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Chapter One

Figures in the Distance

Paa.bwwhihdumgtbcymlmm.l
zboudumlypcopkldﬁdnotmw.\ubu_
ldmﬂuthblwnonmywmbolwpmdw
were living far out on Foet Road. Usually, we lived
i our house on Dickemson Bay Stureet, a howse my
Mabmh-uhhhmhnt.hn)unmu
needed a mew rool and 0 we were living in a house
out on Fort Road, We bad only two neighbors, Mis
mhhynudmdbnhmbnd.mmmm.w
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and some ducks that laid enormous cggs that miy
mother said were big even for ducks. 1 hated 10 cat
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mother had aided ber 10 smave for the pig, which wm
yast the thang the pig really liked. From oo yard, 1
could e the comerery. 1 did not know it was the
cexpetery until one day when 1 sid o oy mother that
sometunes in the evening, while feeding the pig, |
coudd see variows smmall, sticklike Sgures, some dressed
im biack, some dremed in white, bobbisg up and
down in the distance. 1 noticed, 100, that sometimes
the black and white sticklike Sgures appeared in the
mormiog. My mocher sadd that it was probably a chidd
being buried, since children were always buried in
the morming. Until then, | had not known that chil
dren dued.

1 was afraid of the dead. a5 was evervone | knew
We were alraid of the dead because we never could
tell when they mught show up again. Sometisses they
showed up im a dream, but that wasn't s0 bad, because
they wually cmly brought a warning, asdd in any cme
you wake up from a dream. But sometimes they
would show up standing under a tree just as you
were passeng by, Then they might follow you home
and even though they might not be able 1o come into
your house, they might wast for you and follow you
wherever you went; i that cawe, they would never
give up until you joined them. My mother knew of
many people who had died in such a way, My mother
knew of many people who had died, iscloding her
own brother

After 1 found oot about the cemesery, 1 would
stand n my yard and wait for » funeral o come

Some dawm. there were po funerals, “No oae died,” i
would @y 10 my mother, Some days, post a5 | wan
sbout 0o give up and go imside, | would see the small
specks appear. “What made them %0 late?" 1 would
nk my mother. Probably someone couldn’t bear o
soe the coffin lid put in place, and 50 a3 2 Gvor the
undertaker might let things go on too lomg, dhe said
[he undertaker! On our way into town, we would
pass the undertaker’s workahop. Ousside, a little sign
read “Stxarrze k Soss, Usosxrakeses & Casiner
MAKERS " | could always 12l we were approaching this
slace, becawme of the snell of pluch pine and varnish

i the asr

Later, we moved back 10 our howse in lown,
and 1 00 loager bad a view of the cemecery Sull no
one 1 knew had died. One day, & girl smaller than 1,
a girl whose mother was a friend of my mother’s, died
in my mother’s arms. 1 did mot koow this girl at all,
though | may have got a glisspue of her once or twice
as | pamed her and her mother coming out of our
yvard, and 1 tried 10 resnember everything 1 had heard
'A'.-_-ul her. Her mame wae Nalda: she had red bair;
she was very bomy: she did pot like to eat any food.
In Eact. she liked 10 eat mud, and her mother alway
had to keep a strict eye on ber 1o prevent her from
doing that. Her father made bricks, and her mother
dremed in & way that my father found unbecomang
I heard my mother describe 1o my father just how
Nalda tad died: She had a fever, they noticed a
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change in her breathing, 3o they called a car and were
ranhing ber off 10 Dr, Bailey when, just as they were
crossing over a bridge, she let out a loag vgh and
went limp. Dr. Bailey pronounced her dead, and
when | heard that | wa w0 glad he waan't my doctor
My mother miked my father 10 madke the coffm for
Nalda, and he did, carving bunches of tiny flowen
o the sides. Nalda's mother wept w0 much that my
mother had 1o take care of everything, and snce chil
dren were never prepared by undertakers, svy mother
bad 10 prepase the little gorl 10 be buried. | then
began 1o look at my mother’s hands diferently. They
had stroked the dead girl's forehead; they had bached
and dressed her and ladd her in the coffm my father
bad made. My mother would come back from the
dead girl's hosse smelling of bay rum-—a scent that
for a loag tisne siterward would make sve feoel ill. For
a while, though not for very lomg. 1 could not bear o
have my mother carems me or souch my food or help
me with my bath, 1 especially coulda’t bear the sight
of her hands lying sull in her lap.

At school, | told all my friends about this death. |
would ke them aide individually, wo I could repest
the details over and over again. They would lsten
10 me with their mouths open. In turn, they would
tell me of sceneone they had known or heard of who
had died 1 would listen with my mouth open. Ope
penon had known very well a neighbor who had gone
swimming after eating » big lunch at a picnic and

drowned. Someone had a cousin who i the middle

of womething one day just fell down dead. Somtons

K/7

knew a boy who had died after cating some posonous
berries. “Fancy that” we sxid 10 each other,

I loved very much-—and s wsed to torment un-
til she cried—a girl mamed Sonm. She was smaller
tham L, even though she was almost two years older,
snd she was a dunce—the first real dunce | had ever
met. She was such & dunce that sometitnes she could
not remember the spelling of ber own name. 1 would
try to get to school early and give her my homework,
50 that she could copry i, and in class I would pass her
the answers 10 sums. My friends ignoved her, and
whenever | menticned her name in 3 favorable way
they would twist up their lips snd make & sound o
show their disdain. | thought her beawtilud and |
would wy wo. She had long thick black hair that lay
down flat oo her arms and legy: and then rumming
down the mape of her meck, down the middie of her
back for as far a3 could be seen before it was swallowed
up by her school uniform, was a line of the same
g, thick black hair, only here it Sared out as if 2
il beeese had come and parted . At recew, |
would buy her a yweet—something called a froeen
Py ewith momey T had stolen from my mother's
P, and then we would go and sit under a tree in
s shoolyard. 1 would then stare and stare at her,
Bt owng and opening wide my eyes until she began
W Blges wnder my gare. Then 1 would pull at the
M o ber aro and legv—gently at finst, and then
hand, holding it up wut with the tips of my
il ahe crbed omt. For a few weeks, she didn't
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appear in school, and we were told hat her mother,
who had beem with child, had died suddenly. |
couldn't ever again bring mysell to speak o her, even
though we spent two more years as dawmates. She
swemed sach 2 shametful thing, a girl whose mother
had died and left her slone in the world

Not long afier the litde girl died in my mothess
aram on the way o the docter, Mim Charlotte, our
neighbor across the atreet, collapsed and died while
having a conversation with my mother. If my mother
hadn't cught ber, sbe would bave fallen 10 the
ground. When I came home From school that day, my
mother wid, “Miss Charlotte i dead.” | bad known
Mis Charlotte very well, and 1 wied (o imagine her
dead. 1 covddn’ 1 &d not know what weneone Jooked
like dead | knew what Miss Charlotte looked like
coming tom market. | knew what she looked like
going to church. 1 kmew what she Jooked like when
she told »er dog not to frighten me by chasing me
wp and d>wn he wreet. Once, when Miss Charlotte
was sick, my mother asked me to take her & bowl with
same food, 30 | aw her lying in her bed in her nighe
gown. M Charlotte was buried in a coffin my father
did mot make, and 1 wis not allowed 10 go 10 the
funeral.

At scheol, almost everyone | knew had seem a dead
peroa, axd not a spirit of a dead person but & real
dead percm, The girl who sat at the desk next to0
mine sodienly wopped sucking ber thumb because
ber mother had washed it in water in which a dead
peron hed been given a bath. 1 told her that her

Al

mother must have been playing o wick on her, that |
was suze the water was plain water, since B was just
the sort of wrick sy mother would play on me, But
she had met my mother and she sadd whe could see
that my mother and ber mother weren's alike at all.

I began 10 go to fuserals. I dida’t actually go
10 the funerals & an oficial mourner, since | didn't
know any of the people who had died and 1 wa going
without my parent’ permission. 1 visited the fuseral
parioes or the drawing rooms where the dead were
laid out for viewing by 1he mourners. When 1 heard
the church bell toll im the way it willed when some.
one had died, [ would try to Sad out who bad died
and where the funeral was o be—home cr funeral
parior, The funeral parlor was in moch the same
direction as my route home, but sometimes to get to
someone’s house | would have 0 go in the opposite
derection of my way home. At first, | didn't go in: 1
would just stand cutside and watch the people come
snd go, hear the close relatives and friends let out
incredible loud wails and moasns, and then watch the
processsom march off wo church, But then | began to
g i and take a Jook. The first time 1 actsally saw
4 dead person, T dida't know what to think. Since it
wan't someone 1 knew, 1 coulda’t make 3 com-
pernson. 1 had never seen the person laugh or smile
W lfrown o shoo a chicken out of a garden. So |
lovhed and looked for as long as 1 could without let-
Ahig ssyone know | was just there out of curiosity.
One day, » girl my own age died. 1 did ot kaow
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her name or anything personal about her except that
she was my own ape and that she had a2 humpback
She attended anocher school. and o the day of her
funeral her whole sdhon '.,:n‘l the day off. At my schoal,
i owas all we could malk abowt: “INd you know the
huspbacked girl?” | remembered once standing be-
himdd her in a line 10 take oot bools 3t the Fbeary
then | saw 2 fly land an the collar of her uniform and
walk up and down as the collar lay a2 on hey hump
On hearmng that she wa dead. 1 wished 1 bad tapped
the hbump to see I it was hotlow, | also respembered
that her hair wa parted imto lour p'uh annd that the
parts were crooked. “She must have combed her halr
ersell” 1 said. At last, though, someone | knew was
dead. The day of her funeral. | bolied from school
# 000 as we hinished the Lt amen of our evening
prayens, and | made my way w0 the funeral home
When | got there, the whole stroet was full of girly
from her school, all i thelr white drews sniforms. It
wWas & big crowd of them, and they were millling
around, lking to each other quictly and looking
very important. | dsdn’t have tisse 10 stop and really
envy them! | made sy way 10 the door and entered
the fumeral parlor. There sbhe was. She was hving in
the regular pitch-pine, varnished coffin, on 3 bed of
mauveandwhete lilaca. She wore 3 white dress. and
M may have come all the way down 1o her ankles, but
| dido’t bave time 0 look carefully. It was her face
that | wanted 1o see. | remembered how she had
looked the day in the library. Her face wm just a

plaan [ace. She had black eyes, it nostrils, broad

"/ 1

lips. Lying there dead, she looked the same, except
ber eves were closed and she wat »0 wtill. | cexce had
heard someone say about another dead person that it
wis 2 |f the dead person were asleep. Bat | bad seen
a person adeep, and this girl did not look mleep. My
parests had jut bought me & View-Maueer, The View.
Master came with piciures of the pwamid; the rll
Mahal, Mt Everest, and scones of the Asnason River.
When the View Master worled properly, all the
scenes Jooked as M they were alive, a if we could
just step into the View-Mmter and il down the
Amaron River or stand at the foot of the pyramids
When the View Master didn't work properly, it was
& f we were looking &t an ordinary, colorful phe
ture. When 1 looked at this girl, it was as if the
View Master wasn't working properly, 1 stared st her
s Jong time—loeg enough %o that T caused the line ol
people walting 1o stop by the cofia o grow long and
on the verge of impatience. OFf course, 3 1 stared |
kept my Sngens curled up tight agalost sy palms,
because | didn't want to make a mistake and point
and them have them rot and deop off right there. |
thes went and st among the mourners. Her Bamily
smided at me, thinking. | asn sure, that 1 was a school
friend, even though 1 wore the uniform of amother
school. We sang a hymn—"All Thisgs Bright and
Beautifel“—and her mocher sadd it was the frst hymn
the humpbacked girl had learned 1o sing by heart

1 walked home. Dy then, | was very late getting
home Brom school, but [ was 100 excited 0 worry
about it ] wondered i ome day while going soone-




where alone 1 would see the humpbacked pirl stand

MR umder a tree, and 1 she would 11y O get me 1O 20

SOr & swim or cat a piece of fruat, and the next thing
my mother would & w, she would e asking my

Bather 0 make a cofim for me. Of course, he would
be 30 overceasne with griel he wouldn't be able w0
make my coffis and would have o0 2k Mr. Oatie o
G0 it and he sust barted to sk Mr. Oatse o do Mm »
Baver, because, = | heaed himn t2ll iy mother. My
Catie was sach 2 leech b et 10 sck yomu (l!\ by
making you pay for everyvthing twice

When I got home, my mother asked me for the
fish 1 was 10 have picked up lrom Mr, Easl ooe of
our bermen, on the way bome fromm school. Bat in
my excaiement | had completely forgetten, Trying to
hink guuckly, 1 said that when | got 1o the market
Mr. Earl wold me that they hadn't gome 10 sea that
day because 1the sea wid 100 rouh % said =y
mother, and encovered a pan in which were lyiogg,
flat on their sides and covered with Jemon buice and
butter and onsons, three Bah: an anpelfah for my
Lather, 2 kamva fish for my mother, and a lady doctoefish
bor me——the special bind of ish each of us liked. While
| was at the funeral parlor, Mr, Earl had got tired of
waiting for me and had brought the fud 10 our howse
Rimsell That night, x & punnhment, | ate my supper
outade, alone, under the breadfruit ee, and my
mother sand that she would pot be kising me pood
neaghe later, bt when [ climbed into bed she came

and kased me anyway

The Crre {ing Hand

Duriag my holidaw from school, 1 was allowed
t0 stay in bed until long alter sy father had pome
to work. He left our house every weekday st the
stroke of seven by the Anglican charch bell. 1 would
5

lie in bed awake, and | coudd hear all the soundh my

parcnts made as they prepared for the day ahead. As
my mother made sy father his breaklast, my father
would shave, using his shaving brush that had an
ivory handle and a razor that matched; then he would
step outside to the luatle shed he had Baile for us 25 a
bathroom, %0 quickly bathe in wases that be had
instructed =y mther o leave outside overnight in
the dew, That way, the water would be very codd, and
he believed that cold waser ssrengthened his back. It

5

1 bad been 2 Doy, 1 would have gotien the same trea

ment, bat snce | was a girl and on 10p of that went

w school only with other girly, my mother would
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always add some hot water 10 my bathwater to take
off the chill. On Sunday aliernoons, while T was in
Sunday school, sy father took a hot bath: the tub was
alf Mlled with plain water, and then my mother would
add 3 large caldronful of water in which she had jus
boiled somme bark and leaves from 2 Baydeaf tree. The
bark and leaves were there for no remson other than
that he liked the smell. He would then spend hours
lying in this bach, studying his pool coupons or draw-
ing examples of pieces of furmiture he plasned to
make. When | came home from Sunday school, we
would sit down o our Sunday dinner,

My mother and | often took a bath together. Some-
timmes it was just a plain bach, which didn't take very
ong Other times, it was & special bath in which the
barks and Bowers of many different wees, together
with all sorts of cals, were boiled in the same large
caldron. We would then sit in this bath in a darkened
room with a strangesmelling andle baming away.
As we sat in this bath, sy mother would bathe differ-
ent parts of my body; then she would do the same o
herwelf. We took these baths after my mocher bad
consulted with bher obeah woeman, and with ber
mother and a trusted Iriend, and all three of them
had confrmed that from the look of things around
our house—-the way a small scratch on my instep had
turned into a small sore, them a large sore, and how
long i had taken to heal: the way a dog wbe knew,
and a friendly dog at that, suddenly turned and bit
her: how a porcelain bowl she had carried from cee
etermity and hoped 10 carry into the next suddenly

KR/ 15
Nipped out of her cagable hands and broke into
pleces the size of graum of mad; how words she spoke
in jest 10 2 friend had been completely misunder
swood—one of the many women my father had Joved
had never married, but with whom he had bad chil-
drem wan trying to barm my mother and me by secting
bad spirits om us

When | gt up, | placed my bedciothes and my
nightie in the sum 10 alr out, brushed my teeth, and
washed and dressed mywell. My mother would them
give me my breakfast, but since, during my holidayy,
I was pot going to school, 1 wasa't forced to eat an
enormosn breakfaat of porridge, eggs, an orange or
hall a grapefruit, beead end butter, and cheese. |
could get away with just some bread and butter and
cheese and pornidpe and cocoa, | apent the day follow.
ing my mocher around and olserving the way she
did everything. When we went 10 the grocer’s, she
would point out 0 me the remson she bought cach
thang. 1 was shown a loaf of bread or a pound of
butter from at leant tem different angles. When we
went o market, if that day she wanted 10 buy ome
crabs she would inquire from the peroan selling them
if they came from near Parham, and if the persom
sxid yes my mother did not buy the crabs. In Parham
was the leper colony, and my mother was comvinced
that the craba ate nothing but the food Bom the
lepers’ own plates. If we were then to eat the crabs,
it wouldn't be long before we were lepers ourselves
and Living ushapoily in the leper colony

How importamt | fedt to be with my mother. For
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many people, their wares and provisions lad ouz in
fromt of them, would brighten up when they saw her
comming and would ry hard 1o get her attencion. They
would dive sndermeath their stalls and brimg owt
goods even Detter than what they bad on duclay
They were disappoinied when she held b:-u.e')m..g
up ia the air, looked at it, turning it this way and
that, and them, screwing up her face, said, “1 dom'™
think »0.” and wmed and walked avay—off 10 an
other sall to soe i someone who omly last week bad
sodd her some deliciom chrinophine kad something
that was just as good. They would call out arer her
turned back that pext weoek they expected 10 have
OO0 Of dusheen or whaecver, and my mothet
would say, “We'll see” Im a very disbelleving tone
of voice. I then we went to Mr. Kenneth, it would
be only for 2 few minutes, for he knew exactly what
tny mother wanted and always bad It ready for ber
Mr. Kenneth had known me sinoe | was 2 small chald,
and he would always remind mee of listhe things 1 had
done then = be fod me 2 piece of raw liver he had
set aside for me. It was ot of the few things 1 liked
to eat, and, 1o boot, it pleased my msother to see me
catl something that was »0 good for me, and she would
tell me i great detasl the effect the raw liver would
have on my red blood corpuscles

We walked home in the bot midmomming sum
mostly withowt event. When 1 was much umaller,
quite 3 few times while | was walking with my mother
she would suddenly grab me and wrap me up in her

shirt and drag me along with her o if tn 2 great husry

I would bear an angry voice ssying angry things, and

thent, after we had passed the angry voioe, my m ther
would release me. Neither my mother sor my {athet
ever came straight out and told me amything, but :
had put two and two togeiber and | knew that it wn
one of the wossen that my father had loved and with
whom be had had a chiM or chaldren, and who nevet
foegaye him Jor martyitg my o aher and having e
It wan one of those women who were Always tryung 0
harm my mother and me, and they must have loved
gy father very mach, foe not once &id azy of them
ever t1v to hurt him, and whenever he pasmed them
an the wreet it was a3 if he and these women had
never met

When we got home, my mother satted 1o prepare
our lunch (pampkin wup Wwilh droppen, banana
fricters with salt fish stewed in antroba and tomatoes
fungie with salt Sah stewed in antroba and tomasoes,
or pepper pot, all depending oo what my mother had
found at market that day). As my mother went about
from pot to pot, stirring oo, adding something 0
the other, 1 was ever in her wake. As she digped Into
a pot of boiling womething or other to taste for cor
rect seasoming, she would give me a taste of it also,
asking me what 1 thought. Not that she really wamted
to know what 1 thought, for she had told me many
times that sy taste boads wete Dot quite developed
yet, but it was just 10 include me in everything Whide
she mmade oar lunch, she would sl keep an cye o
her wmbing. I it was 3 Tuesday and the colored
dothes had been stasched, as she placed them on the
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line 1 would follow, carryig » basket of
for her, While the starched olo
dried on the line

) .:hn{..m
-r') I-o'\ 3
0N CHOINGs were Seingg

’ 2 3 -
e Wise clothes were being

-h. M 3 ke ne . } 34 ' -
trn l on U £ 0D h ,‘ ll wWas a2 A l.‘ . Moe
. X - e

.

heap that mwy father had Myde for hey
circle of :

: Of stomes, about six laches high, in the maddle
of our yard. On it the ‘ ‘

€Dy white clothes were
’ g 3 utflt’
oL i
4 the sun dried them bleaching out all sesins
they had to be made wet ARin v &
buckets of water. Oa my Bals

mocher. As | watered the

d EDOrmous

sutang them with
2
aays, 1 did this for my

lothes, she would come

up behind me, WMSIrUCUng me 10 et the clod
| € ) by 0 S

T
thoroeghly wet, showing ne s shirt that I & wald

fturm over »o that the Meoeves were exposnd

Oy
er our lunch. Y oSer and father talked 0

cach ather abowt the houses my ather bad 10 build

» n i“
how disgusted he had becos with ane «
e, or with My

schooling so fas

4 his appren
Oastie: what they thought of my

: what they Bought of the noises M

Jarvis and §
s Iriends made for so many days when

they locked themselves Up Bwide Mr. Jarvis's house

a
nd drank rum and ace fish they Jad caught themselves

and danced 10 the music of an accondion that they

La.ri turns playing. On and on they talkad As the
Flllﬂi my bead would move froem side rn- s‘ui; l--\i‘:
xqg A hem, When sy eves rested onn my é:-r'hrir‘ |
didn’t chink very much of the was he looked R‘l '
whens my eyes rested om my z!,;"."lf't 1 ' ‘
beautiful. Her head looked as Il e .p;.,u:.,q be o) 2
sxpence. What a besutiful long meck, and lc'.;'q

plasted hair, which she pinsed up around the crown

ou "r.i hes

A/ ig
of her bead because when her hair hung down it
snade her too hot. Her nose wa the shape of a Sower
on the brisk of epening. Her mouth, movisg up and
down a8 she ate and talked at the same timne, was such
s beauriful mowth 1 could have Jooked at it foccver
it 1 had 30 and not mind, Her lips were wide and
alenent thin, and when she sabd certain words | could
see umall patts of dig white teeth—s0 big, and pearly,
like some nice buttons on one of my dresses. | didn’t
ssoch care about what she said when she waa in this
mood with my {ather. She made him laogh so. She
could hardly say a word belfore he would burst ot
lsughing We ate our food, I cleared the table, we said
goodbye 1o my father as he went back to work, 1 helped
my mother with the diahes, and thea we settled inwo

the afternoon.

When my mother, at sixteen, after quarreling
with her father, left his house on Dominica and came
10 Antigua, she packed all her things in an enormous
wooden trunk that she had bought inm Rosesu for
simost six shillings. She painted the trunk yellow
and green outside, and she lined the inside with wall-
paper that had a cream background with piak roses
primted all aver it Two days afver she left her facher™s
house, she boarded & boat and sailed for Amtigsa. It
was & small boat, and the trip would have taken 2
dsvy and 2 ball ordinarily, but a hsrricane blew up
and the boat was Jost at sea for almost five day. By
the time it got to Antigua, the boat was practically
in splinters, and though two or three of the pa
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engers were lost overbourd, slong with scene of the

IR0, my mother and her truank were safe. Now.

twenty-four years later, this trunk was Loept under my

bed, and in it were th gy that had belonged 10 me

Starteng from pust before | was boen. There

war the

chemise, made of white cottom with wallop edging

around cthe sleever, neck. and hem ind white flowers

embrosdered on the oot -—-the byt garment 1 wore

after being born. My mather had made that herself

and once, when we were passing by, 1 was even dhown

the tree under which she sat b

made this gar

ment. There were some of my diapers, with their

handberchief hessatitch thar she had also dooe her
V“_ C’lt‘lf wat a2 pair ol h?u'r WO P--ol;'\ '-.:h

matching sacker and hae: there was a blanket In

white wool and 2 Blanket in white Sannel cotton:

there wa 2 plaan white linem hat with lace 125

sing: there wa my chrmieniing outht; there were
two of my baby bottley: one in the wape of a poreyl
baby bottle, and the other shaped like 5 boat, with a
nipple on cither end; there was 2 thermos in which
my mother had kepet a tea that was supposed 1o have
@ wothing efiect on me; there was the dress | wore
ot my hrst birthday: a wellow cottonm with groeen
Mmocking on the front; there was the dress | wore
on my second birthday: pink cottom with green
unocking om the front; there was 2ho 2 photograpd
of me cn my second birthday wearning sy pink dress
and my fiest pair of carrings,  chain around my neck,
d 4 pair of bracelets, all specully made of gold

from Britih Gulana: there w A the St pair of shoes
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: 5 : : ’
I grew out of after | knew how to wall; there w3

H : > " : ! Lhe
the dress | wore when | firyt wenl 1O MCDO0OL, 3

frst mentebook in wivich 1 wrote; there were the sheets
for my crib and the sheets for oy firt Dad] there was
oy first straw hat, my fest straw basket—decorated
with Sowers—-my grandmocher had went me from
Dominica: there were my report cards, my certibcates
of merit from school, and my certificstes of ment
fram Sunday school

Froem time to tisme, my mother would bx on a
certain place im our house and gave it 2 B -»l‘ -.Ic\m
img. 1 1 was at hosse when she happened 10 ¢ "'l-‘ll
1 was at her side, 23 usgal. When sbe dad thia with the
runk, it was & remendous pleasure for afier she had

removed all the thisgy from the truns, and nsed

them out, and changed the camphor balls, and then
refolded the things and put them back their places
in the trunk. a she held each thing in her hand she
would tell me a story about mysell, Soanetanes I bnew
the story st hand, for 1 could remember the ;:- |j~
dest quite well, sometimes what she woid mc. u

happemed when 1 was too yousg o know Jl‘.-l.‘ ing

and sometimes it happened before | was cwn. bontm

Whichever way, 1 knew exactly what she would say,
for 1 had heard it o many times before, but | pever
got tired of it. For instamce, the Bowers on the
chemise, the firt garment 1 wore after being bom
were not put oo coerectly, and that is because whes
my mother was embeoidering them 1 kicked 0 mach
lh'at her hand was umsteady. My mocher said that

] O in her stomach and
usually when 1 kicked around in her )
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she told me 0o sop 1 would, but oa that day 1 paid
No stvention at all, When she told me this uorv.’ she
would smile at me and sy, "You sce, even then you
were hard 1o manage.” It pleased me to think (.‘x;:
before she could see my face, my mother wpcke 10 mr‘
i the same way she did now. On and on .nn ma-t.‘.’r
would go. No umall part of my life was o un u'n;,mur;t
that she hadn't made 2 note of it and now she would
tedl it 1o me over and over apnin. 1 would sit next ;.3
her and she would show me the very deess | wore on
the day | bit another child my age with -Iu:m’l wiy
playing. "Your biting phase.” she called it. Or the day
she warned me not to piay around the coal pot. be
Gause | liked 20 sing 10 myself and dance n-.v-.'n;«!' the
fire. Two seconds later. | fell into the hot coals. barn.
ing my elbows. My mother cried when she saw that it
WA T seriows, and now, a sbe told me about L she
would kiss the little black patches of scars nn. r-;
elbows R
As she 1ol me the stories, | sometiones sat at her
tide, leaning against ber, or | would crouch on my
knees behind her back and lean over her shoudder, As
1did this, | would occastonally sniff at her neck -'n't.-e-
hind her ears, or az her hair She smelled s’.-u.c‘.x.n;.n of
lemons, sometimes of age, sometimes of roses, some-
times of bay leall At times 1 would no longer hear
what it was she was saying: I just liked to look at F.-n
mouth a it opened and cloted over words, or a9 she
laughed. How terrible it must e for all the people
who had no one 10 love them o ad no one \-hnfxn
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they loved so, | thought. My father, lor instance
When he was a little boy, his parents, after kissng
him goodbye and leaving him with his grasdmother,
boarded a boat and siled w0 South America, He
never saw them again, thoogh they wrote 0 him and
sent him presensy—pachages of chothes on his barth
day and at Christmas. He then grew to love his
grandmotber, and she loved him, loe she took care of
hime and worked hasd at keeping him well led and
clothed. From the beginning, they slept in the same
bed. and 2 he became 2 young man they continued
10 do 30. When he was 8o longer in school and had
started working, every might, after he and his grand-
smother had eaten their dnner, my father would go
off 1o visit his friends. He would then return home
at around sidnight and fall asleep mext 10 his grand
mother. In the morming, his grandmother would
swake at half past five ot w0, & half howr before my
father, and prepare his bath and beeakisst and male
everything proper and ready for him, w0 that at seven
o'cdock sharp he stepped out the door off o work
One morning. though, he ovenlept, because ha
grandmecher didan't wake him up. When he awoke,
she was still lying next 1o him. When he wried to
wake her, he couldn’t. She bad died lying next 10 him
sometizne daring the night. Even though be wa over
come with grief, he built her coffin and made sare she
had a mice funeral. He never slopt in that bed again,
and shortly afterward he moved oat of that hosae. He

was eighteen year old then
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When my lather Gt told me thiy story. 1 threw

ry ] - B
Vel M Nim at the end of it and we boek started

ry--De¢ jus 2 little. | quite & lot, It was a Sunday

iternocon; he and =y mother as I had gone for a
walk in the botanical gardern. My mother had wan

deved off 1o look at wome strangs Lind of thistle and

rovitlAd e :
We could see her 29 she bent over the bushes 1o Ret »

Choser Jook and reach 0wt o touch the leaves of the
plant. When she returned 1o us and saw that we had
both been crying, she started 1o get quite worked up
Dot my father quickly 10ld her what had happened
and she Inughed at us and called @ her listde foods
But then she took me in her arms and Lised me, and
she said that | needn't worry about sech & th ng a8
aer sallng off or dying and leaving me all alooe in
the world But of ever after that 1 saw my fathes il
ting sdone with a laraway look oo Ms face. [ was hiled
with pity for hims. He had been slone in the world all
that time, what with his mothes suiling of on a2 boat
with has father and his never secing hes again, and
then his grandmother dying while lying next 10 him
0 the middle of the night. It was more than anyone
should have 10 bear. 1 loved hisn %0 and wished that
1 had a mother to give him, for, no matter how moch
my own mother loved him, it could never be the
Lame

When my mother got through with the trunk. and
[ had Beard again and again just what 1 had been lke
and who had said what 10 me 2t what point in my life,
1 was given my tea—a cop of cocoa 3od 3 buttered

bun, My father by then would return home froem

v 4 o

L B B
work, a8d he was given hia tea, As my mother went
around preparing Our sUpper, piking up clothes
from the wwone heap, or taking cdothes off the ¢ shey-
i | wouldd sit 0 & COrner Of oA vard and waich
her. She pever stood siall Her '.,hr::n'. e Car ed
her from one part of the yard 10 the other, and In
sud oot of the house. Soenetimes sbe might call oul
1o e 1o 2o and get some thyme or baail of somse other
Ioe her. lor she grew all ber herda In lnthe pots
that she hept in 2 corner OF ot Little gardien. Some
tsnes when | gave her the herds, 8¢ might sloop
down and kiss me on my lips and 1hen on my neck
1t was in such 2 paradise that | lived

he summmer of the yeux I vurmed twelve !

could see that 1 had grown mller; most of my cdothes
00 longer fit. When 1 could get a drem over my head,
the want thes me up o just below my chest. My
legs had become mose \;nrn‘lv’.'-r the hair on my
head even moee unruly than ususl, sesall vafts of hais
had appeared under my arma, and when | perapired
the smed] wan strange, &4 ¥ 1 had turned into a Krange
animsal 1 dida't say anything about it, and my mother
i father dida't soem o notice, for they duint sy
anything, cither. Up 10 then, my mother and | had
many dresses made out of the same choth, though hers
had a different. more grownug stybe, s boal neck o 2
ywectheart neckline, and 3 pleaied or gored shire,
while my dresses had high necks with collars, a deep
hemline. and, of course, a sah that tied in the back,

One day, my mother and 1 had gone 10 get some



Annie John | 26

material for new dresses 10 celeboate her birthday
(U usual gifl Broen my father). when 1 came uoos a
pon

- . ) = Hox ;
| e oLy 2 YeliOW ‘-.:.;.g’v mind. wait 'l".ffl of

man l"ﬁ\fl! i A :‘ 0oL 220 "‘_1‘”‘“ ———

o i Pianin

that they were playisg, and all an

nd them musical
notes Byt ) .
yimg off inso the adr. | immediately said hos

much | boved thin piece of cloth and how mice |
od ho e

iouaht it would look o us both. but sy soather

replied, “Oh, no. You are gettiog 100 odd Sor 1Aat

It's time o ) :
e you had your own clothes. You just cas ot

g0 around the rest of your life looking like » little

=  { _ A - ! \wr wa
l Vv Y l,l.\ l I lf l.l arih AL L ‘f'-l"l
U’.-S.. m \-'H'l.. On ' R”'r'p' OO Lay :f WAL : "
‘ = 4 Lol R ¢ i .
wital l'l( wad WA I W \’!l s il \' L Cnnn
J LD

asnyveng lidde Lol ; . :
’ g ¢ Lhugh No beoding over and & WANR Y

litthe wet forebhead (o + widenly | turned hot then
cokl, asnd all =y pores mast have opened up, for
Baids jest flowed out of me) In the end I pot sy
dress with the men playing their plancs, and my

mother pot & dress with red and sellos overgromn

3 ' :
hibiscus, but 1 was never able 10 wear sy own dres
Or see my mother in bers without feeling bitterness

and hatred, directed not »0 much toward my mothes
2 oOw ).’l’, | lt,[-’-.vt( life in ;rnrnl .

As of that were not enough, my mother informed
e that | was on the verge of becoming a young lady
% there were quite » few things 1 would have to sir;
diferently. She didn't sy exactly just what it was
that made me om the verge of becossing a2 young lady
and 1 was so glad of that, because 1 didat want to
inow. Behind a dosed door, | stood naked mn fromt
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s mireor and looked at mysell from head to toe. |

w24 30 loag and Doy that | more than filled up the

rrew and my small ribs premed out sgainst oy shin

| 1ried o push my unruly hair down agains my ¢ ek

2 1
hat 3t would lie flag, but a s00m a8 § et 0§ "

"

bounced up again. 1 could see Uhe ussall vofes of hadr

Jder my arms. And then | got & good look at my Nose
1t had voddenly spread acrost iy face. almoss hloting
i)

at my cieeks, taking up oy whole face, so that

didn't know | was me standing thete 1 would have woih

and 1o think that only

the si2e of

dered about that strange girl
o recently my nose had boen a unall thing
s resebod. Bt what could | do? | thought ¢ | begging

vy snother 0o ak sy (athey if he coudd build loxr me

a st of clamsgs ko whiach 1 could Xrew myaci! at

night before | went %o sleep and which would surely

T DD

when 1 remembered that & Sew davs earhier 1 had
bt 2 :|<‘k

cut back oo my growing. | wi abowt 1o 1)

asked in sy most pleasing, winning way
through the runk. A person | did not recognise
answered in a voice | did not recognaee, Aol utely
not! You and | don't have tisne for that anymore o
Again, dad the ground wash out froes under mes
Again, the asawer would have 1o be you, and |
woulda't be going oo Sar

Because of thia young-lady businew instead of days

wpent In perfect harmosyy with my mocher, | trailing

in her footateps, she shawering down on me her Kases
and affection and attention, 1 was now ent of 10

learn ooe thing and another. 1 was se0L 10 WOMEURE

who knew all about mannemn ad how 10 meet and
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greet important people i the world. This woman
soOn mked me not 10 come apiam, siece 1 couldd not 'r.
st making fartngdike noises each titme 1 had 10 ¢
300 2 Curyy, it made the other g laneh » x‘l ‘.:\,-,'(‘-.'
for paano lestona. The plano teacher. a shriveled “i:
obd spinster from Lascashive K gland, soon aked
= Dot 10 cotne back, since 1 wemed smable 10 res "
cating from the bowl of plusss she had placed on the
plano perely for decoration. In the first case. 1 told
my mother a lie—1 10ld her that the mantiers tracher
had found that my manners needed no I Do ersent
0 | needn't come anvenore. This made her very
[-"M“ in the woond e, there wWal no griting
awoend nteabe had o find out When '.",t"r.anl»
teacher wld her ol my misaeed. she tunrd' and
walked away from me, and 1 wasn't sure that if she
Bad been asked who 1 was she wouldn't have said
1 doa’t know,” right then and there. What 2 nes
thing this was for me: my mother's back turned on
me in disgust. It was true chae 1 deda't spend all my
Says st my mother's side before this. that | spent most
of my days at school. bug befoee this young lady P.u.u
ness | could sie and think of oy mother, wee her dong
one thing or amother, and always her lace bore a
sunide for me. Now | often saw her with the cornery
of her mouth tarned down in disappeoval of me. And
why was my mother GAITYIngG =y mew state so far? She
ok to pointing out that one day | would have Amv
own house and | might want it 10 be a different house
from the one e tept. Once, when showing me 2

wWay to store linen. she patted the folded sheets in
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place and said, "Of course, in your own house you
might choose asother way. That the day might
actwally come when we would Live apart 1 had never
believed. My throat hurt from the tears | held bottled
ap ught imide. Sometimes we would both forget the

new cader of things and would slip into our old ways

Bot that didn't last very loog

In the middle of all these new thimgy, 1 had
forgotten that 1 was 10 enter A Dew school that Sep-
iembey. 1 bad then a set of things to do, preparing for
school. 1 had 0 go 10 the weamstres to be meavared
for new uniforms, since my body now made 2 mock:

ety of the odd memuzements. | bad to get shoes, 3 rw

whool hat. and lots of sew books, In my Dew wchoold,
| needed 3 diffesent exercise book for exch subjece,
and in addition o the usual--Enginh, arithmetic,
and 30 o1 now had o take Latin and Fremch, and
attend clawes in a brand-new sence building I be
gan o look forward to my pew w hool, 1 hoped that
evervone there would be new, that there would be mo
one 1 had ever mes before. That way, | could put on
s new set of airy: 1 could say 1 was wenething that ]
was not. and no one would ever know the difSerence.

On the Sanday before the Monday | started M my
new school. oy mother became cross over the way I
had made sy bed. In the center of my bedspread, my
mether had embroidered & bowl overflowing with
Bowers and two Jovebisds on either vide of the bowl, |
had placed the bedspeead on my bed In a Jopuided

way o that the embeoidery was DOt In the cender of
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my bed, the way it should have been My m thes
made a fuss abost it and | could see that she sa;
mEht and | regretied very much mee doing that one
lsttle thing that would have pleased her, | ‘.;d h(r.l
becoune careless, whe said. and 1 could only wl ;
AgTee with her |

rtly

| came hosoe fromm church, and my mother sull
seemed 10 hold the bedspread against me, 3o 1 kent
out of ber way. At hall past two in the alrl,m---m'l
went off 0 Sunday schoal. At Sunday schood ! u.u
£rven a ceruibicate for best student in my study al-the-
Bible group. It was & surprise that | would w\rn-r
the certificate on that day though we had known
about the resulo of 3 test weeks before | rushed ‘.-.—'
\-s.ﬂ\ =y cortibcace im hand, feeling that with (lu;
prize | would reconquer my mocher—a chance for
her 00 smile on me again e

When T got to our hosse, | rushed into the yard
ind called out o ber, but 8o aswwer came. |1 then
walked into the house. At firm, T didn't hear .u--\-
l!ung Ihen | heard sounds com ng from the duc-x-
ton of my parents’ room. My mother must he in
there, 1 thought. When | got 10 the door l---uh!- wq:
that my mother and father were iying in their bed
It didn't intevest me what they were doing—only thas
my mother’s hand was om the small ul'm\ ather's
Back and that it was making a arcular motion. But
her hand! It was whize and boay. a¢ if it had long
been dead and had been beft out in the t'(l'.“/.ﬂh‘ It
seemed not 10 be her hand, and vet it could oaly he
her hand. 50 well did | know it It went around .u;fi

A/ 31
sronnd in the same circular motion, and | looked Mt
it as U 1 would never see anything ehe in my life
agaim. M 1 were 1o forget everything else in the world
I coudd not forget her hand & it looked then | could
also make owt that the sounds | had heard were her
kissting my father’s ears and his mouth and his face. 1
looked at them for 1 doa't know how loag
When | next saw my mocher, [ wan standeng at the
dinner table that | had just set, having made a tre
mendows cossmotion with knives and forks as T got
them owt of their drawer, letting my parents know
hat 1 was home. 1 had set the table and was now hald
wanding mear my chair, half draped over the table,
waring at nothing in particular and (rying 1o ignore
my mother'’s presence. Though 1 coulda™ remembet
our eyes having met, | was quite sure that she had
seen me in the bedroce, and 1 didn’t know what |
would say if she mentioned it Instead, she swaid in »
voice that was sort of cross and sort of something else,
“Are you going to junt stand there doing nothing all
day?" The something else was new; | had never heard
it im ber voice before, | couldn’t sy exactly what it
was. but 1 kmow that it caused me to reply, “And
what if 1 &0 and at the sasne time 10 stare at her
directly in the eyes. It must have been a shock o her,
the way 1 spoke. | had never talked back 10 her be
fore. She Jooked at me, and then, inwead of saying
somme squelching thing that would put me back in
my place, sthe dropped her eyes and walked away
From the Back, she looked small and funmy. She car-
ried her hands limp at her sides 1 was sure | could
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Sever let those hands I0GCh me again: | was sure |
COuld never et her & M ERE agan i that was | whed

I was amased that 1 Cowld eat my food for all of
o reminded me o thiegs that had ¢ e place be
tween oy mocher and me. A loog time 0, when |
wouldn't eat my beef compiaining that it imvolved

OO much chewing, my MOer would first chew up

g

pieces of meat in ber own Routh and then feed it 20
me. When 1 had hated carroes s mMuch that even the
Eht of chem we i wnd me ir 102 M of tears.
mother would sy 1o § nd all sorts of wavs 1o make
them paiatable for e Al that was fin shed now, |

didn't thinm) that | would ever 1) nk of anvy of

It again
with fo Ines 11 oked o omy paremis. My fathes wWas
JUSt the sasse ecabting his food in the same old waY,
hin two rows of false woeth dopclopping like 2 horse
being driven off 10 market. He was regal ng @ with
another one of his ster s ABout when he was 2 v ung
an and played criclet on ne wand or the othey
What he mid nos must have beem fusny for mn
mother couldn't Hop Bughing He dida't e 80
Botice that | was nont entrraained

My father and | thes went for our cusomary
sundayafiernoon walk My mother did not Come
with us. | donr’t know what she staved home o do
On our walk, sy fathes traed 10 hold my hand. but |

pulled myself away from him 4 Mg ot in such 2 way

that he w wid th nk | felt tox big § T that n ™

That A\frlnlfah, Il wenit 10 sy » ew chool. | was

placed o 3 claws with geirhs | had peves wen bedore

'

- 1
. f them had Beard aDowmt me, Lhoug
wa !‘»t' younges amoog them anc '.‘-n -.'n
very brght. 1 bhiked 2 2 xlrnn;.-““»;\.’y-w: ’.r
ked 2 gir] samed Cweneth. At the e -
Gwen and | were ) e, and 0 we wals
XM AN AYER togethes . oo
hen | got hoese, my mother greeiod
n\\: !;".z!\ "p :u and mguines. | told '?n» 't
Ly, poang out of my way 1o pa .'|n1.t.'.".f ..'..';\-‘
! ) ul, Of Comirse, any men 'y !
rl\o:'\: jV”'” owering frelings b et

5 -
an _
> d )
WHDE
1th the
1 |y
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»
Groen
"
O opening 129, | walked Y Dt Wb
|
alone, It was the it and Lest tisse that soch 2 thin
, e
wiraa N 't i ’ - .
»ald wpen, All around me were othe people my
ge-—tweive vears—girh and bows, diese : !
; : - BT iz

whool ussibormms. mard ng off 0o whool. Thes

."..,1 . q 5 s )
10 Adw cach other, and a2 they met thes

woudd bury n . - hag
_ | O .l'lh'll.’.l ‘.1.4‘-”]‘ ea h N

.
he shoubder anx |
oudder and '.ut,l"ll.lx,; CACE OLHET things that

must have i ) ! !
1 ha ade for o ) happaness. | saw some !

iy

wearing the same MBOTEn & Yy own. and sy heart

just Jonged for them %0 say something 10 me. but the

mont ¢l M do o in .
. wey could do o include me was 1o smile and

nod in my direction as they walked on arm in ares 1

i )
yld hardly blame them for not paving more atten
130m 10 me. Evervibang about me was 0 Bew:

[ -
Unsiorm wa new, @y shots were new. my hat
. : ) ) Wi

new, my shoulder ached from the weight of my ne
4] IR - 'y 7 'a

3 : re
OOKS In my new bag: even the road 1 walked oo wat

new. and 1 must have put my feet down as i | weren't

sure the ground wias swolsd. At school. the yard wm
Glled with more of these girls and their most sure-of
themmelves gaits. When [ Jooked at them, they made
up & sea. They were walking o and out smong the
beds of Bowers. all acrom the Selds, all acros the
courtvard, in and owt of claswrooma. Except for me
mo one seemed a diranger 10 anything Or anyone
Hearing the way they greeted cach other, 1 couddn't
be sure that they hadn't all come owt of the ame
woran's belly, and at the same time, 00, Looking
them. 1 was suddenly glad that became 1 had wansed
00 avoid an argument with oy mocher | had caten all
wy hreakfast for now 1 surely would have fainted if
[ had been i amyy More weakenead & conditon

| knew where my claswroom waa, because my
mother and 1 had kept an appointment at the school
2 week before. There 1 met some of my teachers and
wat shown the ins and outs of everything. When i
waw it then it was nice and orderly and empty and
smelled just scrubbed. Now it smelled of girks muill
img around, fresh ink in inkwells, new books, chalk
and erasers. The giths la my classroom acted cven
more fassiliar with each other. 1 was sure | would
never be able to tell them apart just from looking
at them. and | was sure that | would never be able 10
tell thess apart from the sorand of thewr voices

When the school bell rang at half past eight, we
formed ourselves into the required pairs and hled
into the auditorium for morning prayers and hymn

unging. Our beadmistres gave us 3 lictle walk, wel-
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COMM A By : e | . .
ning the new stodents and welcoming back the
| 4 - . )
old stwdents, saying that she hoped we had all left our
: [N . 3
bad ways behind ws, that we would be good ex Ampies
107 €ach other and brws E BTty redat o our sshonvd
tham amy of the other rouss of girls who had been
f et ) .
here Befose ua. My palms were wet, and Jite A few
tumes the ground felt 2 o it were seeawing under
my leet, but that dadn't wop me from aling in 2 few
thangs. For instance, the headmintress, Miss Moore. |
knew rght away that she had comee 10 Antigua fromm
- 5 3 :
England, for she looked like & prune left out of i jaz
a loeg timne and she sounded a4 if she had borrowed het
YOMNe Trom am owl 1 he way she said \'n rirhy
, Xl
" .
When she was st standing still there listeni £ 10
e of the other activities, her gray oves goene all
around the room hoping to see something wroog, her
nn roog
throat would beat up and down as i a fish fresh ot

Of water were caught imsade. | wondered if she even

:

smelled like a 6. Once when 1 didn't wasd

! .
mocher had given me 2 long scolding abowt it and

o

we ended by saviog that it wa the only thing she
didn’t like about English peopde: they didn't a nh
olven enough, or wash properly when they Asally did
My mother had sald, "Have you ever noticed how
they smell o of they had been botded v in 2 Rah)

U either sode of M Moare wood our -.!‘\'! teachers,
women and men-—-mostly women. | recognized Min
Letorge, our music tracher: Miss Nelon, our hosne.
tooen teacher; Miss Edward, our hatory as | Reog
raphy teacher; and Miss Newgate, our alerbra and

NP 2 had e 5
geometry teacher. | had met them the day say methesr

snnd 1 were at school. | did ot know who the othens
were. and 1 did not worry about it Simce they were
teachers. 1 was sure it wouldn't be Jong before, be-
cause of some misunderstandisg, they would be
thorns i sy ade

We salked back 10 our dassroots (e AINe Way
we had come, quite orderly amd, except for 2 few
whispered exchanges, quite siient. But no soooer
were we back in our cdlassroom than the girls were in
cach other’s lags, wrms wrapped sround necks, Afser
peepimg over my shoulder lefl and night | st down
in ooy seat and woadered what would become of me
There were twenay of us im my e, and we were
seated at desks srranged Bve I a2 TOW four row
Aeers 1 wan &t 2 desk o the third row, and this made
e even move miserable. 1 hated 10 be seated w0 ar
sway from the teacher, becavse | was sure | would
miss something she sald But, even woese, i 1 was out
o my teacher's sight all the time, how could she se
my industriomnes and quickness at kexrning things?
And, besides, only dumces were seated so far o the
rear. and 1 could mot bear to be thought 2 dusce. |
was now staring at the back of a whrubtn-haared qurl
wated in the front row--che seat 1 most coveted, since
it was directly in front of the teacher’s desk. At that
moment, the girl twieed berself around, stared st me,
anvd said, “You are Annie John? We hear you are very
beight™ It was a good thisg Mis Nebwon walked in
right then, for how would it have sppeared if 1 had
replied, “Yeu, that is completely true™—ihe very thing

that was on the tip of my songue
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As woon a3 Miss Nebwon walked in. we came 10
order and stood up swiflly at our desks. She said to us
Good morning class,” hall im & way that womeone
moat have told ber was the Proper way (o speak o
s and hall im a pocular way, & if we secret)y amused
her, We rephied, “"Good morming, Mis™ in unison
and is a yespectiul way, ot the same time making »
barely vinible curmsy, alo in unison. When she had
seated heowel! at her desk, she sald 1o w. “"You may
Wi now,” and we did She opened the roll book, and
M e called our our mames ecach of us answered.
Present, Min” As she called out our names, sthe
kept her head bent over the book, hut when she
called ot my name and | amawered with the cus
lomary response she looked up and smiled st me and
sad, “"Welcome, Anmie.” Evervone, of course. then
turmed and looked M me. | was sure it wam becaume
they couldd bear the Jood racket my bheart was mak.
R Momy chest

It was the Sast day of a new term, Miss Nelson said
20 we would not be asttending 10 any of our wiual
subjects; lnstead, we were to spend the moming n
contemplation and reflection and writing wencthing
ahe described m an “amtobocgraphical essay.” In the
sfternoon, we would read aloud w each other our
sstobsographical esays. (1 knew quite well about
antobiography™ and “esmay.” bt reflection and con
templation! A day st whool spent in such a2 way! Of
course, im most books all the good people were alwan
contemplating and reflecting bedore they did any

thing Perhaps in her mind's eye she could see owr
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utures and, ageimst all prediction, we twrned out O
be good people.) On bearing this, 3 huge sugh went
up froms the girls. Hall the sigha were in I'a;»;--;-ru
at the thought of sitting and gazing off isi0 Clear
space, the othet balf in unhappines at the m mulceds
that would have 1o go anaccomplished | joined the
happy ball, because 1 knew kit womld plemse Miw
Nelson, and, my own sclfab imterest aside, 1 liked 80
auch the way she wore her ironed hadr and her long
deeved blouse and box-pleated slun that 1 wansed o
please her
I'he morning was uneventful enough: 3 girl spilled
imk from bher inkwell all over her uniform: a gl
beoke her pen mib and then made a beg l--~d.: a bt
replaciog 1L girls twiasted and turned In tfat': WAt
and pinched exch others botsoms; gitls passed notes
15 each other, All this Mis Nehon muss have seen
and heard, but vhe didn't 2y anvthing—aonly kept
reading her book: an elaborately illustrated edition
of The Tempest, m later, passing by her dosk, | saw
Midway in the moraing, we weie wid 1o 2o out and
streteh our legy and beeathe some fresh alr for 3 few
eninates: when we returned, we were given gawses of
cold lemonade and a slice of bun w0 refreah o
As soon a4 the sun stood in the middie of the sky,

we were sent home for lunch The carth say have
grown an inch of two larger between the time 1 had
walked to school that morning and the time 1 wenst
home to lunch, for some girls made a small space for
me in their little band. But 1 cosldat pay much

sitention to them; my mind was o0 Wy Bew wur
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roundcings,. my mew teacher, what | had written |

my sate new notebook witl ack-allsvixedop

with-white cover and wnooth loed pages (vo glad was

»

.
lul‘:"l'j

of my oid notebooks. which bad on thest
COVEDN & PiCIUTE O 3 WTiNXIeO U wornan wearing 2
crown on her head and a pechiul and armfuls of dis
monds and pearls—their pagm w0 coarse, a4 Il they
were made of cornmes I Hew . | must have
catens my food. | Bew back 1o swhool. By hal past one
we were sittimg under a flamboyant tree in a secluded
part « § our schoolvard. oar awiohs '..‘A.;lll:-_l: LAY N
hand. We were abowst 1o read aloud whar we had
wrstten during our morning of consemaplation and
reflec tuoe

in response 1o M Nelsott, each girl ssood v and
read her composinion, One girl sodd of 2 mach revered
and boved aumt who now lived In England and of
Sow much she looked foeward o ooe day movi I 0w
England 10 live with ber aume; one girl told of hes
brother studying medicine in Canada and the life she
magined he Lived there (it seemed quite odd 1o me
one girl told of the fright she had when e dreassed
she wintk desd, and of the masching fright she had
when she woke and found that ofe waan't (evervone
laughed at this, and Mis Nebon bad 10 call us o
order over and over): ane (.Xl soid of how her oldest
siater’s best friend’s cousin’s bext friend (it was 2 real
ripgmuarole) had gone on 2 Girl Guade iamboree held
n Irinsdad and met someone who millions of years
220 had taken tes with Lady Raden Powell: one girl

wld of an excurnion she and her (ather had made o

Redonda, and of how they had scen wene Doobry Derds

iending their chacks. Things went om in that way, all

w playlul all w imaginative. | began to w nder
shout what | had whniticn, Sor o wid Lhe ODDOME Of
i sl and it was the D sile O AR IRa e W hat
d writt ' r1d , et Sar the vet
! M wTMLEn was Deartiesl, and, cxcept Jor the very
ervd, ot w2l 00 true. The alternoos was weaning

sl thin Would my turn ever comme? What shoudd
1 do. inding savsell in 2 wirld of new ek, 2 wonld
i which | was 80t cven Near 1he cenler?

It was a while belore | realived that M Nelson
was calking on see, My turn o kst 0o read what | had
sarved 10 read, my voscr shaky
w sound of my own woice had
Iwam Deem 2 calming pobhon Lo me, o wain | long
wiote 1 was reading i such a way that, excrsd fos
the chirp of some birds, the hum of bees Jooking los
Bowers, the silvery rusk runh of the wind in the trees,
the iy sound 10 Be heard wak Y YOICE 85 I8 TONe
and el in sentence alver sentence. At the end of my
ng. | th 1 was imagnieg the upturmed
aces 00 which were looks of adosation., but | was nos;
[ thought | was mmagining, 00, sotne eyes Drimmang
over with tears. but agam 1 was not. Mus Nelson said
that she would Like 20 bogrow what | had writien o
read for herwll and that it would be placed o the
shellf with the books that made v our own class
libeary. 0 that it would be available 2o any el who
wanded 1o readd it That & what 1 had wrutien

When | was 2 small child my mocher and 1 ueed

1) O GOwh o H'[ sangd o Sundcdawn ll."f l:l"
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church, %0 that | coudd bathe in the sea. It was at &
tizne whem | was thougha o have weak hidoeys and »
bath i the sea had been recomamended as 2 strength
enimg remedy. Rat Idand wain't a place many people
WENE 0 anyway, but by ciimbing down some rocks

’

oy T

mother bad found a place that nobody seemed o
have ever been Since this bathing in the sez v 3
medicine and not 2 pacnsc, we had 10 bathe wichout
wearing swimming costumes, My mother was a supe
nor swimmer. When she ptunged into the seawaler
it was a if she bad always lived there, She would go

far out 3f it wis sade 10 do o, and she could tell just

oy Jooking at the way the waves beat of it was sale o

do 0. She comld tell i 2 Bark was ovearhy nd she
had oever Doen wung by & ielivind. L on the other

band, could not swimn at all In fact, of T was in water
wp o my bnees | was sure that | wan drowning. My

sother had tried everyihing 10 get me swimming
from using 2 coaxsng method o just throwing me
without & word imilo the water. Nothing worked, The
onldy way | comlid 20 IO the wabter was if 1 wat on my
mother’s back, my armn clasped tightly aro nd hes
peck, and she would then swim around not o Ear
fromn the shore. It was only them that | could forget
how beg the sea war, how far down the bottom cosld
be, and how hlled wp it was with thangs that coulda™
snderstand a2 nice hallo. When we swam around in
this way, | would think bow much we were like the
pictures of sea mammals 1 had seen, my mother and
. naked in the stawater. my mother sometimes sing

Mg O me 2 wog 0 a French patoss | did not yet
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andesstand. or sometimes not saying anything at all.
[ would place my ear agaioat her neck, and it was i
| were listening to & gilast shell, for all the sounds
srousd me--the sea, the wind, the birds screeching—
would seem 2 o they came from inaide her, the way
the sounds of the sea are in 2 seashell Afrerward, =
nether would 1ake me back to the shore, and I would
lie there just beyond the farthest reach of 2 Dig wave
and watch my mother 8 she swam and dove
“One day. in the midst of warchang my mother
swim and dive, 1 heard » comamotion far Ol At w2
It was three ships goang bwv. and they were filled with
people. They must have heent cedebaating soenetNINg,
for the shign would Dlow thel horns and the ;trq;le
would cheer in reapomse. Alter IBey P ased our of
view. 1 turned back 10 look at my wother. but [ could
not soe her. My eyos searched the snall area of waley
where she should have been, bt | conldnt End her
| stood up and Marnes %o « i1 out her name, bat no
sound would come out of my throat. A huge black
\|~utfhr'n u':(;xr". uo o frost of me 2 nd 1 fel) insade it
| couldn't see what was :n front of me and | cosddn’t
hear anvibing sround me. | couldat think of amy
thing except that my = dher was no loager near me
hings went on in thas way for 1 don't know how '.-.n’n‘[
I don't know what, but something drew my eye ia
one divection. A little bit out of the area in which she
usually swam was vy mother, just sitting and wracing
PALLETTS Of & JAFRE TOCK She wan't paying any aten
tion to me. for abe didn't know that 1 had mised het

I was glad to see her and started jumping up and
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down and waving 10 her. Still she dadn't soe me, and
then | starved o oy, for it dawned on me that, with
all that water between wa and | being umable to swim,
my mother could way there fovever and the anly way
I wosld be abie o WTap my arms around her again
was il it pleased her or if | eook a boat, | cried until |
wore myself out. My tean na down ot my mouth,
amd it was the first cime that | realized tears had a bie
tey and salty tawe, Fenally, sy mother came ashore
She was, of course, alarmed when he saw vy face, for
I had let the teary just dry there and they left 2 sain
When | wold her what bad happened, sbe hugged me
0 close that it was hard 10 breathe., and e 10ld me
that nothitg could be fasther roms the truth —that she
would never ever leave me. And thouh the said it
over and over agnn, and (hough 1 felt beteer, 1 conld
not wipe out of my mand the feeling 1 had had when |
couldn’t ind her

“The summer just pat, | kepe baving a2 dream
about my mother sitting on the reckh. Over and over |
would have the dream-—only in it my mother never
came back, and sametimes my father wosdd Join her
When he joined her, they would both sit tracing pat
teres on the rock, and it must have been amusing, for
they would alwawn msake each other Jasgh. At finst, |
didn't say anything, but when 1 Began 0 have the
deeam again and again, | Gnally 1odd my mocher. My
mother became smtantly distremed; tears came to her
eyex, and, taking me in her arms, she wodd me all the
same things she had twold me om the day at the sea,

and this time the memory of the dark time when |
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felt 1 would never see her again did not come back o

Baust me.

1 dide't exactly tell a le about the lat part, That
i just what would have happened in the ol days But
actually the pat year saw me hunched into young
ladynes, and when | wold my mother of wy dreass—
my nightmare, really—I was greeted with a wmed
back and a warniog agaisst extsng cevtain kinds of
Fruit in an uaripe state just before going 0 bed. |
placed the old days' vervion Befoee my clasumates
because, | thought, 1 couddn’t bear oo show my
mother in & bad Light before :-rup!r who hardly new
her. Bt the real truth was that 1 couldn’t bear to

have anyone st how deep in disfavor | was wilh my

mathet

As we walked back o the classroom, 1 in the
alr. my chassmases oo the ground, jostling cach other
to sy soeme words of appreciation and cosgratulation
10 e, my head fele fumny, 8 of it had ywelled up 10
the size of. and weighed po more than, a blown-up tal-
loon. Often | had been told by my mother ot 1o leel
prood of anything | had done and in the pext bhreath

hat | couldn’t feed enough pride about something |

\

had done. Now | tossed from ose 1o the other . my head

bowed down 10 the ground, my head high wp N the
asir. 1 looked at these girls surrounding =moe, my heart
&lled with justsprung-up love, snd I wahed then and
there 0 spend the reut of my lile only with them

As we approached our classroom, | felt a panch on

moy arm It was am affectionate pinch, 1 could el It
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was the gir] who had carlier that day asked me If my
pamse was Annse Jobm, Now ibe wid me that her
name wis Gweneth [oseph, and reaching o the
pocket of her tanic, she brought out 2 small rock and
presented it 1o me. She had found ig, she said, ot the
foot of a sleeping volcano, The rock was black, and
it ledt rough an sy Bands, = if it had been through a
i, | immediately put it t0 my nose 10 see what it
smelled like. It umelled of Lavender, becaue Gweneth
joseph had kept it wragped in a handkerchief doused
in that scent. It may have been in that moment that
we fell in Jove, Later, we could never agree on when
M owas. 1hat alternoon, we walked home together, she
going & lsttle out of her usual way, and we exchanged
lhes and dislikes, our jaws droppang and eyes widen
g whem we saw how simnilar they were, We sweparated
ourselves from the other girls, and they, understand
Ing everythang, lelt us alone. We cut through 2 tama-
rind grove, we cut through a cherrydree grove, we
passed down the lane where all the houses had elabo
rate hedges growing in front, so that noching was visi
ble bt the wpstairs windows, When we came 10 my
sireet, parting wis all but anbearable. “Tomorrow,'
we s, to cheer each other up

Gwen and | were soon inseparable. If you saw one,
YOu saw the other. For me, ench day began a1 | waited
for Gwen 10 come by and feich me for school. My
heart Deat fast a2 | vood in the front yard of own
houne waiting to see Gwen 2 she rounded the bend
wn our sreet. |he sun, already way up in the sky s

carly im the mornmng. shooe on her. and the whole
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wreet became suddenly empty so that Gwen and
everything about ber were perfect, as if sbe were in
a picture. Her panama hat, with the navy blee and gold

tist ribboa—our whool colots—around the brim,
sat Jopsided on her head, for ber bead was semall and
she pever seemed 10 get the correctaize hat, and M
had 10 be anchored with & piece of slastic Tunning
under ber chin. The pleats ia the tunic of her uni
form were in place, as was to be expected. Her cotton
socks it neatly arousd her ambles, and her shoes
shone fom just being polished M a small breepe
blew. it would rufe the ribboos in her short, shrubby
hair and the hemn of ber tmic if the hem of her tunic
was disturbed in that way, 1 would thea be abie to
swee her knees. She had bony koees and they were
always ssbhcodored, as if she had just Bniabhed giving
them & pood soratch or had just finkbed saying her
peayers. The breese might also blow back the briss
of her hat. and since she always walked with her Yead
held down 1 might then be able 10 see her face: &
small, flactish nose; lips the shape of a maucer broken
evenly in two; wide, high checkbones; ean pinned
back close against ber head—which was always st in
2 serioms way, as if she were going over in her mind
some of the many things we had hit upon that were
truly & mvsiery 10w (Though cnce 1 10ld her that
shout her face, and she sald that really she had oaly
beets thimhing about me. | didn't leok to make sure,
but 1 felt as if my whole shin had become covered
with millicen of tiny red boils and that shortly |

. " s
would explode with h);_:-;»m'u When flinally e
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reached me, she would look up and we would boeh
smide and say softly, “HL" We'd set off for school side
by side, our feet in step, not souching but leeling
il we were joined at the shoulder, hip, and ankle, not
to mention heart

As we walked together, we told each other thangs
we had judged mont privase and secret: things we had
Overheard our parents say, dreams we had had the
night before, the things we were really afraid of: but
(“,(-_u]ly we 103 of our love for cach other I\-.e;-l
for the ordimary things that maturally came up, 1
never told ber abour my l?‘.ll'.grl’ leeling lor my
mother. 1 could soe in what high regard Gwen held
me, and | conldn’t bear for her 10 see the great thing
I had had once and then Joat without an explanation
By the tme we got to school, our chusm often wemed
overbearing. with their little comments on the well
presmednes of cach other's uniforms. or on the nest.
ness of thesr schoolbooks, or on how such they ap
proved of the way Min Nelwoa was wearing her hair
these dam. A few other girh were having much 1he
ame expenencr am Gwen and |, and when we heard
commnents of this Lind we would look at each other
and rell up our cyes and toss our hands in the abr—a
way of saying bow abose such concerts we were. The
BEsiuze was an exact copy, of course, of what we had

seen our mothers do

My life in school became Just the Oppoaite of
my hrw motning. | went from being ignored, with

bardly a glance from anyone, o having girls vie for

s {9

my Inendahiip, or at least lor more than st 2 paming
acquaintancehip. Both my dsmamates and my teachers
noticed how Quick T was at learning things. | wa
soon given responsibility jor ovenering the clam n
the teacher’s aboence. Ar hrst, | was a lictle mlen

sack by this, but then 1 got msed 10 . | indulged

many things, especially if they would end in a haugh
or scanething touching. [ would never dillydally with
A decisnion, always making up my mand TiIght away
about the thing in front of me. Soenetimes, secsng my
old frazl wdf 8 2 girdl, 1 wouidld defend her; some
tmes, seeing my odd frall sl in a g, | would be
heartless and cruel. 1t all went over quite well, and |
Decame very populat

My 20 recently mach-hased body was now a2 plos: |
excelbed at games and was mamed captain of & voliey
ball team. As | was favored by my classmases inside
and ounide the classroom. 0 was | favoeed by my
teachen—though only msade the claswroom, for | had
bhecome notorious 10 them (o doing focbadden things
H sometimes | stood away Brom miwell and 1ok »
ook at who 1 had become, | couldn't be more sur
prised at what | saw, Bt simce who | had become
carned me the Jove and devotion of Gwett and the
other girls, 1 was caly epged on 0o find new and
better wavs 0 entertain them. | don't know what in
visthle standard was set, or by whom ot exactly when,
but eight of us met it, and soon 1o the other girls we
were something to cosmment on favorably or unfavoe-
ably. as the cone might be

It was in 2 ook of some old 10mbstones—a ;l'.l-"
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discovered by girls going 1o our school long before we
were bormshaded by trees with trunks so thick i
would take fossr arm's lemgths 0 encircle them, that
we would sit and mlk about the thisgs we said were
om owr mands that day. Owm our minds every day were
our bresats and their refual 10 budge out of our
chests. On heariog somewhere that i a boy rubbed
yous Beeasts they would quickly swell wp, | p)wod
dlomg this news, Simce in the woeld we occupied and
hoped forever 10 occupy boys were banished, we had
1o make do with ourselvesr. What perfection we found
in cach other, sstung on these tombstones of long
dead people who had Been the masten of our ances
toes! Nothing in particular really troubled us except
for the annoyance of a fiy oxiding with our lips,
sticky from cating fruits; 2 ber wanting to nesthe In
our hair; the breede suddendy blowing 100 virong. We
were sure that the muchealked-abour future that
everybody wa preparing us for would never come,
for we had sach a powerlul feeling agamst 2, and why
shouldn's our will prevail this time? Sometimes when
we Jooked at each other, it was 21l we couldd do not o
CTy out with happaness

My own special happeness wm, of course, with
Gwen. She would stand i front of me trying 1o see
into my murky black eyes—a way, she auid, 10 tell
exactly what | was thinking., Altver a short while, she
would give up, saying, "1 can’t make out 3 thing—
only my same ofd lace.” 1 would then Lasgh at her
and ki her on the neck. wending her into 2 it of

shivers, as if someomne had exposed her to a cold draft
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when she had 2 fever. Sometimes when she spoke t0

me, 0 overcome with feeling would | be that | was
no longer able to hear what she maid, I could only
make out her mooth & it moved up and down. |
todd her that 1 wished | had been named Enid, alter
Enid Blvion, the author of the fisst books 1 had
discovered o my own and liked. | told her that when
1 was younger 1 had been afraid of my mother’s dy-
ing. but that since | had met Gwen this dida’t matier
so much. Whenever 1 spoke of my mother to her, |
was always sure to turn the cornen of my mouth
down, o show sy scorn, 1 sxid that 1 could not wait
for ws 0 grow up so that we could live in 2 house of
our own, | bad already picked out the boase. It was
& gray one, with many rooms, and it was in the lane
where all the houses had bigh, welltrizamed hedges
With all my plans she agreed, and 1 am sure that i
sbe had had any plans of her own | would have agreed
with them also

On the morming of the first day 1 staried 0
menstruate, | felt strasge in & new way—hot and cold
st the same time, with horrible pains running up and
down my legs. My mother, knowing what was the
matter, brushed side sy complaints and sasd that it
wis all to be expecied and 1 would won get =ed o
everything. Secing sy gloomy face, she told me In a
balfjoking way all about her own expenience with
the first step in coming of age, as she called it, which
had happened when she wi s old = T was | pre
tended that this information made ws dose—as close



2 m the odd dayse-but 10 myel! 1 wid What »

serpent)

I walked 10 school with Gwen feeking 25 1 4 ppone
2 OO st Meed when 1t s done swomet NEg »wrons
and o aslusoed of ioelf and tving 10 get somewhere

quick, where it can Ne Jow, The cdoth between my
legs grew heavier and heavier with every step 1 100k
and 1 was sure thuat everyt g about me broadcast

:

She f il uaiing oday. She's menneru . W DOl Y

When Gwen heard what had hapeened tears came 1o
er eves. She had not yet ha the wonderful ex

perience, and | could see that she cried for hessell She

sivd that, m symmpachy, she would wear a cloth o
in cass, for the first 1 m my hife, ] fuanted. Mim

Nebon had o revive ms pasang Her smellingg sales

which she had e 2 beautifd green vial back and

forth under =y nose, She then ok me 16 Nusse
who said thar i1 was 1he fright of all the nexpexted
pain that had camed me 1o Lant, bt | knew that |
had [ainted after 1 brought 10 my mind a clear o
ture of mysell stting ot my devk 19 my own Moot
Al recews, among the 1ombstones. | of couarse had

10 exhibit and demomatrate. None of the othets were

mematruating vet. | showed evervthing withowt the
lemst Det o Mour s o e my heart wnt 0t | wahed

instead that one of the cther gards were I my olace

and that T wese just sitting there in ssntsement. How

nie they all were, though. rallving o my side offer

1 O 'l

g wlders On whueh o leam :ni.-. i Wi 1 1
Yy weary, aching hes ind Limes that really did

soothe. Whaen 1 Jocked at them stting xround me

the church in the distance. bevoad that our school,
with thaoses of gitls croming back and lorth In the
s hoolyard Tl S 1DAL 1 wWorie w | wnbed that
everyithing would Gl) away. w0 that weddenly we'd be
witing in wene different Mmosphere, wilh no futare
fall of rndacu  demasds. 2o need for Any sasben
ADCE save Ou nwe for cach other, with no andrance

y any of our desizes. which wouldd, of cousse, be
LLLER S L OOCHINnE, DOLAINE. JUM siLing on Ouy

wnhssones foreser. But that cosld never be. as the

g of the schox ll testifhnd

We waliand back y chams slowly, 3 of going %0 &
1 i Lswen ang I 0L A4 0w Nt CH | v'l'l l‘
wavs hut the wordhy had 2 holtlow rniag. and whern we
waked At each oiher we ¢ Nt sustan e pare It

had hee lecided by Miss Nelsonn sad Nusse that |
w24 not 1o teturn 80 chood after funch, with Nurse
woding instructions 10 my mother to keep me in bed
for the rest of the day

When | got home, iy mother came toward me,
sramt cutmtretched, concern written om her face. My
whale mouth filled ug with a Bitver taste, for | coudd
not understand how she could be %0 beautilwl cvem

’lmu.;.‘l I no lceger loved her



Chapter Four

The Red Gl

I always dammed the gate 1o ooy yard behind
me when | wan up o something. 1f | was leaving the
Douse, the slasn was to let my mother know that I had
beft, 50 she could stop worrying about me and peat
her mind on something elie. Then, after a propes
time had pasied, | would quietly unlatch the gate,
creep back into the yard, asd dive under the house 20
extract or hide some object that was forbidden me-
ussally some object that had come into my possemion
through my expert scealing. If | was returning home
1 would reverse this procedure, first being very quieL
checking my things under the house. making sure
that everything was sull in place, olten adding & new
treasure; then the lowd bang of (he gate to amnounce
o my mocher that 1 had only just thes returned
home. My mother would usually sav. “Mow many

tioes do | have 10 tell you mot o slam the gate?
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I had under the house almout all the books | had

ever read. Afver reading 2 book, whether 1 liked it or

mot 1 couldn't bear 1o part with it 1 would then

!

steal i 1 was always succesalal, Secasse cmting suspi
clon away from me and putiing on an innocent lace
had becosme & specialty of mine, 1 had a few booka
that 1 had received im the usual straightiorward way,
for birthdays and Christmas, and & prizes in school
these were all displayed en a latle el my father
had buile for me. and whenever | felt 1 was Ialleng
ot Of Y mother s ,-4'4! gracey | would let her see me
absorbed in these bools. She would come over and
caress my losehead. kiss me, ana way I know how
vou like 1o readd Hut you seaun’t stratn your eyes'
Feeling the slate wiped dlean, | would then piot soene
thing new

It was sy mother who gave me my first marbles

>

) Y X

They had come, a pair of 1them, a5 3 botiua 1n 3
ol ocats. and e thought that their emusual sipe

they were 3 big & plums—and their color would
sevuse e, One was white with blue, the other white
with 3 brownish yellow. They locked 10 me hike
miniature globes, the while representimg the e
the coloes represemting land manes, | didn't think
very mach of them as 1 rolled thems around n my
palma, but sy mothes aking the be ynianh-yellow
one in her hand and holding it up im the adr, said,
What 2 mice color! Amber.” Amber! Neodiess to
sy, when 1 showed the marbles 10 my friends o

\l",a n\! l L,j::‘ SWUch 2 naoe ¢ .. 7T T':I’(' - (‘ll‘!“g lbt
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derired effect among them, for on bearing me
the word “amber” they widened their cyes and shaped
their mouchs mto oy “o0™s

One day, | was throwing sones at a guava tree
Uying o Anock down a nipe guava, when the Red
Coarl came aloag and saud, "Which coe do you want)
ABer | pointed &t out, she climabed vp the tree, picked
the one 1 wanted olf sty brasch, clsmbed down, and
prosented it 10 me. How my eyes did widen and my
mouth form an "0" ot thas | had never seen a girl do
this belose. All the bom clissbed trees for the frwit
they wanted, and all the girls threw stones to kneck
the fruit off the trees. But look at the way she ¢limbed
that ree: better than any boy

Polshing off the delicous ripedoperiection guava
¥ two bites, 1 ook a good Jook at the Red Girl How
nght 1 had been o wale wene special notice of bher
the first time | had seen her, She was holding om 10
her mother's akirt and 1 was hodding on 10 my moother’s
shirt. Our motherns waved 10 each other a8 they ‘x.'“(d,
clling out the wual greetings, making the usual
inguiries. | noticed that the girl's hair was the color
of a penuny fresdy from the mint, and that it was w0
unrely it had 10 be forcibly twisted into cotkscrewn,
the ends tied tightly with white thread. The cork
screws dida’t lie st on her head, they wood straight
up, and when she walked they bounced wp and
down s if they were somecthing Ampd thian and alive
Right away 1o mwell 1 called her the Red Gisl For

# she passed, in my mind's eye 1 could see her sur
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rounded by flasnes. the house she lived in oo fire, and
e could not escape. | rescued her, and altter that
e followed me around wonhipfully and wok with
preat foebearance any and every abune | heaped on
ber. | would have gone on like that Sor 3 while, but
mYyY mothers !:l)\"';fl! AL me, Aaming my alencion !
heard her say, "Such a nice woman, 20 keep that girl
»O Sirty

The Red Gizl and 1 sood under the guava tree
looking each other wp and down. What a beautafud
thing | saw standing before me, Her Eace wm big
and round and red. like 2 moon-—<a red moon. Soe
had big beroad At feet, and they were naked to the
bare ground. her dress was dirty, the skirt and blouse
tearing away from each other at one side; the red
hair that 1 had fest seen standing up on her head wa
matted and tangled; her hands were bag and [at, and
her fingernatls held at lemat ten anthilh of dort under
them. And on wp of that, she bad such an unbeliev
able. wonderful smell, 28 if sbe Bad never taken a
bath 1a her whole life

I woon learmed this abowt bher: She ook 2 bath oaly
oode 2 week. and that was only w0 that she could be
admitted 20 her grandmother’s presence. She didn't
like 1o bathe, and her mother didn't force her, She
changed her dress omce a week for the same reason
$he preferved o wear & dress uneil it just coulda’ be
worn anymore. Her mother didn't mind that, either
She dida't like to comb her bair, though on the firm
day of school she could put henell out for that, She
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dida’t like o go 0 Sunday school, and her mother
didn't borce bher, She didn't ke 10 brush her teeth,
but occassomally her mother said it was necessary She
loved w0 play marbles, and was 0 good thar only
seemit boys now played against her. Oh, what an
angel she was, and what & heaven she lived in! L on
the other hand, 100k 2 hall bath every morning and 2
sponge bath every gnht 1 could hardly 20 Ooul on
my doorstep withoot putlIng my Hom on. | was poet
allowed o play in the sun withost & hat o my head
My mother paid 2 woman who lived five howses away
from us sevenpence 3 week—a penny for each school
day and 1wopence for Sunday-—to comb my hair. On
saturday, sy mother wihed sy hair, Before | went
10 sleep at naghe, | had 10 make sure my aniform was
clean and creaseles aod all 1aid owt for the next day
I Bad 10 make sure that my shoes were clean and
polished 20 & nice shine. T west 10 Sunday sehoaod
every Sunday uniess | was sick. 1 was not allowed 10
play muarbdes, and, 3 for Skermut bows, that was hardly
mentonatde

Ihe Red Girl and 1 walked 0 the top of the hill
betund sy howne. At the 109 of the hill was sn old
lighthouse. It mmust have been 2 useful Lighihoanse ot
ome time, bat now i was jumt there for mothers 1o
Wy 10 their children, “Doa’t play at the laghthoue
vy own mother leadang the chogut, ] am sure. When
ever | did go 1o the lighthouse behind my mother’s
back, 1 would have 1o gather up all sy comrage 10 go
1o the 10p, the height made me o dizry. But now |

5

marched boldly up behind the Red Girl 2 if at the
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top were sy own room, with all my famiiar com-
fors waiting for me. At the top, we stood on 1he
balcony and locked out toward the sea. We could see
wene boats coming and going. we could see some
children our own age comng bosne [romm gasses, we
could see wome sheep Deing driven home from pas
ture; we could see my (sther coming home from work

It went without saying between uas that sy mocher
should pever koow that we had become (riends, that
we plansed 10 meet at the lighthouse im this way every
day for the remt of our livex and beyond, that | now
wonbipped the ground her unwashed feet walked om
just before we parted, she gave me three marbles
they were an ordimary kind, the hind you could buy
three for & penty—glasn orbs with a searshaped drop
|),1'(.’n1(“, im the center, Another secret (o Loep from

my rmother!

And oow 1 started & new series of betravals of
people and things 1 would have sworn only minwtes
bedore 10 die for. There was Gweneth, whom | loved
0, and who was my dearest friend in spate of the
fact that she mer with my mother's complete ap-
peoval, but she had such shynen and w0 many pleas
oE. to me. way that my mother could never have
imagined. There she was, waiting for me in our usaal
wot bebind the cistern, “Oh, Gwen, wait ustil T tell
you thin” | would begin after we had embeaced and
exchanged kises. We would then bring each other up
0o dace on all our lstest trivenphs and disappoine.

ments. Bat now, 3s my head rested on her shoulder,
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I thought how dull was the hresh pressedness of ber

umiform. 1he cleanness of her neck. the neatnesns of

her just combed plaies. We walhed o our claw
roces 0 (5e wzal way, arm I armn—-her head oo my
shouider, simce 1 was the taller—ddentical smiles on

our aoes. The Linle Lovebarda our Iriends called
us. Who couldd have guessed at that ssomemt about
the new daim on my heary? Cerainly not Gwen
)c.e. of COMM, I Sranging her n‘- 10 date |1 never
mentioned the Red Garl

As for the marbies! Quite by acoident, in a mo
ment when | war just fooling about, 1 discovered
that | had a calent for playsng marbles. | played 2
game and | won. | played another game and 1 won
I wok winnang for 2 vign of the perfection of sy new
unson with the Red Gl | devoted my spare time
t0 playing and winming marbles. No looger coudd |

head 2 snide for a gasne of roundery; o losger could

I, during a break for revess, walk over freem our
schoolyvard into the peighboring chusrchyard o sit on
ombstones and gathery important informsation hrom
the aother girds on what exactly it was | should do w0

5

mabe my Sreasty Begmn growing. Our Breasts were, o

us, tressuredd shrubs, needing only the Proper oom
bimation of warter and sunlight to make them Sourinh
All my free timwe became devoced to games of marbiles
And how 1 woar! From the day [ went o wwhood with
the three iy from the Red Girl and came home
that wene day with twenty—enough o 81l an old one

pound un. Everyooe sttributed my talent to my long
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arms and my steady gaee, What & surprise it wai 0
me-—samnething about mwself 1 had not known, Per-

baps it had soock in my mand that cace my mothes

said 50 e | am »0 glad you a¢ not oae ol those
girh who like o play marbley” and perhaps Decause
}

I had 10 do exactly the opepcnite of whatever she
desired of me, | now played and played at mardies

in & way that [ had sever done anythang. Soon | had

SO ANy i hies that 1 had 10 store them i old com-
tainers, biding them under the bouse in places whete

they would not be readidy visbie of oy mother should

just one day voop down and make a sweeping search
with ber ever-inguinitive, everadurp eyes If | had

DOt Yot comne ap wilh the { L of shammang the gate,

" ‘.l\ll'(\llo"“ ’ » Wl i

Now, Scenctimes
| dammed the gate 20 hard that even | began o be

afrasd it would come off a1 hanpes

At Best. the Red Girl and 1 met every day
Every day afver 1 hnived my chores, each chore being
a2 small reheanal for tha faraway day, thank Gaod,
when | would be the mistrens of my own house, that
faraway day when 1 would have 0 abandon Gwen
the Red Girl, meetings bebind cnsern and at light
house, marbles, places under the house, and every

other secret pleasure. 1 would say 10 my mother i

think 1 will just go and stretch my logp & BL” It

ddn't take ber very long 0o wonder why, alter all my
daily acuvitses, 1 should seddenly have am wIge to

stresch moy Jeps. She said to me. “Why, after all the
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thingy you do every day, the sudden urge 10 have yous
lepr stretched?”’ | had always been extremely laxy, en
poring nothing o mach a8 Ivang oo sy bed, my leg
resting on the windowsill, o caich the hot san, read
g oot of my books, stolen or otherwie, of just
wying with another wreasure. Afiey my mother said
thia, | stopped going 1o the Lighthoose for 4 few dam
and 1 worried about how to explain chis inverference
00 1he Red Girl How convenient for e it would be,
I thought, 1o have a2 mother 10 whom | was not »
prame interest. But | fownd 3 new tack, A few dan
later, | todd my mother that for my drawing ¢lawm |
had been siked to observe 2 Beld at sunset. 3o that in
class | could reproduce it in watercolons; would it be
all right, then, if | just went for 2 small walk up and
over the hill? The question was framed in just the
way | knew it would appeal 10 her, 30 eager wis she 0
contribute 1o my scholankip. Of course she agreed
My feet must have had wings: in seconds, 1 was st the
top of the lighthoune

All the time 1 had been kept priscoer under the
waschful gaze of my mother, the Red Girl had Ixith.
Iully pome to our meeting place every day. Every day,
she went and waited for me, and every day | failed o
show up. What could | sy 1o her now? “My mather,
the Nosy Parker, would kill me—or, worse, not speak
10 me for at Jeast & lew hours—&f she knew that | met
you in a secret place,” | sadd. For a while alter T got
there, we said nothing oaly staning out 1o sea, watch
ng the boats coming and gowng, watching the chil

dren our own age coming home from games, watching
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the sheep being driven home from pasture. Then
:

il without saving a2 woed, the Red Garl 1

wegan u
pimch me, She pin hed hard, picking up pieces ol my
alemont notexistent Besh and owating it arounad. At

but it went on for so long

hrst, § vowed not 10 Oy
that tears 1 coudd not contrad Mreamed Sdown my lace
I cried so much that my chest began 0 heave, and
then, a3 i my hoeaving chest caused her 10 have soane
pity on me, she stopped penching and Degan 0 Kiw
me on the same spots where Wi atly befcae 1 had fel
the pain of her pinch. Oh, the sersation was dels
Gious—the combinaon of pinches and bisses. An 1 0
wonderful we found it that, almost cwery LUmne we
met, pinching by bher, lollowed Dy tears (rom me,
followed by Limes lroen her were the order of the cay
I sopped wonderiog why all the girds whom [ had
mivtreated and abtandosed followed me around with

ooks of love and adosatsom on theer Faces

I now quate regularly had 10 olserve 2 bheld or
something for drawing class; collect specamens of
leaves, Hlowers, or whole plants for botany clas;
gather ypeciznens of rocks loe geography class. In other
words, my untruthfulnes spparatus was now in full
gear, My mother, keeping the usual close tabs, mas
veled at my industriousness and ambition. | was al-
ready fire i my class, and 1 was Best without ever
really trvimg hard, 0 | had nothing mach 0 worry
about. 1 wis sach a good lsar that, almost a if to
prove all 100 true my mother’s aying “Where there's

a liar, there's a thiel” 1 began to steal. But how could



I not? | had no momey of my own. And what 2 plems
ure it was 0 brang & gift and see that red face, on

PECEIVINg L, £10W even rodder im the light of the

ILIng sun om the Salcony at the N U i e et
house. Reaching into sy mother’s purse for the odd
Penay Of 2O Was ¢ MY e 10 O } had had somne
;“ MICe | But that wasant o >‘.:L_’s O !n“\ iwo
vardhs of multicolesed grosgrain ribbon, or a T ol
ring unbs studded with rhinestones, or 2 pair of

artifcial rosebuds suiztable for wearing at the wammt of
g nace drese 1 hardly pked mvsel! what wse the Red

Girl could really have for these gifts; 1 hardly cared

that she only ghanced ot them for & moment and then
placed them a2 !-q'sr. i her dirty drems. | 3 "y

wed ving her thangs. Bat where did | get the
money for them? | knew where my parents sored a
key 10 8 safe in which they kept what was 10 me a lot
of momey. It wain't '.l-hg betore ] could RES I ey
unlock the sale. and remove somne money, and 1 am
sure | coudd have dooe ths blandicdded. I they

mised 1L they must have chalked it up 10 2 mstake

;
It was 2 pleasure 1o see that they didn't know every
thing

One afternoon. alver making vome owtlandinh claim

hool. 1 sold my mother

of Sevoliom 10 MY wWork Mt~
that | wary goitsg off 1 observe or collect—=it was all
the same 10 me—one vidiculous thing or other. 1 was
ol 00 see the Rod Girl, of course, and | was expecially
happy t0 be goang om that day became my galt was an

unaally beauriful marble—a marble of blue por
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celadn. 1 had never seem a2 mathle like it bedore, and

from the time 1 Gt saw 1 1 wanted very mach o
pomsess i, 1 bad played against the girl to whoms it
belonged for three days in & row wntsl finally | won ali
her marbles—chirty-three—except for that one, 1 hen
| had o play her and win sx games in a TOow o get
the prire—the marble made of blue poecelain, Unng
the usual slamming-the-gateand quictly creeping back
technique, | dived under the house 0 retrieve Lhe
matble from the special piace where 1 had hidden ut
As | came out from under the house, what should |
e befose me Dut sy mother’s (wWo eDOTTRous, CAnVvay
clad feer. From the look on my face, she guesed
mmediately that | was up 10 somethung: from the
ook on her face, 1 guesned immediately that every-
thimg was over. “What do you Bave ia your hands”
she asked, and | had o choice but to open my hand,
revealing the bardearned peize o her angrier and
ANETICY eves

My mother said, “Marbles? 1 had heard you played
marbles, bat | just couldn’t believe it. You were Bt
off to look for plants at all, you were of 0 play
marbles.”

“Oh. no,” 1ad. “Oh, no

Where are your other marbles?” said my mocher
“1f yvou bave ooe, you have many.”

“Oh. 50" 1 sald "Oh. no. | don't have marbies
because 1 don't play marbles

“You keep them under the house,” said my mother

commpletely ignoeing everything 1 said
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“Ob. no
I am going to had them and throw them into the

deep »ea,” she sasd

My mother mow crawled under the house aad be
pan & luriows and incredible search for sy marbies
If she and | had been taking 2 walk in the Amazon
foret, two of my seps equaling one of her wride
and alter 2 while dhe noticed that | was no looger at
her side, her search loe e then would have equaled
her search for my marhies now. On and o went het
search-—behind some planks my Grher bad stoeed
yoars ago lor some long foegotten use; behind some
hatboxes that held old Christmas and birthday cards
and old letters Broms my mother’s family; tearnng
Apart sy meat f,-lff il Dooks, whach, tf obe had opened
any one of them, would have revealed wo her, samped
on the utle page, these words: “Public Library,
Antigua” Of course, that would have been a whaole
other story, and 1 can't say which would have been
womne, the stolen books or playing marbles, On it
went

“"Where are the marbles?’ the amsked

I don't have any marbles.” 1 would reply. “Only
this one 1 found coe day a | was croming the street
10 schood

OFf comne | thought, At any minete | am gaing o
die. For there were the marbles staring right a1 me,
saring right at her. Somsecimes her hand was actually
resting on them. 1 had stored them in odd cans, though

ey most valued ones were in 2 old red leather hand

bag of hers. There they were at her feet, as she rested
for a moment, her heel actually digong into the
handbag. My heart couldd have stopped

My Bather came home, My mother postponed the
rest of the search, Ovwer supper, which, ia spite ol
everything, 1 was allowed to eat with them, she sold
him about the marbles, adding a2 Lot of thing that
seemed a8 long as two chapeers from the Old Texa
ment. | could hardly recopuise mwself from this lig—
how horrible | waa—though all of it was rue. But
stidl, They talked about me as o 1 weren's there sit-
ting in fromt of them, 2 if 1 had boarded a boat for
South America without so mauch = 2 goodbye. |
couldn't remember my mother's being 30 angry with
me ever before; in the meantime all thoughts of the
Red Girl vanished froes my mind Trying them o
swallow a piece of bread that | had forwt swoltened in
my gravy, | thought, Well, that's the end of thar; i
tomoryow | saw that girl on the street, 1 would jost
act A if we had never met before, a0 if her very
presence st any timse wis only an annoyance. As my
mother went on o my facher in her angry wein, |
rearranged my hife: Thank God | hadnt abandoned
Gwen complesely, thank God 1 was 0 good
rounders that the girls would be glad to have me head
& side again, thank God my Breasts hadn't grown and
I suill needed some tips about them

Days went by, My mother kept up the search
for the marbles. How she would torment me! When
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I lelt bor school, she saw me out the zate. thes

WAL e nol 1 was 2 peny oo the horizon When
!

e home, there she was. wal g lor me. U LT M
LETe Wl | lotger any uestyomn o ine N u he
Iste afternoon for olseryations and tal rinae. Not
that | waniled o anywa M that was wshed Bt
om it would KU She w ‘ll:-. e e for 1he marbles

and in my sweeiest yoice 1 would say 1 dadn't have

any. Each of us must have sworetly vowed o herseld
R 2D v n W the other But then she 1 ’ this
Bew bk, She wid mre thiss When obe winr a8 girl. it
was Ber duoty 20 a0 Bpany ey Bcher up 10 e i
on Satvurcays. When they ot there er Bacher would
check on the plantain asnd ban & Fees, 1N graps
vt and HEE 250 5o irrmm : | Heck the

ROOSE traps Sebore retuaming hey would harvyest
some food for the Gamily 10 eat in the coming week

plantains, green gy, grapefruit, limes. lemons, coffee
Deaan, coooa beans, almonds, mutmeer. cloves da
sheeny, camavar, o) de penaing on what was e to e
harvesied. On e particular dayv, after they had
loaded up the donkeys with the provisons, there was
an extra bunch of green figs and mv mother was 8o
GITY M on her Aead. She and her facher started off
for their hosne, and as they walked my mother noticed
that the bunch of figs grew heavier and heavier—
much heavier than any bunch of figs e had ever

carred hefose. She MBed., Ffromm the 100 of her ek

10 the base of her spine. The welght of the green hp
CAused P,v" 10 waldk Jdowls NG semrtimes Whe loss
ught of her father. She was e oo the yool, and

she heky 1 F 3 uts Of winkks that oo ha ‘. neser heaord
(v e anag » -n“ that = 4 wld 1 » U o9
Fu N INEnt an i i PRin, ADE Walse 3 neo he vard
very gl ) gt t | the green hgs, S MOt
had waken the Joad frotm her head when out of &
TAWIrS a2 very w b L aake. She Aidn 't have e
1O ol IL CYawied away s JUMALY 0 1he D
rernags i fright, perbaps from the weight of the
0o she had just gotien 130 o, s ¢ ".I-.'f

When my mocher came 1o the end of this stoey, 1
thought my heart would bocak. Here was my sther
a girl then, cerainly no older thanm 1. traveling up
that yoad from the ind et | W Wih 4 Mg
on ber head | had sweenm pictures ol r at that ape
What a beantiful gl e w' So 0 | thin. Loog,
'l W ME DAl whiud A WoET ) 8 04 :l'll" that
'JIHA' ' "N ;.I" et alu lern. Her Dack was alreach
curved I ot ever inding up strasyg even
though she got repeated warnangs, SHe Wit 30 W)

that she never smaled enough for you &0 soe her ereth

and if she ever Durst « { | "._‘I'A‘l" would mstantsy

COWET DT mMuth = th her } iy S ".;.\.‘4.(5‘,
her mother, and her sialer » hiooed her. She, In

turmn, worndipped her brocher, Jobm, and when he
died of womething the doctor knew nothang about, of
something the obeah woman knew evervthing about,
my mother reflwed food lor 2 week Oh, to thind of a
dangerous, horrible black mnake om top of that beau
tiful hex 0o think of those beantibully arched, & mk
soled feet (the feet of which mine were an exact Yep

lica. » Bbers were an exact seplca of her mother's)




sMumbleng on the sony, uneven rosd the we aht ol
WAL | green bgs oo much for that small wek. 1

EVED 2 part of 2 second 10 take her olace How |
would have :l YOI POY INOLSer i1 1 haa & wn he

I'0 have been the rasne ARE B » rone 80 Deautifu
st ones v ats BLYS ln,.f.' ’-s-.\ ARSI e
Bew ones ot monkews in the | e What |
woulda't bave done for hey N chimg wy | ever be

P00 much, And so, leeling such love 10 s h

this pirl sandiag in ont of me I was

On thre veTRe
i gIving 1o my mother my entire collection of s
bles. She wanted them badly. Wha Ha -
AT DAeY muaneer? A snaks Nttt aon her he 10 males
as she walked home. The words I he marshles are |
I cormetr over there Were on the very tip of my
lomgrae, when | heard ey moche e W £ warm and

ol and treacherous, say 10 me. “"Well Lirtle Miss,

whete are vour marbles”” Sus

MUNE MY OWD warm
solt, and newly poquared treacherous voice, 1 said. 1
don’t have any matbles | have never played marbles

YOul RNOw

o0n alver, | started 10 menstruate. and !

sopped playing marbles. | never aw the Red Girl
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Columbus in Chains

Owtside, as wsual, the sun shone, the trade
winds blew; on her way to put some starched clothes
on the line, my mecher shooed some hens out of her
garden: Miss Dewberry baked the buns, some of which
my mother would buy for my father and me to eat
with our altermoon tea; Mim Henry brought the
milk, a glass of which I would drink with sy lunch,
and another glass of which 1 would drink with the
bus from Mis Dewberry. my mother peepared our
lumch; my father noted wome perfecily idsotic thing
his partoer in housebuilding, Mr. Oatie, had done, 0
that over lunch he and my mother could have a good
laugh

The Anglicam church bell struck eleven o'dlock—
one hour 0 go before bunch, 1 was then sicting st my
desk 0 my clasroom. We were baving a history
lewsom—the last lewom of the morning. For taking

first place over all the other girls, T had been given &
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prize, a copy of » book called Romen Britan, and |
was made prefect of my das. What a mistake the
prefect part had beem, for | was smong the wont-
behaved in my das and did not a2 all Believe in st
ting myseM up as a good example, the way a prefect
was supposed to do, Now T had 10 it in the prefect’s
seat—the first seat in the front row, the seat from
which 1 could stand wp and survey quise easily my
clasmates. From where | st | could see out the
window. Sometimes when [ looked out, | could see
the sexton going over to the miniter's house. The
sexron’s daughter, Hilarene, a disgasting model of
good behavior and keem attention to scholarship, sat
next to me, since she 1ok second place. The min.
ter’s daughter, Ruth, st in the lat row, the row
reserved for all the dunce girls. Hilarene, of counse,
I could mot stand. A girl that good would pever do
for me. 1 would probably not have cared so much for
first place if 1 coudd be sure it would mot go 1o her,
Ruth I liked, because she was such a dunce and came
from England and had yellow hair, Whea | fiest met
ber, | used 1o walk her home and sing bad songs o
ber just to see her turm pink, as if T had spilled hot
water sl over her.

Our books, 4 History of the West Indies, were
open in froot of us. Our day had begum with morn-
ing prayers, then a geossetyy leson, then it was over
0 the science bullding for a leson in “Introdectory
Phypiax™ (mot a sebject we cared much for), taught by
the most dingytoothed Mr, Slacks, & teacher from
Canada, then precious recess, and now this, car his-
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tory lemon. Recems had the usual drama: this time, |
coaxed Gwen owt of her disappointment at not being
allowed o join the junior choir. Her father—how
many tisnes had 1 wished he would become 2 beper
and 10 be banished 10 & leper colony for the rest of
my bong and happy lile with Gwen-—had forbidden
i, giving 2 his reascm that sbe lived o far away
from church, where choir rehearsals were conducted,
and thae it would be dangerous for her, a youmg girl,
10 walk home alooe at night in the dark. O course,
8l the streets had lamplight, but s was useless o
poimt that ost 10 him. Oh, how it would have pleaed
us 1 prews and rub our knees together 2 we st in
our pew while pretending to pay close attention to
Mr. Simmons, our chotrmaster, as be waved his baton
up and down and scrom, and how it would have
pleased us evem more to walk home togecher, alone
in the “early dwk” (the way Gwen had phrased it, a
ready phrase always oo ber tongue), stopping, i there
was a full moon, to lie down in a pamture and expose
our bosoms in the mooalight We had heard thae full
moonlight would make our breasss grow to a size we
would like. Poor Gwen! When | first heard from her
that she was one of ten children, right on the spot |
told her that 1 would love only her, since her mother
slready had so many other people o love,

Our teacher, Miss Edward, paced up and down in
front of the claw in her usual way, In oot of her
desk w0od & small table, and on it stood the dunce
ap. The dunce cap was in the shape of a coronet, with
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s adjustable opening in the back, s that &t could
fit any head. It was made of cardboard with a shimy
#oid paper covering and the word “sonce” in shisy
rod paper on the front. When the sun shone on It, the
dunce cap was all aglicter, almost as i you were being
tricked into thinking it & dexirable thing 10 wear, As
Miss Edward paced up and down, she would pas
between w and the dunce cap Mke an eclipie. Each
Friday morning, we were given a small test to see bow
well we Bad Jearned the things tasoght 10w all week.
The girl who scored Jowest was made o wear the
Gunce cap all day the following Monday. On many
Moadays, Ruth wore it—only, with her short yellow
balr, when the dusce cap was sitting on her head she
looked like a girl actending a birthday party in The
Schoolgirls Ouwn Annual,

It was Miss Edward’s way to sk one of us a ques
tion the anywer 10 which she was sure the girl would
not know and them put the same question to another
girl who she was sure would kpow the answer. The
girl who did not amswer correctly would then have to
repeat the correct anwwer in the exact words of the
other givl. Many times, 1 had heard my exact words
repeated over and over again, and 1 liked it expecially
when the girl doing the repeating was one 1 dide
care about very much. Pointing a Ssger at Ruth, Mis
Edward asked a question the answer 10 which was
“On the third of November 1494 3 Sunday moming,
Chrisopher Columbus discovered Domisica.™ Ruth,
of course, did noe know the anywer, as she did not
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know the atawer 1o many questions about the West
Indies. | could hardly blame her. Ruth had come all
the way from England. Perhags she did not want to
be in the Wese Indies at all, Perbaps she wanted 1w
be in England, where no one would remind her con-
stantly of the terrible things her anceston had done;
perbups she bad felt even worse when her lather was
A mimionary in Africa. 1 could see bhow Ruth felt
from looking at her face. Her anceston had been the
masters, while ours had been the slaves. She had such
2 lot 20 be ashamed of, and by being with us every
day she was always being reminded. We could look
everybody in the eye, for our ancestors had done
nothing wrong except just sit somewhere, defome
lew. Of course, sometimes, what with our teachen
and our bools, it was hard for ws 0 tell on which
side we really now belomged—with the masten or the
slaves—for it was all hissory, it was all in the past, and
everybody bLebaved differemtly now; all of us cele
brated Queen Victoria’s birthday, even though she
had been dead a long time. But we, the descendanas of
the slaves, knew quite well what had really happened,
and 1 was sure that if the tables had been turned we
would have acted differently; | wan sure that i our
ancessors had gooe from Alrica to Europe and come
upon the people living there, they would have tuken &
proper interest in the Eusopeans on fisst seeing them,
and wid, “"How nice,” and then gone home 10 tell
their friends about i, _

1 was sittimg at my desk, having these thoughts to
smywlf. 1 don’t know how loog It had been since |
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lost track of what was going oa around me. | had
not noticed that the girl who was asked the question
after Ruth failed—a gir] named Hyacinth—had only
£t 2 part of the answer correct, 1 had not noticed
that afier these two sttempos Mis Edward had
launched into a barangue about what 2 wosthles
bunch we were compared 10 girls of the past. In face,
I was mo Jonger co the same chapuer we were study-
ing. 1 was way abead, at the end of the chapter about
Columban's third voyage. 1a thia chapter, there was
a picture of Columbus that took up a whole page, and
it wa im color—-one of anly five color pictures in the
book. In this picture, Columbus was seated in the
bottom of a ship. He wa wearing the usual thyee
quarter trossers and a shirt with enormous sleeves,
both the trousers and shirt made of marconcolored
velver. His har, which wa cocked up on one side of
his head, had a gold feather (m i, and his Mack shoe
had huge gold Bexckles. His hands and feet were
bound up in chalms, and be was sitting there staring
off into space, looking quite dejected and miserable,
The picture had a 3 tithe “Columbes in Chalng™
printed at the botrom of the page. What had hap-
pened war that the wsually quarrelsosse Columban
had got into 3 disgreement with people who were
cven more quarrelsome, and a man named Bobadilla,
repeesenting King Ferdimand and Queen habells,
had semt him back o Spain fevtered In chaing
tached to the botom of & ship. What juse deserts, |
thoughe, for T did not lke Columbus. How T Joved

this pectare—e0 see the usually triumphant Cobam-
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bus, brought 3o low, seated st the bottomn of a2 boat
just watching things go by. Shortly after | first dis
covered it in my history book, I heard my mother
read out Joud 1o my father a letter she had recelved
from ber sister, who still lived with her mother and
father in the very sasne Dominica, which s where
my mother came from. Ma Chem was fine, wrote my
sunt, but Pa Chess was not well. Pa Chew was baving
a bit of rouble with his limbs; he was noc able 10
#° about as he pleased; often he had o depend on
weseone clwe to do one thing or another for him.
My mother read the letter in quite » state, her voice
rising 0 a higher pitch with each sentence. After she
read the part about Pa Chew's stiff limbs, she tarned
o my father and Liughed s she wid, “So the great
man can 0o loager just get up and go. How 1 would
Jove 10 see his face now?” When | next saw the picrure
of Columbun sitting there all locked up in his chains,
I wrote under it the words “The Great Man Can No
Longer Just Get Up and Go.” | had written this out
with my fountain pen, and in O8d English lettering—
# script | had recently matered. As | sat theve looking
M the picture, | traced the woeds with my pen over
and over, 1o that the letsers grew big and you could
read what | had written from not very far away, | dom't
know how loeg it was before | heard that my nasse,
Annie Jobn, was being said by this bellowing dragon
in the form of Mis Edward bearing down on me.

I had never been a fnvorite of hers. Her favorite
wa Hilarene. It must have pained Min Edward that
1 %0 often beat out Hilarene, Not that T liked Min
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Edward and wanted ber to like me back, but all my
other teachers regarded me with much affection,
would always tell my mother that | was the most
charming student they bad ever had, beamed at me
when they saw me coming, and were very sorry when
they had to write some version of this on my report
ard: "Asnie is an unssally bright girl, She i well
behaved in claws, at least in the presemce of her
masters and mistreses, but bebind their backs and
outside the clasrcom quite the opposite i true”
When my mother read this or something like it, she
would bumt into tears. She had hoped to display,
with a great Sourish, my report card 1o ber friends,
sloog with whatever peize | had won. Instead, the
report card would have to take a place at the bottoms
of the old trunk in which she kept any lmportamt
thing that had to do with me. | became not a favorite
of Miss Edward’s in the following way: Each Friday
sfternoon, the girls in the lower forms were given,
imatead of a last lesson peried, an extra-long recess.
We were 10 we this in ladylike recreation—uwalks,
chats about the novels and poema we were reading,
showing each other the new emburoidery stitches we
had learned to maser in home class, or something
just as seemly. Instead, swene of the girls would play
& gasoe of cricket or rounders or sones, but most of
w would go o the far end of the school grounds and
play band. In this game, of which weachers and par.
enls disapproved and which was sweoetimes absolutely
forbidden, we would place our arms around each
other’s waist or shoulders, forming lines of ten or so
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girls, and then we would dasce from ane end of the
school grounds to the other, As we danced, we would
sometimes chant these words: “Tee ka ks la, come go.
Tee la la la, come go0.” A1 ocher times we would sing
& popular calypso somg which usually had lows of
unladylile woeds to it. Up snd down the schoolyard,
away from our teachers, we would dance and sing. At
the end of recems—forty-five minutes—we were mis
ing ribbons and other cenaments from our hair, the
pheats of our linem tunics became unset, the collary
of our blouwses were pulled out, and we were soaking
wet all the way down 10 our bloomers, When the
schoal bell rang, we would make a whooping sound,
& If in & great panic, and then we would throw oo
selves om 10p of each other 2 we laughed xnd dbricked.
We would then run back to our clases, where we
prepared 1w file im0 the auditoriem for eveniong
prayers. After that, it was home for the weekend But
how could we go straight home after all chas excite
ment? No soonet were we on the street than we would
form lictle groups, depending on the direction we
were headed in. | was mever keen on joining them
on the way home, because | was sure | would run
isto my mother. lnstead, my friends and | would go
1o our usual place near the back of the churchyard
and sit on the tombstones of people who had been
buried there way before slavery was abollshed, in
1833, We would sit and sing bad wogs. use forbidden
words, and, of course, show each other vasiom parts
of our bodies. While some of us watched, the others
would walk up and down on the large tombstomes
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showing off their lege. It was immeduately o popular
idea; everybody soce wansed 1o do it It wasn't loag
before many girls—the cnes whose mothers didn't
Pay Mrict attention to what they were doing—started
o come 1o school on Fridays wearing not bloomers
under their uniforms but underpanty trimmed with
lace and satin frille Tt also wasn't long before an end
came 1o all that, One Friday afiernoca, Mis Edward,
on her way hoese from school, took & shortewt theough
the churchyard. She must have heard the commotion
we were making, because there she soddenly was,
saying, “"What is the meaning of this?"—just the very
thing someone like her would say if she came un-
expectedly on something like us. 1t was obvious that
I was the vingleader. Ob, how 1 wished the ground
would open wp and ke ber in, but it did noe. We
all, shamelscedly, slunk bome, 1 with Mis Edward
at my side. Tears casse to my mother's eyes when she
beard what | had dome. It was apparemtly such a bad
thlqchm.ymdmmldn’thﬁn.h«nﬂwm
wy misdeed 10 my father in my presence. | got the
wual punishment of dinner alone, outside under the
beeadfruit tree, but added om 1o that, 1 was not allowed
10 go 10 the library on Saturday, and on Sundsy, sfter
Sanday school and dimner, 1 was not allowed o take
3 wroll in the botanical gardens, where Gwen was
waiting for me in the bamboo grove,

That happened when 1 was (n the firw form.
Now beee Mis Edward stood, Her whole face wa on
fire. Her eyes were balging out of her bead. | was
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sure that &t any minute they would land st my feet
and roll away. The small pimaples on her lace, already
lookimg as if they were comstantly irritased, now
hallooned ino huge, on thevergeofexploding bodls
Her head shook Irom side to side, Her mrange bot-
tom, which she carried high in the sir, secmned 10 rise
p %o high thae it almost touched the ceiling. Why
did 1 not pay attention, she sid My impertinence
was beyood endwrance. She then found 2 hendred
words (or the diflesent forms my Impertinence sook.
Om she went. | wan just getting used 10 this amaring
bellowing when waddenly dve was speechiess. In fact,
everything stopped. Her eyey stopped, her bottoms
wopped, her pimples sopped. Yes, she had got chose
enough so that her eyes caught a glimpne of what 1 had
dome to my textbook, The glimpae soon led 10 choser
inspection. It was bad enough that 1 had defaced my
schoolbook by writing in it. That 1 should write ander
the picture of Columbus "The Grear Man . . " ete.
was just 100 much. | had gone too far this time, de-
faming one of the grest men in history, Chrivopher
Columbus, discoverer of the shand that was my home,
And now look at me, | wa not even hanging my head
in remorse. Had sy peers ever soen anyone so armo
gant, wo blasphemous?

I was sent to the headmistrem, Mis Moore. Ay
punishment, | was removed from my position as pre
fect, and my place was taken by the odious Hilarene,
As an added punshment, 1 wa ordered to copy
Books | and 11 of Pasedise Loal, by John Mileon, and
to have it done a weelk from that day. 1 then couldn’s
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wait to get home 10 lunch and the comnfort of my
mother’s Lises and armw. [ had nothing to worry about
there yet; it would be a while before my mother and
father heard of my bad deede. What » terrible momn-
ing! Secing my mother would be such a tonic—some-
thing to pick me up.

When 1 got home, my mother kissed me absent-
mindedly. My father had got home ahead of me, and
they were already deep in convenation, my father
regaling ber with some wnusually outlandish thing
the oal Mr. Oatie had dooe, 1 wished my hands and
took my place at table. My mother Brosght me my
lunch. T wok cme smell of it, and 1 coubd el thae it
was the mvach hated breadiruit. My mother sald not at
all, it was 2 new kind of rice impoeted from Belgium,
and pot breadiruit, mabed and forced through s
ricer, a 1 thought. She went back to talking to my
father. My Eather could hardly get a few woeds out of
hid mouth befose she was a jellyfish of laughter. T st
there, putting my food in my mouth. | could mot
believe that she couldn’t see how miserable | wm
and 0 reach out & hand to comfort me and caress
my cheek, the way she usually did when she sensed
that something was amiss with me. | could not be-
lieve how she laughed at everythiog bhe said, and how
bizter it made me feel 10 see how much she liked
him. I ate my meal. The more | ste of ie, the more
I was sure that it was breadfruic. When 1 finkbed,
my mother got up to remove my plate. As she started
out the door, 1 wid, “Tell me, really, the name of the
thing 1 just ate.™
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My mother said, “You just ate some bresdfrwic |
made it Jook like rice w0 that you would eat it It's
very good for you, Slled with Jots of vitxmise.” As
she maid chis, she laughed. She was wanding half in-
side the door, half censide. Her body was in the
shade of cur howse, but her head was in the s,
When she laughed, ber mouth opened 1o show off
big, shiny, sharp white teeth. It was as if my mother
had suddenly turned into s crocoddle.

Chapter Six

Somevhere, Belgium

In the year | turned fifteen, I felt more um-
happy thans 1 had ever imagined anyome could be. It
wasn't the unhappiness of wanting a new dress, or the
unhappines of wanting to go to cinema oo a Sunday
alterncon and not being allowed to do 0, or the us-
bappines of being wnable 10 solve some mysiery in
geometry, or the unhappines at casing my dearest
friend, Gwen, some pain. My unbappiness wat some-
thing deep inside me, and when 1 dosed my eyes |
could even see it It wt somewhere—maybe in my
belly, maybe in my heart; I could not exactly tell—
and it took the shape of a small black ball, all wrapped
up in cobwebs. 1 would Jook at it and look at it until
I had burned the cobwebs away, and then 1 would see
that the ball was no bigger than a thimble, even
though it weighed worlds. At that moment, jus
when | saw its sise and felt les weight, 1 was beyond
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capable of coming to harm if 1 were just 10 walk
through this infermo. | could end with my mocher
and me; we were now a sight 1o see.

We both moticed that mow il she said that some-
thing 1 did reminded her of her own self at my age,
1 would try 10 do it a different way, or, failing that,
do it im a way that she could not stomach. She re-
turned the blow by admiring and praining everything
that she suspected had special meaning for me. |
became secretive, and she waid that 1 was in peactice
for becoming & liar and a thief—the only kinds of
people who had secrets. My mocher and 1 exch soon
grew two faces: one for my father and the rest of the
world, and one for us when we found ourslves alone
with cach ccher. For my father and the world, we
were politeness and kimdness and Jove and laughter,
I saw her with my old eyer, my cyes a5 a child, and
she saw me with hery of thae time. There wan my
mother scrubbing sy back as in the old days, examin.
ing my body from Hmb to limb, making sure nothing
enusual was taking place; there wis my mother mak-
ing me my favorite dessert, a bancmange—a reward
for excelling at something that met her approval;
there wan my mother concerned about 3 small snife,
wondering if soom it would develop into something
major and then she would have to make me a pooltice
ol ground campbor and cocalyptus leaves for my
chest. And there | was alio, Jetting the singsong of
her voice, as it expressed Jove and concern, caln me
into 2 lell; there 1 was fondling the strands of her
thack black hair = she wnraveled her braids for o
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feeling sorry for mysell, which @ to sy 1 was beyond
tears. ] could only just sit and Jook at myself, feeling
like the oldest peron who had ever lived and who
had mot learned a single thing. Afver T had sat in
this way for a while, 1o distract suysel! 1 would count
my toes; always it came oot the saane—I had wem of
them.

I 1 had been sked, 1 would not have been able o
say exactly how it was that | got that way. It must
have come on me ke mist: Snr, 1 was in jus a lude
mist and could still see everything around me, thosgh
not 30 dlearly; then | was completely covered up and
could mot see cven myy own hand ureeched owt in
front of me. 1 tried 1o imagine that | was Jike a girl
in one of the books | had read—a girl who had suf.
feved moch at the hands of & croel sep-parens, or a
gl who weddenly found hersell withowt any parents
at all. When reading abost such & girl, | would heap
even more suffering on her if 1 feit the amhor hadn't
gone far enough. In the end, of coune, everything
wis resolved happily for the girl, and whe and a come
panion wosld sail off to Zanribar or some other very
dutant place, where, since they could do = they
plemed. they were forever happy. But Twas nec ina
book. 1 was always just sitting there with the thimble
that weighed worlds lastened deep inside me, the yun
beating down om me. Everything I wsed 1o care about
had turned sour. T could start with the sight of the
Ramboyamt trees in bloom, the red of the Rowen
caming the sreet on which 1 lived to seem on e at
yamset: seeing this sight, 1 would imagine myself in
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daily brushieg, burying my face in it and Inbaling
decply, for it smelled of rose odl,

As we wese playing out these scenes from the old
dayy, the howe would swell with the sound of my
father’s voice telling ome wmory afier amother of his
days & 2 lenows batuman with a cricket team, and of
what he did om this island and the next as he toured
the Windward and the Leeward hlands with his
teamumaces. In froot of my mother’s friends also, we
pet on our good faces. | was obedient and nice, and
she asked nothing more than that | show the good
manners she had taught me. Sometimes on Sundayy
s we walked back from church, perhags touched by
the sermom we had just heard, we wouldd link arms as
we strolled home, step In step with each other,

But no sooner were we alone, behind the fence,
behind the dosed door, than everything darkened.
How o account for it | could not sy, Something
I could not name just came over us, and suddenly |
had mever loved anyone w0 or hated anyone so. But
10 say Bate—what did | mean by that} Before, if |
hated someone | semply wished the penon dead. Bu
I cooddn’t wish my mother dead, If my mother died,
what would become of me? 1 couldn’t imagine my life
without her. Worse than that, i my mocher died |
would have 10 die, oo, and even less than | could
imagine my mother dead could | imagine mywelf
dead.

I started 10 have a dream, In my dream, ] walked
down a wumooth, smpaved road. The road was lined
on cither side with palm trees whose leaves spread
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out 0 wide that they met and tangled up with each
ocher and the whole road was shaded from the sun,
which wa alway shining When 1 warted to walk
down the road. woy steps were quick and light, and
= | walked these words would go around in my head:
"My mother would kill me if she got the chance. |
would kill my mocher if | had the courage.” At the
beginning of my walk, as I chanted the words my
veice had 2 happy mote, as U the quickaew and light-
ness of my feet signaled 10 me that | would never
give ber the chance. But as the road went on, things
changed. | would say the same words, but slower and
slower and in & wad way; my feet and the rest of sy
body becasne heavy. It was a0 if it had dawned on me
that 1 would never have the courage with which o
kil my mother, and then, since | lacked the courage,
the chance would pass 10 her. I did not undensand
how it became 10, but just the same it did 1 had
been tught by my mother 10 take my dreams seré-
ously. My dreams were not unreal representations of
something real; my dreams were & part of, and the
e as, moy real life. When 1 firm had this dreams |
became quite frightened of my mother, and | was s0
avhamed of it that | couldn™ bring myself to look
directly st her. But after | had had the dream again
and again, it became like a second view to me, and |
would hold up licte incidents against it 10 se if chis
was her chance or that was my courage.

At school, 1 had bad a grest change. | was oo
longer in the same class with Gwen: 1 was now in &
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class with girls two or three years older than | wa
That was 2 shock. These girds dadn't offier the cama-
raderie of my friemds in the second form. They dida’t
have the give-and-take, the friendly pullandabove.
They were contantly in strict competition for good
marks and our teachery’ affection, and among them
insults ruled the day, And how vain they were! Con-
standly they sncothed down their hair, making sure
every strand was im place; some carried mirrons in
their schoolbags, and they would hold them at an
angle 1o see if the pleats in the backs of their wni
forms were in place. They actually practiced walking
with their hips swinging from side 1o side. They
were always sticking out thesr bosonn, and, what wis
wornse, they actually did have bosoms 1o stick owt.
Before [ got 10 see these girls cdose up—when 1 wm
just observing them & they walked 1o and fro, going
abowt their bosines—1 envied the way the air seemed
o part for them, frecing itself of any obstacle so that
they wouldn't have to make an eflort. Now 1 could
soe that the air just parted itself quickly so that it
wouldn't have to bear their cosspany for lemg For
what a dull bunch they were?! They had no different
idess of how 0 be in the world: they certainly dida't
think that the world was & strange place 10 be caught
living in.

1 was at Ent dowed down in sy sl climb to the
wop by the new subjects put belore me, bat 1 soon
mastered them. and only one other girl was my march.
Sometimes we tied for Gnt place, sometimes she was
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first and 1 second, and sometimes it was the other
way arcund. | wied w0 get o know ber, feeling that
we had this much in common, but she was so dull »
penson, completely unable to hodd so ssuch as & sin-
ple conversation, and, w0 boot, smelled so of old
rubber and blue ink, that | made myself umable to
rememsber her name. 1 could see the Lind of grownup
penon she woudd be——just the kind who would take
one Jook at me and put every effort into making my
life & hardship. Already her mouth was turned down
permanently at the corners, as if to show that she had
been born realizing that nobody else behaved prop-
erly, and as if 2lso she had been born kmowing that
everything in lile was 3 disappointment and ber face
was all set to meet it

Gwen and | walked home from schoold in the usual
way and did the usual things, but just the sight of
her was 0o loager a thrill 1o me, though T did sy best
ot 10 let her know. It was as If | had grown a new
skin over the old skin and the mew skin had 2 com-
pletely different set of nerve endings. Bue what could
1 sy to poor Gwen? How to explain to her about the
thimsble that weighed worlds, and the dark clowd that
was like an envelope in which my mocher and | were
sealed? I | said 10 Gwen, “Does your mother alway
watch you out of the corner of her eye?” her reply was
most Hikely to be “My mother has a knack for keeping
her eye on everything at the samee time,” And if 1 wid,
"1 don't mean in that way, 1 mean—"" But what would
have been the wse of going on? We no longer lived on
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the same plane. Sometiones, just bearing her voice as
she ran om and on, bringing me up 10 date on the
doings of my old group, would put me in sach a state
that I felt | would explode; snd then | remembered
that it was the same voice that used 10 be, for me, some
sort of music. How small she now locked in my eyer: @
bundle of who said what and who did what

One day when we were walking home, taking the
lane with the big houses hidden behind the high
hedges, Gwen said 1o me that her brother Rowan had
mentsoned how much be liked the way 1 had con-
ducted myself when | was ssked o yead the lemon in
church ooe Sunday. She then launched into » long
speech about him, and | did what was fast becoming
2 habit when we were together: | started to daydream,
My most frequent daydream now involved scemes of
me living alone in Belgium, & place | had picked
when | read in ooe of my books that Charlotee Bronté,
the author of my favorite novel, Jame Eyre, had spent
& year or 20 there, 1 had abwo picked it becasne |
imagined that It would be a place my mother would
find difficult to travel 1o and so would have 10 wrize
me bevters addvessed in this way:

To: Miss Anwie Vicloria John
Somewhere,
Belgpium

I was walking down a street in Belgium, wearing a
skirt that came down 0 my ankles and carrying a
bag Slled with books that at last 1 could understand,
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when soddenly | besrd these words come out of
Gwen's mouth: “1 think it would be o nice if you
married Rowan. Then, you see, that way we could be

together alwap.

I was brought back 1o the present, and | stopped
and seood still for a moment: them my mouth fell open
and my whole self started to tremble, All this wa in
dabeliel, of course, but, 10 show how far apart we
were, she thought that my mouth fell open and my
whole swif trembled in complete joy at what she had
said 10 me. And when [ said, “What did you just say?”
she said, “Oh, 1 knew you would like the idea™ 1 felt
10 alome; the lmt person left on earth couldn't feel
more alone than 1 1 looked ar Gwen. Could this really
be Gwen? It was Gwen. The same person | had ol
ways known. Everything was in place. But st the same
time something serrible bad happened, and 1 coubdn't
tell what it was

It was then that 1 began svoiding Gwen and owr
daily walks homse, 1 tried not o do it so mach that
she would notice, but about every three or four dayy
I would say that being in mvy sew class was 30 de
manding and, what with ome thing and another, |
had things to clear up here and there, [ would walk
her 10 the school gate, where we would kiss goodbye,
and then, alier some proper time had passed, | would
leave whool One afterncon, 1 wok another way
boese, & way that brought me through Market Street.
Market Swreet was where all the stores were, and |
pamed by slowly, staring into the shop windows,
though 1 wasn't at all interested in the merchandise
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om display. What | was really leoking at was my own
reflection in the glaw, though it wa a while before
I knew that. | saw mysell just hanging there among
bolts of doth, among Sunday hats and shoes, among
men’s and women's undergarments, among pots and
pams, among broocess and household socap, amoog
curing headache and medicines for curimg colds, 1
saw moysell among all these things, but 1 didat know
that it was L, for 1 had got wo strange. My whole head
was 30 big, and my cyen, which were big, 100, st in
my big bead wide opem, as il | had just had a sudden
right. My skin was black in a way | had not noticed
before, as i someome had thrown a lot of soot out
of 3 window just whem | was paming by and it had
all fallen oo me. On my forebesd, on my cheeks were
listle bumps, each with a perfect, rownd white poist.
My plaiss stick out in every direction from under
my hat; my long, thin seck stuck out from the Bloue
of my umiform. Alogether, 1 Jooked old and miser
able. Not lomg before, 1 had sem a picture of a
painting entitled The Young Luwcifer, It showed
Satan just yvecemtly cast out of heaven for all his bad
deeds, and he was standing on a black rock all alone
and maked. Everything around him was charred and
black, s il a great fae had just roared through, His
wkin was coanse, and »o were all his featares. His hair
wias made up of live snakes, and they were in a posi
thom to strike. Satan was wearing a smile, but it was
one of thoae smiles that you could see through, one of
those smiles that make you know the penom is just
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potting up » good fromt. Ar heart, you could see, he
was really lonely and miserable at the way things had
wrmed out. I was stnding there sarprised at this
change in myswlf, when all this came o mind, and
suddenly 1 felt 20 sorry Sor myself that | was about o
sit down on the sidewalk and weep, already casting
the salty bitternon of my tears.

1 was about 10 do this when 1 soticed four bows
standing across the street from me; they were looking
at me and bowing as they said, in an exaggerated 1w00e
of voice, pretending to be grownup gentlemen living
in Victorian times, "Hallo, Madame. How are you
this afterncond” and “What a pleasant thing. oor
running into each other like this™ snd “We meet
again after all this tme.” and “Ah, the sun, it shines
snd ahines only om you" The words were no sooner
out of their mouths than they would bend over
laughing. Even though mothing like this had ever
happened 1o me before, | knew instantly that It was
malicious and that 1 had done poching to deserve it
other than standing there all alone. They were older
tham 1, and from their uniforms 1 could tell chat they
were students of the bon' branch of my own school,
I looked at their faces. | didm't recognize the fing, |
didn’t secognize the second, 1 didn’t recognize the
third, but | keew the face of the fourth ooe; it wa
a face from mvy ancient history. A Jong time ago, when
we were litthe children, cur mothers were best friends,
mnd be and | med o play together, His name was
Minew, and I felt pleased that bhe, 3 boy clder than
I by theee yean, would play with me. Of course, In
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all the games we played | was always given the lesser
part. If we played kmight and dragon, | was the
dragon; il we played discovering Alrica, he discovered
Africa; he was also the leader of the savage tribes chae

tried to get in the way of the discovery, and | played
his servant, and a not very bright servamt at chae; if
we played prodigal som, be was the prodigal son and
the prodigal som’s father and the jealous berother,
while 1 played a penon who fetched things.

Once, in a game we were playing. sommething ter-
rible happened. A man had recently killed his girl
friend and a man who was his best friend when be
found them drinking sogether in a bar. Their blood
splattered all over him. The cutlam he had uwsed 0
kill them in band, be walked the mile ar 30 0 the
palice station with the other customens of the bar
and somne people they picked up along the way, The
murder of these two people immediately becamse &
big scandal, and the most popular calypso swng that
year was all about it It became a big scandal because
the murderer was from an old, welloff, respected
family, and everybody wondered if bhe would be
haeged, which wa the penalty for murder; alo it
became 3 saandal becamse everyone had known the
warman and all had predicted that she would come to
8 bad end Everything sbout this won became a
spectacie. During the funerals of the mardered man
and woman, people lined the streets and followed
the hearses from the church to the cemetery. During
the trial of the murderer, the courtroom was always
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packed. When the judge sentenced the man to be
banged, the whole cosrtroom gasped i shock. On
the moming that he was hanged, people gathered
outside the jail and waited until the jail's church bell
rang. showing that the hanging wa completed. Minew
and | bad overheard our parents talk so much about
this event that it wan't Jong before he made up a
gamee about i As usual, Minew played all the big
parts. He played the murdered man and the mur-
derer, going back and forth; the girlfriend we left
silent. When the case got 10 court, Minew played
yodge, jury, prosecusor, and condemsed man, sitting
in the condemned man's box. Nothing wa funmier
than secing him, wsing some old rags as & wig for his
part of the judge, pass sentence on himsell; noching
wat funmier than secing him, a the drunken hang-
man, hang himeell. And after he was hanged, 1, = his
mother, came and wept over the body as it lay on the
poand. Then we would get up and start the whole
thing over again. No sooner had we completed the
epuode than we were back at the bar, with Mineu
quarreling with hizmell and his girlfriend and then
pusting an end 10 everything with a few quick strokes.
We alway tried to make every detall m close 10 the
real thing = we imagined it, and w0 we bad gooe 10
the trouble of finding old ferniture to make a desk
for the judge and a place for the jury 10 sit, and we
set out soeme sones facing the judge to represemt both
where the spectatoes might sit and the spectatons
themaclves. When it came to the hanging, we wanted
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that to be real. 100, %0 Mincu had found a piece of
rope and tied it 1o the 1op bar of the gate 10 his yard,
and then he would make a noose and put his bead in
it. When the noose was sround his neck, he would
grab the rope from above and then swing on it back
and forth 1o show that be was banged and already
dead. All of our playing together camne (o an end
when something bad almost happened. We were
playing in the wual way when we came to the part of
the noose around the neck. When he lifted himsell
off the ground, the nome tightened. When he let go
of the vope 10 loosen the moose with his hands, thas
only made matters worse, and the noome tightened
even moce. His moath opened as he tried 1o get
breath. and then his tongue began to come owt of
his mouth. His body, hanging froen the gate, began
1o swing back and forth, and as 5t did it banged against
the gate, and it made a sound m if he were swinging
on the gate—the very thing we were alway being
told not o da. As all this happened, | just stood there
and stared. | mant have known that | should go and
call for help, but 1 wan unable 1o move. Slom, siam
went the gate, and soon his mother began 10 aall out,
“Children, leave the gate slone.” Then, hearing the
gate contimue to slam, she came out to o in a fary,
because we were not obeying ber, and she was just
about to thout at us when she sw ber child swinging
from the gate by his meck. She screamed and rushed
over 0 him, calling ost to a meighbor, who came
immediately with a cutlan and cut the rope from

muim'omkwm&mkra-cad;'
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surted to scream, only then could | scaream, wo, and
I ran over w hiss with her, and we both cried over
him as he fell 10 the ground. Much wis wid about
my not calling for help, and everybody wondered
what would have happened if his mother hadm't been
nearby. | dida't kmow what 0 make of my own
behavior, and 1 could not explain mysell, as every
body kept mking me 10 do. I could see that even my
mother was ashamed of the way 1 had behaved.

It was this that | remembered as 1 saw Mineu's
face acrom the street, and so | walked over and said
in my best, mow polite younglady woice, “Hallo,
Mineu. | am w0 glad 10 see you. Dom't you remember
me?” It wan true that | was glad 10 see him. For jost
remembering all the things that he znd [ wed w0 do
reminded me of how happy | had been and how
much my mother and everyome che adored me and
how, when looking at me, people wed to sy, “"What
a beautiful chald*™

At first, he just looked at me. Then be wid, “Oh,
yes Annde. Annle Jobm. § ressember you. 1 had heard
you were a big girl now.” As he said this, be shook
my outsresched hand His friends stood off 10 one
side, a listhe bit apart from us. They stood in that
ridiculows way of boys: one leg crosing the ocher,
hands jammed decp into pockets, eyes looking you
up and down. They were whispering things 1o each
other, and their shoulders were heaving with amuse-
ment-—at me, 1 could only suppose. | thought that
since he was someone | knew, he couldn’t really be
like them, but a8 we stood, moce or less speechles, in
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front of each other, | saw him glancing at them out
of the corner of his eye, smiling in & knowing way
and then Jooking back stvalght st me, a serious look
oo his face.

Feeling ashamed, for | could tell that they were
making fun of me, 1 said so him, “Well, goodbye
then,” and | offeved him my band again,

He and his fricnds walked off, their backs shaking
with laagher—at me, no doubt. As | watched them,
I wished that right there | could turn them imto
cinder blocks, 50 that coe moment if you were walk-
ing behind them you were walking behind four boys
and the next moment you bad to be careful not 0
stumble over some cinder blocks. Feeling that in
this whale incident Mineo had been cruel made me
remember something. 1t was the lavt tme that we
had played together. In a game we were nmaking wp
om the spot, | took off all my clothes and be led me o
8 spot under & tree, where §was 10 ait until he wold
me what 1o do mext. It wasn't kong before | realized
that the spot he had picked owt waa 3 red anly’ mest,
Soon the angry ants were all over me, stinging me in
my private pares, and as | cried and sovatched, trying
10 get the ants off me, he fell down on the ground

lasghing, his feet hicking the air with happeness. His
mother reluwed to admit that he had done something

wrong, and sy mother never spoke to her again,

1 walked home, custing through the church-

yard of the Methodist church {my own charch). Ex-
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cept for two limards chasing each other acroms my
path, 1 wasa't aware of anything on the cowide. In-
side, however, the thimble that weighed worlds spun
around and around; s it spen, it bemped up against
wy heart, my chest, my stomach, and whatever it
touched felt a if 1 had been scorched there. | thoughn
that | had betier get home quickly, for 1 began to
feel altermately too big and too small. Firw, | grew s
big that 1 took up the whole street; then | grew o
small that nobody could see me—not even if | cried
out,

I walked into our yard, and | could see sy mother
standiog in the Lichen, her back toward me, bent
over a bowl in which she was putting some green
figs, their skits removed. 1 walked up to her and |
wid, "Good alternoon, Mamie. | have just come hosse
from school ™

My mother turned to face me. We locked at each
other, and | could see the frighsening black thing
leave her to meet the frighteming black thing that had
left me. They met in the middie and embraced What
will it be now, | asked mysell. To me she sid, "You
are late. It would please me 10 hear an excane from
you." She was ming that sone of volce: it was 2y ¥f 1
were not only a stranger but & stranger that she did
not wish to know.

Trying o match her tone of voice but coming
nowhere near success, | said something about being
kept late for extra studies. I then went on o say that
my teachen believed that if I studied hard enough,
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by my sixteenth birthday 1 might be able to take final
exams and 30 be able 1o leave school.

As i she knew exactly that | would come up with
somne such story, she said, “Perhaps if 1 ask again this
time 1 will get & straight snswer.” 1 was about to
make a feeble effort ac procest, but then, in a rush,
she said that she had boen standing imside a store thae
alterncon, buying some buttons for a Sunday drem
for me, when, on looking up, she otserved me making
u speciacie of myself in front of four boys, She wene
on to say that, alter all the years she had spent drum.
ming into me the proper way to conduct mywlf when
speaking o young men, it had pained her w see me
behave in the manner of & slut (only she used the
French-parois word for it) in the street and that just to
see me had casned her to feel shame,

The word “shut™ (in patois) was repeated over and
over, until suddenly | fele 20 if | were drowning n a
well but inmead of the well being filled with water
it was flled with the word “shut,” and it was pouring
in through my eyes, my exn, my postrids, my mouth,
As if 1o save mysedl, I turned 10 her and said, "Well,
like father like son, like mother like daughoer.™

At that, everything swopped. The whole carth fell
silent. The two black thimgs joined together in the
middle of the room separated, hers going to ber, mine
coming back o me. 1 locked at my moder. She
seemed tired and old and broken. Seeing that, | felt
happy and sad at the same time. ] won decded that
happy was better, and 1 was just about to enjoy this
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feeling when she mid, “Uncil this moment, in my
whole life 1 knew without & doubt that, without any
exception, | loved you best,” and them she turned
her back and started again to prepare the green fip
for cooking.

I Jooked at my mother—at her turned back this
time—and she wasn't tired and old and broken at all,
She wore her hair pinned up in the same beawtiful
way, exposing the nape of her beautiful neck; her
bentover back looked strong and soft st the same
time, and 1 wanted to go and rest my whole body on
it the way | used to; her long shirt covered ber beawti
fal, sremg legs, and she wore shoes that exposed
beautiful heels. It was I who was tired and old and
broken, and as | looked at my mother, full of vigor,
young amd whele, 1 wanted 10 go over and put my
arms around her and beg lorgivemes for the thing 1
had just said and 10 explain that T dida't really mean
it. Bat 1 couldn’t move, and when 1 looked down it
was # if the ground had opened up between us,
making a deep and wide wplic. On one vide of this
plit swood my mother, bent over my dinner cooling
i & pot; on the other side sood 1, in my arms carry
ing my schoolbooks and inside carrying the thimble
that weighed worlds

I went s0 my room 1o take off my school usiform,
but 1 could caly sit on my bed and wonder what
would become of me now. As | sat, | looked at the
thingsy wirrounding me. There wa my washstand,
made foe me by my faher from pitch pine, with in
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enamel basin on top sad macching urn Alled with
water underneath; these was my burean, made for
me by my father from pitch pioe, and in it were
my clothes; there wat 3 shelfl made for me by my
faher from pitch pine on which 1 hepe mvy books;
the very bed 1 sat on was made for me by sy father
from pitch pine; there wae » Jittle dexk and chair o
macch st which 1 sat and read or did my homework,
both made for me by my faher from pitch pine.
Exch time my father had bought the wood for the
furnitere, he had taken me 10 the lumber yard with
him, and I saw bow he examined every piece of wood
Curefelly before he accepeed it for purchase. He
would hold it st 1o his posrils, then 10 my own,
and he would sy, "Noching like 2 nice plece of pine,
except perbaps 2 nice plece of mabogany.” Then 1
was not allowed 0 soe the furniture in any stage
until it was in its place in my room. It would be »
surpeise them for me o see e, and | would say to my
hnm."lmlhneamchb."mdbemuny.
"1 see you have & new chair,” and then we would
embrace, | kissing him on the choek and he Lsing
me on the forehead It used to be that when my
father wasmited 1w kiss e he would bave o bend down
to reach my forehead. Now, in the last year, 1 had
grown so much that it was 1 who had to bend down
%0 that my father coald reach my forehead. My mother
was taller than my father. Now L 100, was taller than
my father, [ was, in facr, as call ¢ my mother. When
my mother and | spoke 10 each other, we looked a2
each other eye 1o eye. Eye to eve It was the first time
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sach a thing had come 10 me: my mother and | were
eye o eye. For a moment, | was bappy at the thought,
but then 1 could see: what did such a thing matter?
She was my mocher, Amnie; 1 was her daughter,
Ansie; and that was why | was called by my mother
and (aber Little M,

Siing on my bed and thinking in this way, |
swung my feet back and forth, and bt was a while
befoer | realized that when they swung back my feet
would hit wp ageinst the trunk stored under my bed,
It was the wunk that my mother had bought when
she was sixteen years old-—a year older than 1 was
now-—and in which she had packed all her things
and Jeft not only her parents’ house s Dominica but
Domimica itself for Antigea. Her facher and she had
had a big quarrel over whether she would live alooe,
a she wished, or would continee 10 live in her par
enta’ house, a her father wished. Her mother, who
had stopped speaking to her facher a long time be-
fore, though they continued 1o live in the same house,
dida’t say anything one way or the other. My mother
and her father bad bad a big quarrel, and though my
mother had never 1ld me in detail the whole story,
I had pleced it togecher from thisgs 1 had overheasd,
jeat putting two and two together in my wwal way.
Inside this trunk now were the thisgs, all of them, that
had been 2 part of my life at every stage, and f soene
one had come upon ot without having am inkling of
what my life had really been like, they would have goe
4 preety good idea, As my beels bumped up agains the
trusk, my heart just broke, sand I cried and cried. At
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that moment, 1 mised my mother more than 1 had
ever imagined possible and wanted only o live some.
where quiet and beautiful with her alooe, bat also at
Mmclmwywmmmdnd.lll
withered and in a coffin at sy feet

ﬂnmzmmwlpqmm
bdcochn.enydohcdanyounydmm
chores. My mother and [ avoided each other. and it
wasa't until over our supper of the green figs, cooked
with fish in coconus milk, that we looked at each
uhalpln\veduoumblmpnpm
bt-yhd)a\utc.bmoumblxkﬁhppuh
huudmlwmw“u't-ymtﬂq
noticeable it was clear that wmething was ansis,
Perhaps to cheer o up, my father said that he would
finally make for my mother the set of furniture she
Mb«uu&hﬁmmnhhamyh‘m
mow, In fact, the set of fumiture had been a booe of
contention between them. That brought a half-
hearved, polite wmile 10 my mother's face. Then,
turning to me, my father asked what he coudd make
for me.

It came into my mind withost thinking. "A trunl.”
Tsid

"But you have a trunk already, You bave your
mother's crusk.” he said 1o me.

“Yeu, but | want my own trunk,” 1 said back.

"\'aywll&mkhmmaumlm
will have," be said, .

Ouddnmdmmlmldm-y
m.o-tdzbemdm«hcm!ew“
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see her shadow on the wall, cast there by the lamp-
light. It was a big and sclid shadow, and it Jooked
0 much like my smother that 1 became

For 1 could not be sare whether for the rest of my
life 1 would be able w tell when it was really my
mother and when it was really her shadow standing
between me and the rest of the world.




Chapter Seven

The Long Rain

Days before it was decided that | was mot well
encugh 10 go to school, 1| walked around feeling weak,
as if ar any moment | would collapse i & heap I 1
rested my bead on wy desk, im an instant [ fell asleep;
the walk 1w and from schoal wore me out, o that |
moved at the speed of an old jalopy. Nothing ususaal
wemed wrong, | did not have a fever. No wild sorms
raged through my stoesach. My appetise was 8 poor
A it had alway been, My modher, cugging st vy eye-
lids this way and that, could not see any signs of
bilbowmess. All the same, I was in 5o condition 10 keep
up in my wwsal way, 50 1 bad 1o take o my bed.

For over & year, 0o rain fell. There wan nothing
wnusual about that; drought was such a big part of
our life that no cae would even make a comment on
it Then, each day for a week of 10, the clouds over-
head turned black. No rain ceme right away with the
Black clouds, but then ooe day it started to drizzle,
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first &n that snnoying way of » drizzle, where it stings
your face and your hands and your feet. That went on
for a few days, when saddenly the rain started 10 come
down im & heavy torment. The rain went on o this way
for over theee moniba, By the end of it, the sea had
risen and what used 10 be dry land was covered with
water, and crabs lived there. In spice of what everyome
said, the sea never did go back 1o the way it had been,
and what 3 great conversation piece it made 1o try and
remember what used 10 be there where the sea now
stretched up so.

In my wnall room. | lay oo my pisch-pine bed,
which, since 1 was sbck, was made up with my Sunday
sheets, T lay om my back and stared st the ceiling. 1
could hear the rain as it came down on the galvamised
rool. The sound the raln made 33 it landed on the
roof presed me down in my bed, bolted me down,
and 1 couddn’t even so much as lift my head if my life
depended on i My mother and father, sometimes
together, somectimen separacely, wood at the foot of my
bed and looked down at me. They spoke 10 each other,
I couldn't bear what it was chat they sald, bot T could
we the words beave their mouths. The words traveled
through the air woward me, but just as they reached
my ears they would fall v the Soor, saddenly dead.
Mont likely, my father said that it was all the scudying
I had been doimg st school, that T had moved slong
(rom form to form wo st and it had wlen & heavy
tll. Most likely, my mother agreed, but she alswo
would have said that, juse 1o be sure, she would call Ma
Jolie, an obeah woman from Dominica who now lived
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Bot far from our house, and who was recommended o
my mother by her mother, Ma Chess, who still lived
in Dominica, To the Ma Jolie ides, my father would
have said, “Very well, but count me out; have her
come when | am not bere.”

One afterncon, in the rain, my mother and (sther
took me to the doctor, my father carrying me on his
back, sy mother walking by his side with her head
Bent down. The doctor, 3 man froes England named
Dr. Stephens, and mvy mother were one in their feel-
ing against germs, parasites, and disease in general,
vi&nynmhantwpontheloolwmbuigmin-y
father and me of things to report to him. When I came
down with a case of hookworm, Dr. Stephens and my
mother had heid dascasions on the several way in
-Mlmuhnpid«lhup.muynulqeany
bad Babit of going about without my shoes ome
againat my mother's loudly expressed wishes. After he
had pointed out o my mocher the many places on 2
person’s body where germs might lodge themselves,
u-deabbitdmulqmyﬁqummy
Saturday. Dr. Stephens now examined me from head
%0 foot, poking me here and there, listenieg 1o my
heart, my lungy, taking my pulse and temperature,
peering into my eyes and eans. In the end, he could
HMIQMMWMMMI
might be a lictle rundown, My mother sked herself
out loud, “How could that be?" and then told Dr,
Seephens that she certainly would redouble her effores
at making me eat properly, feeding me more beef tea,
more barley water, more vitamin, more eggs and
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milk, along with keeping me in bed umtil whatever it
was that had cosne over me went away.

Goung home, these was the rain atill. 1 could see the
buge drops as they hit the ground, but I couldn't hesr
the swound they made. The streets were empty; every
body was imide, taking whelter, My head rested om my
father’s shoulder, my srms were wrapped tighdy
around his neck. | could feel that he drew extra breath
just from the buarden of carrying me such a long dis-
tance, Sometimes he would tum his head 10 say some-
thing 10 my mother, but | couldn’t make out what
that mighs be.

At home, myy mother andressed e and put me w0
bed. Soom after, she brought me an egg cordial with
two tablespoons of rem in it Ordinarily, | had 10 be
couxed 1o drink this, o much did | hate the tane of
rum mixed up with egps, but | coudd not tate sy
thing now, o it all went down with ease. My father
came in, looked at mve, and said, “So, Lattle Min, huh?
Hemmm.” | knew that be would say this before the
words came out of his mosth. When the words reached
me, the “So™ was bigger than the “Little,” and the
“Min™ was bigger than the “hub.” and the * Hasmmm"
was bigger than all the other words rolied into one,
Then all the sound rocked back and foeth in my ears,
and | had a picture of it: it looked like a large wave
constantly dashing up against & wall in the sea, and
the whole thing made me feel far away and weighe-
e 1 could hear the rain on the roof, and it was sill
pinming me down. | looked inside my head, A black
thiog was lying down there, and it shut out all my
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memory of the things that bad happened 10 me, |
koew that in my fificen years a loc of things had hap-
pened, bot now 1 couldn’t put my finger on a single
thing. As 1 fell asieep, I had no leeling in any part of
wy body excepr the back of my skull, which febr as if
it would split open and spew ot huge red Same, |
dreamsed them that | was walking through warm air
Slled with soot, heading toward the sea. When | goe
there, I atarted to drink in the sea in huge great gulps,
because | was so thinty. | drank and drank umil all
that was Jeft wan the bare dry seabed. AN the water
from the sea filled me up, from my soes to ey head,
and 1 swelled up very big. Bur then lide cracks began
10 appear in me and the water started t0 leak owt—
first in just Hiode seepn and 1rackles comang out of my
seams, then with & Joud roar a | bunt open. The
water ran back and made up the sea again, and again
I wis walking through the warm swot—only this time
wet and in tatteny and not going amywhere in par
ticular.

When | woke wp, 1 was sitting in my facher’s lap
and I was wearing a difierent nightie from the one |
had fallen mlecp in. My mothey, dremed in her
nightie, was bent over my bed. changing my sheets. 1
must have mked my Eather what wan the macter, for
he said 10 me, “You wet, Little Mus, you wet” My
father was wearing only his undergarments, which by
then | knew Bow 80 irom without leavieg any un-
wanted wrindkles. His clothes smelled of his perspirs.
thiom from the day before, Through the folds of my
nightie, T could foel the bair on his legy, and = 1
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moved my own legs back and foeth againut his the
hair oo his legy made 3 swoosh, swoosh soand, Mke »
brush being rubbed agaisut wood. A funmy feeling
went through me that | liked and was frightened of
at the same tame, and | shuddered, At this, my facher,
thinking I was cold, hugged me even closer. It dawned
on me then that my father, except for when he was
sick, slept in no clothes at all, for he would never
sleep ko chothes be had woen the day before. | do not
know why that Jodged in my mind, bus it did.

My mother fmished making my bed, and she bemt
over and picked me up out of my father’s lap. 1 wm
Gfteen years old, but the two of them handled me »
o 1 were just born. In bed, | looked at them standing
over me. | couldn’c hear the min, but 1 knew it was
siill falling, My parcats said things o each other, but
1 couddn’t make out what they wid, either.

When | opened my cyes in the morning (1
knew It wis morndng, for » large white candle was lie,
not my kamp), | saw my mother seated at the foot of
my bed. Her head wan tilted 1o one side, and she had
» worrhed expression on her lace. When she saw thae |
was Jooking at her, she smided at me. $he said, “How
we you feeling today, Latde Mis?™ and “Did you sleep
well?” Though | can’t be sure, | must have answered
in & way that plemed ber, for she kept bobbing ber
head up and down and said, “Good.™ She had ready
for me wme wap and water in my basin, which stood
on my washwand, and she helped me to brush my
teeth and wash my face. She wried 1o comb my hair,
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bat 1 must Bave cried out, becasie she then smoothed
down my plaits and kised my head. Propping me vp
in Bed wich some pillows, she placed on my lap a tray
that had on it three picoes of bread: on the beead was
& cheese spread made ol grated cheddar cheese, eggs,
and butter. Al on the tray was a cap of chocolate
made with milk from which the cream bad not been
removed. This meal of bread and cheose spread, with
chocolate in my milk (the chocolate came fromm my
grandmocher, Ma Chess, who grew the beams and then
did all the steps henelf to turn them into chacolate;
the semt the chocolate to w in & big box, along with
nutmeg and other spices, coffee, and almonds), was
among the three or four things in the world tha |
most liked 10 eat. But now, looking ac it, | oaly bnew
that | had liked eating it at somse point in my life and
that it was usaally given 10 me for sepper on Tues
days, when | came home from Brownie meetings
Outside me, the word "Beownie™ hung just before
my eyes. Inside me, the Black thing that wis lodged
in my head grew even more leaden. A part of the black
thing broke away, a il it had been dropped 0 the
ground, and a small yellow light took is place. Inside
the yellow light, [ was 2 Brownie, a sesall 1oy Brownie.
It owas me, all right, bt made small. In truth, 1 be.
longed to the Fint Division troop of Brownies, which
meant that in parades my troop marched ahead of all
the other Brownie troops. A woesan named Miss
Herbert wan our Jeader. She was a cuhier in the
hardwareand-lumber depurtment of 2 store called
George W. Bennet Beysom & Soms, and whenever |
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accompansed my {ather to that store, where he weme-
times booght supplies, she would wait on w. 1 would
curtsy 1o her in the special way that | was supposed w0
curtsy 0o anyose whom my parents had made a kind
of guardian for me in their atuence, and she would
acknowledge me, though in a sort of groff way, w0
show that even though 1 was & good Brownie, who won
many citations for good deeds, 1 was noc particularly
in with her, She always wid that she respected and
liked us all equally, and 1 have 10 wy that thas attitude
didn’t go down well with me., acomsomed as | was 10
being singled out and held up in a special way, Our
troop wm divided into four growps of seven girls each:
elves, pixies, fairies, and gonomes. | wan an elf w0 |
wore an emblem of a mischicvous, dancing elf jus
above the left breast pocket of my uniform. On my
sleeves and on my shoulders [ wore all sorts of stripes
and other emblems and badges to show that I had
excelled in one thing or another. On our yellow ties
we wore & beam badge in the shape of a fourleaf
clover. We began our meetings with the whole troop
sanding in the yard of the Methodiat church, form-
ing a circle around the flagpole, cur eyes following
the Union Jack as it was raised up; then we swore
allegiance to cur country, by which was meant En-
gland. For an hour and a half, we did all sores of
Brownie things: then we gathered again arcend the
fugpole 10 lower the flag and ywear allegiance. Just
befare we parted, we crouched down with our hands
on our shoulders, two Bngen pointing up, and we
wid in unison, "Tuwhoo, te-whit, tu-whoo,” ia imi-
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tation of the wise old owl that was the patrom of our
troop, and it wa wikhed for w that M we grew old
we would grow wise also.

Lying on my sickbed, | saw the wy Brownie who
was also me on the road goieg 1o and from Brownie
meetings. 1 wixs all slone. There were no other
Brownies around me. there were no other people
around me; there wis only me, coming and goéng on
the big voad, which remained i1s normal size. 1 didn
know how long it would take me o come and go with
my Hutle 1oy steps. As 1 watched mysell bong and hard,
I forgot everything, but eventaally 1 could hear my
mothet’s voice. | will couldn’t make out what she was
saying. but 1 could see some of the woeds o they
landed in 1he 2ér between us. There was “imagine,”
“thae,” "most,” “micely,” “because,” “down.” “little,”
“basket,” “connive” “well” “rrus,” “behavioe”
"beads,” “beasts” “blight.™ They dasced sround, in
and out, & If around & maypaole. Settling back in my
bed, 1 looked wp #t the beams in the ceiling. | then
st on one of them and Jooked down at my mother
and me. | closed my eyes, and the warm, black soot
started co EBall. 1 fell smlecp

The rain comtinued 10 come, sometimes in &
beavy drizzle, sometimes as if, al! along, we had been
living with » dam overhead and wescone had pur
posely made a huge gash im . My father could no
lotger go off o work, w0 he buile furniture in his
shop. One day, he armanged 1o be somewhere else and
Ma Jolie came. She made cross marks on the soles of
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my feet, oo my knees, on my stomach, in my arsspin,
and on my forehead. She lit two special candles and
placed ome over the head of my bed and the other near
the foot. She said that, wich all the rain, it was i
possible for anything mesning me harm 10 be living
outside in the yard, so she would not even bother
look there now. She bumed some incense in one
corner of my room. She put a dosen tiny red candles
—with white paper on their botioms, 10 keep them
sfloat—in & bain of thick yellow oll. When e bit
them, they threw a beawtiful pink glow all over my
room. In the basin with the candies she had placed
wcrags of paper on which were written the names of
people who had wanted to harm me, most of them
women my [ather had loved 2 domg tisse ago. She twld
my mother, after 3 careful look around, that there
were no apiries in my room or in any other part of the
house, and that all the things she did were just 2
precaution im case amyone should get ideas on hearing
that 1 was in sach & weakened conditicn. Before she
left, she pimned a litzle black sachet, Blled with some-
thing that melled sbominable, to the inside of my
nightie, and sbe gave my mother some liede viaks
hlled with Buids to rub on me at different tisoes of the
day. My mother placed them on my shelf, right aloag-
ude the botthes of compounds of vitamins and purga.
tives that Dr. Seephens had prescribed When my
father came im %0 see me. he looked at all my medic
cines—~Dr, Seephens’s and Ma Jolie'—lined up side
by side and screwed up his face, the way he did when
he didn't Ifke what be saw. He must have said some-
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thing 10 my modher, for whe arranged the shelf in a

new way, with Dy. Stephens’s prescripeions in the front
and Ma Jolse’s prescriptions in the back.

For the fint two weeks of my condidon, my
mother and father dad not live & regular life. They
weve up with me at all hours ol the night, and my
mother was afraid to leave me alone in the day, Bat
then they must have seddenly decided to take every
thing in stride, and, without making 1wo much of it
they went back to their ususl routines. The rain was
stall falling, bt my famher went back 10 work, leaving
our house 3t the stroke of seven by the Anglican
charch bell. One day, my mother left me alone and
went 1o the fish market for the fish that was 10 be our
dinner that night. Jus before she lefe, she said, “Lit-
the Mim, try and get some rest”—the main thing both
my parents sxid (o me now.

Once [ was alone, suddenly some phocographs that
were in frames and arranged in 2 semicirdie ca the
liatle table not far from my bed loomed wp big in
front of me. There was a pictare of me in my white
dress school uniform. There was a picture of me a8
a beidessnaid at my Aunt Mary's marriage to Moosieur
Pacquet There was & picture of my father wearing
hin white cricket uniform, holding a bat with one
hand, the other arm wrapped tightly around my
mother's walst. There was a picture of me in the white
dress in which | had jus been received into church
and 1ok Communion for the first tisse, wearing shoes

that had & decorative cutowt on the sides. When [ had
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bought those shoes and showed them 1o my mother, she
said that they were not fit for a young lady snd not it
for wearing on being received into church. We had an
enormous fight over the shoes, and 1 may have said
wnspeakable things to her, though 1 Bave forgotien
everything except that s the end | twned and said,
“1 wish you wese dead.” As | said i, | felt hollow in-
side. My mother then got such & bad headache chat
the turtheberry Jeaves she placed on her temples w0
draw out the pain had 1o be changed every two hoswrs,
%0 quickly did the heat of the pain soorch thems. That
night, I could hear her making some mosning sounds
as she paced up and down the house, becavse the pain
Lept ber awake. When abe stopped, 1 was sare that
she had died, and that the new sounds 1 beard were
the sounds of the undertaker, Mr. Straffee, come o re-
move her body for burial.

The photographs, m they stood on the table, now
began o blow themselves up until they touched the
ceiling and then shrink back down, but to 2 sixe tha
1 could not easily see. They did this with a special
regularity, keeping beat 10 a music 1 was not privy to.
Up and down they went, up and down. They did this
for so long that they began 10 perspire quite a bit, and
when they fimally sopped, falling back on the table
limp with exhamtion, the smeil coming from them
was unbearable to me. | got out of bed, gathered them
@p in my armm, took them over to the bain of water
oo the washstand, and gave them a good bath. |
washed them thoroughly with soap and waser, digging
into all the crevices, trying, with not much soccess, 10
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straighten out the creases in Awnt Mary's veil, trying,
with not much seccess, 1o remove the dirt from the
front of my father's rousers. When | finshed, | dried
them thoroughly, dused them with icum powder,
and then laid them down in a cormer covered with a
blanket, 1o that they would be warm while they slept.
1 got back into bed, and | must have Lallen asicep, for
the sound of my mother’s voice—a worried bleat,
really—brought me back 10 just lying in my bed and
looking up ax the ceiling.

My mother was on her hands and knees, trying 1o
dry up the foor. When | wahed the pictures, 1 had
spilled water all over, and my nightie and my sheets
were wet. The pictures were in a little heap off 10 one
wide of the room, and even it my state | coudd see that
they were complesely ruined. Nooe of the people in
the wedding picture, except for me, had any face lefr,
In the picture of my mother and father, | had erased
them from the waist down. In the picture of me wear.
ing my confirmation drem, | had erased all of myself
except for the shoes. When my lather came home, |
heard him say, “Poor Miss, she can't even be left alone
foe 2 shoet while.”

S0, once again, sy mother arranged her duties
in yoch a way that 1 was never left alome. A neighbor
did her grocery shopping for her. Another neighbor
wi sent to market 1o buy our daily fresh provisioss.
The fish we me regularly for cur dinner was brought

80 us, already scaled, by either Mr. Earl or Mr. Nigel,

the two fishermen who wpplied us
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One day, Mr. Nigel brought che fish, and after »
butle chas with sy mother he came in 10 see me and 10
wish me 3 quich recovery. Since he was still wearing
his fadiing clothes (khaki trousers that were besuti-
fully mended with patches all over, an old red cham.
bray shirt) and covered with fuh scales and blood,
he remained in the doorway of sy room and said »
few thiongs. | couldn't make out all that he said, bue 1
could soe that he had brought me a fish that somehow
he believed was my favorite. How pleased he looked
and how happy. Of the two fishermen, | had always
liked him betier. He reminded me of my father. He
was quiet and thoughtful in the wmme way, and he
liked bring a faherman the way my lather liked being
& carpenter. As | was thinking of how much he re
minded me of my [ather, the words “You are just ik,
Mr. Joha" camse out of my mouth,

He laughed and said, “"Now, mind, I don't tell him
you say that” His laugh then Slled up the whole
rocen, and it sucked up all the air, %0 that 1 had o
air 10 beeathe, only Mr, Nigel's laugh, and it filled up
my nostrils, my throat, my lungs, and it went all the
way down umts] every empty space in me was jeat
flled up with Mr, Nigel's laugh. In this staze, when |
Jooked at him | could see all sores of things.

My lather's greacgrandather had been a fisherman,
but he must have been a bad Ssherman, for be pever
caught many fish in his fahpots. Ome day when be
went out to search his pots, be found the usual two
or three small fish, and it made him so angry that be
piched up the fub, said 10 God to kim his backside,
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and threw the fsh back in the water. A cume fell on
kim, and shortly therealaer he 1ok very ill and died.
Just bedore he died, his skin burst open, as if he were
an overfull pea shell, and his Llast words were “Dem
damn fish.” 1 could see Mr. Nigel and Mr. Easl sit
tieg under a tree, their heads bent over a net that they
were mending, one starting » seotence, the other &n.
whing it Mr. Nigel and Mr. Earl shared everything.
At sea, they shared the same boat, the same catch. At
home, they shared the same house, with Mr. Earl's
entrance froen the street and Mr, Nigel's entrance
throwgh the yard. The houe had 3 door ineide thae
comnecied their two pars, but the door was never
focked. They shared the samne wife, 2 woman samed
Min Cathetine, and though ahe did not live with
them completely, her own house wan just 2 few doon
away, and she vivited them quite regularly, sometimes
entering fromn the atreet, sometimes entering throogh
the yard. There, Mins Catherine cooked food, and the
theee of them, sitting at 2 table, e from the same pot
with their bare hands That was a sight all coudd see
as they passed by | liked Miss Catherine, because she
wied o, and it made her spit, and ber way of
sputing seemed as if it wan the best way uxch 2
thing could be done. My mother did not lihe Mis
Cathesine. became she was barren, slightdy crippled,
and was always telling my mother the proper way to
bring me ap. My mother, though she thoaght this »
secret, also did mot Like ber sister, vy Auns Mary, and
whenever they had 2 quarrel, usually by letter, my
mother would call her a barren, crippled, interfening
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iiot, My aust wam barren, wa crippled, and con-
stantly woid my mother how 10 bring me up. 1 never
knew if Miss Catherine was a cripple from the day she
was Borm, or if as a child dhe Bad had an accident, or
il soancone had willed her that way.

When Mr. Nigel laughed and his laughing turned
out 10 have such an efiect on me, | leaped out of bed
and cast mypself at him with such force that it threw
him to (he grosnd. Then, in a bunt of chat, 1 rold
him all these things s they rushed through sy mind:
about my father’s greatgrandiather, and about him-
seif and Mr. Earl and Min Catherine. He took it all
in as M he were a disinterested party, & if e were all
news o him,

1 don't know how Jong it was after this that Ma
Chess appeared. | Beard vy mother and father won-
der 20 cach other how she came 10 us, for she appeared
on a day when the steamper was not doe, and o they
didn't go to meet her at the jetty. She and my mother
stood at the foot of my bed looking down M me and
whispering to each other, They tugged at and
suooothed down each other's clothes when they wanted
1o make a particular point. When Ma Chess leaned
over me, dbe unelled of many different thiag, all of
them even more aboeinable than the black sachet Ma
Jodie had penned to my nightie,. Whatever Ma Jolie
knew, my grandmother knew at least ten times more,
How she regrected that my mother didn't show more
of an interent in obeal things. Ma Ches never took a
bath in just plain water and soap. She wok a bath,
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once a mooth or s0, in water in which things ansmal
and vegeable had been bodled for a long time. Before
she ook this bath, she first ywam in the sea. As she
leaned over me now, she poked in the same way Ma
Jokie had. Then she wid 10 my mocher, in French
patois, “Not like Johnnie. Not like Johnmie at all.”
e stood at my mother’s side again, and they con-
tinued 1o tug o and ymooth down each other’s clothes.

When my mother was thirteen yean old, her
beother Joha died. He was twenty-three then, My
mother and her sister worshipped him, his own
mother wonhipped him, and after be died they all
said that life would never be the same. They walked
0 mvach about him and in sach & way that sometimey
I wis sure that he had just sepped cut on an errand
and would be returning at any moment now, thas |1
wonld see him rounding the corner with the special
gait they said he had of skipping along every lew steps,
Almost everything he ever owned or wore was kept
0 & large trunk in Ma Chess's room, and when | went
00 visit ber, Ma Chess, pretending 10 adr out the things
in the trunk, would thow all of it m if it were pan of
a great exhibstion. When they spoke of him 10 me,

they would say “your Undcle Johnnie,” as if be hadn't

died Jomg before 1 was born. My mother remembered

all the jokes and games he played with her 3o well
that she played the same jokes and games with me, and

U 1 seemed not to understand what wa

she would say, “Well, your Uncle Johnnie did that 1

me,” o clear up the mystery, My Aunt Mary ma
aman, Moedicur Pacquet, her parents could moe stand,
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but he was 2 man Uncle Johanie had met in Roseau
when aking in a crop of green figs and bad spoken
extremely well of 1o his viaster. When Uncle Johnnse
got sick, Ma Ches was suze that & doctor was the last
thing he needed. Pa Chess was sare that a docsor was
the one thing he needed, and Pa Chow got his way.
For two years, Uncle Johmnie lay in bed, each day
looking rosier and rosicr. Then one day he died. On
the day he died, he had never looked better. Whes he
died, & large worm bored ins way cut of his leg and
rested on his shinbome. Then it, 100, died. From that
day on, Ma Chem never spoke to Pa Chew again, even
though they lived in the same house. She never sald
a word for himn or against him, and if his naswe came
ap she would absent herself in spirit—and in body,
100, If his name continued 10 come up. Pa Chess not
only oversaw everything about the funeral, he even
preached s sermon—ithe usual thing: about every
thimg happening for the best, people meeting again
and living in etermal Blim. Ma Chen did not attend
the funeral, though she visied the grave on special
cccasions. She had all her cloches made up in black
doth—the only color ibe wore from that day on.

Ma Chem sectied in on the floor st the foot of my
bed, eating and sleeping there, and soon | grew w0
count on her smells and the swound her breath made
it went in and out of her body. Sometimes a1 nighs,
when 1 would feel that 1 was all Jocked wp in the
warm falling soot and could not find my way out, Ma
Chess would come imio my bed with me and stay watil
I wan myself—~whatever that had come to be by then
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~again. | would lic on my side, curled wp like 2 litthe
commma, and Ma Ches would lie next 10 me, curled
up like a2 bigger comma, ineo which I &t In the day.
time, while my mocher attended mvy father, keeping
him companmy as he ate, Ma Ches fod me mvy food,
coaxing me 0 ke moubiul after mouthful, She
bathed me and changed my clothes and sheets and
did all the other things that my mother used to do.
Ma Chess and my furher hepe out of each othet’s way
w0t 30 mach because they dadn't like each other but
because they didn't see the world in the same way.
Ma Chess once asked my father 1o tell her exactly
what it was he really did, and when be said that he
wis off 10 build a house she said, "A house? Why live
im a howse? All you need s a nice hole In the ground,
20 you can come and go a3 you plesse

It rained every day for three and a half months,
and for all of those days 1 was sick in bed. 1 knew
quite well that 1 did not have the power to make the
smosphere feel as aick as 1 fele, bor seill 1 couldn’s
help putting the two together. For one day, just a8
mysterioualy s my sickness came, 0 it lefr At the
same time, just as mystersously as the rain camse, w0 it
left. It sopped raining for a day, it wopped raining
foe two days, and then it mopped raining aliogether,
Drought revurned, and, except that the sea was bigger
than it wsed to be, everything wa the same again,
When the sun started (10 come out cade more, my
windows were thrown open and the heas and light
rushed in. | had to shield sy eyes, 1 wan 5o usuied o
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secing everything. The rain had ruined my mother'’s
garden and some fruit trees; a few dodhes my mocher
forgot in her ironing besket had grown mildew, snd
a foundation for 3 house my father was bullding had
washied away, My mother restored her garden and the
fruit trees; she knew of a way to remove mildew from
clothes, and they were restored also. My father put in
a new foundation and contineed bullding the house.
When it becamse quite chear thar | really was gesting
better, Ma Chess lelt, and in the way she came, Wwo:
with no ansouncement and on & day when the steamer
was not due in pore

Ouve day, | was taken outside for the fiest tisne in a
long while. When 1 stepped on the ground, it dida’
move. The sounds 1 heard didn't pass through me,
forming a glamt, angry funnel. The thisgs 1 saw
stayed in their places. My mother uat me down under
s tree, and | watched a boy she had paid sixpence
climb up & CcOCONUA tree 10 get me some coconuts. My
mother looked at my pinched, washedout face and
sid, “Pour Liadle Miss, you look 0 sad™ Just at that
moment, 1 was noc feeling sad at all. | was feeling how
moch | never wanted 10 see 3 Doy climb a coconut
tree again, how much | never wanted o see the sun
shine day in, day out again, how much | never wanted
to see my mother bent over 3 pot cooking me some-
thing that she felt would do me good when I ate it
how much I never wanted to feel her lomg, bony 6n-
gem against my cheek again, how much [ never wanted
10 hear her voice in my ear again, how much 1 loaged
10 be in & place where nobody knew a thing about me
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and liked me for jent that remon, how much the whole
world into which I was born had becosse an unbear-
able burden and | wished | could reduce ut 1o wme
small thing that 1 could hold underwater umtil it died.
Dsguisiog how I felt, 1 Jooked up at my mocher, tilted
my head 10 one side. and smiled, and this plessed het.
Walking tack 10 my room, my mother and | both
silently noticed that I now wowered over her. [ was 50
unused 10 this that | made my already stooped back—
which came from bad posture, and which no amount
of solding could cure—look even more w. During
my sickness, | had grown w0 a comiderable heght—
almost equal 1o eey grandmother’s. In bed now, | had
10 double mysell wp 10 f peoperly,

Soon | was able to resumn 10 school. Because ol my
mew height, | needed new wniforms and pew shoes,
for my feet had grown also. | had the shirt of my
usiform made to a length that ended just below my
calves. No one quarreled with this, for we were al
ways being urged not 10 show our legs. | could not do
snything about my shoes, for we could wear only one
special kind bought at one special sore, but | bowght
a hat whose crown and besm were 100 big for me, and
whets 1 wore it my head was held down and it was
hard 10 see my face. Walking 10 snd from school, my
longakint uniform hasging on sy thin form, my head
held down, my back curved in an exaggerated sioop,
one arm held behind me and resting on my lower
back, the other anchoring the bag that held my books,
each seep | 100k purposely timid, 1 creased such a plc
ture that apparently everyome talied sbout me, Or 0
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I was told by Gwen, formerly the bove of my life, now
reduced 10 an annoying soquaintance, Along with all
that, 1 scquired a strange sccent—at least, no one had
ever heard anyome talk that way before—and some
other tricks, If womeone behaved coward e in & way
that didn't et with sy appeoval, without saying a
word | would look at them directly with one eyebsow
radsed. | always got am apology, I womncoor mkod e 2
question, 1 would begin my amswer with the words
“Actually” or “As a matver of fact.™ It had the effect
of allowing 80 room flor doubt. 1 left people’s com
pamy If they said or did something 1 did not care for,
and | had made my prevence wo frls that when | re-
moved mysell my absence was fel, 0o, Many girls
wanted to show me up, and wried, but all strempes
failed. 1 could see that everything about me aroused
envy and déiscontent, and tha made me happy—the
only happiness I knew them. | never mentioned my
vickness, and if the sabjoct camne up [ made the ap-
pearsnce of not caring to talk about it. When I finally
withed to sy something, | would wy, “During the
time of pyy llnew” How 1 Joved the sound of the
words as they rolled off my tongue, and it wasn't long
before | made all the other girls wish that they would
pet sick also.




A Walk 1o the Fetty

"My name i Anmic John,” These were the fir
words that came into my mind & | woke up oo the
morning of the lax day 1 spent in Antigua, and they
stayed there, lined up one behind the other, march.
ing up and down, for 1 don't know how loeng. At noon
on that day, » ship on which [ was to be a passenger
would sail o Barbados, and there 1 would board an-
other ship, which would sil 1w England, where 1
would study to become a mune, My name was the kst
thing § saw the night befose, just as T was Lalling
asleep: it was wricten in big, black letsers all over my
trunk, soonetimes followed by my addrem in Antigus,
sometimes followed by my address as it would be in
England. | did noc wast 1o go to England, 1 did not
want to be a nurse, but I would have chowen going off
to live in a cavern and keeping home for seven unruly
men rather than go em with my life as it stood. | never
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wanted to lie in this bed again, my legy hanging out
way past the foot of it, wesing snd turning on my
mattress, with its cotton stuffing all lumgped just where
it wasn't a good place 10 be lumped. | never wanted
to lie in my bed again and hear Mr. Ephraim driviog
his sheep to pasture—a sigral to my mother that she
should get wp o peepare myy father's and my bath and
breakfsst. 1 never wansed 10 lie in my bed and hear
her gee dressed, washing her face, brushing ber teeth,
and gargling. | especially never wamted 10 lie in my
bed and hear my mother garglisg again.

Lying there in the hall-dark of my rooe. | could
see my shell, with ey books—some of them peiaes |
had won in school, some of them gifts from my mocher
—and with photographs of people 1 was supposed 1o
love forever no marter what, and with my old cheymos,
which was given to me for my eighth birthday, and
somne shells | had gathered at different times 1 spent
at the sea. In one corner stood my wasbstand and it
beautiful basin of white coumel with blooming red
hibiscus paisted st the bowtom and an um that
matched. In another cormner were muy old school shoes
and my Sunday shoes. I still another corner, a burean
held my old clothes. 1 knew everything in this room,
isaide out and owtside in. | had lived i this room for
thirveen of my seventeen years. | could see in my
mind's eye even the day my father was adding it omto
the rest of the house. Everywhere 1 looked stood some-
thing that had meant a lot to me, that had given me
pleassre 3t swoese point, or could remind me of a time
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that was & happy time. But 20 | was lying there my
heart could have burst open with joy at the (hought
of never having to soe any of it again,

1fsomeone had mbked me for a little summing uwp of
my lide at that moment as 1 lay in bed, I woald have
sid, “My name is Annie John. | was borm on the
Sfrcenth of Seprember, seventoen years ago, at Mol
berton Hospiial, at five o'clock in the moming. At the
timse | was born, the moon was going down at one end
of the sky and the sun wa coming up at the ocher, My
mother’s mame s Anmie also. My {ather's name is Alex-
ander, and he is thirty-five year older than my mother.
Two of his children are four and six yeans older than
she is. Looking at how sickly he has become and look-
ing a1 the way my mocher now has to run up and down
for him, gathering the berbs and barks that he boils in
waler, which he drinks instead of the medicine the
doctor has cedered for him, | plan not caly never to
marry am old man but certainly never to marry at all.
The bowse we live in my facher built with his own
hande. The bed 1 am lying in sy father buslt with his
own hands, 1f 1 get up and sit on a chair, it is a chailr
my father buile with his own haads. When my mother
uses 2 large woodem spoom to stir the porridge we
sometimes eat m part of our beeakfast, it will be a
spoon that my father has carved with his own hands.
The shoets on my bed my mother made with her
own bands. The curtaion hanging 3t my window my
mocher made with her own hands. The nightie 1
am wearing, with salloped neck and hem and deeves,
my mother made with ber own kands. When 1 Jook at
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things in a certain way, [ wppose 1 should say that the
two of them made me with thels own hands. For most
of soy life, when the three of us went anywhere (o
gether | st00d between the two of them or sat between’
the two of them. Bot then 1 got 100 big, and there 1
was, shoulder 10 whomlder with them more or lew, and
it became not very combortable 1o walk down the
wreet together. And 0 mow there they are together
and here 1 am apart. 1 don't see them now the way |
used to, and 1 doa't love them now the way | used to,
The bitter thing abowt is is that they are just the ame
and it is | who have changed, so all the things I wsed to
be and all the thimgs 1 used 10 feel are o false o the
teeth in my facher's head. Why, | wonder, didn't [ see
the hypocrite in my mother when, over the yean, sbe
said that she Joved me and could hardly live without
me, while at the same time proposing and arrangiog
separation alter separation, incleding this ane, which,
unbeknownat to ber, / have arranged to be permanent?
$o now 1, too, have hypocrisy, and breasts (small ones),
and halr growing in the appropriate places, and sharp
eyes, and | Bave ssade a vow never 1o be fooled again.™

Lying in my bed for the last time, | thought, This
is what 1 add up to. At that, T felt 2 if somecme had
placed me im a hole and was forcing me first down
and then up against the peessare of gravity. I shook
mysell and prepared to get up. 1 wid to myseld, "1 am
getting up owt of this bed for the last time.” Every-
thing | would do that moening until 1 got on the ship
that would take me o Esgland I would be doing for
the last time, for 1 had made up my mind that, come
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what may, the yoad for me now went only in one
direction) away frees my home, avay from my
mother, away from my [aber, away from the ever
lasting bluc sky, away from the everlasting hot sus,
away from people who said 0 me, “This happened
during the time your mother was carrying you” If |
had been mked 10 put into words why 1 felt this way,
if 1 bad been given years to reflect and come up with
the words of why 1 fels this way, 1 would not have
been able 10 come wp with so much as the leter “A"
I omly knew that | felt the way 1 did, and that this
feeling wan the strongest thing in my life.

The Anglican church bell strock seven. My
Bather had already bathed and dressed and wat in his
workshop puttering around. As if the day of my leaw
ing were something 1o celebrase, they were treating it
a2 boliday, and nothing in the usual way would uke
place. My father would not go to work at all. When 1
gt ap, my maother greesed me with a g, bright “Good
morning“—a0 big and bright that | shrank before ic
I bathed quickly in some warm bark water that sy
wother kad prepared for me. | put on my under.
clothes—all of them white and all of them smelling
fumny. Along with my earrings. my neck chain, and
my beacelets, all made of gold from Beitish Guiana,
my underchothes had been sent to my mother's obeal
wosnan, and whatever she had done w0 my jewelry
and underclothes would help protect me from evil
spirits and every Mind of misforrune. The things |
never wanted to woe or hear or do again now made up
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at least theee weeks' woeth of grocery lists, 1 placed a
oark agains obeah women, jewelry, and white under-
doches. Over my underclothes, 1 put on an sround.
theyard drem of svy mother's. The cdothes | would
wear for my voyage were a dark-Sloe pleated akist and
a blueandwhite checkod blowse (the blue in the
blouse masched exactly the blue of my skist) with a
large sallor collar and wich a tie made from the e
material as the skirt—a blouse that came down a loog
way past my waist, over my skirt. They were lying on
a chair, freshly iromed by my mother, Putting on sy
clothes was the last chiog [ would do juw belore leav-
ing the house. Miss Comella came and pressed my
hair and then shaped it into what felt 1ike & hundred
corkacrews, all lying flac againat my head w0 that sy
hat would fic properly,

At breakfase, | was seated in my ussal spot, with my
mother at one end of the table, my father at the ocher,
and me in the middle, so that as they talked 1o me or
10 each other I would shift my head 10 the left or 10
the right and get a good look at them. We were having
a Sunday breakfast, a breakfast 2 if we had just come
back from Sundsy-morming servicer: sadt fsh and
antroba and scuse and bard-bolled eggs, and even
special Sunday bread from Mr. Daniel, our baker. On
Sandaws, we ste this big breakfam at eleven o'deck
and then we didn't eat again until four o'dock, when
we had our big Sunday dinner. It was the best break-
fast we ate, and the oaly breakfsse betrer than that
wa the ane we ate on Christmas morning. My parents
were In a festive mood, saying what a wonderful time
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I would have inm my mew life, what & wonderful op-
portusity this was for me, and what a lucky penon |
was. They were eating away as they talked, my father’s
false tecth making that dopdop sound like a hore
00 & wall s be talked, my mother's mouth going up
sod down like a doakey's m she chewed each mouth.
ful thirty-two times. (1 had long ago counted, be
e it was something she made me do also, and |
wan trying to see il thas was just ooe of her rules that
applied only 0 me.) | was Jooking M them with a
smile on my face but digust in my heart when my
mother said, “Of course, you xre 3 young lady now,
and we won't be surprised if in due tisne you write o
say that one day s00n you are o be married ™

Without thinking. | sid, with bad feeling thar |
didn’t hide very well, “How absard!™

My parents immedsately sopped eating and looked
at me s if they had not seem me belore. My facher
was the firt 00 go back to his food. My mecher con
tinued 10 look. | dom’t Loow what went through bes
mind, but 1 could see her asing her 1oguc to disdodge
food stuck in the far cornen of her mouth.

Many of my mother's friends now came 10 sy
goodbye t0 me. and 0 wisth me God's blemingy. |
thanked them and showed the proper amount of joy
at the glorious things they pointed out 10 me that my
future held and showed 1he proper amount of sorrow
at how mvach my parents and everyone else who loved
me would mis me. My body ached a licthe at all this
false going back and forth, at all this aking in of peo-
ple garing at me with heads tilted, love and pity on
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thedr smiling faces. | could have left without saying any
poodbyes 0 them and | wouldn't have missed it
There was only one person 1 felt 1 should uy goodbye
to, and that was my foamer friend Gwen. We had
long ago drifsed apart, snd when | saw her now my
heart nesrly split in two with embarrasenent at the
feelings 1 wsed 10 have for her and things | had shared
with her. Sde had pow degenerated into complete
silliness, bardly able 10 complete a sentence without
patting in a few giggles. Along with the giggles, she
bad developed some other achoolgitl traits that she
did mot have when she was actually & schoolgirl, w
beneath her were wach things them. When we were
wying our goodbyes, it was all 1 could do not 1o say
cruelly, “Wivy are you behaving Like such 3 monkey?”
Instead, 1 pat everything on a friendly plain, wish-
ing bher well and the best in the fusture. It was then
that she told me that she was more or les engaged o
a boy she had known while growing up early on in
Nevia, and that won, in a year or 50, they would be
married. My reply to her was “Good luck.” and she
thoughs | mesnt her well, 50 she grabbed me and said,
“Thank you. T knew you would be happy abost ie”
But 10 me It was as if sbe had hown me 2 high poimt
from which she was going to jump and hoped 10 land
in one péece on her feet. We parted, and when |
turmed away 1 didn't look back.

My mather had arranged with a stevedose 0
take my trunk o the jetty ahead of me. At ten o'dlock
on the dot, 1 was dressed, and we set off for the jeury.
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An hoar afser thae, | would board 2 launch that would We were soon on the road that 1 had taken w0
ke me out 10 sea, where 1 then would board the school, 10 church, 1o Sunday school, to cholr practice,
Wip, Starting out, as if for old time's sake and with- o Brownie mectings, 10 Girl Guide meeting, to meet
out giving it a thought, we lined up in the old way: | s friend. 1 was five yean old when | first walked on
walking between my mocher and sy father. | loomed this road unaccompanied by someone w0 hold =y
way above my [ather and coald swe the top of his bead. hand. My mother had placed theee pesnies in my
We munt have made 2 strange sight: 2 grown girl all little basket, which was a duplicste of her bigger
dressed up in the middle of 2 morning, in the middle basket, and sent me 10 the chemist's shop 10 buy »
of the week, walking in step in the middie between pennyworth of senna beaves, 3 penmywoeth of cucalyp-
her two paresits, for people we didn't know stared at tus leaves, and a pennyworth of camsphor. She then in-
us. It was all of half an hour's walk from ous howse structed e on what side of the road to walk, where
the jetty, but 1w yuming through most of the yean 1o make a turn, where to croms, how 10 Jook carefully
ol my life. We passed by the bouse where Miss Dulcie, befiore | crossed, and if | met anyone that | koew to
the seamstress that 1 had been apprenticed to for politely pass greetings and keep om my way. 1 was
s time, lived, and just 20 1 waa paming by, & wave wearing a freshly ivoned yellow dress that had printed
of bad feeling for her came over me, because 1 sud on it scenes of acrobats fying through the air and
dendy remembered that the momthe | spent with her mmaampmlumuoh&nddm
all she had me do was sweep the Booe, which was al- u,wawn.cw&myhbr.dm
ways full of threads and ping and needles, and 1 never talcum powder, sy mother had, as a special favor, let
wemed to yweep it clean enough 10 please her. Then me wie her own talcum powder, which smelled quite
she would send me to the store 10 buy bunons or perfumy and camse in & can that bad paisted on it
thread, though | was only allowed to do this if 1 wan people going out o dinner in nincteenthcentury
given a sample of the bution oe thread, and then whe Loadon and was called Mazie, How it pleased me to

would find fault even though they were an exact
match of the samples she had given me. And all the
while she sadd 1o me, “A girl like you will never lexrn
10 sew propecly, you know.” At the time, | don't sup-
pene | minded i1, because it was Ceatomary to treat the
first-year apgaencice with such scoen., but now 1 placed
on the dustheap of my life Mim Dulcie and everything
that 1 had had to do with ber

walk out the door and bend my head down to snilf at
mysell and see that 1 smelled just like my mother. |
wennt 10 the chemist's shop, and be had w0 come from
behind the counter and bend down to hear what it
was that | wanted 1o buy, my voice was w0 lindle and
timid then. T went Back just the way 1 had come, and
when | walked into the yard and presensed rvy basket
with ity three packages to my meother, her eyes filled
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with tears and she swooped me up and held me high
in the air and said that 1 was woederful and good and
that there would mever be anybody better. Bf 1 bad
just comquered Persia, she couldn’t have been more
proud of me,

We passed by our church—the chureh in which |
had been chrisened and recrived and had sung in the
Jundor chodr. We passed by a house in which a girl |
wed to like and was sare | couldn’t live without had
lived. Once, when she had mamps, | went to visit her
against my mother’s wishes, and we sat on her bed and
ste the cure of roasted, buttered sweet potatoes that
had been placed cn her swollem jaws, held there by 2
peece of white cloth. 1 don't know how, bat sy mother
found out about it, and T doa’t know how, but she put
an end to our friemdship. Shortly afeer, the girl moved
with her [amily across the sea 1o womewhere else. We
passed the doll siore, where | would go with my
mother when 1 was Nitle and point out the doll 1
wamted that year for Cheisemas, We passed the sore
where 1 bought the much-foughtover shoes | wore to
church 10 be received in. We passed the bank. On my
sixth bérthday, I was given, among other things, the
present of 2 sixpence. My mocher and 1 then went to
this bank, and with the sixpence | opened my own
avings account. 1 was given » bitde gray book with
my nasee in big Jetters o i, and im the balamce col-
umen i sakd “6d." Every Saturday morning after that,
1 was given a sixpence—later » shilling, and later 2
twoand-sixpence picce—and | would ke it 10 the
Bank for deposit. 1 had never been allowed to with-
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draw even a larthing from vy bank account until just
s few weeks before | was 10 leave; then the whole
sccount wa chosed out, and I received froes the bank
the sum of six pounds ten shillings and two and a hald

We passed the office of the doctor who told my
mother three times that | did not need glames, that
uqmmkdiqm.d-dmhicl
day would make them stzong again. This happened
when | was eight. And so every day at recess | would
ren to my school gate and meet my mother, who was
w&_bmﬂhnﬂud}ui«h«amh
quMMMﬂMMIMM
it amd then rum back 10 meet my chums. | knew there
wis nothing st all wreeg with my eyes, but I had
recently read a story in The Schoolgirl's Own Armusel
in which the beroine, 3 girl a few yean older than
I was then, cut vach a figuse 1o my mind with the
way she wat always adjusting her small, round, horn-
rimmed glasses that 1 fele | mune have a pair exscly
like them. When it became clear that 1 didn't meed
glasses, 1 began 10 complain about the glare of the
vun being oo much for my eyes, and | walked around
with my hands shielding them—ewpecially In my
mother’s presence. My mother then bought for me a
pi:dmng!mvhhtbemhom-rwh’u
I wanted, and bow 1 enjoyed the gestures of blowing
om the lenses, wiping them with the hem of my uni-
form, adjusting the glames when they slipped down
my nose, and junt removing them from their case and
putting them on. In three weeks, 1 grew tired of
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them and they found 1 nice resting place in a drawer,
along with some ocher things that at one time or an-
other | couldn’t live withouwt.
Wep-dﬂnmmuddmlypwngn&.dl
wmw.nhmhainitahlp
porcelain dog—white, with black spots all over and a
tdtl&ud-dndeduomdiuml.mdogmiu
front of a white porcelain bow! that was always filled
Mbcbm.ndkminmbanymtmoom
8 if it had just takem 2 long drink. Whes 1 was a small
chﬁd.lmld-&mmo(ha.ilcm-emw
&hm.mphaeuumemm&cdog.mdl
mldmdhfroocdn.hmmgbdy.myhnd
resting on my knees, and stare ot it and sare ot ie |
thought this dog more besutiful and more real than
any actwal dog I had ever seen ar any actual dog | would
mn«.lm-ch«oowmyimmhthedop
for wiven it disappeared 1 never ashed what became of
it.\hpn-edlhhbnry.mdllkrtmmy!higu
this walk that I might have wept over leaving, this
most surely would have been the thing. My mother
had beem 2 member of the library lomg before 1 wa
M.Adnmmwokmmmwt&hu
when 1 was quite litde, when she went 1o the library
she took me aloag there, too. | weuld sit in her lap
very quietly as she read books that she did not want
to take home with her. 1 coudd not read the words
mbujuu(hemythqmou(hepqewn
inmendn.muoe.()w.abohummdiqhd
& large picture of a man in it, and when 1 asked her
wha he was she told me that he wis Louis Pastewr and
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that the book was about his kife. It stuck in my mind,
bocawme she said it was because of him that sde bolled
my milk to purify it before I was allowed to drink it,
Mﬁuhhﬂunﬂ&uuu&b&;ml S
was called pasteurization. One of
put sway in my mocher’s old trunk in which she hepe
all my childhood things was my library card. At that
moment, | owed sevenpence in overdue fees.

A‘lm"mmmuuuu_lm
im 3 dream. for 1 didn't notice the people coming and
going in and out of them, 1 didn't fecl sy feet touch
ground, 1 dida't even feel my own body—1 just saw
these places as if they were hanging in the air, not
having top or boctom, and as if 1 had goae in and
owt of them all in the same moment. The sun was
bright; the sky was blue and just above my head. We
then arrived at the jetty.

My heart now beat fast, and no matter how
hasd 1 tried, 1 couldm’t keep my mouth from falling
open and my nostril from speeading 10 the ends of
my face. My oid fear of slipping between the boards
of the jewry and falling into the darkgreen water
where the dark-green eeh lived came over me. When
my father’s stomach started 1o go bad, the doctor had
recommended a walk every evening right after he ate
his dinmer. Sometimes be would take me with him.
When he took me with him, we usually went to the
jetty, and there he would sit and talk 1o the night
wachman about cricket or some other thing that
aida’t insevest e, because it was not personal; they
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didn’t talk about their wives, or their children, or
their parents, or about any of thesr likes and dislikes.
They wilked sbout things in such a strange way, and
1 didn't see what they found funaoy, but sometimes
they made each other laugh so much that their guffaws
would bound out 10 sea and send back an echo. | was
always soavy when we got to the jetty and saw that
the night waschman oo duty was the ane be enjoyed
speaking 10 it was hke beimg locked up in a book
filled with numbers and diagrams and whatifs. For
the thing sboutl not being able to undentand and
enjoy what they were saying was | had noching o
take sy mind off my fear of slipping in between the
boards of the jetty.

Now, 100, 1 had nothing to take my mind off what
waa happening o0 me. My mother and my father—|
wis leaving them forever, My home oo an sland—1
was Jeaving it forever. What 10 make of everything?
1 felt & familiar hollow space inide. | fielt | wan Being
hedd down sgainst my will, 1 felt 1 was burning up
from head to woe. 1 felt that someone was tearing me
up imo listhe picces 3nd soon | would be able 1o see
all the litle pieces as they Boated out into nothing
in the deep blue sea. | didn't know whether to laugh
or cry. | could see that it would Be better not 20
think 100 clearly about any oee thing The launch
wan being made ready 10 take me, along with some
other passengen, out to the ship that was anchored
i the sea. My father paid our fares, and we joined a
line of people waiting to board. My mother checked

my bag 10 make wre that [ had my pasport, the
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money she had given me, and a sheet of paper placed
between some pages in my Bible on which were

writtens the names of the relatives—people | had nce
known existed —with whom | would live in England.
Across brom the jetty was a wharl, and some steve-
dores were boading and unloading barges. | doat
inow why seeing that struck me w0, but suddenly o
wave of strong feeding caame over me, and my heart
wwellod with a great gladmes s the words “T shall
mever see this again™ spilled out isaide me. But then,
just as quickly, my beart shriveled up and the words
“1 hall pever soe this again™ stabbed at me. 1 don't
Loow whut sopped sse from fallisg in & beap at my
parents’ feet.

When we were all on board, the Lasnch headed oot
0 wa. Away from the jetty, the water became the
cumomary bloe, and the lauach left a wide path in
it thar Jooked like a voad. 1 pased by sounds and
unells that were so familiar that 1 had loag ago
sopped paying any sttention 1o them. Dut now here
they were, and the ever-present “1 shall never see this
wain™ bobbed up and down inside me. There win
the sound of the seagull diving down into the water
ind coming wp with soenething silverish in its mouth.
There wa the soell of the sea and the vight of sssall
pieces of rubbish floating around in it. There were
boats filled with fishermen coming in early. There
was the woumd of their vosces an they shouted greet.
ings to cach other. There was the hot sun, there was
the blue sea, there was the blue sky. Not very far
away, there was the white mand of the shore, with the
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run<down houses all crowded in next 1o each other,
bor in soene places only poor people lived near the
shore. | was seated in the hausch between my parests,
and when | realized that 1 was gripping their hands
tightly 1 glanced quickly o see if they were looking
4t me with scomn, for T felt sure that they must have
known of my neverseethisaguin foclings. Bur in-
siead mvy father kimed me on the forehead and my
mother Lissed me oo the mouth, and they both gave
over their hands 10 me, 3o that 1 could grip them
much s | wanted. | was on the verge of feeling that
it Bad all been & mistake, but | remembered that |
wasn't a child anmymone, and that now when | made
wp my mand about something 1 had 10 see it through.

At that moment, we came 1o the ship, and that was
that

The goodbiyes had 10 be quick, the capeain said.
My mother istroduced herself 10 him and thea intro-
doced me. She wid him 10 keep an eye on me, for |
Bad never gone this lar away from home on my own,
She gave him a letter 10 pass on 10 the captain of the
mext ship that 1 would board in Barbados. They
walked me 10 my cabin, & small space that 1 would
share with someone ele—a woman 1 did nct know,
I had mever bedore slept in a room with someone 1
did not know. My father Lined me goodbye and told
e 10 be pood and 10 write home often. After he said
thas, he looked a1 me, then looked at the floor and
swang his lelt foor, then Jooked at me again. | could
see that he santed 10 sy something elie, something.

w1y

that he had never said 10 me before, but them he jut
turned and walked away. My mother said, “Well,”
and then she threw ber arms around me. Big tears
streamed down her face, and it must have been that
—for | could not bear 1o see my mother ary—which
started me crying, too. She then tightened her arms
around me and held me 0 her ciose, 30 thas 1 fielt that
I couldn't beeathe. With that, sy tears dried up and
1 was soddenly om my guard. “What does she want
now?" | maid to myell Seill holding me close 10 ber,
she sald, in » voloe that raked acroms smy skin, "It
doesn’t matter what you 0 or where you go, 1Nl
slway be your mother and this will alway be your
home.”

I dragged myself away from her and backed off »
listle, snd then 1 shook myself, as if t0 wake myself
out of a wupor. We looked st cach other for a bong
time with smiles on our faces, but 1 know the oppo-
vite of that was in my heart. As if responding to some
invisible cue, we boch said, at the very same mosaent,
“Well.” Then sy mother turned around and walked
out the cabim door. 1 stood there for 1 dom’t know
how long, and then I ressembered that it was oo
tomary 10 sand on deck and wave 1o your relatives
whao were returning to shore. From the deck, 1 could
mot see my father, but | could see my mocher faciog
the ship, her eyes searching to pick me out. | removed
from my bag a red cotton hmdk«rhldlhubeha,l
eartier given e for this purpose, and I waved it
wildly in the air. Recognizing me immediately, she
waved back just as wildly, and we continwed to do
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this until she became just a dot in the matchbox4ize
launch swaliowed up in the big blue sea.

T went back 10 my cabin and lsy down on my berch.
Everything trembled as if It had » spring at its very
center. I could hear the small waves laplapping
sromnd the ship. They made an unexpected sound,
& if & vewsel lled with liquid had bees placed on i
side and now was dowly emptying out.




