider
Caribbean. Works like Jean Rhys’ Wide Sargasso Sea, Edgar Mittelholzer’s My
Bones and My Flute, Wilson Harris’ Palace of the Peacock, V.S. Naipaul’s Miguel
Street, and Pauline Melville’s The Ventriloquist’s Tale, with their focus on the
region’s culture, natural environment, and colonial history, contributed to my literary
outlook. My perspective was further refined by the folktales of Guyana, which, I am
certain, served as the foundation for my interest in the speculative. Inspiration from
outside Guyana also existed, coming to me in the form of several writers from the
Indian subcontinent, including Salman Rushdie, Arundhati Roy, and Rohinton
Mistry, from whom I was able to learn much about the density of narrative, about
how much meaning can be packed into a paragraph, a sentence, a word. Film, too,
played a key role in shaping my writing. Specifically, films directed by Alfonso
Cuaro6n, Alejandro G. Ifarritu, and Guillermo del Toro taught me how to exploit the
visual language of both beauty and tragedy, a lesson that was enhanced through my
exposure to East Asian cinema, where, in the films of Zhang Yimou, Chen Kaige, and
Wong Kar-wai, [ was able to gain further insight into how the qualities of image
(colour, patterns, the effects of lighting, etc.) might be adapted to literary work.

At the University of Maryland, the MFA program enabled me to continue to
write stories based on my established influences, while simultaneously ensuring that I

found new sites of inspiration and motivation. Experimentation in literary form, for
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example, is an area that I found to be quite stimulating, and I was prompted to engage
with this due to class discussions of various works that dissolved and reshaped
structure, including Juan Rulfo’s Pedro Paramo, Bhanu Kapil’s Schizophrene, and,
most notably, John Keene’s Counternarratives. Due to these new influences, several
of the stories that I wrote during the MFA found their form through my endeavors
with lineation, chronology, shapes, perspective, run-on sentences, and other,
experimental, text-based, elements. In classes, I also learned to embrace literature in
translation, with Han Kang’s The Vegetarian, Isaac Babel’s The Red Cavalry, and
Herta Miiller’s The Hunger Angel all demonstrating new ways of thinking about the
effectiveness of images and symbols that are cultivated by particular ideologies and
experiences — cultural, historical, or otherwise. For example, in Miiller’s novel, the
protagonist packs a suitcase that comes to mean so much more, particularly in relation
to memory, family, and home. I think this is similar to what I attempt to do, in one
story, with a pair of earrings that are passed down through generations. Further, with
regard to speculative fiction, engaging with the classics (Octavia Butler’s Bloodchild,
Henry James’ The Turn of the Screw, Ursula K. Le Guin’s The Dispossessed), as well
as with newer works (Paul Beatty’s The Sellout, Mohsin Hamid’s Exit West) in my
time here, functioned to remind me of the scope, vibrancy, and potential of
speculative fiction, and this resulted in me writing several stories that aimed to
engage, deeply, with the magical, the ghostly, and the strange. Lastly, but
importantly, in identifying new sites of influence, it is essential for me to

acknowledge my peers and professors who, over the course of the past three years,
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provided essential feedback that guided my editorial outlook, and allowed me to

improve as a writer, in ways that I am aware of, and very grateful for.
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Elixir

Me-mother used to say tha’ god does come down to this world in a shower o’
magic. A storm o’ crimson petals floating through de air. Pearl-white rain milking out
o’ dark clouds. Gold sparks stringing between earth an’ sky. From dem-these-kinda-
thing, de miracle of god-birth does happen, an’ before yuh know it, yuh have Durga
springing across de heavens on de back o’ a fierce lion, an’ dark-skinned Shiva, wid
de opal serpent wrap ‘round he throat, an’ Brahma, wid so many faces, staring into
past, present, future.

I think tha’ this is why when you did born, wid yuh own set o’ strangeness
brimming all ‘round you, I was not afraid. I did know, somehow, tha’ was god
sending something special into me life.

Yuh see, it start wid when yuh was ready to come, an’ de blood tha’ was
pouring out o’ me was not red de way it shoulda been. ‘Stead, de blood was a wash o’
blazing pink, so bright, gemstone-bright, tha’ it seem to almos’ glow in de room. Tha’
blood was de colour o’ de light straining through de horizon on certain afternoon.
Was de colour o’ a sharp seashell. De colour 0’ a poisonous coral. De colour 0’ a

rotting rose, yuh see.



At first, I did wonder if me belly was carryin’ a bougainvillea plant all this
while, rather than a baby, but de ole-ladies-from-de-village who surround me didn’
flinch, not a once. ‘Stead, dem tie-up de long grey plaits ‘round dem head, an’ dem
whisper to one another, an’ dem press cloth damp wid water ‘gainst me forehead, an’
I know they didn’ see any o’ what’ | was seeing because all dem keep saying to me is
this is wha’ I get fo’ being a wicked girl, fo’ letting tha’ fisherman use me so, even
though I didn’ have one idea ‘bout wha’ they was talking ‘bout.

I had to block they words out, an’ I try to do tha’ by breathing hard an’ trying
to focus through de pain. But I wasn’ wrong. I coulda still see de blinding pinkness,
like half-done sorrel, staining they hands an’ they clothes an’ de insides of me legs, as
more an’ more o’ tha’ strange blood jus’ keep veining out 0’ me an’ seepin’ through
de bedsheets like a flood o’ something from outta this world, a great stream o’
something sinister, an’ it wouldn’ stop coming. So much of it, so much of it, so much
of it — warm an’ wet an’ bright — an’ wid it come all these dreams, right away, these
visions that infest me mind so tha’ bizarre flowers start bloom-up in there. I scream
an’ cry, an’ all de while you did takin’ yuh own sweet time squirming yuh way outta
me, an’ I was seeing all sorta madness, too, thick golden bracelets tracing over me
wrists, me own two-feet hanging in a tiled pool brimming wid cool, clear water, me
hands slipping into a dress so soft an’ so blue tha’ it seem to be stitch from sky, me-
in-a-shiny-car, trundling down de gravel road tha’ cut through the village, de strong
smell o’ spice tha’ come from far, far away, slices o’ rich, rare fruit on me tongue,
expensive juice dripping down de sides o’ me mouth, dreams, dreams, dreams,

sprouting wild like polyps on de walls 0’ me mind.
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Tha’ was a day o’ pure chaos. I remember praying through de streaks o’ pain
tha’ was running through me from head to toe. I remember holdin’ up me hand to me
face an’ trying to see, through de blurry tears, de pink magic dripping from me
fingers. I remember thinking ‘bout de stories ‘bout how things does go haywire
whenever a god nearby. I remember, too, how dem same ole ladies did done had they
knife in hand by de time yuh fall outta me, an’ how they grab yuh up an’ snip de
navel-string from yuh belly, quick-quick, an’ peel de glassy caul from yuh face to
release yuh big mouthfuls o’ crying, an’ then they murmur over de soft birthmark that
brand on de bottom o’ yuh chin, but I didn’ mind it because I did done know tha’ was
de purple fingerprint of a god, lef” behind from when he was molding yuh wid clay he
cleave from a star. They keep muttering ‘bout sin an’ shame, over de crying tha’ was
pouring out 0’ me mouth an’ you mouth, all three o’ dem crone who only come to
help deliver you out o’ guilt, out o’ fear o’ wha’ they own white-god-on-de-cross
would do to dem if they did try an’ leave a poor girl like me, alone, to pull me own
chile from me own belly.

But, I was still grateful. It was de first time they was all gentle, in a way, to
me.

When I was young — back when Strong-Man-Burnham was president, an’, like
some god, he clap he hands an’ make everything in de land go barren an’ hard, so tha’
flour was short, an’ everybody had to line-up for milk powder an’ peas an’ rice —
back then, there used to had days when I would fall over from hunger on de street, an’

these same three crones would watch me, wid they gran-chirren climbing all ‘bout



they croaky knees, an’ not-a-body could catch dem rising from they front verandah to
come an’ put a morsel o’ bread in me mouth. Nobody.

But on yuh born-day, they did come to me.

Is till then I had to wait.

Nothing mo’ precious than de birth o’ a chile, is wha’ they did say, when they
arrive at me gate tha’ morning.

Once the whole thing done, I clutch you to me chest an’ tell dem tha’ yuh
come from a star, but they jus’ ignore me an’ clean de pink blood from de bed, an’
burn de sheets, an’ tha is when I realize tha’ they did still think I had some kinda
sickness, something tha’ live in me soul all this while, something tha’ couldn’ heal,
an’ not even you being born would change how they think ‘bout me. They only come
to do wha’ they had to do — jus’ enough to be able to make payment at de doorway to
their heaven when they time reach, an’ they dead an’ gone from this world.

Then you start to move in me arms, and I couldn’ think ‘bout anything else.
De ripe pink blood didn’ mean a thing when compare to you, wid yuh soft-baby-skin,
an’ tiny fingers, fold-up an’ clinging to secrets from yuh past life, an’ yuh slow-
blinking eyes tha’ was quivering like de wings of a butterfly warming up to fresh
sunshine.

I tell meself then tha’ how you did born really didn’ matter because all kinda
strangeness does happen in childbirth, anyway. I know a woman who give birth to
three girl-pickney at de same time, an’ they all got de same face, an’ it got a boy who
born with a lil tail on he behind, like a pig, an’ another one who come with six fingers

on each hand, an’, yes, de way you an’ dem enter de world was not normal — but, so
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wha’? A chile is a chile, no matter how it come. The gods don’ make mistake, you
know.

So, how you reach didn’ matter to me — at all, at all, at all.

Didn’ matter, too, tha’ we house was sticks. Didn’ matter tha’ de walls always
smell like sea-salt. Didn’ matter tha’ de only thing I had to eat would be wha’ever I
could snatch from de earth. Didn’ matter tha’ I didn’ have any other family so tha’
when you was being born, I had to rely on de ole crone-dem from down in de village
to come deliver you. No. None o’ tha’ didn’ matter. I decide there an’ then, when I
see yuh eyelids, still coat wid de pink blood, open up fully, an’ yuh eyes swivel
‘round an’ look right up at me, tha’ me an’ you would make it. Alone, together.
Wha’ever it take, we would make it.

By de time de old lady-dem wrap yuh navel-string an’ caul in a clean, white
linen an’ give it to me to throw away, night was falling quick an’ heavy, a dead body
rolling over de land, an’, later, in tha’ same night, a full-moon-night it was, after they
went back home, I spit me prayers, prayers me-mother teach me, over de linen bundle
an’ bury it in secret, under de bare patch o’ earth tha’ hol’ up tha’ lone hibiscus plant,
de one that stand in front o’ de yard an’ always heavy wid bee an’ hummingbird,
hunting fo’ sweet-smelling nectar. I keep what I did a secret from de neighbours who
might report to de ole ladies, an’ I keep it a secret because I know tha’ this ritual
could give to yuh a long life, a healthy life, even if de rest o> dem who spend all they
time in de new church at de centre of de village, with de ole-crones, would never
believe it. These is things tha’ me-mother teach me before she dead, things she-

mother teach she. Things tha’ dem who fooling people into de white mouth o’ tha’
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church would never understand — but me, [ know. I know that once de navel-string
an’ caul bury down there, returned safe to de round belly of Bhumidevi — Mother
Earth — yuh would always remember whe’ yuh home is, no matter how many years
pass, no matter how far ‘way yuh stray, no matter wha’ fate might have waiting fo’
yuh in she tight-clamp fist. The navel-string and caul would always lead yuh back to
me, safe, where you belong. Tha’ is wha’ I say to meself as I was digging up tha’ cold
earth, on tha’ full-moon-night, with de wind whipping de shingles off de roof, an” me
hands burning from lifting de iron shovel, an’ de smell 0’ new milk leaking from me-
body an’ drifting off into de far corners o’ de dark.

Maybe tha’ is why, even now, after everything tha’ done gone an’ happen, |
feel that yuh still ‘round here, creepin’ in de walls o’ this rotten house, sleepin’
beneath de skin o’ this land, rollin’ in de breath o’ this wet night-air. Is because I bury
tha’ navel-string an’ caul close to me. Is because I did never stop believing.

I can still smell you, yuh know. Barely, so is like smelling a memory, but,
one-two time, when I peelin’ hard cassava fo’ soup, or sweeping de termite nests tha’
build-up like tar on de verandah, or stitching de hole in me clothes so I can hide me
shame from de world, I can scent yuh, lil bit, an’ on dem rare days, when I breathe
yuh in, I does glimpse a massive, golden gate opening wide for me, de inside o’ a new
kitchen, gleaming wid fresh white paint, a soft silver skirt swallowing me like a snake,
a beautiful an’ dark floor so well-polish, so shine, tha’ when I look down I see meself
lookin’ up at me, mouth open so wide I wonder if is scream I screaming, or laugh [

laughing, or cry I crying.



‘Cept fo’ de pink blood tha’ bring yuh into this world, an’ de birthmark tha’
shape like a small violet leaf at de bottom o’ yuh face, an’ de fact tha’ yuh was so
small, four pounds only — a magga thing, really — yuh did seem to me like any other
baby, wid a smear o’ black hair on de soft mol o’ yuh head, an’ brown eyes tha’ was
bright an’ ready to catch an’ hold all de newness o’ this world, an’ chubby cheeks,
too, tha’ I used to pinch, easy-easy, jus’ to watch yuh smile.

When de church-songs, thin like knives, used to be slicing through de village-
air on Sunday mornings, I used to whisper de stories 0’ de gods, we gods, into the
seashell-whorl o’ yuh ears, so tha’ yuh would grow up knowin’ yuh own. Me-own
mother always used to say tha’ it was never too early to start learn ‘bout god, so I tell
yuh all de story she did tell me. Story ‘bout brave, blue-skin Lord Rama who get
transform from king to pauper, an’ back again. Story ‘bout Ganesha, an’ how he-own
father chop off he head an’ replace it wid one from a white elephant. Story ‘bout how
de gods an’ de demons did stir all de water in de ocean to bring up golden Amrita, a
drink tha’ was to make dem live forever. All this, an’ more, I did whisper to yuh, over
de blare o’ tha’ blasted stereo system that they put to sit jus’ outside o’ de church.

You spend most o’ yuh time rolling ‘round in de crib tha’ I work hard, day-
and-night, to make from bamboo poles because I couldn’ afford to buy a new one
meself. You smile at things — glittering apsaras an’ mischievous yakshis in de air —
tha’ only you coulda see. You latch on to me breasts several times during de day, an’
you suck an’ suck an’ suck as if to drain de little life from me dry-up-dry-up body.
You did behave exactly how any normal baby was suppose-to behave. You take, an’,

as a good mother, I was more than willing to give.
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The days was flitting by like birds, one-day, two-day, three-day, so fas’ tha’ I
barely had time to look up an’ notice dem passing wid how intent I was on caring fo’
you. But things was smooth fo’ tha’ small piece of time in de beginning anyway.
Then, one morning, when I was feedin’ you, a sudden, searing pain shoot straight
through me chest, an’ even though I try to pull de nipple away, you keep yuh mouth
shut tight, like a lil piranha, an’ you would not give up or let go.

Tha’ was de day when I feel the world shift a little beneath me toes.

[ try, an’ try, to drag you from me, an’ I clamp me hand hard ‘gainst yuh soft
shoulder, an’ jus’ so, jus’ so, a fine mist, like wha’ does come when you twist de peel
from a unripe orange or tangerine, burst out into de air all ‘round we.

I'look, an’ couldn’ believe tha’ wha’ I was seeing was true. Tha’ a mist was
sprayin’ out o’ de body 0’ me baby, out 0’ you, from de skin on yuh shoulder.

This mist dance in de thick sunlight pouring through de window above de bed,
an’ it hover in de air in a long spray o’ bright, twinkling pink, de self-same colour o’
de blood tha’ did run from me on yuh born-day.

I hol’ yuh close to me chest an’ watch it spin ‘round an’ ‘round we on de bed,
sparkling, a wispy serpent climbing through de morning-air, an’ yuh didn’ even
notice because yuh eyes was shut an’ you was busy getting yuh milk, but I watch, an’
I know tha’ I did never see nothing like tha’ before. Nothing like tha’ mist tha’ look
as if a pink diamond explode into vapor, mist tha’ hang in de air, floating, lingering
there like de last dregs of some kinda magic, ‘til de sunlight take pity on it an’ dry it

all up into nothingness. Then de room was bare again, so I wasn’ sure tha’ wha’ had



jus’ happen had really happen, so I did find meself wondering if was nothing more
than a dream I had been dreaming.

Me whole-self start shake, so hard tha’ I worry [ woulda drop yuh. Me heart
was in me mouth, done ready to jump out.

I tear de nipple ‘way from yuh, an’ yuh start cry, an’ me breast was aflame,
but I turn yuh over an’ hol’ yuh so close to me face tha’ me eyelash was tickling yuh
back, an’ I coulda see every freckle an’ line an’ hair on yuh body, an’ then I spot it on
yuh shoulder — proof tha’ I was not some madwoman — in three small beads rollin’
smooth ‘cross yuh skin, like dots o’ pink sweat. I press me fingertip against dem,
stamping dem out, an’ each was soft as dew. I try to smell the liquid, but was like
smellin” water — it had no kinda scent to speak of. Then, I hol’ me finger to me eyes,
an’ trailin’ across de looping lines 0’ me fingerprint I coulda see small twinkling bits
o’ pink, a dust tha’ drip from a small blushing star, tuck somewhere far behind de
sky, or glitter tha’ spill from de long hem o’ a sari belonging to an ancient an’ deadly
spirit. Only de gods know.

#

When I was small, me-mother used to tell me tha’ so long as I keep prayin’
an’ believin’, de gods would never abandon we. Even when people start to leave the
country in droves to get away from tha’ demon, Burnham, an’ all we friends an’
family went to Canada, ‘Merica, an’ England, so only me an’ me-mother get left back
here. Even when de church come to de village, unfolding out o’ de deep pockets o’ de

foreign missionaries, an’ de remaining people in the village start turn dem back on de



mandir. Even then, throughout all tha’ time, me-mother make sure tha’ I never stray
from god.

During dem-early-days, when me belly was hollow-out wid air, or dem-nights
when rainwater would leak into de house, from de holes tha’ gape to de stars between
de shingles on de roof, she would pull me into a tight hug an’ whisper into de whorl
o’ me ears, an’ remind me tha’ god does rarely come, but, one day, when I grow up,
he gon be sure to send, an’, together, we would kneel an’ pray till de moon get pull
past de midnight-point in de sky, till de owls hidden in de tree-trunks drift into sleep,
till both 0> we knees was rubbed ruby-red from de bruises o’ de hard, wooden floor.
Tha’ woman, me-mother, she teach me how to persevere.

Was ‘bout two-day-later when I get brave enough to touch yuh shoulder
again.

I pick yuh up, an’ I press me finger into de tender white skin tha’ lie where
yuh arm-bone connect to yuh chest-bone, an’ I stare hard, without blinking, at de curl
o’ pink mist tha’ float into de air from yuh body. You didn’ notice nothing. You jus’
stare up at me, an’ open an’ close yuh small hands, an’ stamp yuh feet, an’ roll yuh
tongue so tha’ a tiny trickle o’ drool escape down de side o’ yuh pucker-up,
whimpering mouth.

I wipe yuh face clean, an’ I put yuh to lie-down on yuh belly, an I trace a long
line wid me finger down yuh bare back, straight ‘longside de soft backbone tha’ still
had much time to go before it get hard enough to hol’ yuh up ‘gainst de earth, an’

from de red mark o’ me finger on yuh skin burst forth a great fan o’ pink mist, an’,
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fo’ a moment, it did look like yuh have a large, glimmering, translucent fin on yuh
back, like a sailfish.

I watch, and wait ‘til de back-mist vanish, an’ I turn you over, an’ tickle yuh
belly, an’ I smile when yuh start shuffle about like a lil turtle tha’ get upturn. I move
yuh hand away from yuh dribbly mouth, an’ press me finger into yuh face, so a lil
indent form in yuh cheek, an’ a whole puff o’ pink fly out, settling in de air like a
jewel-tone smoke, de droplets dampening you head, an’ sparkling in de crisp dawn-
light.

I did think to meself tha’ this mist must be wha’ de gods use to mend human
soul, or to make dream, or stitch together enchantment. Tha’ is wha’ I did tell meself
in tha’ moment.

Then I think ‘bout yuh father, an’ I realize tha’ this had something to do wid
he, an’ I shoulda know from de first day tha’ I see he walkin’ to de shore, a strange
man, tall an’ strapping an’ handsome, an’ dripping wet wid dem long brown ropes o’
seaweed ‘round he neck, from out 0’ de wilderness o’ de sea. I shoulda know from de
way he cling to de waves, an’ de way he always had tha’ black-beach-sand on he feet,
an’ de way he look at de sea at sunrise an’ at sunset, an’ de way tha’ de las’ time |
ever see he was when he was walking back to de water tha’ he come from, all those
months befo’ you was born. He was someone who fo’ sure had saltwater running
through he veins. I shoulda know from de first moment. I was blind, an’ didn’ see
then wha’ I did need to see — tha’ yuh father is indeed a god, Vishnu, who swim to
this land in de form o’ Matsya, de great horned fish, befo’ turning heself into a man to

find me so we could have you. I put me hand to me head an’ curse meself fo’ not
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realizing mo’ soon. Who else, besides a god, would be able to gift me a chile like
you, a chile who could do all you could do? No one else but Vishnu.

Vishnu, the Protector. Vishnu, the Provider.

I stand in de bedroom an’ close me eyes, whispering a prayer to yuh father,
an’ allowing de last dregs o’ de mist to settle on me face an’ neck an’ bare arms. I
think ‘bout how god did come, but I was not able to see, an’ I realize tha’ I did need
to broaden me mind. I did need to look mo’ closely.

When I open me eyes, me skin was damp wid de mist tha’ had collect itself on
me body, so when I lift me hands to me face, they was cover all over wid tiny pink
drops, an’ fo’ de first time, I did think de mist look ugly, on top 0o’ me body like tha’,
like wet, glistening sores ‘gainst me skin. Up in de air it did remind me o’ some kinda
fairy-tale-thing, but on me, crawling on me like disease, it was a curse, an’ I did get
frighten then, an de shivers did run through me.

But tha’ didn’t stop me none. I couldn’ let it. God was showing me something
through you, and I did need to pay attention. Maybe this was him trying to make up
for everything I had live through, losing me-mother at a young age, the dictatorship,
poverty, an’ everything else.

So, I pick yuh up in me two-hand, an’ I sink me face into yuh belly fo’ a bit,
so yuh could feel something familiar, me face an’ me warm breath, as I inhale yuh
rich baby-smell, de sweet scent 0’ milk an’ powder an’ cardamom.

Then I stretch me arms out an” hol” yuh up in front 0’ me, like a dolly I had,
once, long time ago, an’ I press me fingers, easy, into yuh, into de space under yuh

arms an’ behind yuh shoulders, so easy, wid only de strength tha’ it does take to pull
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a bunch o’ flowers from a stem, so easy tha’ yuh wouldn’ even notice, an’ then I start
spin, ‘round an’ ‘round, so tha’ de pink mist fly off o’ yuh small body, an’ swirl an’
swirl an’ swirl into de room, an’ then I stop spinnin’, an’ stand still, an’ clasp yuh
close to me chest, in de middle o’ tha’ pink spiral, de mist twinkling an’ circling we,
forming a kind o’ glowing cage, which I lean towards an’ start inhaling. I breathe in
de mist, deep, because tha’ was de only way lef” fo’ me to receive this message from
de gods, an’ I let de mist inside me. I coulda feel dem wet dots speeding up me nose,
rushing into me mouth, an’ darting up, far, far into me brain, an” when tha’ happen,
jus’ so, de room start disappear an’ me head start spin, an’ everything slow down, an’
I start feel like I was floating, like I was underwater, an’ somehow I coulda feel de
water lifting me, moving me body around, slow, slow, slow, as if in a dance, an’ I
could even feel me hair fannin’ out ‘round me face, slow, slow, slow, stretching out
then curling in de air like eels, an’, somehow, I was in de front-yard, me two-feet bare
‘gainst de soft mud, an’ behind me was de house, same as normal, a bungle o 'wood,
rising up off de land like a rickety skeleton, like something dead coming back to life,
dragging itself out de earth, an’ as I take a long look around, I see tha’ patches o’
grass on de ground was gleaming wet from a rain tha’ look like it had fall earlier in
de day, an’ in de sky, I coulda see de long-storm-cloud clinging to one another in a
thick pallet o’ grey, an’ I know tha’ didn’ make no sense, ‘cause jus’ before, when I
was holding yuh in de bedroom, an’ de mist was drifting from yuh body, warm
sunlight was busy draining itself into de house, but, down there, in de yard, I coulda
feel de cold, wet grass beneath me feet, an’ a supple chill slinking in de air, an’ I

coulda see how de entire place look newborn, shining, jus’ like how it does shine
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when de rainfall come an’ wash down everything, an’ I coulda even taste water in de
air when I walk forward, an’ then 1 feel everything coming to a stop, an’ me foot
slamming against de floor as if [ was drop down there from somewhere else, jus’ so. I
hol’ on to yuh, tight, so you wouldn’ fall, an’ when I look ‘round de room, it was bare
again, except fo’ you, me, de bed, an’ de bars o’ sunlight tha’ was comin’ through de
window an’ stippling de walls into de stripes o’ a cell.

I catch me breath, an’ I put yuh down ‘pon de bed, an’ thinking on it now,
maybe it mighta been best to hol’ back in tha’ moment, but I was too nervous, an’
nobody could ever understand wha’ I was feeling then, how fas’ me heart was
beating, how much I did wan’ to see.

When I hol’ you small hand in me own, it did feel like holding a flower-bud,
an’ when I squeeze you hand in me own, it did feel like squeezing a flower-bud, an’
when the mist start flying out where me hand an’ you hand join as one, I close me
eyes an’ lean in, an’ breathe in, hard, again, an’ things went black, again, an’ de
waves come back an’ push me up, up, up, an’ then another one push me right back
down, an’ I could feel me long hair loosing out, ripplin’ mad, de way a kelp garden
would swish ‘gainst a wild current, an’ I was back in de yard, an’ everything was
rain-washed as before, an’ when I look ‘round properly, I see, too, tha’ de rain had
turn one patch o’ de yard to mud, an’ sittin’ in de mud was a lil girl, who was playing
alone, an’ she look to be ‘bout six year ole, wid soot-black hair an’ brown eyes, an’
she hand an’ foot was sticky wid de wet dirt, an’ I watch, because I think I did done
already know, soon as I see she, so I watch, as she build a house or a castle or

something else down there, in de earth, as she dig an’ knead an’ turn de soil, an’ |
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watch at de careless way she slender fingers scoop de dirt into a pile, an’ de innocent
manner in which she wipe ‘way stains on she white shirt an’ she short, school-girl
kimono, an’ de determination tha’ fix ‘pon she face when de roof o’ she mud-building
collapse de fuss time an' she had to make it again, an’ try as I might, I jus’ couldn’
tear me gaze away, an’ me heart did keep knotting itself up in me chest every time she
move, an’ me own breath was lock-up, tight as a conch-shell, in me throat, an’ |
couldn’ move from there till she mud-house was done, till she turn an’ tilt she head to
look up at de real house, de shamble o’ sticks looming above she, an’ as she stare at
de house, I stare at she, an’ I see, in de jut o’ she face, de lil violet leaf tha’ was on de
bottom o’ she chin, gleaming dark an’ glinting like a scar on she face — on you face,
an’ then I was opening me eyes, an’ [ was sinking back to de real world, me head
falling gently on de mattress, right next to you.

I jus’ stay there for a while, an’ only after some time pass is when I try to
come back to meself, when I try to come back to you.

Me entire body was wet-wet as if I did jus’ come out 0’ a bath. I coulda make
out pink stains all over de bed, all over you, as if some dying animal tha’ had pink
blood had drag itself all over de room, over de bed, an’ de walls, an’ de ceiling, too.

I realize, late, tha’ you was crying, bawling yuh lungs out, in fact, as if yuh
was in pain, as if de de mist tha’ sink into yuh napkin an’ soak yuh skin was goin’ to
kill you, as if you did goin’ to dead.

I use me hand to wipe some wetness from yuh face, an’ I touch de leaf on yuh

chin, an’ over de noise o’ you crying, I thank Vishnu fo’ giving me a daughter who
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would grow up to be such a determine, bright, smart-lookin’ girl, a daughter who
would be able to help me wid this hard thing tha’ we call life.

Then, I pull you into me arms, an’ I hol’ you so tight to me chest, because tha’
was de only way I could show you how much I love you, how happy I was to have
you. I kiss you on yuh forehead, an’ rock you in me arms, an’ I promise tha’ I did see
all I need to see, tha’ I wouldn’ do it again, an’ tha’ a glimpse was all I need, jus’ a
little bit of the future, a cupful, or less than tha’, a sip, an’ I had had it, an’ I was
satisfy, an’ then I start sob ‘long right there wid you, ‘til both 0’ we fall asleep, tired,
tear-stained, an’ soaking-wet.

#

The days following was a great swarm o’ bats, thick an’ black, one-day, two-
day, three-day, so I couldn’ make out which day-of-the-week was which anymore. I
was too busy, locking meself behind de crumbling walls o’ de house, drinkin’ down
de gift tha’ you had bring to me, taking the pink magic it into me body so it could live
there, an’ feed, an’ grow, an’ so, in turn, it would reward me by showing me wha’ I
did need to see, so I would know wha’ to do to make it all come to pass. I breathed it
in, an’ [ drink it, an’ [ was so full, every single day, to de point 0’ almost vomiting.

I turn out to be a liar. Is true. I did try, but I couldn’ stop. To see all o’ tha’, to
know what would happen before it happen. Was a little bit like becoming a god, you
understand? Who would be able to reject a thing like tha’? Who, in this world?

The mist keep coming out 0’ you in so many different shape — sometimes long

an’ slender, like pink snakes crawling through de musty bedroom air, sometimes like
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feathery fans, sometimes as great puffs tha’ remind me o’ de spores tha’ fling
themselves from certain toadstool during the dry season.

Another thing tha’ happen, too, is tha’ I start to learn which parts o’ you |
could use to bring out de mist. Not yuh face, tha’ would one day grow into de face o’
a beautiful an’ envied woman, a face tha’ all de world gon see an’ want. Not yuh
arms tha’ would one day become long enough to shelter me from all de crass things
dem people, down-there-in-de-village, does say ‘bout me. Certainly not yuh hands
tha’ would write an’ draw an’, one day, explore an’ create an’ build.

Wha’ I can say? Was quite a thing to get de chance to see you grow,
stretching from a little seed to a tall coconut tree of a woman, in a world tha’ didn’
want to deprive you, a world tha’ still to come.

Tha’ fuss time, you was six or seven years ole, playin’ in de mud in de yard,
an’ then de next time I see you, you was at de seawall, wid friends, imagine tha’, an’
each o’ dem ‘bout ten years ole, jus’ like you, fishing line lassoing ‘bove yuh head
befo’ you swinging it out into de sea, an’ then you was swimming in de tea-brown
water o’ de river, thirteen or fourteen an’ already strong enough to move water
through yuh hands, to push de river aside wid yuh feet, to make yuh way in de world,
to claim a space fo’ you-self, an’, suddenly-suddenly, at eighteen, nineteen, you
already a woman, golden laughter in yuh eyes, an’ lean arms, an’ strong legs, long
hair in a braid over yuh shoulder, de birthmark bright on yuh chin, an’ you wearing a
dress tha’ was like a upside-down flower, an’ strolling down de street, where I used
to wander after me-mother did dead, an’ you walk right pas’ de church, an’ as you

walk, they all start eyeing you, de crones right at de front o’ de crowd, wondering
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how you could be me chile, how a woman like you could come from somebody like
me, an’ I could smell de jealousy tha’ reek from dem, an’ I could taste it in de air, as
you make you way pas’ all o’ dem, radiant as de daughter o’ a god, o’ Vishnu
himself, head high to de sky, ready to conquer de world. All this wonderful things,
an’ more, I see.

Me-mother did preach to me ‘bout Jasoda, who, when she pry open de mouth
o’ she son, Krishna, was able to see all de planet an’ sun an’ star, an’ all de secrets o’
de universe, in there. When I think ‘bout tha’ story, it give me a comfort, an’ let me
know tha’ I is not de first. So, I keep at it, again an’ again an’ again. There was days
when de mist was so much in tha’ bedroom tha’ I couldn’ see me hands when I raise
dem to me face, so thick was de pink sheen tha’ come from yuh body. Soon, de wood
on de walls start to rot an’ smell 0’ mildew tha’ grow from all de constant wetness.
Soon, de floor was always slippery from de mess o’ de mist. Soon, de fuss thing I
start doin’ as soon as I wake up in de morning, shivering in me wet clothes, was to
reach fo’ you, an’ to press me fingers into yuh back, yuh feet, yuh shoulders. I
couldn’ get enough. I couldn’ help meself.

You was goin’ to grow up to be such a brave and confident woman.

All-o-dem couldn’ stop staring.

#

I use me finger to open yuh baby-fists tha’ was curl tight like lotus-buds, an’ I
wonder ‘bout how, in jus’ a couple year, yuh two lil hand would grow, an’ yuh would
to be able to hol’ things, an’ dig into de soft, wet soil, an’ build a house from mud. I

touch de bulb o’ yuh round knee, an’ I think ‘bout how one day, soon, dem same knee
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goin’ to grow hard, able to help yuh walk an’ run an’ bend easy, so yuh could stoop
long into de surface o’ de earth an’ hol” yuh body up ‘gainst de chill an’ de wet an’ de
wind. Then, I put me hand over yuh face, de face tha’ was de face of a soft an’
helpless baby, not a wild, dirty girl-chile, not a pretty daughter, not a motivated
woman, not yet, anyway, but one day, one day, an’ I press down wid three fingers
into yuh forehead, an’ I hol’ dem there ‘til de mist start rise from you an’ hover over
we like a pink cloud tha’ had, somehow, fallen to earth an’ get trap in we bedroom,
an’ I open me mouth, wide, an’ let de twinkling drops land on me tongue, an’ I did
think it was like stars falling into de mouth o’ a god, an’ I keep me hand press to yuh
face all this while, an’ I rest me head on me pillow, next to you, an’ close me eyes,
an’ I feel de push an’ pull o’ de invisible waves ‘gainst me body, an’ I return, an’ this
time everything was different, an’ I recognize de place only because I coulda see de
seawall nearby, an’ de blinking spire o’ de mandir, in de distance, but de entire yard
was cover with tile, so not a blade o’ grass was left behind, not a pebble, not a single
beetle or earthworm or spider, an’ de patch o’ earth where de hibiscus tree did stand
over yuh navel-string an’ caul was long gone, an’ de ole rickety house, too, had
disappear, an’, ‘stead, a white mansion was on de land where it all shoulda been, an’
this new house was make out o’ hard stone, an’ it loom so high tha’ de sun blind me
when I try to look all de way to de top, an’ it was so tall tha’ I did think, then, tha’ de
gods themselves might trip over de rise o’ de roof when they walking ‘round in
heaven, an’ de white paint on de outside was bright in de afternoon sun, an’ de face
o’ de house had so much window tha’ I start to feel naked wid all dem glass eye

watching me so, as though I did do something wrong, an’ de house did so big an’
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strong tha’ it look as though it coulda fit twenty o’ de ole house inside it — it was a
monster of a house, truly, a dream of a house, a house wid a high, golden gate to shut
‘way de dirty outside, de kinda house tha’ only people who swim in money could
afford, de kinda house tha’ even tha’ wicked one, Burnham, would be jealous of, de
kinda house yuh read ‘bout in book, tha’ exist only in make-believe, tha’ yuh only see
in de pictures at de cinema hall, not a house fo’ me, a lone an’ empty woman, sucking
half-a-life from de land, an’ living wid she chile in a shack by de sea, not me, not me,
not me, cannot be, so I stare, transfix-like, as though it was a giant or angel or some
other thing tha’ did fly down an’ squat itself in me yard, an’ then I see you, walking
out o’ de house, an’ yuh wasn’ a chile or a teenage girl, but a full-grown woman who
look so much like Vishnu, a god who made he-self into a man I did know fo’ a short
time, who walk outta de sea to me, an’ you was dress in a neat suit, an’ you hair was
cut short, an’ I could see laugh-line etch into de corner o’ yuh mouth, an’ you had on
gold earrings, glinting in de sunlight, an’ de birthmark on yuh chin was still there,
an’ de way yuh stride into de yard let me know tha’ de house was you own, an’ de
land was you own, an’ anything yuh want in de world coulda be you own, an’ I smile
when I see tha’, an’ I think ‘bout how every time I go to de shore, or every time I pass
through de village, I got to lower me eyes from all o’ dem who look down on me, de
weight o’ each stare heavy, like a cross ‘cross me back, an’ I watch as you pace de
yard, an’ stop to catch de yellow spread o’ de sunlight, an’ I watch yuh take out a
cigarette from yuh pocket, an’ pop it in yuh mouth an’ light it, an’ de tip blare red,
an’ de long, grey smoke trail into de air an’ circle yuh, a rope wrapping itself ‘round

yuh head, an’ it make me a lil sad to think tha’ you grow up to put all tha’ cancer into
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yuh lungs, but then I tell meself tha’ you is yuh own woman, an’ tha’ there got worst
thing in this world to get nail to, an’, at least, you didn’ grow up to be miserable like
me, an’, suddenly, I was walkin’ up to yuh, an’ me hand was reaching out, an’ yuh
shoulder was just under me fingers, an’ before I could touch you, somebody else was
comin’ out o’ de house, an’ I turn an’ I see me, wrap in a bright orange sari tha’ look
like it was make for a goddess-self, but it was me, but old, an’ me face was so crease
like a piece o’ lotus leaf tha’ get left to brown in the sun, an’ yet I look happier than |
ever know meself to be before, an’ me hair was gray, but plait an’ trim wid white
flowers, an’, somehow, I had make-up on me face, an’ jewelry all over, thick silver
bangles tha’ clink at me wrists, anklets tha’ shimmer with each step, an’ so many
draping necklaces, stud wid green an’ red an blue stones, an’ I gasp out loud an’ shift
me stretching hand from you to me, older-me, an' I open me mouth to whisper
something to she, to me, to say, perhaps, “Look, look how far you come, thanks to you
one an’ only chile,” an’ jus’ as de first word was ‘bout to stumble off me tongue, 1
could hear a loud rapping, an’ I was back on de wet bed, lying next to yuh, an’ de
entire room did full o’ de pink mist, so much o’ it tha’ it hide de dirty walls, an’ de
termite nests tha’ string across de ceiling, an’ de cracks in de ole wood, an’ de black
mold fanning out along one corner, an, ‘stead, in tha’ moment, everything tha’ |
coulda see was only glimmering, pink-pink an’ pretty.

De rapping come again, hard an’ sharp from de front door, so I climb out 0’ de
bed, uneasy on me feet. I manage to wring de liquid from me skirt, pick you up in me

arms, an’ stumble out o’ de bedroom.
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When I open de front-door, they was there waiting fo’ me, three o’ de ole-
ladies from de church. One 0’ dem was counting a black rosary between she fingers.

I press you ‘gainst me body, an’ I watch dem from de doorway. I couldn’ tell
which, if any o’ dem, had help birth yuh. It was only a couple weeks before, an’ yet,
time had turn so thick fo’ me, [ didn’ always know wha’ was wha’ anymore.

The morning air did feel heavy, an’ de crones smile through it at me, an’ then
one o’ dem start asking ‘bout if [ have any plans fo’ de baptism, tha’ she can get de
priest from de church to do it. Dem words enter me ears an’ start move through me,
an’ at de same time, I could feel me body rejecting it all, like sickness, bloating in me
belly an’ then rising, hot an’ bitter through me chest to settle in me mouth. I swallow
down all de hateful things I did want say to de three-o-dem because me-mother did
teach me right from wrong, an’ how to respect elders, even if they malicious like
these. ‘Stead, I remind dem tha’ me-mother did not go to de church, an’ I did not go
to de church, an” me chile would not be goin’ to tha’ blasted church.

I start to close de door, wantin’ to hurry back to de mist tha’ I know was
disappearing in de bedroom, an’ I could hear it calling to me, beckoning to me wid
long, pink fingers, when, all-of-a-sudden, one o’ de crone, de one with de rosary, stop
de door wid she foot. She say tha’ me chile don’ have to live in sin because I live in
sin, an’ tha’ make me even mo’ mad, plus I did really wan’ to go back to de mist, an’
I did done start feeling bazodee, an’ I was getting’ weak in de limbs, an’ me heart was
beating so hard even though it didn’ have nothing to be ‘fraid of. I lick me lips, which
was dry an’ starting to crack, an’ I tell she, thanks fo’ coming, but I can take care o’

me own chile. Then she ask to see you, an’ I say no, an’ I make to shut de door in all-
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three-o-dem face again, but de other two join in an’ press in ‘pon me, an’ one 0o’ dem
crone pull me hand down so tha’ they could see you, an’ then de screaming come,
bursting out o’ they three crone-mouths an’ leapin’ high into de air.

They was howling in de doorway as if they was confronting de devil he-self.
They stare at you in me arms, they eyes large, they faces bunch-up at de cheeks, they
mouths open, they teeth grinding, they voices screeching, horrid an’ hard ‘gainst de
morning.

One o’ dem manage to ask why me-baby skin blue, an’, through the ruckus, I
say tha’ mus’ be from she father, Vishnu, an’ then another one start askin’ why me-
baby head lolling back in me arms like tha’, an’ I get confuse from all de botheration,
all de noise, an’ then de las’ one was asking when las’ I feed you, an’ I start laugh
because I does always feed you.

Me eyes start water from de thirst tha’ was rising inside o’ me. I did need to
get back to de mist. Tha’ is wha’ I did distract wid when one o’ de crones, de one
with the rosary, manage to snatch you away from me. De other two join wid she, an’
then all three o’ dem start hurrying out de yard wid you cover up in de hem o’ one o’
they long, gray dress. I open me mouth to shout, to say tha is me chile, me chile, me
chile, bring she back to me, bring she back now, or I goin’ to catch an’ kill every
single one o’ you, I goin’ to hunt yuh down an’ slit yuh throat, but de words didn’
come. I had to go back to de mist. [ was not feeling meself without it. [ was so weak. |
did want to chase after dem, I did, but I couldn’ find de strength. I sink down in de
doorway, an’ watch dem run wid you, watch as they turn back to scream tha’ I mad

jus’ like me mother, watching, watching, watching as they shout all kinda things
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‘bout idol-worshippers an” wicked women an’ sin, as they rouse all de other
neighbours who start opening their windows an’ peepin’ out like little birds tha’ get a
whiff 0’ commotion.

‘Stead 0’ goin’ after dem, I make me way back to de bedroom, crawling on
the floor. I could feel something missing from me, an’ I know now tha’ is de feelin’
o’ you in me arms. Is a kind o’ emptiness tha’ weigh against me body now, pulling
me down so hard tha’ I fear de weight might drag me deep into de earth, forcing me
to lie wid de skeletons tha’ sleep below in de dark. I let dem take you away, an’ |
didn’ know how to name de absence o’ you, an’ I couldn’ even let meself become
distracted by it.

I was too worried ‘bout getting back to de las’ dregs o’ de mist.

I shoulda chase dem down. I shoulda run behind dem till me feet start bleed. I
shoulda never let you go.

‘Stead, I crawl to de bed, an’ lie there, an’ open me mouth like a greedy
anaconda, silent, still, lying in wait fo’ sustenance to fall into me wide-spread-jaws.

#

No one will tell me wha’ happen to you, or where you is.

I walk from one end o’ de village to de next, an’ everybody close they door in
me face or run me outta they yard.

I miss you. I miss de wisps o’ hair on yuh head. I miss yuh soft skin. I miss
seeing everything tha’ you would become.

I don’ know wha’ I suppose to do without you now. I don’ know how I

suppose to live knowin’ wha’ I know.
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I can feel de gnaw in me bones, de need fo’ you, fo’ de future. Is a kind o’
hunger, an’ it mo’ painful than any hunger I ever feel before.

I hope you can find yuh way back to me, somehow, an’ if you cannot, I hope
you can find yuh way back to yuh father, Vishnu. He got blue skin, an’ four arms, an’
a marvellous golden crown ‘pon he head. He does rest on de wide coils 0’ Shesha,
King of Serpents. When you meet Vishnu, you will see a long lotus-vine sprouting
from he navel, an’ at de end o’ this vine is de most wonderful lotus flower in de
whole-entire world. De colour o’ this flower is a glorious an’ burning pink, shining so
bright tha’ it can light up a night. Tha’ is how you will know tha’ is him when you
find him.

De moon come out tonight, an’ de wind cold. De iron shovel heavy in me

hand.

I been digging up de earth under de hibiscus plant in de yard fo’ de pas’ half-
hour.

I don’ remember burying de linen wid yuh navel-string an’ caul so deep.

It got red blisters on me hand. Me back drench wid sweat. Me whole body in
pain.

But I find it at last, a small rectangle of cloth cake wid mud. I can smell de
decay, de stink o’ all dem days tha’ done pass, but I don’ care. I open de bundle, easy-
easy. I press down hard on wha’ is lef” 0’ de navel-string an’ caul. I squish de remains
between me fingers because, without you at me side, I need to get every las’ drop tha’

remain in here. This is all tha’ lef” to me now. I press me fingers into de cloth, an’
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wring with all de strength in me bones, an’ then, it happen, de night get wash in a

sudden burst o’ pink, an’ now, at las’, my chile, my love, / get to see you again.
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All That Hunger, All That Thirst

July and August used to be the best month because that is when school would
be out for the summer. Is real funny how they call it summer when Guyana is
summer all year round, eh? But back then them thing didn’t matter.

All the children would rest up on the weekend after school close and by
Monday they would flood out back on to the street, chasing after all them orange-
black butterflies that weave through the village. Then cricket ball would be lashing,
skipping-rope bouncing, seesaw squeaking, and all the older boys, the rude-boys on
the corner, chatting, chatting, chatting, head together, sensi in their mouth, hand jam
into ragged pants-pocket, looking real-real cool to me and me ten-year-old-still-
developing brain. That was the summer I went inside and snatch a toothpick from
the box on the kitchen table and saunter around the house with it in me mouth,
puffing invisible smoke from daybreak to nighttime, until Mohini finally notice and
catch me and slap me behind the head and throw away all the toothpick before she
send me straight to bed.

—Is big man you playing, eh, Jason?

Oh, Mohini.

Mohini of 1996. The year she write the CXC exams.
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Mohini, Mohini, Mohini.

Even though she was my mother sister, she was only eight year older than
me so I never had to call her Auntie, and she didn’t mind either. She could be strict
when [ was behaving like a no-good raggamuffin, but mostly she was lovely. She
was nice. She was my best friend. She help me with my homework and cook my
favourite food, and teach me how to tie my laces and how to tell time when I was
small. We would stay awake late and she would talk about all the ancient myths—
the goddess, Morning, that make the world when she marry she own father, Sky;
Rama, who cross the sea to find he wife who get thief away by a demon with ten
head; the five Pandava brothers who all marry to the same woman, and all the rest
of them—devas and asuras, and the common man who live in they hand.

Mohini and me, we was tight like orchid and mango tree. We used to do
everything together, and she take care of me, from the moment I born—bare and
bawling and bratty—because, well, because Mother couldn’t do anything. The
drinking had already become a problem long before I come into this world.

I guess some people curse does be chasing them even between one life and the
next, not so?

#

Anyway, that summer, when one screwface boy, Bully, and he crew, did
want me to bowl all the time and never let me bat, [ went home and complain to
Mohini. She face, normally open and welcoming, like the heart of a frangipani
flower, crumple up and she eyes go wide with how angry she get. She walk me back

to the ball-field, grab Bully by he ears and march he straight to he house where she
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proceed to call for he mother.

—Bully Mother, come out and talk to you son. What kinda training you
giving this boy, eh? He don’t know nothing about fairness or what?

—Eh, eh, Jason, how things? Mohini, how the wait for the exam results going?
Everybody saying you is the bright-girl who going to win the government scholarship.
And is what this Bully do now? I going to brush he backside—

—He need lil training. Teach he some manners, and bout how to behave—

—I going to do just that, just that. Let me get me tamarind switch. Bring he
here—

—And I don’t want to hear he bullying anybody else pickney round here—

—Yes, yes, | know—

—Because if I got to come and talk to you about he again—

—Oh, Lawd, girl, I ain’ say that I know? I know. I fucking know. I going to
talk to he. What else you want from me?

—But, Bully Mother, look how you cussing me here today. If is cuss you want
cuss, we can cuss because God give me a fucking mouth too—

—Well, why you don’t unhand me son, and take the mouth that God give you
and go and tell you blasted sister to stop drinking that cheap brown rum, and
knocking about from street corner to street corner like a common lowlife? Maybe
then, you not going to be so stress bout everything and you going to relax lil bit and
not be so blasted uptight all the goddamn time. How about that?

Then Bully Mother come down the stairs and drag she son, he ear shining

lollipop-red, into the house, and slam the door behind she.
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Mohini and me was quiet-quiet on the way home. Bully Mother had crossed
a line, but she didn’t tell no lies.

Of course, people in the village did say all kind of thing to me and Mohini
about Mother behaviour, but what we could do? I was a child, and Mohini was a
little more than a child, one who had to go to school, mind the house, mind she
alcoholic sister, and mind she nephew.

I did always want to say something to Mohini when she was like this, hurt,
sullen, and close-up in she-self like the shame-bush that does curl up it leaves and
hide away when anybody touch it, but [ never knew what to say, so, that day, we
just keep on walking toward home, wrap up tight-tight in silence.

The street was deserted by then and the golden day had turn to a iron-cool
afternoon. The butterflies had disappear, and all the children had gone back to their
homes where they would kiss they father on the cheek, when they, bearded and
smelling of cigarette, come from work and sit in the hammock in the bottom-house
to rest they weary legs. All the mother would be clapping hot roti with they bare
hands, and the smell of a nice catfish curry or tilapia curry would be wafting around
each home. The children would be settling in with their books, and resting in
daydreams of witch and princess, evil-stepmother and hardworking stepdaughter, so
quieting down, like lamps being turned down low, after a whole day of shouting and
laughing and running and wilding outside.

Mohini and me walk past all these people and straight to we own little house
at the end of the street where there was no father in he hammock, no mother cooking

curry, no quietude to rest in.
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Instead, we had to deal with Mother.
#

When school was in season, Mother was drunk by the time the school-bell
ring. The schoolchildren would fly around she as she stagger up and down the street,
rum-bottle in hand, she curly black hair—the only thing she ever give to me—
hanging around she face as if she was a churile. Sometimes, they would chant at
she:

—Churile! Churile! Churile! Mad-lady, drunk-lady! Churile! Churile! Churile!

Mohini tell me to leave school a hour or so after the bell ring because by then
the streets gon be clear and everybody gon be home.

In summer, Mother was drunk by the time the children get ready to start they
ring-games late in the afternoon. She would strut past, garments falling off she
bony frame as if she was a clothes-hanger, the stench of rum following she like sin.
Sometimes the boys would whistle at her.

Mohini tell me to come home early, before the ring-games start, else I would
be out there when Mother was acting up and everybody would see me.

So I always walk home alone from school, long after all the other children
done reach home, and I never did learn to play any ring-games.

#

Once we reach home that afternoon, we both know from the smell that
erupt—that rank, stale-piss smell that cling to the skin with days of drinking—soon
as we push the door open, that Mother was already inside. The smell lash we hard,

and Mohini and me pinch we nose as we walk in, then go easy-easy around Mother,
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who huddle on the floor, small like a feral child, wild hair falling around she face,
the buttons of she dress open and she breasts bare to the world so that I feel she
shame resting heavy on me shoulder as she sit there and whimper, eyes close,
calling to the past and to me father, God-rest-he-soul-and-keep-it-safe-from-she,
while cradling a long glass rum-bottle with the dark liquid rolling around in it.

Mohini clasp she hands over me eyes and walk me to the bedroom door. I
done already know the drill because we do this so much time before.

Looking back on it with clear eyes now, I think Mohini did just want to
keep me safe. She didn’t want me to see Mother nakedness, or the hate that live in
she eye, or the malice that upturn she mouth, or the rum-hunger inside she that
swallow everything and hollow out the bones in she face. No, Mohini, didn’t want
me see any of that. She lead me, blind, to the bedroom, push me in, close the door
pon me, and, click, lock me inside.

—Cover you ears, Jason. Go lie down.

But I didn’ listen to she. Instead I press me ear to the door and wait for it to
start. You see, I did want to make sure she okay, just like she make sure I okay.

Mother voice, a rum-soak drawl, crawl thick and wet through the walls of we
house.

—Where me son? Answer me, bitch. Where me son?

—He inside.

—L-let me talk to he, Mohini.

—When you sober up.

—You want to take me son from me—
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—No. You not in the right condition—

—You want he for you-self—

—Maybe if you wasn’t drunk every day of he life, you could—

—You take he from me. Wh-why he don’t spend time with me? Why he don’t
like me?

There was a loud bang.

—What the hell you think—

Then was the stinging sound of a slap.

—Behave you-self!

Then was the sound of glass breaking.

—Stop!

Then was Mother howling, and Mohini hollering, and the tumbling of people-
body on the floor, the scratching of nail on the wall, the searing strike of hand against
skin, and then Mohini pull open the door and come sweeping in and press she back
hard against it so Mother couldn’t follow.

Mohini was crying and watching me, nodding as if everything gon be all
right, but I done know that nothing ain’ okay because tears leaking out she eyes
nonstop and she hand bleeding, weeping red onto the floor from a long gash, and she
holding the bad hand with she good hand, and she smiling at me, then she wiping
the tears from she face so the blood swipe across one cheek, and she face is a flower
with one petal bruised red from the sun, and Mother keep banging against the door
and Mohini whole body shaking, whether to keep it shut or because she frighten, I

not sure anymore, and the blood keep dotting the floor and Mohini blue dress
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turning black from it, and Mother banging get louder and louder, fury itself, mad
and intoxicated, trying to break into the room, but then suddenly, smaller and
smaller, disappearing to nothing, quick as a lifetime, and, finally, Mohini drop to the
floor, crouching and weary, clinging the bleeding hand to she chest, with the tears,
the non-stop tears, shining silver-silver in the dying afternoon light so that it look
like she face was make from a brittle glass that would break soon as I try and touch
it.

She reach out for me and I go and I sit to next to she and let she hold me
close. I let she bloody hand rest on me shoulder and I put on a brave face to let she
know is okay, that she can put she blood on me and I don’t mind, that she can rest
she trembling hand on me shoulder, the hand that put clothes on me back and food
in me mouth, and point out all the letter in me name, and touch me forehead for flu,
and join with the other hand to fill me full with prayer, the hand that hold me own
hand safe when we cross the road, that was a shield against Mother sharp fists, that
turn purple, sometimes, the morning after a fight. I want to tell she all this, but I
don’t know how to say the words, the words just lock up in me throat, maybe they
was too big for me back then, so we just stay together on the floor and rest, till
Mohini breathing come back to normal, till the blood harden into ruddy pain-flecks
and the whole room steep in night and I fall asleep with she hand still resting on me.

#

The next morning I wake up to heavy quiet and Mohini was standing by the

open window, she brow knit together as she pull small-small grain of glass from she

hand, each one new-knife bright in the sunlight. Sometime she stop and watch out
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the window at the children playing, and then she turn and look at me hard, face
determine, mouth set.

Me ain’ know if she did already find out she do well on she CXC exams, and
she had win the scholarship to America, or if all that come later on, but I know, |
know, was that same morning, with a cut on she hand and blood on she blue dress and
the yellow sunlight flowing into that lil room, that she make up she mind to leave.
Maybe she had enough of Mother, or enough of me, or maybe she just wanted a do-
over. Either way, within a month, she was gone, like Princess Sita from the
Ramayana, snatch away and vanish into the air, so all that was left was me and me
alone.

#

I ain’ recall much bout Mohini leaving for ’Merica. Is like me mind don’t
want to remember that time. When I try to think about it, me brain just go blank-
blank, like a TV turned off. Suddenly empty, silent.

I do remember living alone with Mother all those years after.

How come, sometime, you does don’t forget the things you want to forget, eh?

#

Me and Mohini didn’t talk again for a long, long time after that summer. |
realize that some pain, some grief, some yearning does be so strong that when you
carry it in you heart, day after day after day, month after month after month, year
after year after year, it become part of you soul, black and sticky, never letting go,
the way rum does soak into the skin and never let go, sinking in deep and only

coming out in you tears and sweat and spit. What I didn’ realize til was too late is
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that as [ was carrying around all me bad feelings, sack-load and sack-load of it, I was
letting it own me, so that [ hang up the phone every time Mohini call, and I burn
every letter she send me, and I let all of me misery eat me up from the inside out,
day after day after day, month after month after month, year after year after year.

#

So much happen.

So much change.

One summer, bout the time I finish high school, I watch around the village
and see that the children no longer come out and play—you know, like how they
used to back in the day, all of them one time, like a set of bunduri crab happily
scuttling out at low-tide. Some of them children had grow up, graduate, and gone to
work, some had married off, some had dead, some get hook on drugs first and then
dead, and some, like Bully, already had they own children to worry about, and them
new children was a different breed than we, you sight? Them didn’t scamper
through the street, them didn’t sing, or fight, or scream—them stay inside, and so
the sound of cricket bat cracking into rubber ball wither from the village, the seesaw
turn rotten with rust, the skipping rope was for gym only, and all the rude-boys,
rude-boys with the sensi in they mouth, get pick up, one by one, over the years, by
the police. I even stop seeing the orange-black butterflies.

I had change too. By then, I was eighteen and I did start working at the wharf,
unloading the boats that pull in with everything from fish to machinery to cocaine. |
grow me hair to me shoulder, so people would leave me alone. People is problems.

Best to keep distant.
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One-body I didn” mind too much, though, was this girl, with real nice hands,
who work at a office in one of the Ministry building. I would get away from Mother,
and the girl would sneak me into she house when she parents was asleep. All the
bannas at the wharf used to talk mong themselves and say she was a sweet-lil-thing,
but I can’t really remember she face or anything bout she, besides the hands. Even
then, when me and she was together in bed, she would disappear, and only she
hands, slender and smooth, would be left. Them hands would tangle in me hair, trace
across me face, and the fingers would be in me mouth, the fingernails sinking into
me shoulder and raking across me chest, and them hands, them hands, would be all
over, all over, all over.

For a lil while, this was enough to distract me. From Mother, from Mohini,
from the world.

#

Thing change and thing fall away, till only silence left back.

Everything change and everything fall away, even Mother, monument of
misery. She time come, eventually, the way time does come for all of we, chipping
away, easy-easy, bit by bit, till we topple over and smash into the ground.

#

—Mohini?

—Yes. Who is this?

—Is Jason.

—What?

—1Is Jason.
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—What?

—Jason.

—You called?

—1I got something to tell you.

—You finally called?

—Listen.

—After all these years, after all these years, after—
—NMother is dead.

—Jason.

—A cancer in her breast.

—Jason.

—1I expected a hole in her stomach, or liver disease, or heart disease—
—I can’t believe—

—1I’m burying her this Friday. Will you come?

—No.

—Are you sad?

—No. Are you?

—No.

—Will you visit me? Please say yes. Once it’s all over.
—Why?

—It’s been ten years, and you were my whole world back then.
—Back then.

—Come to America. I’ll pay for it.
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—1I will think about it.

—1I have a child now, a baby boy. He’d love to meet you. I tell him about you
all the time even though he can’t walk or talk as yet. He reminds me of you, when you
were a baby. Please say you’ll come. Please, bury her and be done with it and then
please, please, come. We can start over. Properly. Without her this time. I’ve missed
you. I’ve missed you so much. You have no idea. No idea.

#

In the end I couldn’t resist Mohini. She live in Iowa, of all the place in the
world.

The house was nice, and comfortable enough, but more small than the one
back home in Guyana. She did decorate for the Christmas season with Santa socks
by the fireplace, holly pon the wall, tinsel dripping from the ceiling, and a
Christmas tree loitering like a stranger in a corner.

The road outside was carpet with snow, and we, safe and warm inside, at
the dinner table. Candle was set up, which make no sense to me because the lights
did working normal-normal. Me and she across from each other while Christmas
tunes warble out, low, from the radio. Mohini look beautiful as ever. She barely
seem older than when she left. Same black hair pull into a long, tight ponytail at
the top of she head, same small nose and full lip, same wide eyes that reflect all
the light in the room so they look as if they holding the starry Guyana sky in them.

She clearing away the plates when she stop and look at me, smiling and
opening she eyes big-big, and shaking she head as if she seeing one of them

Christmas spirit sitting down at she dinner table instead of me.
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—1I can’t believe you’re here.

—NMe neither.

—You’re so big now. You were little when I left. You liked the Power
Rangers, and going to the seawall, and playing cricket.

—People grow up. Things change.

—Ten years is a long time.

—Yeah, but I’'m here now.

Then Mohini stop talk and she smile at me again and reach across the table
and cup me face in she hand. I hold on to the touch of she skin against me own. I
drink up the moment, take it all inside me, savouring it the way a dying man savour
water, clinging to every second, every heartbeat that pass, and each one is a blink in
time, and each one is a year in time, and I feel like if I drop down dead in that
moment, she hand could be me tombstone and I would be more than happy with
that, and I press me face deeper into she palm because I feel like I want them to have
to cut me away from it, and I feel like if she take she hand away the world might
end, and I feel like turning me head ever so slightly to kiss she hand, but I resist, I
tell me-self, no, no, no. I let out a big breath and blow away the weight of the past
ten year, ten whole year without she by me side, and I just let me head rest against
she hand. Let it rest there.

Then crying start up from the other end of the table and Mohini pull away
she hand from me face and hurry to the high chair, where the baby, winking slowly
through tears and looking like a fat white crapaud, was wriggling in he seat, carrying

on with one big bawling. Mohini pick he up quick-quick, and pull down she top and
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put a breast in he hungry mouth. I look away.

—1I don’t know what’s going on with him today. He’s been in such a fidgety
mood.

—Do you tell him stories?

—Yes, of course, when I get time.

—The ones about the gods and the demons?

—Which?

—The ones you used to tell me.

—Oh. I really don’t remember any of those. I do the popular ones, like Snow
White, Red Riding Hood, Br’er Rabbit. The classics.

—TYeah.

She hold the baby closer to she heart and rock he gently, and I see that the
scar on the back of she hand, that link she to me and Mother, had done fade away
with the years.

#

When the baby settle down to sleep, me and Mohini stand up in the kitchen
and watch each other, the smell of cinnamon and vanilla and breast-milk lingering,
and Frank Sinatra and he melancholy voice sauntering through the radio and circling
round we. Mohini hold she hand out, and I get a flash in me mind from that day, long
ago, when that same hand was cut open and bleeding. But in that spotless kitchen
she was smiling, and she hand ain’ had no blood on it, and we was in Iowa, not a
foul-smelling room on the coast of South America, and the snow was falling, and

you couldn’t feel the beat of the Caribbean heat, and Sinatra was on the radio, and

41



there wasn’t no banging at the walls or crash of rum-bottle breaking, or any people
screaming, and Mother was not there, thank God.

Mohini and I hold each other close, and we sway, slow-slow, into the night.

—Everything is better now.

—Yes. Yes, everything is.

—Do you have a girlfriend back home?

—What?

—Why are you laughing? You’re an adult now.

—Yeah, it’s just kinda weird—

—Why?

—Well, you are my aunt—

—And?

—Not sure I really want to talk about my relationships with my aunt.

—What? Why not? Just tell me. Is there someone?

—Well, there is this girl in Guyana.

—Oho—

—But—

—But? But what? Is it not working out?

—1I think I only like her for one thing.

—Oh, God. Well. Well, that’s not good.

—We might break up soon.

—That’s sad.

—I guess.
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—Do you want a drink? For a broken heart to come?

—What?

—I’ve got tequila, beer, wine. Or eggnog and we can put a splash of rum in it.

—What?

—What?

—I don’t drink.

—Never?

—Never. Do you?

—Sometimes. Not like . . . not like her, though. Not so much. Not so much.

—Good.

—Do you. .. ever.. . think maybe we didn’t do enough for her?

—No, because there was nothing we could do.

—They can’t help it, you know. All that hunger, all that thirst, or whatever’s
going on inside them, they can’t turn it on or off just like that. They can’t resist or
control—

—Everybody’s got control. It’s all about willpower—

—Jason—

—She didn’t care. She was awful, and horrible to both of us—

—Looking back on it now, though, I wonder if maybe she didn’t want to—

—She could have stopped it if she wanted to. I’'m not like that and you’re not
like that because we choose not to be.

—Jason. Everybody is addicted to something.

—Not me. Not you.
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—Jason?

—Yes?

—1I’m sorry for leaving—

—It’s okay—

—No, I really need to—

—You don’t need to do anything. You made the right choice, and I don’t
blame you. You’re here now.

Then she was quiet, and I pull she even closer so we body was one and I let
the music flow through we as we spiral together in the small space of the kitchen.

#

Was well past midnight when I wake up on the couch. Noise—things falling,
things bumping—was coming from the next floor of the house. I sit up and wait lil bit
to see if is Mohini, and if the knocking-around going to end. Maybe she was packing
up? But then I say to me-self, packing up at two in the morning? Not a chance, man.

When the noise continue, a constant cracking over me head, I start walk up
the stairs to where the bedroom was. The noise get louder and louder, and I realize it
was coming from a bathroom, where the light was on inside. I stand in the dark hall
and watch the closed door. I press me face to it, so I could hear better what was
going on. Mohini was behind that. Me heart start to beat fast because I know
something ain’ right. I hear Mohini voice, whispering and groaning loud-loud. At
that, I couldn’ move, not a inch. I was scared bad. Is like me foot was root to the
spot. I hear Mohini voice again, murmuring-murmuring, then a scratching, and a

clatter of things falling. Me face was press so hard against the wood me ear was
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hurting. Me body wouldn’ let me do anything else. Even when I start think I need to
break the door and pull she out from whatever it was holding she in there, I couldn’
move. She voice get louder, sadder, and that is what give me movement again, she
voice in a pain that make all the hair stand up on me skin. I grab on the knob and
turn, and fling that door open.

Mohini was the only body in that bathroom, huddle on the floor. She didn’
even see me at first. She was talking to she-self, babbling low, as if she was some
madwoman, so I couldn’t hear what she was saying. She eyes was red. She black
hair was a curtain that hide all but a sliver of she pale-pale face. She lips was dry,
and all around she, things was upturn. Cupboard door open, vase break up and on the
floor, towels pull down, drawers pull out, bottles all over, liquid spilling from
containers, scuff marks on the wall. Was like somebody fighting for they life, but
was nobody else in that place but she alone.

—Mohini?

She watch up at me and smile, even though she lips tremble and she eyes full
of water, she face working hard to hide something, something bad, from me.

—1 all right.

—You don’t look all right.

—No, no. I jus looking for me medicine. Me medicine. I forget where I put

—Wha medicine?
—lJus, you know, you know, to help me sleep. It been hard, real hard, all these

years. You don’t understand. But I good, I good. Go to sleep, I gon see you in the
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morning.

Then she wave me way and start picking up the bottle from the floor, one at
a time, reading the labels and throwing them off to the side. She pass over Tylenol
and Advil and small bottle of lotion and shampoo, and she looking, looking,
pushing the discards aside, a shaking taking over she whole body, tears splatting
against the linoleum, she hands like two spiders prowling the floor, searching,
searching, till, eventually, she find it, what she been looking for, a small white
bottle. She pop the lid off, desperate, and pour out the small, sickly-yellow pills in
she palm and, quick-quick, she start to swallow them down one by one by one. She
swallow fast, like a woman who ain’ eat in weeks, hand to mouth, hand to mouth,
hand to mouth, nonstop, as if she was going to finish the whole bottle right there
and then, hunch over in the bathroom.

—Enough. Give it to me now.

When I reach for the bottle, she rise up and snatch it away and keep pouring
the pills into she hand. I grab again and hold on and try to pull it away, but she
wouldn’t let go. She wrench she fingers under me own and try to loosen me grip from
the bottle, but I know not to give up. She face harden, and she claw me hand, she
fingernails scraping off skin and blood, and still I didn’t let go. She start to breathe
heavy as we both hold on to the bottle, which shake like a rattle from the devil
himself in we hand, and a low moaning sound come from she mouth, a ugly sound,
like it come from a jumbie or a kanaima or a churile or something more sinister. Then
I could hear the baby start up too, crying down the hall in the nursery, the noise loud

like cracking glass cutting deep into the night, but even that didn’t stop she, and even
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that didn’t stop me from trying to take the bottle away from she. I had to do it.

The crying from the child get louder and louder, and when Mohini finally
loose me hand and step back, I think she give up, I think she going to she baby. But
instead she arch she hand and bring it down in a tight, biting slap against me face.

I reel back and the bottle drop from me hand and the yellow pills stream out
in a fan on the floor, and Mohini stoop down again and pick them up one by one as if
they was little drops of gold. She hands was trembling when she lift them to she
mouth, she eyes fix on them pills, she hands skittering across the tiles, searching for
them, and clinging to each one tight till it was safe in she mouth.

I try to rub the pain from me face and left she there, stepping out the
bathroom and walking down the hall to the nursery, where the baby was still bawling
he life out. I enter the room and lock the door behind me, and I reach into the crib
and pat the child, gently, gently. I wait until he fall asleep, then I settle at the small
window in the room and try to see down into the street. I couldn’t see nothing but a
barely-there snow drizzling from the sky, flake by flake, falling into the lifeless,
open mouth of the dark below.

I get interrupt with a soft rapping on the nursery door, and I done know is
she, full from the pills and heavy with regret, and I done know that I gon open that

door for she. I just wouldn’t be able to resist.
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In the Shape of a Man Whose Feet Face Backwards

Amir is alone on the bank of the river. He can feel the body of the night as she
moves, as she unfolds herself fully and shamelessly, as she flexes her long fingers and
curls her black toes and pushes up the moon that she wears high in her sparkling hair.
The tingling thrill of crickets is a garland around the night’s throat. The heavy calls of
mating toads dangle like earrings. There is splashing in the water, too, caused by
large hassar skimming against the inky surface, or a black caiman slipping into the
folds of the river to hunt, or two piranhas fighting to the death beneath the river’s
skin, and all this is the sound of the night laughing.

Amir feels for the knife in the pocket of his jeans and he considers cutting
down some saplings and using them to scratch a small fire, to chase away the
mosquitoes buzzing at his ears, but he changes his mind when he remembers how the
wind will cast the firelight on to the water, and all the fish will see the flare and they
will immediately retreat and dive down to the muddy depths which are carpeted with
dense waterweeds, where they can safely hide, far away from the surface, far away
from the harsh light, and far away from Amir’s prying eyes. So, instead, he presses
himself gently against the night, bringing his knees up to his chest, and touching the

tip of his index finger against the twine stretching from his hands into the river, and
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he waits to feel the twitch, small as a heartbeat, that lets him know something has
been caught, that beneath the placid water, there is a flurry of movement, a wild and
violent thrashing of something lashed to his hook, jerking its body and bristling its
fins and flapping its gills and waiting to be brought out into the open air to die.

He is so focused on this task that he almost misses the new sound emerging
from the night, the slow crunching of grass beneath feet, the snap-snap-snapping of
the green blades being broken and flattened into the ground. When the last of the
footfalls come to a stop behind him, and when he looks back, he expects to see one of
the village dogs, large and grey and mangy, growling and nosing its way to the
container of ripe chicken guts that he uses as bait, but, instead, he sees something that
is far more startling.

Behind him, there is a jumbie standing in the grass.

The spirit has taken the form of a tall, thin man. His hands are empty, hanging
limp at his sides. He wears dark clothing, but his face, and the rest of his head, has
been wrapped all around with a piece of cloth, so white, it is like a hole in the night’s
chest, and in the moment that swells between the jumbie and himself, Amir hears
only the wind, and he thinks it is the sound of the night howling at him.

As he stares, Amir observes that the jumbie’s face is entirely obscured, so he
has no idea who the jumbie was when he was alive, whether villager or stranger, or
what he looks like now, whether handsome or mundane, and yet, when the figure
holds out his hand to him, and spreads open his fingers like the petals of a lotus in
bloom, Amir finds himself reaching up and sliding his palm over the jumbie’s warm

hand, and wrapping his fingers around his wrist, so they are bound to each other.
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Somewhere in the river, a tilapia latches on to Amir’s line, the hook snagging
into the fish’s lower jaw, a tiny spurt of blood pluming into the water, and then,
suddenly, the fish is hurtling along, its little tail beating hard as it swims away with
the hook in its mouth, with the twine that has fallen from the young fisherman’s
hands and is trailing through the grass like a snake, feeding itself into the river.

Amir sees none of this because his eyes are only focused on the cloth
stretched tight across the jumbie’s face, and the very bright whiteness of it, and the
way it cuts through the familiar night and makes her seem strange, and the way that,
from his vantage point on the ground, it looks as if the jumbie’s head is a moon,
round and luminous, hanging like a scarred skull in the sky.

Amir stands and allows the jumbie to lead him into a thicket of nearby trees, a
small distance away from the river.

In the morning, after the night has packed up all her things and scampered
away, the village will wake under a light blue sky, and the village women will rise
and pull on their clothes and gather their baskets and stream out to the river, and one
of them will see the lost tilapia, risen from the safe and murky depths, floating at the
top of the water with its opal scales glinting fuchsia in the sun, its belly swollen, a
hook protruding from its mouth, and its eyes glassed over with a thin white sheen,
and this woman will feel something, something deep within her body for this fish,
something she understands, but cannot quite express to anyone else.

#
Amir had heard the stories, the small, feathery whisperings that floated around

the village.
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It had taken him a lot of effort to sift through the heavy clamor of the
villagers’ everyday ramblings to find the hushed narratives of the men, who, slinking
away from their wives in the blackest and most secret time of night, went down to the
river in search of the ghosts and jumbies and churiles that could satisfy their needs.

One o’ them spirit, the men whispered, always wandering by the riverside and
she lonely — lonely because them slit she throat and throw she body in the deep so she
gon forever be among the purple water-hyacinth, guarding the bright gold coins that
the plantation owner hide in the river all them century ago.

It got another one who take the form of a woman sitting in the tall branch o’
that one crabwood tree in the village, and she always dress-up in a bright red sari,
with gold jewelry ‘round she neck and hand and foot, and she sit up there, forever
waiting on she husband who get swallow-up by the burgundy sea, long, long ago.

Don’ forget about singer-girl who run away with the white man who shoot she
and left she to dead, singer-girl who eye-sockets empty from crying, singer-girl who
voice so sweet that them-man say they content jus’ to rest they forehead ‘pon she lap,
and let she spill song into they weary head and wash away the heaviness o’ work and
life in this damn village.

The men sometimes closed these stories with the warning about how the
spirits did not always choose wonderful forms, and even when they did, even when
they were stunning to look at, even when they gleamed like shards of diamonds, and
reeked of frangipani, it was imperative for the village’s young men to always

remember that, beneath the luster and tender skin and long black tresses that had the
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texture of storm clouds, these were not human beings, but, rather, things, things born
from the wide and snarling mouth of the night.

Most important is to just choose a sad spirit, the men often leered. 4 sad spirit
is harmless, and, like a sad woman, gon give you anything you want as long as you
talk nice to she.

Not long after he uncovered these tales, Amir decided this was how he would
become someone who can call himself a real man, and he began to pack up his gear
and slip away from the village at dusk, to go down to the river, in hopes of finding all
that would be forbidden to find in his village, and whenever anyone asked him where
he was going, he would feign a smile and hold up his ball of twine and his hooks, and
let those answer for him, and even though he was patient, as the men had told him to
be in their hurried mutterings, night after night after night, nothing came near, and
although he could sense the spirits all around him, in icy breaths on his neck at three
in the morning, in the sinister fluttering in the empty air above his head, in the
shadowy forms rippling on the other side of the river, they remained covered by the
sprawling wings of the night, and none of them ever approached him, and, for a long
time, he remained a lone figure on the riverbank, with only the moon and stars and
dark for company.

Eventually, he started convincing himself that the spirits had stopped coming
to the river, and then he started to think that spirits did not even exist, and, perhaps,
he had only imagined hearing about them, carving them out of his wants and hopes

and desperate dreams.

52



Yet, now, here he stands, under a scab of a full moon, hidden in a small grove
of well-spaced greenheart trees, and holding on to the hand of a jumbie who has come
in the shape of a man whose feet face backwards, the twisted ankles marking him as
one of those who has fled from the spirit world.

When Amir looks up at the luminous cloth covering the creature’s face, he
sees the dark and gnarled shadows the branches of the trees have tossed on to the
white fabric, so that, in the moonlight, it looks like the tight and calcified face of a
corpse with long-legged spiders crawling all over it, but when he reaches up and
touches the mask, he finds that it is strangely warm and soft as human skin beneath
his fingers, and, under it, he can feel the contours of the jumbie’s face, his hard jaw,
the indentations where his eyes lie, the protrusion of a strong nose, the gentle rise and
dip, and rise again, of his lips.

His hand lingers, as he stares into the figure’s blank, blind face, and then his
hand glides down to the jumbie’s neck, and, for a moment, Amir considers slipping
his fingers under the folds of cloth that bunch there, and peeling the whole thing back
in one fluid motion to reveal the creature’s face, but, when he loops one of his fingers
under the fabric, the jumbie snatches his hand in a powerful grip, and forces it down,
away from his head, and although Amir is surprised, he is not afraid. He understands
the nature of secrets. His own had driven him from the red warmth of the lanterns
glowing in the huts in the village, all the way to this black river to seek out a lover
from among the ghosts that stalked the lonely banks.

So, Amir reaches his hands behind the jumbie’s head, and then he gently pulls

him forward so their bodies are clasped together in the thick moonlight, so his lips are
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pressing against the cloth on the creature’s lips, and as he kisses the faceless jumbie,
as his fingers grasp the covered head of the figure, as he savours the smooth rub of
the white veil against his lips, against his open mouth, against his face, he knows the
creature is pushing back against his body, and he can sense his hands trailing, slowly,
up his back, and he can almost taste the jumbie’s lips, which hint at the sweet-bitter
bite of blackwater, moving against his, under the white shroud.

#

The hushed stories from the village had always warned against this sort of
thing, even when the men admitted to it.

Is a sin, the men would bemoan to the boys, after relating their past exploits
with one of the spirits, such as the translucent girl who emerged from a certain, leafy
calabash tree on a particular day each year.

I wish I could stop, they would lament, before highlighting everything they
did to the churile who swam ashore from the sea every new moon.

Boy, I sure don’ want to go to hell fo’ this, after they had recounted the ways
in which the skin of the ghost women tasted different, against their tongues, from the
skin of human women.

Amir reflects on these conversations, as he turns the buttons of the jumbie’s
black shirt between his fingers, twisting them as if he is picking ixora buds, one by
one by one, and when they have all been undone, he peels the shirt off and tosses it so
it is eaten up by the night, and he gazes at the creature’s torso that is dark brown, like
the land, and the light of the moon gleams along the curves of the jumbie’s biceps,

and shadows like little birds flit across his chest, and, suddenly, shockingly, Amir
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finds himself thinking, of all things, of a time so long ago that it is now a mere mirage
in his mind, a time when the old women in the village would crawl out of their
homes, led by the night, and sniff the air, and if they smelled something sinister
racing towards the village, they would open their mouths and pull out stories that they
offered to the village children as protection, Stay away from the river the way you
stay away from a snake, or the jumbie goin’ to push you in and drown you. The true
shape of a jumbie is a long shadow with eyes that glow red like fire-coal. Jumbie so
strong it can make you blind or deaf or mad, jus’ like so, and he brushes those
thoughts away as though he is waving mosquitoes from his face, and he sees that the
creature’s nipples are black like river-stones, and, he finds, when he presses his lips to
them, that they are stiff from the chill of the rising wind, and when he puts his mouth
over one of them, he feels the jumbie’s hand in his hair urging him on, and Amir
closes his eyes so the whole world is swamped in darkness, as if the night has
exploded, spreading herself everywhere, and he runs his tongue over the jumbie’s
nipples, and he sucks hard, and he feels the crush of the jumbie’s heavy hand against
his head, and he drags his lips across the jumbie’s chest, and he licks away the
shadows that linger there, and he bites into the flesh that lies over the place where the
creature’s heart used to throb, and the taste is of the earth in his mouth, of dirt and
leaves and smooth pebbles, and Jumbie not like other spirit. It can take any shape it
choose, the women from long ago are shouting to him, 4 rolling calf without a head,
a tall lady with knives for teeth, a man hanging upside down on the ceiling of you
bedroom, a pale hand reaching to stroke you open hair when you walking home alone

at night, and then Amir is holding on to the jumbie’s jutting hipbone, and then he is
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kissing the creature’s chest, and shoulder, and collarbone, and then he is kissing the
veiled face once more, with so much hunger that he can feel the jumbie’s teeth
grinding against his through the cloth, and then he is tearing the button from his jeans,
and he is pulling his pants down, and he is wrapping the jumbie’s fingers around his
erect penis, and guiding his hands, and he presses his face into the jumbie’s neck and
there is a barely perceptible hint of smoke, the severe, slender, wispy kind that rises
from a dying pyre, and the wind picks up and swirls around them so the leaves in the
trees rustle as though the dead are clapping, and he is stepping out of his clothes, and
goosepimples are ribboning out in a prickling pattern across his naked flesh, and soon
the jumbie, too, is naked except for the white cloth around his head, and Amir pushes
him into the ground so he is lying on the grass, and he grabs the creature’s malformed
feet and spreads the jumbie’s legs apart, and he spits a thick wad of saliva into his
hand, and the women are screaming their stories to the children now, and the
flambeaux are burning gold in their wide eyes, and their mouths are snarled in
warning, and they say, Watch out, jumbie is a trickster, and the way to get rid of them
is to turn you jacket inside out before you enter the house, or sleep with a pair of steel
scissors under your pillow, or swim across a body of water so jumbie cannot follow,
or throw a pair o’ old shoes outside and they won’t come in the house, tie up you hair
after six o’clock so they won’t be able to climb in and make a home there, and the
women’s blaring voices become louder and louder and louder, rolling over each
other, a mad thunder pounding in his head, so Amir has to drown them out with
memories of the cheer in the village men’s rough voices, memories of the men

toasting each other in the rum-shops, telling the tall-tales they had heard in the bush,
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catcalling the girls who walked by, sharing the stories of all the women and spectres
they had loved over the years, laughing, laughing, laughing, letting the boys know
how to get by in this harsh world, letting the boys know what kind of men they must
be in this harsh world, letting the boys know that one day, soon, they will own this
harsh world, and, then, abruptly, as he grips and uproots a fistful of grass, Amir
comes.

He lets his body rest against the jumbie, who remains inert beneath him, and
he sinks his face into the grass and breathes in the scent of the earth. He is pleased
with himself because he is almost at the point where he can call himself a real man.
Like the others, he has, finally, had sex with one of the spirits who roam the hungry
river.

He lifts himself from the creature, and rolls on to his back so he can look
beyond the canopy of greenheart trees, at the stars tossed on to the sky, white
blossoms strewn across a wide, black river, and when he looks over at the jumbie, he
sees that it, too, is facing the sky, and he wonders whether this thing, a monster, can
see stars, or make a wish when a star plunges to its death, or even gaze at the
reflection of stars in the dark mirror that the river becomes when cupped by the night.

Amir is silent, and he thinks for a long time. Then he decides, and rises, and
dresses himself, and prepares to steal the cloth wrapped around the jumbie’s head.

#
Anybody can go out there into the green wilderness and find a sad ghost to

fuck, the men sneered, but to be a real man you mus’ prove it.
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This piece of cloth tear from the sari that the spirit who live in the crabwood
tree does wear. It so red, it outshine hibiscus, macaw feather, even fresh blood.

This, this is not seaweed, but a knot of hair I snatch from the head of the
blasted churile who walk from the sea. See how it always wet, no matter how much
sun I let shine on it?

Watch this gold coin that I thief from the bitch who live at the bottom of the
river. Notice how it glow so bright, I can almost light the way to me house with it?

Amir hears the men’s voices echoing in his head, and he knows that to truly
claim his place among them, he can never say that the jumbie who approached him
took the form of a man. He knows, instead, he must lie and say the creature came to
him as threads of fog that morphed into the shape of a beautiful woman with
backwards-facing feet, a woman with fair skin and red lips and eyes smoking like
comets, and he will demonstrate the success of his conquest with a cut of this white
cloth wrapped around the jumbie’s head, except he will continue with his lies, and say
he got the cloth from the imagined jumbie woman, that it had been stolen from the
hem of her dress, and all the other men in the village will marvel at the piece of cloth,
so bright, they might believe he had reached into the sky and sliced it from the moon
itself.

But to truly prove himself, to stifle any suspicion about the kind of man he
might or might not be, Amir knows he needs to take more than any man has taken
before.

The jumbie had stopped him once, but Amir is ready this time. He is going to

snatch the veil from its face, and then he is going to run to the river and swim to the
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other side and wait it out until daybreak, when the sun, withering the night away and
whitening the day, will let him know he is safe. He can do this, he tells himself,
because he has walked alongside this winding river so many times that he can
recognize every skeletal tree lining the gloomy bank, every mongoose burrow,
wedged, trap-like, in the ground, every stack of rustling reeds along the river’s edge
that hides a heron’s nest. He can do this because he is brave, and bravery, he tells
himself, is one of the things that shapes a man.

Amir slips the fishing knife from his pocket, and, with the cold midnight wind
ruffling his hair and rushing over his skin, he raises the weapon over the silent form
of the jumbie, still lying, placid, against the earth, and staring blindly up at the
heavens.

With the knife poised, Amir slips his fingers under the jumbie’s veil, and this
time, the creature does not clamp its hand in a death-grip around Amir’s arm. This
time, it does not attempt to stop him. This time, Amir is able to get a firm hold of the
moon-white veil, and he pulls hard, stripping the cloth from the creature’s head so it
unspools in a blur of blazing white, and he holds it aloft, triumphant, as it ripples in
the night-air like a billowing ghost caught in his fist, and he raises the knife higher
and then swings it down hard, and before he can plunge the knife deep into the
jumbie’s neck, he sees the creature's face that has been revealed to him.

For the first time, Amir can see the horror that has been hidden beneath the
cloth, lingering all night just under the surface, and as he stares, transfixed, he feels
his hands go slack as if there are no bones in them, and the veil slips into the wind

and swirls high into the night, and the knife falls into the grass, and is lost, and Amir
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is suddenly cold on the inside, and even though he tries to look away from the
dreadful thing, he finds that he cannot. The shadows from the overhead branches
dance and leap across the jumbie’s face, so its features seem to swirl and change, so
that, somehow, Amir is no longer seeing the jumbie, but, rather, the familiar faces of
men from the village. There, his father’s face, and his uncle’s face, and then his
cousin’s face, and his teacher’s face, and the faces of all his friends, flickering,
twisting, morphing through the black lines that the night has cast on to the jumbie’s
form.

Amir’s eyes stay on the terrible sight as the shadows shift with the wind, and
the creature’s real face returns, cushioned against the riverbank’s soft grass, grinning
at him, the lips spreading, stretching towards the ears to reveal its sharp teeth, and the
smile is so horrid that Amir has to scream, and he opens his mouth and takes in a
great breath of air, and before he can shout, the whole world is sucked away from him
as he is plunged into a heavy and bewildering darkness.

He cannot see anything. The trees and the sky and the grass and the jumbie are
all gone. When he lifts his hands to his face, he does not see them. He feels as though
he is in the pitch- black bottom of the river.

He presses his palms into the grass, and he hurriedly pushes himself to his
feet, staggering, and, in the darkness, he begins to move. He knows he must get as far
away from the jumbie as he can. He must go to the river. He will be safe in the water.

Amir stumbles through the dense dark, falling, slipping over upraised roots,
smashing into tree trunks wide as men, his ankles cracking against the uneven

ground.
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He tries to creep along the grass, on his hands and knees, his fingers feeling
his way in the dark, and there is a sharp scurrying in the trees surrounding him, and
cold breaths breathe along his back as he crawls.

His hands are bleeding, and he has no idea where he is anymore, and he hears
feet crunching down the grass, and he begins to move faster, and the night he is
trapped in seems to grow thicker, and it is worse than normal darkness, and it never
seems to end.

He tries to recall the many times he has been on this riverbank, with the night
as his only companion, his friend, and he calls out to her, his voice splintering from
fear, and then dying down, when she does not respond.

His mind twists in the dark, curling in on itself like something poisoned, and
he forces himself to call out, again, again, again.

The nearby footsteps get louder. His moans are scattered by the breeze, so
they get lost in the leaves of the trees.

Then, suddenly, he hears her, the night, guiding him. He hears the crickets,
and the frogs, and the river.

Amir lifts himself from the earth and veers blindly towards the water. He
rushes in the blackness, stumbling to the river in the dark.

His hands have cuts from tearing through the shrubs. He is no longer able to
put pressure on one of his legs. Everything is pitch, and the river is so close, so close
he can smell the freshness hanging in the air.

He can hear the booming of the crickets and the toads, and the footsteps

looming, and the grass snapping, and the water splashing, and he can feel the slender
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reeds parting against his hands, and the mud softening under his feet, and he shudders
against the water, heavy, cold, seeping in his clothes and wrapping itself tightly
around him, like a hug. He can taste the sweet-bitter water spattering against his
mouth, a kiss. He can feel himself sinking, and the darkness standing firm all around
him, a kind of love.

Amir begins to swim, farther and farther out into the river. He can feel himself
moving, and he knows he just needs to make it to the other side, and he keeps
swinging his hands and pumping his legs and pushing his body against the water, and
now he does not know if he is swimming in circles, and he is splashing too much, and
he hopes that there are no caimans nearby, and, suddenly, he is unsure which
direction the riverbank is in, and he is lost in the middle of the river, and the water is
so heavy, so intent on dragging him down.

He is sinking, sinking, sinking, and as he goes down he hears the words of the
old women from the village, the storytellers, their voices hollow, whispering to him,
telling him a tale he had long forgotten, one from the old days, the plantation days,
when white people was in charge, it had a man who they say was not a man because
he was too soft, too kind, too handsome, so all the overseer chase he away, and
everybody in the village mirror them and do the same, and, in exile, the man sadness
grow in he mouth like a tumor so that he stop talking, and then, one day, when he
couldn’t bear the loneliness no more, he take heself to the wide river that lie down
close to the village, and climb a high greenheart tree, and wrap a white sheet ‘round
he head, and slip a rope ‘round he neck, and jump, and Amir is sinking, and there are

giant bubbles rising all around him as he goes down, way down beneath the river,
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where tilapias dart away from him, where there is nothing but mud and waterweeds
that tangle his legs and a dark girl with a slit throat, grinning through the water and
floating around a horde of gold coins, and he can see none of this, but he can feel the
water pushing against his body, trying to pry open, and enter, his nose and his mouth,
and he struggles to swim his way back to the surface, and his chest tightens as he
spirals down, down, down, and his body begins to bend under the pressure, and his
body contorts itself into something misshapen, and his body begins to fail, and he
clasps his hands all about his face, over his eyes and nose and mouth, and tries hard to

push the river away.
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Ship Sister

Having received permission from the overseers, the gathering convenes on the
seashore and the funeral pyre is lit.

The fire spills and spreads as soon as the torch touches the wood. The thick
flames leap, curling, unfurling, stretching across the bier and towards the blue sky.
Tiny waves are smashed under the heels of the mourners who stamp and wail and
bounce on the balls of their feet. The waves reform and rejoin the safety of the
seawater.

The noon sun is a dry eye, oblivious to the commotion taking place below it.
Anuradha, wearing a white sari, squats in the dark sand before her father’s burning
body. She stays out of the water because she has no desire to run into her father’s
Spirit.

As the clamor rises with the heat, she clutches her head-scarf closer to her
mouth so none of the others will see the smile trembling on her lips. All around her,
the cries of his friends, fellow cane-cutters, are loud, drowning out the quick, excited,
thumping of her heart in her chest.

The smoke, black as his soul, is snatched away by the sea-breeze as soon as it

reaches for air. Anuradha waffts the falling soot away from her face and turns her
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head from the pyre. She sees one of the overseers standing on the seawall in the
distance, a midday phantom, watching over the burning.

Anushka’s family are now specters who haunt her daydreams, apparitions
from another place, another life. As she trudges up and down the stairs of her
husband’s house, as she makes her way into the yard, or crosses the street from the
bus stop, or hustles home from the grocery store, she feels these phantasms from the
old country lingering around her. When she sweeps the kitchen floor, the puffs of dust
floating in slats of morning light remind her of her little sister, Anisa, laughing and
throwing fistfuls of powder at her when they played Holi as children. When a pot of
soup, filled with chunks of eddoes, plantains, scotch-bonnet peppers, and spinach
(because she could never find calalu here, in America) bubbles on the stove, it is her
mother’s humming that she hears, a spell being sung to the soup, to make it rich and
tasty. Her father comes to her as clouds ripe with thunderstorms, in the chill of the
nighttime that forces her into the house and keeps her trapped there until daybreak.

Sometimes, the telephone rings, and there are ghosts.

— Hello?

— Daughter?

— Yes, Pa.

— You blasted ears hard or what? How much time I got to ask you the same
thing? Wha’ happening with the money?

— I not working as yet, Pa —

— You can’ get it from the man?

— I don’ —
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— Is nah he name husband?

— Yes, but —

— Why you think I sen’ you there?

— Because —

— Why you think I married you off to tha’ man?

— For a better life.

— Yes, fo’ a better life. An’ now you sayin’ that you can’ help you family?

— I want to, but —

— But? But wha’, eh? Forget about me, I don’ matter, but you don’ remember
that you got a mother an’ sister down here in Guyana? Wha’ about them?

— Please, Pa. If I could jus’ talk to Ma and Anisa, they would —

— Ungrateful.

Then the line goes dead, quick and flat, a tightened string, cut.

Anushka gently places the phone back into its cradle and returns to her work —
to her cooking and cleaning and dusting and washing and wiping and cooking and
cleaning and dusting and washing and wiping — because, after these conversations
with her father, there is always a heaviness in her, taking the form of a gnarled and
wretched tree that she feels growing inside her body, getting fuller and fuller after
each phone call. It makes her sick and lightheaded, and sends bolts of throbbing pain
into her skull. The root of this tree, long and fibrous, makes its home in her stomach,
and its thorny vines are tight around her heart. The large wing-like leaves crush
against her lungs, and the fruit of the tree, a granite-gray ball, stalks its way up and

ripens, fat and heavy, in her throat. But there is no time for despair or tears. Soon it
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will be dusk. She will hear the screech of her husband’s car coming to a halt, the slam
of the door, his footsteps on the stairs, and then, only then, she tells herself, will she
have a real reason to cry.

The day after the funeral, Anuradha is happy, but wary. She knows that she
must keep her joy hidden, sealed in and shut up, like a bottle that has been stuffed
with a baccoo and tossed far out to sea.

She must always wear an impassive mask, especially when there are others
around. She knows that a woman who smiles after the death of one of her own
parents, no matter what they were like in life, is no woman at all, but a demon
wearing a woman’s skin.

So, she does her work in the fields — cutting and carrying and heaping and
burning and cutting and carrying and heaping and burning — and when the overseers
ring the final bell, she runs home, weighed down with her steel cutlass, her water
sack, and the mask she wears on her face. The mask is so heavy that Anuradha cannot
wait to tear it away.

She runs into the yard of the tiny hut her father had built soon after they
arrived. She pulls the romahl from her head so that her long black hair spills down
her back. She tosses her sack and her cutlass, wet and grass-stained, to the side of the
hut, and rushes over to the black canal that slices through the land, separating the
yvard from vast swathes of dark, uncultivated fields. She has spent many moon-filled
nights, staring at the stretch of water, dreaming about following it and finding her

way home, back to India.
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Anuradha sits under her favorite soursop tree and picks up one of the many
calabash husks lining the bank and dips some water from the canal, and she peers
into the shell and looks at her reflection rippling in the water. Without him hovering
like a ghost over her shoulder, she feels alien, foreign, new to herself. It is as if she is
looking into the face of someone else, a strange woman from another place and
another time, a woman who brims over with happiness.

Anuradha puts the calabash down and rushes to the hut. She enters and
allows her mask to fall away. She presses her fingers to her face and tries to feel
herself. She touches the crinkles in her eyes, the rise in her cheeks, the curve of her
open mouth, her teeth bared to the empty room. But as soon as her fingers move from
her lips to her throat, her hands become her dead father’s hands and she recoils from
herself, flinching against her own touch. With the sharpness of a puncture, the room
stills, and an empty silence fills the house, swelling and pushing Anuradha into a
corner of the hut, her back against the thatch wall as the dead quiet spills out of the
open window and through the crease under the door and in the tiny spaces where the
walls meet and hold each other up to form a home. She holds her breath, afraid that
the leaking silence will run through the cane-fields and into the murky drains and
along the gravel-strewn roadways, and release the news of her happiness, betraying
her.

Then, with all the swiftness of an omen, the quiet is smashed by a woman’s
faint scream, though whether it comes from a voice inside her head, or some ungodly
darkness found in this strange land — this “British Guiana,” as the overseers call it —

Anuradha is unable to say.
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She is in bed and her eyes are open. The night is so black that she is unable to
see her own hands even when she holds them up to her face.

She turns to her husband who is lying, corpse-like, next to her. She can make
out his pale form in the darkness. His fair skin is one of the things that made her
father think that he would be the perfect man for her. He is so very white, almost
white enough to pass for a white man.

She hesitates for a second, and then, grateful for the cover of darkness, she
proceeds.

— You awake?

— What is it?

— If you sleeping, you can go —

— What is it?

— Pa call me today —

— And?

— He ask for some money.

— Your father think we got it easy over here, nah? He think I got a money-
tree in me house that I can jus’ pick the leaves from, eh? He think because he hand
you off to me mean that I got to give he whateva he ask fo’?

— No, is jus’ that times hard in Guyana right now —

— Times hard here too. Your father don’ know wha’ it mean to have to make
a living in America. He don’ know one thing about the kinda pressure tha’ I under.
He think because I marry you, I mus’ mind you, and he, and he wife, and he other

daughter too? I name jackass?
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— I don’ think he askin’ for much. We can send —

— Listen here and listen good, tell you father that I ain’ make outta money.
Tell he I would send you rass right back over there if tha’s wha’ he want. An’ tell he
to don’ fucking call here so much, you hear me?

— I could go an’ work.

A sharp silence cleaves the bed in two.

— Wha’?

He rises and leans over her, his face a blotted moon in the darkness.

— Wha’ the fuck you jus’ say? Work? You know wha’ people going to talk
about me if I let you go and work?

When she does not respond, he laughs, spiteful, bits of spit flecking her face.

— You gon clean fo’ Americans, fo’ these white people? You gon cook fo’
them? Because tha’s all you good for. Tell me, tell me, wha’ kinda work you gon do?

Anushka says nothing and he reaches down, feeling for her face in the dark.
When he finds her, he pulls at her cheek, as if she is a disobedient child, his
fingernails sinking into her flesh.

— Wha’ kinda work you can do?

He moves his hand over her face and cups her throat. He slides his hand over
her face again and slaps her forehead hard.

— Wha’ kinda work?

The quiet remains rooted between them. Her voice is blocked by the gray fruit
pulsing in her throat. The leaves of the ugly tree inside her stretch themselves out,

pressing boldly against her muscles. All her words are turning black in her mouth. All
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her thoughts are browning into mulch. The silence heaves and throbs, and grows and
Srows.

He removes his hand from her face, sucking his teeth in disgust, and turns
away to sink back into the bed.

Anushka, wide-eyed, rigid, alone, becomes a ghost.

At first, she floats in the darkness, like one of those lingering, misty things,
empty and ephemeral, that you might find on walks in haunted woods.

Then the familiar ache begins, the pain racing from deep within her body to
nest itself behind her eyes. The tears come late, but they come, hot, heavy, and faster
than she can wipe them away.

She gets up and walks to the bathroom without turning the lights on. She has
long gotten used to finding her way in the darkness.

In the bathroom, she closes the door, flicks on the light, and opens the
cupboard, reaching all the way to the back. Her hands find the small purpleheart box
that her mother had given to her on her wedding night. She pushes the lid up and sees
the two gold earrings tucked in a black cushion, twin stars glimmering in a night sky.
The earrings are shaped like little bells, with rings of round pendants, and an image of
Goddess Kali in each of the studs. Her mother told her that they had been in the
family for many years, passed down from mother to daughter over the course of many
wedding nights, each woman a pearl looping into a chain that connected her to all the
others who came before. Her mother had kissed her and hugged her tightly, before

Anushka was sent out to the fair groom.
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Now, when Anushka puts on the earrings and looks into the bathroom mirror,
she sees only a flash of the beaming, red-lipped, kohl-eyed, jewel-haired bride of her
wedding night, a mirage, gone in a blink, like memories of home. Instead, she sees
her true self: a girl with dark circles under her eyes, with frail hair, with misery
cutting deep into her face. She has lost so much weight that the earrings look big and
heavy, clunky, almost comical against her face — as if they are not meant for her at all
— as if she is not strong enough to carry them, as if she is unworthy.

She turns the light off and climbs into the bathtub, pressing her sore cheek
against the cool of the porcelain, her earrings tinkling. She falls asleep and dreams of
black-water canals and the crimson-pink of the setting sun and soursop juice running
down her cheeks and henna on her hands and cane-leaves whistling in the wind and
her mother, her sister, and herself, huddled together in a hammock, under a hanging
moon, by the sea, as the soothing easterlies wash over them. In her dreams, the moon
always changes, transforming into a blue eye in the sky.

The sea-breeze slithers into the hut as the door opens and jolts Anuradha out
of her reverie. Before she can reach the door, the overseer — the one from the seawall
— is already bowing his head at the low doorway, stepping into her home, and
unfolding himself before her.

She clutches fistfuls of her skirt to keep her hands from shaking. The sight of
him, of any of them in her house, is a transgression that she did not think was
possible. The white man standing before her is more terrifying than anything she has

encountered before. Worse than being snatched away from her mother when she was
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a child, more horrid than being confronted with the unknown of the roiling ocean,
more painful than being thrown into an alien land.

Anuradha, and all the other coolies on the plantation, know very well what the
cat-eyed sahibs are capable of. It is almost as bad as having her father’s rotten soul
climbing its way out of the underworld and planting itself right in front of her.

This is it, she thinks. This is the end.

He has come to drag her to the magistrate. He has come to send her away to
work another field in a faraway place. He has come to take her for a flogging...

She takes a deep breath, the taste of joy from earlier in the day, when she saw
herself in the water, already coiling in her mouth, warping itself into a cornered
snake.

The overseer’s eyes, black-magic blue, finally find her, and she flinches under
his gaze.

— What is your name?

— Anuradha.

— Anuwara.

— Anuradha.

— Aniradha?

— Anuradha.

— Blasted. I will just call you Anu.

— Anuradha.

She does not mean to clench her teeth.

73



He takes off his dirty brown hat, walks to her, and stops so close that she can
see the threads of white that line his black beard. He looks down at her, and she
forces herself to maintain his stare. His eyes, she notices now, are more the color of
kala pani waves at dawn. He smells of the sweaty, burnt-cane scent that emanates
from all the men who work in the fields.

Sweet and foul at the same time, like fruit that has been left in the shade for a
while. The skin on his cheeks and ears is red and peeling from too much sunlight. A
smile cracks through his worn face to reveal stained teeth. The smile enhances rather
than diminishes the meanness, the cunning, the wrath that he wears in the fields. It is
a wasted smile. The smile of a pale jaguar.

— Anuradha.

Her breath is locked in her throat when he says her name, nodding at her,
with his bitter smile.

She thinks of her father smiling at her and what that meant. The overseer
takes her hand and pries open her fingers.

She thinks of when her father touched her.

He places something into her hands and curls her fingers back into her palm.

She thinks of the nights that were supposed to be behind her now. Nights of
running away from the hut and hiding in the fields, her feet soiled with mud, the sharp
leaves of the canes cutting her arms and legs. Nights of banging on doors that never
opened to her. Nights of crying to the moon that watched mockingly, silently, as he

dragged her back into the hut.
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Suddenly, the overseer is putting on his hat. He nods at her, and grins, and
closes the door behind him as he leaves.

She waits long enough for him to walk away and then she quietly, nervously,
walks to the door and presses it open. She peers out and sees that the overseer is
gone.

She steps into the yard. The fragrance of the jasmine flowers is too sweet
tonight. The crickets are chirping, and that means that the toads are about too.
Twilight has come, bringing threads of darkness with it.

She opens her palm and finds a glittering pair of jhumkas — golden earrings.

She averts her eyes from them and sees the moon, out early, full and bright as
a coin, in the darkening sky. She considers it as if she has never seen the moon
before, so big and tinged by a peculiar, almost-blue glow.

Then Anuradha holds the earrings up to the last of the day’s light, letting them
dangle free. The glistening round pendants flutter in a rush of cool, evening breeze.
The earrings have a distinctive bell-shape, patterned with curlicues and flowers
native to India. The image of the goddess, Kali, dancing, untamed and triumphant, is
nestled tightly in each of the studs. They are the kind of earrings that a mother would
give to her daughter-in-law, or earrings to be bestowed upon a girl-child on an
important birthday, a kind of wealth that is rare in this country, meant to be hoarded
in secret for as long as possible.

Her fingers come away sticky as she rolls the earrings around her palms, and
when she holds her hands up to the moonlight, against the soft, freshly-star-strewn

sky, she sees that her fingertips are stained, darkened by a familiar shadow. She rubs
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her hands frantically against the white of her skirt. When she is finished, her skirt is
crumpled with small blotches and a few dark lines. She holds the earrings up, the
hooks dangerously close to her eyes, as all the night’s noises vanish into the air.

A memory, from when her father was alive, shines so brightly in her mind that
she shudders and drops the earrings to the ground. She steps away from them,
horrified, as images of her hand clenching her bleeding nose come back to her, as she
recalls the many times before, when, past midnight, he chased her into the fields,
when she held her hands up against the sky only to see drops of her own blood, black
in the moonlight, and shining like bitter seeds in her palms.

In the distance, the wailing of a woman rises again. The sound sends a wave
of prickles across Anuradha’s skin. She realizes what the woman cries for, and, with
the horror of that truth leaking into her mind, she wonders if the weeping woman is
one of her own jahaji-behn, one of her ship sisters, one of those unfortunate souls
who made the long trip with her over the black waters, lured by the white men who
offered promises of wealth and land, only to find themselves exiled, unable to return
to India and doomed to spend the rest of eternity toiling in this place, cutting sugar-
cane, living alongside muddy canals, and trying to survive the daily sear of the sun.

Anuradha lets the night fall around her, as a pack of stray dogs, prowling the
nearby cane-fields for vermin, joins the crying of the unknown woman and howls to
the sky.

Anushka likes the mornings because they allow her to fold the night and
everything that comes with it — moon, stars, memories, pain — and tuck them all away,

to be forgotten until another time.
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She is in the kitchen when the telephone rings.

— Daughter?

The tree in her stomach shakes its leaves wildly.

— Daughter? You there? You talk to the man about the money? You not
answering me, eh? You, good-for-nothing. You know, Victor-daughter pay the
mortgage for their house every month, and Marcus-daughter buy another property in
Essequibo. Wha’ you doing fo’ you family? Not a blasted thing. You know how hard
me and you mother work to mind you an’ Anisa? Wha’ about you grandmother,
Anjum? You know how hard she life was, and yet she had a good-enough heart to
give people anything they ask for. And you other grandmother, Anandi, who sell
bananas in the market from since she was thirteen to the day she drop-down and dead,
right there in the market. And even you great-grandmother, Anuradha, who — look,
don’ get me started. Don’ get me started on this kiss-me-ass day. You just down there
in that country, letting that man use you, and you not getting anything out of it.
Stupid. I raise you to be smarter than tha’. I should have marry Anisa to him an’ cast
you out to beg on the street —

Anushka bangs the telephone hard against the kitchen counter. She hears a
sharp crack and before she can do anything about it, she finds herself slamming the
slender phone into the hard counter, again and again and again, the shattering noises
splintering into the air. Shards of the phone’s casing smash into shrapnel around her.
Copper wires spring from the battered body. The jagged edges knife into her hand.

She continues to hammer away. Drops of blood dot the white counter. When all she
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has left are a few pieces hanging from threads of copper, she hurls all of it against the
nearest wall.

The pain in her head returns with the force of a hard slap. The tree is swelling,
its fruits ripening in her brain, her lungs, her heart, her stomach, her throat, her
mouth. She squeezes her eyes shut and vomits onto the floor. She opens her eyes,
expecting to see bits of root and stems and leaves, but there is only a watery mess.
She sticks her fingers in her mouth as far back as possible, and she retches, but
nothing comes up. Her stomach is dry.

She strides over to the remains of the broken telephone on the floor and lies
next to the pieces. She sobs into the bits of plastic and metal and the coppery
filaments. She thinks of her mother, and laughs at her, at herself, at all the women in
her family who were good wives, but never good enough, not really. She thinks about
Anisa, doomed to repeat the same things as all of those before her, and all those who
will come after her, again, again, again. Pearls on a string.

She continues crying, in loud whimpers that hang in the air all around her.

She closes her eyes to distract herself from her pain and her anger and her
sadness, her fingers tracing the outline of one of the earrings that she wears. She
thinks of the goddess, Kali, four-armed and black-skinned, unruly hair hanging to her
waist, wearing a golden crown and a garland of skulls and a skirt made from the
severed arms of her enemies, carrying a bloody sword and the head of a demon, and
standing on the chest of her lover who stares up at her with tender eyes.

Anuradha is in the cane-fields at midday when another woman’s cry, shrill

and painful, cuts through the rows and rows of tall, blackened stalks that surround
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her. This scream is shrill, lighter than the heavy wailing that had permeated the
previous night.

Anuradha unties her romahl and wraps it around her head in a way that
muffles the sound.

She wipes the sweat from her brow and continues with her work. She tries to
focus on her task, of weeding away the long grasses that sneak into the cane-fields
and wrap themselves around the cane-stalks and slowly, slowly, leech the life away
from the canes until only dry husks are left and the crop is ruined. She chops at the
grass, swinging her cutlass wildly, slashing at the thorny weeds.

Another scream stalks through the fields, and she closes her eyes and
continues to cut, cut, cut, hacking her way through the brush, droplets of sweet cane-
Juice spinning from her blade into the red, noontime heat, where they turn to vapor
before they even hit the ground. She keeps her eyes closed and her arm swinging and
her cutlass biting, and she thinks of the bloody earrings he had given her and the way
he had smiled at her and the joy she had felt when she was finally, thankfully, alone
after the death of her beast of a father, and she had been so happy, so hopeful, and
the house was empty except for her, and the yard was empty except for her, and she
could wander around and dance and sing and smile if she wanted to, and then, laying
eyes on her father’s flaming pyre and seeing his chance, he had come to her house,
armed with the overseer’s dagger and whip and white skin and blue eyes and false
smile, and had given her gifts touched by blood, and she is slashing, angrily, angrily,
angrily, and there was a woman screaming through the night, a woman probably

holding her torn, bleeding ears as her children watched on, confused and crying, and
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now there is another bloody woman screaming right now, right now, and Anuradha
knows, she is certain, certain, that she will see him again, that he will stride into the
house that her father had built, that was now hers, that she will never be able to lean
into the canal by the soursop trees to see her own smiling face again, that he will
bloody her hands and she, no matter how she much she rinses or plunges them into
cold water, no matter how many skirts she wastes with her wiping away of blood, she
will never be able to remove the stain from her fingers, and will never be able to rid
her mind of the piercing, maddening screaming, and she will go back to being a
ghost, wandering the fields at night, and her cutlass keeps swinging and swinging and
swinging, and large beads of sweat drip from her face and the sun scalds her bare
hands and there are red ants on her feet and there is the screaming of the woman in
the distance.

Anuradha collapses on the scorching ground, exhausted, as the last peals of
the screaming finally die away. Cane-stalks, struck down by her blade, lie all around
her, weak and broken, tangled with the weeds, and bleeding sweet juice into the soil.
She blinks dirt and tears from her eyes.

When the bathtub is full, she undresses and climbs in. She stretches herself
out in the water. The water is warm. The cuts on her hand sting a little. When the
workday is done, when she walks into her yard, she casts her cutlass down and
hovers on the bank of the canal. The soursop trees loom large and provide some
shadow, their spiky fruits rich and full in the afternoon glow of the sun that is
hurrying below the horizon. She looks into the canal and sees the reflection of an

unhappy woman undulating in the water. She undoes her long hair and allows it to
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soak in the tub. Long black tendrils float around her shoulders and arms. She undoes
the romahl, pulling the sheath of hard cloth from her head. Her hair is a waving flag
in the wind. She closes her eyes and rests her head on the edge of the tub. She cups
her hands over her ears, allowing the weight of the gold earrings to rest in her palms.
She thinks about how heavy they are. She loosens a knot in the cloth and takes out the
earrings that she had retrieved and hidden there. She puts them on her ears. Around
her, she sees that the fireflies have come out, dots of gold swimming around each
other in the thick, quickly-darkening, evening air, and when she turns back to her
little hut, she sees that he is already there, waiting for her, jaguar-smiling at her. The
door opens and her husband enters the bathroom, a quarter-moon-smile carved into
his face. He looks down at her. He looks down at her as he steps forward, tall and
smiling, and waving, as if they are old friends, as if they have known each other for
years, as if they are lovers.

— Wha’ happen in the kitchen?

— Anu, Anu, are you well?

— T askin’ you wha’ happen in the kitchen.

— Anu, Anu, you are wearing them.

— Why you hands bleeding? You trying to kill yourself?

— They look beautiful on you.

— Where you get them earrings from? I never see them before.

She says nothing.

She says nothing.
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He stoops so that his leering face is right next to hers. He uses his index finger
to nudge her ear so that the goddess is forced to swing back and forth, thudding softly
against her neck. His hands are on her face, moving over her ears and the gold
earrings, and then touching her chin and her throat and her neck. His hands, strong
and heavy, settle on her shoulders. He rests a hand against her neck. The weight of his
fingers makes her feel as if she is being pushed into the ground. She shudders at the
coldness of his hand.

— You ready to apologize fo’ las’ night?

— I have something for you.

He lifts a pair of silver choodiyan from his pocket and wipes the blood from
them on his shirt, leaving a small red streak across his chest. He grabs her hands and
slips the bangles onto her wrists. They feel like manacles. She thinks about the
screaming women, and her hands tremble violently in his. She reaches out to him.
She touches his face, and he frowns and then relaxes against her hand. Water pools on
the floor, wetting the mat and his shoes. She ignores his clammy skin. He smiles and
pulls her close. The smell of burnt cane is overpowering. He licks his lips. She
reaches out to him with both hands and pulls his face close to hers, tenderly, gently,
gently. He closes his eyes. He closes his eyes. She leans out of the water and clasps
her hands around his head. She slips out of his grasp and darts for her cutlass on the
ground. His eyes open wide but before he can say anything to her, she rises and holds
on to him tightly, and, with every bit of strength in her body, she smashes his face
hard against the rim of the bathtub. The look of surprise on his face mutates into a

scowl. His face is red, and his nose is bleeding. His eyes are dazed. Drops of blood
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drip on to the mat and the perfect, white tiles. She arches her arm high and swings it
down — just as she had earlier that day to slash the sugar-cane stalks. She cracks his
face once more against the tub, and then lets go of him as he slips to the floor. She
shrinks back into the water, horrified. The blade of the cutlass strikes, deep and
smooth, into his neck. He staggers back and falls. There is a smudge of crimson on
the edge of the tub. Spots of blood, like rubies, line her skirt. His eyes are still open,
drops of black-magic blue, darting around wildly.

She steps out of the tub and stands over him. She stands over him. The tiles
are slick with water and red. A tooth lingers at her toes. She is afraid to touch him.
She reaches out and gently presses her foot against his neck. She presses her foot
against his shoulder. She pushes down on him so that she can pull her cutlass from
his body. Thank god, she thinks, feeling the reassuring beat of a pulse. She yanks the
cutlass out and wipes the bloody blade on the grass.

She sits in the bathtub again and lets the water wash over her. Her legs dangle
playfully over the side. Her eyes are clear, and her mind feels light, unfettered. She
climbs down to the edge of the canal and slips in, easy as an otter, and begins to
make the journey across to the other side, to the flat, swampy land that lies beyond,
cutlass held high to prevent it from getting wet and rusty. She knows that she will
keep close to the canal and follow it all the way to its end, and, hopefully, she will
find a path to India there. Her earrings clink softly as she pulls her legs into the water
and dips her head under. Her earrings jingle against the surface of the water as she
makes her crossing, her head tilted up to the sprouting stars. The world above is

washed away, and for the first time in a long time, she can feel her body relaxing,
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resting gently against the cushioning calm of the water. The water climbs up her neck,
and passes her chin and then her ears. For a moment, all she hears is silence, but
then she listens closely and realizes that there is something — or someone — twisting
below the surface, moving alongside her. Below, there is quiet, but there is also a soft
lapping of water against flesh, that she finds comforting, like a song, a lullaby, or a
hymn. She moves her lips under the skin of the water, sounding out words of
welcome, of calm. She hums back and bubbles rise from her mouth. Then she breaks

the surface for a breath. She is going home, she thinks to herself. She is going home.
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Devil in the Village

ROMI

Whenever Pastor and I make love, my body is always left with bruises.

My lips turn the poison-purple of oleander petals from the tearing of his teeth.
Welts like small brown hills rise on my shoulders, my arms, my chest.

Sometimes, there is blood. Needle-thin threads that string from my open
mouth to my navel.

The memory of his body keeps me warm on nights when the coastal winds
sluice through my little room in the house that I share with Mama. His words light the
dark nights when I cannot see anything in my future.

The scars are little gifts, promises that will be kept.

All the pain that comes with him is a reprieve from the harshness of this
lonely life by the sea.

At least, that is what I used to think, long ago.

Lately, I have been wondering whether pain is only pain, and nothing more.
The sting of a jellyfish, a striking pang of hunger, candle-flame licking your finger,

the slap of your lover’s hand on your face. Pain. No less and no more.
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Pastor has dark eyes, and his hair is fair and straight.

He is like snow, even though I have never seen snow.

I am the brown earth that opens itself up to collect him.

Sometimes, he strikes too fiercely.

Sometimes, he falls too hard.

The buckle of his belt tore into my skin once and I lied to Mama when she
asked about it. She worries about me.

Sometimes, the wounds he gives me are deep.

Tell me, boy. Are you mine?

Yes.

Do I own you?

Yes.

Are you a savage?

Yes.

Louder.

Yes.

Do you love me?

Yes.

Apologize.

I am sorry.

Louder.

I am sorry.

Dog.
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Yes.

Do you love me?

Yes.

Cry.

Okay.

Louder.

Okay.

Good.

Sometimes, the wounds are not visible.

Sometimes, they are too much to bear, too much to carry on myself. Yet, like
the rivers that empty themselves into the sea, I always find my way to him.

When the moon is full and high in the sky, a blind eye to my behaviour, I step
over Mama, graying now, and frail, sleeping on the floor, arms tightly hugging
herself, and I unclasp the locks on the door and enter the night.

I slip away, a lost spirit, and sail towards whichever obscure, empty place
Pastor has chosen for us.

There are nights when I cling to him on the seawall, hidden from view by that
stone line created by the Dutch colonizers, his fingernails carving little red moon-
marks, on my back, that burn in the cold breeze.

We go there because the seawall hides us from the wicked eyes of the poor
villagers—our inferiors, those lesser than us, the uneducated, the unaware. The wall
protects us, just like how, a long time ago, it protected the Dutch from the unstable

Sca.
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Sometimes, I wait on the bank of the trench, where, as a child, I swam with
the other village-children—children who are now adults, adults who are cane-cutters,
rice-farmers, housewives, vendors, carpenters, grocers, fishermen, trawler-men, crab-
men, and abusive alcoholics—children who faded from me and my books and my
writing and my perfect English in the same way that the flare of a matchstick is
outshone when placed under the moon, vanishing, quick, after a single breath of
flame.

On a ghat that juts out into the black water, I spread my legs for the Pastor.
The water gently laps through the wooden boards under my head and wets my hair,
pulling me back into the past, into the never-ending afternoons of me and those
childhood friends praying to the river god, and then dangling our feet in the black
liquid before leaping in, our bodies emerging, sleek with wet, like little brown otters.
Back then, we were just village children, unburdened by the weight of a heavy and
bleak future that would soon be upon us, visceral and striking in the little hairs on our
cheeks, the leanness in our muscles, the plumpness in our breasts, the roughness in
our voices, the blood that seeped from between our legs, and in the heightened
awareness that came with all those things. The knowledge that we were doomed to
repeat the lives of our parents. Cursed to remain in this hell of a village, where
kerosene lamps still illuminate each home, where dogs are bred to bark away thieves
who creep like bloodsuckers in the night, this village where everyone’s feet are
always bare and dirty, where children spill from the womb like peas from a clay
bowl, where hope and happiness and laughter die with the old people who are buried

in the same place they had been born, never getting a chance to see the rest of the
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world, their eyes stained with the familiar greenery of this village until finally,
mercifully, closed shut by death.

Such remembrances are harsh, but I can always rely on the Pastor to jolt me
back into the softness of the real world of his body, to keep me from regressing,
returning, into my own head, into mind and memory and pain and, inevitably,
madness.

There are times, when, instead of the seawall or the bank of the trench, the
Pastor tells me to meet him at the house.

This is an abandoned house, with a single room, barely big enough to hold
more than ten people within it, made from thick slabs of timber, and adorned with
wild bougainvillea vines that bear violet flowers. It is frequented by drug users and
prostitutes in the strange hours of the night. All sorts of odd figures stride in and out,
as if they all own the place. I once encountered a man in a full black suit and a top
hat, standing at the creaky gate as I was hurrying back to my home. It is the kind of
building that has a reputation. All the mothers warn their children against ever going
to that place.

When Pastor tells me to meet him there, I walk through the web of gravel
pathways that carve up the village into little segments. I am always nervous, afraid of
being seen by my prowling neighbors who rub their hands together like spiders and
lie in wait for any sign of anything out of the norm. The house is the shriveled black
heart that squats in the emaciated body of the village. When I move towards it, |
always look away from the wooden temple I attended as a child. I flinch at the bone-

thin fence that encircles the primary school where I played in sand pits and learned to
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write full sentences. I ache as I pass the sea, the blood of the earth, the same sea that |
had once sworn to conquer by sailing on it to go far away to some other place of
civilization.

The Pastor has said that he can take me away from here. He said that we will
go somewhere where boys like myself, beautiful and intelligent boys, always prosper
and, eventually, become truly alive. A place where I will belong. A place where I can
be happy. That is what he said to me long ago, so long ago.

All the places I knew as a child burn my eyes when I look at them now, so I
always end up looking away. Instead, I watch the stars, the moon, the black beyond,
and I wonder, and I dream.

Another night, and I go to him in the abandoned house. Moonlight filters in
through the lean wooden slats in the lone window, and this light against his white
frame makes him look like a slender dagger clasped in shadows.

This time, perhaps because it is time, there is something unusual in the air.
When we are finished and he leaves, I find myself glad to be alone. The house around
me feels like a swathe of soft, dark cloth. The night is a soothing balm, and the hoot-
hooting of a nearby owl is a lullaby. My eyes no longer burn. They are lulled to sleep
by the full scent of the dawn that lingers in the morning-night.

When I awake, I find that the bruises on my body are open mouths, and they

scream silently at me.

THE MOTHER
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Missis, | sorry, sorry to interrupt you dream like this. I see you was dreaming
of you wedding day, but I need you help. Maybe it don’t matter because this is a
wicked thing of a dream that the old man put me in. He come to me last night,
through the rain and all that thunder that sound like the wide mouth of the devil
grumbling about sinner-man soul. He come, tall and upright as a cross, he black coat
flapping in the wind and he top-hat straight as a coffin, and I shut the door on he thin,
malicious, pale-face self, but he slip in through the door-crease and he say that you
can help me. You married to the new, white-man Pastor and if you talk, people gon
listen to you, that is what he tell — though I don’t know how he know one thing ‘bout
Pastor. He say that if I need help, then you must talk for me because we country
people can’t talk good like white people. He say he gon send me to you in a dream. I
sorry for coming like this. I sorry for disturbing you when you dreaming ‘bout you
husband. I sorry for dripping on you floor and ruining this soft, pretty, white carpet
with the dirty water from the road, but the rain pouring nonstop down in the village so
that whole-whole plantain tree get sweep up in that stink floodwater—but if this a
dream, then it don’t matter, no? Things real bad in the village. Yesterday was the
fire—the fire!—that look like hell itself open up for all of we, and then, and then, in
the evening, the lord send a flood to wash we wickedness away. The breeze barely get
to wipe away the smoke from the flames before the rain start. I sorry I here so late—
No, don’t fret, is just a dream, none of this is real. He say you would help me. He say
that you and he go back long now, that white woman like you-self does bring plenty
people to he. He say that you is the bait and trap that keep he belly full for a long

time—What you mean you don’t know he? He say that you and he is friends for
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hundred and hundred a years—Y'es, | know that don’t make sense, but he say that. He
say you is you mother and you grandmother and you great-grandmother, and that I is
me mother and me grandmother and me great-grandmother, and yet, you is you, but I
is them. He say to tell you that I is a poor woman and that I come from black-skin
coolie-people and that I hopeless. All o’ that is true. I hopeless. I so hopeless—Me
son, me only son in the hospital. You know the story. You hear about it. Everybody
and they mother hear about it —Yes, you know what he and that other boy went
doing in that old god-forsaken house—wickedness, devil-thing! Yes, yes, yes! |
shame! I shame! But is my lil boy, my Romi—You know what them man went and
do to he and he friend. All a them walk down to that house with they hands full of
match and kerosene and malice! Everybody know—you know! I remember the heat
from yesterday. The blazing heat. I feel it like a ghost crawling on me skin up to now!
Four corner away, the redness sizzling the air. The breeze blow it from the fire
straight into me bedroom window. Black ash like when they burn the cane-field,
before cutting season, fly in like the third plague lashing me lil house. The smoke fill
the air and people start to run like was riot again, but — me only son! I had no idea. If
you see—if you see! If you see he!—Sorry, Missis, sorry—He whole body black with
burn-mark! Them have to tie he down on top the bed to clean he skin in the hospital!
When they wiping the pus and dead skin and blood, how he does holler like he going
mad and I can’t take it, I can’t take it, I can’t take it, I can’t take it no more! Please—
I—1I pray, day in and day out, I pray, I pray, but like god shut up he ears and gone.
Like he see me son and done cast he judgement and he run away and gone. [ don’t

have god on me side no more, but [ have the next best thing, I have you, Missis. I
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have you. Anything you have, I will take. I need justice, I need you help. This why I
come. Help me find them. They got to punish for what they do me son! Come with
me to the police station and talk to them. You white, Missis, they going to listen to
you. If you help me, they going to listen. All you need to do is look ‘pon them and

they go do anything you say. Please—

THE PASTOR’S WIFE

% Ib margarine
1% cups demerara sugar
2 cups flour, sifted (to remove impurities)
Good morning, my love.
1 bottle sweet rum

One of the maids gave me the recipe. She said that she inherited it from an
ancient servant who worked for her parents. She said that he was an old fool who was
always in a top hat because he fancied himself to be one of us. Haha. Can you
imagine? I do wish I could see him. What a sight, what a laugh that would be.

6 eggs

You can say what you want about their bare-footedness, and their heathen
religions, and their general backwardness, but these people certainly do know a lot
about food. Truly, it might be their only endearing quality.

% Ib preserved peaches (imported)
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I have used their recipe, but I am putting my own spin on it. They call it
‘black cake.’ It is very different from anything I have tried making before. I ate a slice
when we were at the Governor’s Christmas party last year. Don’t you remember?
You had a taste, and then you asked me if the locals put rum into everything they
cook. Haha.

% Ib preserved figs (imported)

By the way, my love, have you heard anything about those two boys who
were in the fire? I heard that one of them is still in the hospital. Quite gruesome, isn’t
it? The maid told me that he is covered in blisters all over. Do you think he will
survive? It is his own fault to be sure. I do not blame the villagers for acting. All
sinners burn, in the end. They all go to the devil. The other boy, I hear, was a mute
fisherman—

% Ib raisins (imported)
Nothing. Nothing at all. I just—well, I had a strange dream last night.

% Ib plums (imported)

It was most unusual. It was about the mother of one of the boys.

Y Ib apricots (imported)
She asked me—no, she begged, begged for my help—

7 teaspoon vanilla essence (imported)
She said that I was the only one who could help her—
> teaspoon salt

1 % teaspoons baking powder
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No, not at all. What is the matter? I do not even know those boys. It was just a
dream.
Dash of cinnamon (imported)
Do not do this again. Please, let me go.
Dash of crushed walnuts (imported)
Are you mad? Let go.

Dash of cardamom (imported)

Stop it!
Dash of nutmeg (imported)
I am sorry!
1/8 Ib mandarin rind (imported)
% Ib mixed, preserved local fruits
ow!

1) Heat oven and grease baking pan.
2) Cream sugar, butter, eggs, then add
remaining wet ingredients to the batter.
3) Add fruits to the batter. Mix all remaining
ingredients together, then add to the batter.
4) Add 3 cups of rum and mix well.
5) Pour into pan and bake for about 17> hours.
I am fine. It only hurts a little.
It might be a while before the bruising goes away. I can say that I burned

myself. I will think of something.
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I know you did not mean it, my love.

I know how wild your temper can be.

Of course, I know that you love me. It is this country—this tropical climate,
filled with its savages, all those little devils bowing and scraping. It brings out the
worst in you, in all of us.

6) After removing from the oven, ladle some
rum all over the surface of the cake.

Here, you have a slice of this black cake and let me know if you prefer mine
to the natives’ version. I will be back. I need some rubbing alcohol for this arm, and
some wine for myself. Haha.

Yes, I will have to open another bottle.

Yes, I am going through them rather quickly, aren’t I? I am sorry, my love.
Haha.

7) Eat. Enjoy!
#

THE FISHERMAN

the morning clean and the day shiny like fishscales flicking into the light like
shards of mirror glittering in the sun the clouds so lean they look sharp blue sky that
god himself daub on the walls of heaven beauty all ‘round the day get even better
when I see Romi walking towards me bobbing through the haze of the early heat like
a buoy battling baby-waves I busy gutting a fish at the seawall red guts and golden

fish-eggs on my fingers and he walking and waving at me
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—The Fisherman does not see the old man wearing a top-hat on his head,
pulling in a cast-net filled with four-eye fish. He does not see the old man staring
grimly at Romi who is waving and smiling brightly, much too brightly, at the
Fisherman. He does not see the old man whispering heatedly to his fellows, trawler-
men with scales on their arms, like the armour of sea-creatures, cigarettes dangling
from their lips like red-tipped lures.—

he waving at me like I not covered in the stink and salt of the sea so tall with
the curve of a wave for a smile slender as a silver arowana with the ocean in he eye
and a kind mind that make for seeing the good in everybody I stop with the fish in me
hand one dead banga-mary and I ask meself if this boy this Romi so perfect for true
maybe maybe not and then I remember that he got one flaw only he can’t swim one
day we liming on the koker the gate that cut off the mouth of the sea from spilling all
it secrets on to the land koker that I have to open once a day to let flood-water and
trench-water flow to the ocean and he tell me that he can’t swim and I laugh and
because god born me without a voice in me mouth I write a note in one of he book
and in it I say but Romi how you mean you can’t swim and you live in this country
and you grow up with sea people on the coast man Romi no man you lie what if we
go for a swim and I lose you hand and you drowning now and then he smile a sweet
smile and I look around to see if anybody around

—The Fisherman does not see a woman returning from the market, putting
her bags filled with vegetables on the ground, and pretending to rest as she sneaks
cutting-looks at him and Romi. He does not see a farmer with a hand of plantains in

one hand, watching them and then looking quickly away as he passes, rushing home
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to tell his wife that he saw the mute Fisherman and Romi with their heads pressed
together by the sea.—

and I didn’t see nobody so I kiss he on he cheek where one dimple hook into
he face so that whenever he happy it always look like something pulling he from one
side of he face from this world into another place and after the kiss he grin like crazy
he smile so wide was like he mad to be smiling like that some people quiet people
good people gentle people like that some people too beautiful for this world their light
can get trap down here and get corrupt and rot like fish that get leave out in the
midday sun and Romi like that too pure too beautiful too smart and all I don’t know
what [ was doing before he all I remember was blue nights on the sea with star and
black water roaring pain instead of hope in all my days as a young boy and then
everything changing suddenly and I start realizing that god is a liar and I learn to talk
with a push a shove a punch a kick and somebody must be the devil if not god send
Romi to me Romi with he books that have the fancy names like the strange and
surprising adventures of robinson crusoe and the picture of dorian gray and wuthering
heights and books with the common names paradise lost things fall apart and
corentyne thunder who smile at me the first time he see me at the seawall with red
snapper white belly shrimp mullet butterfish salt-air in my nose all the time all the
time all the time prawns curass trout

—The Fisherman does not see the father telling his two young sons that boys
like Romi, like the Fisherman, must be rooted out before they spread and infect
everyone in the village. He does not see the man pointing at them, showing his

children what sin looks like, so that they see, in the flesh, people doomed to hell. He
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does not see the little boys blink, confused, not seeing all that they know they must
never, ever do.—
halbot sherriga couvalli herring fresh wind in he hair skin golden in the sun
smile blooming on he lips all the time all the time all the time
#

ROMI

The mute Fisherman feels familiar, timeless. His body is taut as a fishing line
being dragged under by something ensnared.

Despite his strength and his rough trade, he is extremely gentle with me. I feel
soft as sand in his callused hands. His chest is an entire ocean. His eyes are the black
of jutting rocks. His smile is a white seabird, a precious thing.

When he casts his eyes out to the rolling gray of the sea, he is filled with
worry. What if the fish do not bite? What if the weather turns? What if the tides
become unpredictable? What if the boat goes under? What monsters lie beneath?
What spirits walk the waves?

He sees uncertainty. [ see opportunity.

Nevertheless, the Fisherman is kind, and a comfort. He is good.

He writes pretty messages in my notebook in an ugly scrawl.

He tucks flyaway locks of hair behind my ears.

He kisses me tenderly.

He is mostly enough to push Pastor away from my mind.
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Perhaps, the real world is not so bad after all. Perhaps I can learn to love this
village, this coast, these people, their beliefs, their sadness. Perhaps I can learn to love
myself.

Perhaps. Perhaps.

I look up and, coming along the seawall, walking straight towards where the
Fisherman and I are sitting together, is the Pastor, hand in hand with his smiling,
slender, boyish wife. She laughs coyly as they sweep past us. The sound rattles me,
but not as much as the darkness I see when I glance at Pastor’s face. His beautiful
eyes twitch as he looks hard at the Fisherman. It is the kind of look that he has on his
face just before he yanks my clothes off, the kind of look that sweeps across his face
just before he slaps me or slams my head into the floor or binds my wrists so tight
that they go numb.

Pastor blinks once and it is over—his attention returns to his wife, hidden
under her white parasol, as they walk towards a sunset that might be the hand of god
himself, a stretch of otherworldly pink fingers that are spreading across the late
afternoon sky.

They fade away into the rosy halo of the sunset, and I think about how Pastor
only sees me, talks to me, touches me, when we slink through the village under the
umbrella of night.

The Fisherman rests his head gently on my shoulder.

I think about how the old people in the village say that the devil tempts but
does not force. We are all given the power to make our own choices, and so, I make

mine.

100



I make a list of places where I will make love to my Fisherman.

The seawall.

The ghats by the old trench.

The abandoned house in the center of the village.

Then I make a list of all the places that will come after that. This list is long,
long as a futile dream, stretching from Roraima Mountain to the steps of Banaras to
the blue domes of Santorini and the jacaranda-dressed banks of the Nile, and on and
on and on.

I plan for forever, but my Fisherman and I only get six more days.

In that shriveled heart at the center of the village, as the fire snaps and climbs
along the walls, jumping from beam to beam, dripping, flapping, moaning around us,
I hear the gruff voices of men standing outside the house.

There are the voices of children too, young boys, uncertain and afraid.

Then I hear the men again, angry, determined, godly. Their words are hard,
jagged things. I hear through the walls of smoke and heat and flame, the monotone of
recitation, the shouts of condemnation, the clamor that comes when divinity swims in
the air. Their voices fence us in, on all sides.

Within the house, the fire looks like giant golden flowers, spinning around the
room the way I used to twirl marigolds, between my thumb and forefinger, as a child.

The heat is wrapped around my chest, making it difficult to breathe.

The flowers spin from floor to ceiling, dozens and dozens of them, their petals
puffs of shimmering yellow, unspooling thick sprays of ash and smoke and heat so

that I can barely see, barely breathe, barely think.
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My Fisherman lies on the floor, next to me.

He did his best and put up a good fight, but the door had been jammed from
the outside, and even when his shoulder had turned black from slamming against it,
even when his knuckles had been rubbed red from the pounding on the wood, the
thing had not budged.

I screamed for both of us.

Now, I hug his limp body tighter to me and I try to shield him as best as I can.

It feels like I am drowning.

The smoke is a fist in my throat. The smoke might be the curtains to hell. The
smoke might be a smokescreen to heaven. The smoke is probably just smoke.

I think I am drowning.

I reach for my Fisherman’s hand.

I look up and I see movement in the flames. There is someone there.

I try to reach out for help.

Who is this coming through the smoke? A villager. My poor Mama. Pastor.
Pastor’s wife even. The villagers. Their children. No, just a strange old man, dressed
all in black, his arms stretched out at his sides so that his body becomes a cross, his
palms upturned, his fingers gently stroking the heavy air. A strange old man wearing
a top hat. A strange old man grinning like the devil as the prayers from outside rise
above the crackling of the fire.

I wait for him to come to me, but he does not move closer. He only watches.
And listens.

The smoke seeps deeper into my lungs.
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My skin starts to sizzle.

My flesh begins to melt.

I cannot scream anymore.

I hear the voices of the men, praying loudly.
The fire eats at my body.

Amen, the men say. Amen.

Everything is turning black.

Thank god, thank god, thank god.
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