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    For mother H.L.C.


    I have used autobiographical structures to write a


    novel—in other words, a fictional story—and I ask my


    readers to respect the real-world privacy of potentially


    identifiable people.

  


  
    
One


    Grandma knew right away something horrible was happening. The blood was bright red with small dark clots. She felt tears coming as she flushed her mouth, again and again, with tap water that she spat back into the burnished sink until all traces of blood were gone. She had already lost so much weight. No one mentioned it at the airport in Zanderij. Not even after her granddaughter left. No one saw her anymore. Not a soul spoke to her when she left the house. She was kneeling, murmuring to the figure of the saint, until her knees could no longer bear it. Then she stood, slipped some coins into the donation box, picked out a candle, lit it, put it in place, looked into the small flame, and mumbled, “May my blood start to flow on this very spot and not stop until I’m found.” The figure of Christ looked down on her. Blood on his torso. Drops of blood on his feet. Bleeding wounds in his palms. To keep from dissolving into tears again, she moved on to the figure of Saint Anthony of Padua through whose intercession all lost things are found again. She lit a small candle and muttered a quick prayer for Heli, then went to sit in a pew close to him. She could hear the footsteps of other people who, the same as her, had come to unload their worries and their praises on one of the saints. She sat with her eyes closed. If she gave up the ghost right here and now, then everything would turn out fine. But if death came upon her in her own home, then her lifeless body would fall into the hands of complete strangers, who’d take her away from everything familiar and stash her somewhere no one was allowed to go. And if she regained consciousness because her body wouldn’t give up yet, then she would be the only one to hear her screams. And as soon as she could taste this possibility like blood at the back of her throat, the tears began to fall. She’d brought five children into the world who were all good and grown and had even blessed her with grandchildren, so why in God’s name was she sitting in church so broken?


    She had a bag at her feet with bread, cream cheese, a tub of butter, and packets of dried ingredients for chicken soup; these days, fresh ingredients were too heavy to carry to her kitchen. Her daily existence had always been linked to food, to bringing groceries home to nourish loved ones. She’d known a time when peddlers walked the city streets with their wares, some coming to her door regularly for a glass of water and a break from the dusty streets. They were women who lived outside the city, whose families were gardeners or small farmers. Customers haggled over a kubi fish, a black hen, a carton of eggs, but not over vegetables, fruit, milk. Baking, roasting, all types of cooking had brought her great joy, because whatever came to the table from her kitchen was, time and again, a feast for her family. Soldiers advanced slowly through the city, chalk white with fatigue and burned red too from the blistering heat, which they couldn’t bear. Somewhere the world was on fire. Paramaribo could become a safe haven. She didn’t understand a thing about war, despite having married a military man as a seventeen-year-old girl. War entered her house in the shape of a loaf of bread, bars of chocolate, tobacco. Her Anton never brought a bottle of gin home from camp, but she could smell the alcohol on his breath when he talked. She no longer remembered how it had started: cutting a cigar in two and then, in the privacy of her bedroom in the evening, bringing a little match to the stub, drawing it between her lips to hold in the fire, inhaling, exhaling, and feeling herself relax. The large white enamel bucket was her ashtray, her spittoon when she started to chew tobacco, and often a chamber pot at night; the father of her children pissed a loud puddle into the bucket each day before dawn. It was then that she would wake from a deep sleep and get up at once to empty it into the larger tub in a closet near the bedroom. This is how her days began in the near-morning light of the tropics. After emptying the bucket, she usually lingered a while on the stone landing to the kitchen, waiting in her nightgown until the cocks crowed in their pens and her pigeons cooed with passion, and look: dark red fruit strewn over the crushed shells under the cherry trees. For a moment she was back in one of those days—years, years removed from where she sat dreaming—and a tremor of happiness brought a smile to her face. The priest came up to her and said her tranquility touched him; he had no way of guessing the pain that was gnawing away at her. He knew she spent whole hours sitting there. He was just stopping by for a moment to wish her a blessed day. She nodded, even looked up at him to make sure it was the same one: Father Overtoon, the new priest the altar boys kept playing pranks on during the family Mass on Sundays, to the delighted shrieks of the children. He moved on to speak in whispers to other worshippers, but his clogs on the church floor resounded in her mind. She clutched the rosary around her neck and started to take a bead between her thumb and index finger for the first prayer. First a deep sigh escaped her lips, then they effortlessly murmured: Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee… The murmuring wouldn’t stop until the noon siren pierced the silence. Then she’d stand and pick up her bag of groceries, shuffle out of the pew, turn toward the altar, make a deep bow, and walk to the exit. The brown sexton would be there waiting, holding the door open to let her through before locking up the church for the rest of Tuesday.


    On the way home, she avoided the streets and the neighborhoods where her friends lived. Talking hurt, made her bleed. Besides, it was so hot downtown in the middle of the day that steam practically rose off the asphalt. She walked on, firmly gripping the bag in her left hand and using her right arm as a kind of oar. She needed to get across town, then pass through a wealthy suburb, to arrive at her own bungalow, margarine yellow, indistinguishable from the neighboring houses. Her bag held a folded straw hat with a wide brim and a plastic raincoat in a little carrying case. She walked in leather sandals from a popular sports brand, a present from her granddaughter Heli, who had gone abroad, so the soles of her feet didn’t feel the gravel and bumps in the sidewalk. She was used to closed-toe shoes, but they got hot and damp with sweat in the heat. She didn’t really know why she never took the bus. She just liked the freedom of walking. In the old days she had always crossed paths with other women returning home from grocery shopping, and they’d stop to chat, relishing the opportunity to put down their heavy bags. Back then, the city center wasn’t so completely covered in tiles and pavement, and it had canals that made it cooler. Besides, the house where she’d raised her children had been closer to the river, not on the edge of town. She stopped under a zinc awning to examine the fruits and vegetables on display. A heavily pregnant young woman with long, straight hair waddled over. She pointed at what she wanted to buy: mangoes with red skins freckled with black, bananas, wild spinach, and ten limes. The saleslady didn’t force any small talk as she calmly put the fruits and vegetables into a sack, came up to her, looked on as everything vanished into the tote bag, and waited for her money. As she thanked her and paid, she remembered something: her daughter Louise would be stopping by after work. The bag had gotten heavy. Even so, she tried to take bigger steps to go faster. She was hungry, but without any real appetite. It was getting harder to swallow, even just soup. This past month she’d been getting weaker and weaker, but she didn’t understand what was happening to her body and couldn’t find the words of complaint to take to a doctor at the military hospital. Her husband’s face flashed through her mind, but it was more the thought of the hospital where he’d died a retired sergeant after a brief illness. She hadn’t visited him there. But when they came to pick her up after he’d passed away, and she saw him lying there, stock still, smiling even, she’d called him by his nickname for the first time in years and was sick with regret for weeks after. They’d no longer lived as husband and wife, but in separate houses. Anton, clumsy in the kitchen, completely alone in their marital home; her, staying with their son Winston and keeping house there. The hospital loomed. White and towering. Said to be the best medical center in Paramaribo. She was a military widow with a pension and the right to medical treatment until she was gone. She glanced at the building but quickly looked away—just walk on by. A growing number of vehicles were racing or lumbering past, and though her eyes had filled with tears, her feet managed to cross the last busy paved road on the way to her neighborhood, where she’d had her own home for four years, and look: her granddaughter Imker came to meet her, smiling, taking the bag of groceries. It startled her. Besides the food, the bag also held some things she couldn’t do without: her Bible and a zippered leather pocket Bible with teeny tiny letters she couldn’t read. She’d needed both within arm’s reach day and night ever since Heli, sobbing, had said farewell to her in Zanderij. Together, she and Imker walked to the front door. And Grandmother took out her keys, saying hoarsely, “Where is your mother?”


    Imker didn’t answer. Someone had told her mother, Louise, about a dog running around somewhere that looked exactly like their missing guard dog Leika, and Mama had gone to look, sending her over to Grandma’s in her place. A mouthful of information for later, she decided, grabbing her own shopping bag. She walked into the foyer with her grandmother, removed her sandals just like her grandmother, and followed Grandma through the living room into the kitchen, barefoot, with the bags of supplies. The almond-green tiles of the kitchen floor were always striking if you hadn’t seen them in a while, and she’d forgotten how cool they felt. Special tiles, which Grandma’s son Winston had laid for her in the foyer, kitchen, and bathroom, and on the kitchen patio; in the other living spaces, he’d covered the wood with an expensive brand of linoleum called Marmoleum that looked like marble to him but made Grandma think of crushed seashells. Her grandma had asked for green carpet; Winston laid down an orange one so she would never forget that from then on, his place was in the Netherlands with his wife Lya and the royal House of Orange, a quip that provoked hearty laughter. She took it all in again as if it were new to her, then went to sit next to her grandmother in the living room on the loveseat that still wore its plastic cover. Both had washed their hands and faces with the soap above the granite countertop in the double sink. And because she hadn’t answered when her grandmother had asked where her mother was, she now said apologetically, “I’ll cook for you, Grandma; Mama sent a fresh chicken, potatoes, peas, tomatoes, and even a big bottle of beer.” Her grandmother coughed, responding carefully, “All right, Imker. Get me a glass of beer.” Then, after coughing again, Bee murmured, “Make sure all the food is soft, or else I can’t eat it.” She’d hopped up to grab the beer but stopped in her tracks. She’d noticed her grandmother getting thinner, and the stories about the emotional farewell between Grandma and her sister had stuck in her mind. Her back to her grandmother, she asked, “Are you hurting, Grandma Bee, or are your teeth giving you trouble? You’re so thin these days, you really are.” She turned around and stared at the woman, as if it weren’t her grandmother sitting there but a total stranger. “No, no,” her grandmother barked hoarsely, and then, “Go on and bring me a glass of beer, child.” She hurried to the kitchen, pausing at the sink, staring for a moment through the frosted glass in the back door out at the patio and then snatching a drinking glass, rinsing and drying it, and pouring in the beer with a nice head of foam. She was only seventeen, but she always gave food and drink her full attention. Her grandmother looked at the beer, complimented her, and started drinking in small, eager sips. She stood close by, watching nervously. She knew something irrevocable was happening to the woman she considered the source of her existence; she didn’t often visit her grandmother because her school was too far away and homework took up all her time, but her new training program would be closer by. “Cat got your tongue?” her grandmother asked. She shook her head. “Do you like the beer, Grandma?” And without pause: “You want me to massage your feet? You walk so much; Mama says you never take the bus. A massage, a foot massage?” She’d come up with the idea because it would have been harder for her to say what she felt: I want to touch you, Grandma Bee. Instead, her voice too loud, she said, “I can clip your toenails too, you know.” But her grandmother finished the glass and said softly, “Open the windows, pull the curtains aside a little, and get me more of that beer.” She did as she was told. It made the living room brighter, cooler too, and she rushed to the fridge in the kitchen down the hall, where her sister’s sandals lay on the floor; without her grandmother’s feet in them, they belonged entirely to Heli again. She had begged for those sandals herself, but Heli had been clear about who got what, and the sturdy orthopedic footwear went to Grandma, along with the pocket Bible and two new cotton nightgowns. Her grandmother had turned on the radio, and the news echoed through the house; she picked up the second glass of beer and smiled. And as she washed the chicken in a bowl and scrubbed the pieces with half a lemon, tears welled up, for consolation was nowhere to be found. She’d slept next to her sister all her life, shared a room with her for seventeen years, one closet, one desk. Sometimes she woke with a start because she could still hear how Heli had sobbed as she passed through the rooms of their house for the last time before her trip to Holland, while the car waited at the gate with Grandma inside and their mother Louise shouting impatiently, “Heli, come on, Heli!” After her sister had hugged her goodbye, she had shut herself up in their shared bedroom. “I’ll be back soon, Imker; don’t be sad, Imker; don’t cry over me, Imker!” Heli just crying and crying. Leika the guard dog making an awful racket. Her sister Babs and the neighbors looking on in sullen resignation as the car drove off with their darling girl. She hadn’t even been capable of that.


    She started patting the chicken dry with paper towels. Meat hadn’t ever appealed much to her. The family knew she’d rather cook for others than sit down for a meal herself. Her dream: a little restaurant where she’d decide the menu. Heli had promised always to be there for her, and she had promised to earn her preschool teaching certificate and only then become a professional cook. The shards of glass embedded in the top of the brick wall glittered in the sun. No one could climb over Grandma’s walls without scratches and scrapes. Except for the yellow marigolds by the front gate, her grandmother’s yard was bare. The dark soil was spread with a thick coat of crushed shells to prevent shoots from rising straight and tall in the garden soil, and even though her grandmother had always kept a vegetable garden—a small one, for personal use—she’d completely lost the urge to do anything of the kind any longer; the marigolds out front kept mosquitoes at bay and served as mementos of her childhood years in the British part of the country. Whenever someone started in about the barren lawn, Grandma would stubbornly insist that urban gardens were suited only to certain types of plants: limes and citrus for refreshment, an almond tree for shade, bilimbi fruit to pickle and eat with spicy food, marigolds to keep away insects, and rose bushes for perfume and good luck for the family. As she prepared the meal, Imker couldn’t resist nosing around the kitchen cabinets, where she found four of every essential item: drinking glasses, soup bowls, cups and saucers, plates, assorted cutlery, and even four bright white linen napkins and a stack of dish towels. She set the kitchen table for two. Once everything was cooking on the stovetop and the table looked inviting, she fetched her grandmother; after the two glasses of lukewarm beer, Bee had fallen asleep on the loveseat, legs tucked in like an enormous fetus, snoring deeply and breathing regularly. Watching her grandmother in innocent, relaxed sleep like a baby… Radio off. Let nothing disturb her rest. She tiptoed out of the living room and into the laundry room in search of chores. The laundry basket wasn’t full yet. Okay, do a small load now anyway, then go outside to hang it all on the rotary clothesline, which her grandmother seldom used because it was too high for her to reach. Then she opened the washing machine and saw it. A bloodstained nightgown. She laid it out flat on the ironing board. The blood had dried. There on the front. At chest height. She felt her heart pounding. Fighting the urge to scour this piece of clothing until it was immaculate, she hurled it back into the washing machine along with the other laundry. She chose a cycle and was just about to run the machine when she heard coughing and rushed to her grandmother’s side with a glass of water. The coughing stopped. “Open the back door wide,” her grandmother told her. And the afternoon trade wind brought sea air inside. “How far have you gotten with the cooking?” “It’ll take a little longer before everything’s nice and soft.” A nod from her grandmother and she flew into the kitchen to put everything on low heat and run the washer. Grandma came into the kitchen, apparently on her way to the toilet. She stopped when she heard the washer running and peered at her. “Is that really necessary?” Bee grumbled and, without waiting for an answer, said she was going to freshen up and rinse her mouth with mint water to chase away the aftertaste of the beer. But she sank onto the toilet and sat a while. Was Grandma Bee thinking about the nightgown she’d set aside to show her daughter Louise, a step that would bring death closer? With a freshly washed face and a few damp hairs clinging to her forehead, Grandmother took a seat at the table. Imker was just putting away the half-empty bottle of beer in the fridge. “Are you going to serve me dinner?” Grandma sounded excited. “At your service, Mrs. Vanta,” Imker replied, laughing in relief, as she picked up a porcelain plate and carried it over to the pots and pans on the stove. “A little mashed potato, a steamed boneless chicken breast, gravy made with butter and fresh tomatoes, the creamed spinach you bought, and afterward, mango sorbet.” She rattled off the menu as she set the plate down in front of her grandmother. Then over to the pots and pans, quick, quick, for her own portion, and then back to Grandma. They sat facing each other across the small table meant to accommodate six. They could look each other straight in the eye and easily touch hands. First Grandma said grace, mumbled but intelligible, and thanked her for the meal. They ate slowly without talking. She kept a close eye on her grandmother. Did the bloodstains on the shirt come from a chest wound, or was the blood from her mouth? Surely it couldn’t be heartbreak revealing itself as blood instead of tears: the son Grandma Bee had lived with for so long had remarried and emigrated a few years back, leaving his mother behind like an old appliance, too worn out for his shiny new life. Sometimes, her mother Louise would come down hard on Grandmother Bee, saying she’d never really loved her daughters, just her boys. Winston, the apple of her eye, had even persuaded her to leave her own house and husband to live with him after his devastating divorce, and now look at him, just dumping her in a sterile house in a completely unfamiliar neighborhood, Zorg en Hoop—“Care and Hope”—a good description of her state of mind these days. Maybe her mother was right, but she, Imker Vanta, was sitting across from a woman who’d given away everything she owned, and then it doesn’t matter who you give it to, Imker thought. The wet strings of hair framing her grandmother’s face curled as they dried, and she waited until their eyes met. “Taste good, Grandma?” A nod, a sharp look in her eyes. The next bite went down the wrong way. She took a few sips of water. “Is that my washing machine I hear?” Grandma asked offhandedly. “Yeah, I ran a load of dirty laundry so I could try out your rotary clothesline.” And she wondered if now, over their two empty plates, was the right time to ask about the bloodstains. “Then you must have seen my nightgown.” Grandma was avoiding her eyes now. She nodded anyway. “And you’re wondering where the blood came from?” A shy “Yes, Grandma Bee.” Then her grandmother, firmly: “You said something about sorbet, and after that we can figure out the clothesline, dear Imker.” She shot to her feet, letting her hands prepare the frozen treat while her mind was elsewhere. They spooned the mango sorbet, her grandmother smacking her lips in delight. She couldn’t enjoy it. She was too afraid of what might come next. She suggested doing the dishes first and then going to hang up the laundry. Her grandmother grumbled that it was all very well to dry the clothes outside on the rotary clothesline, but they would have to stay close and keep an eye on things, with all the robberies in the neighborhood. Despite the tall brick wall topped with broken glass? Grandmother admitted it had never yet happened to her, but the elderly parish priest in Zorg en Hoop had warned her to be careful. With one last thump, the washing machine came to a halt. Grandma remained in her seat at the wooden kitchen table. Without placemats, the yellow linoleum tabletop gleamed spotlessly. “How about I take the plastic off your loveseat, Grandma?” Bee granted permission. The living room had no dark wood cabinets with gleaming brass vessels, no elegant side tables with lace doilies, not even a rocking chair anywhere. Still, the bungalow had been converted into a home that wouldn’t make Grandma feel hemmed in; it was modern, almost youthful. Glowing with vitality—in her memory, that’s how her mother’s mother had always looked: beautifully dressed and tirelessly busy, preparing a bite to eat for some elderly acquaintance somewhere in town. The fact that Bee’s youngest had moved to Holland to become a pediatrician had inflated her ego, her grandmother would admit, but after Winston’s departure three years earlier, it was hard to know how to make it through each day. Her mother Louise would sometimes whisper, with venom in her voice, “Do you miss your boys?”—her tone judgmental, almost rude.


    Grandma Bee didn’t respond to Imker’s question but stood up and wandered to the laundry room in her slippers. She opened the washer door, commanding, “Imker, come take out the clothes and hang them up,” but at the same time, she herself was already removing the washed clothes from the drum piece by piece, shaking them out and dropping them into an empty laundry basket with a box of clothespins. The rotary clothesline? Try as she might, she couldn’t figure out how to lower it either. But at five feet five inches, she was quite a bit taller than her grandmother and could easily hang up what was handed to her. There were nine items, including a bedsheet and two pillowcases. She fastened them on with the colorful pins and watched the breeze rotate the lines. Grandma’s eyes followed the nightgown. So did hers. The color of recycled paper, it fluttered through the air, bright and unblemished. They went to sit on the plastic lawn chairs on the patio, as the sun brought warmth, tempered by the trade wind. The ocean might be far away on a human scale, but the wind reminded her that their city was on the coast at the mouth of a river flowing into the Atlantic. The sky was bluer than anything. No place could be quieter than Grandma’s house at three o’clock in the afternoon. She and Grandmother didn’t take a siesta, just dozed for a bit. And then, overcoming her trepidation: “The blood, Grandma Bee, where is it coming from?” Her grandmother looked up into the sky; without any clouds, it seemed terribly thin. “Was it at night?” she asked more insistently. “It happens in the morning, Imker. I think it’s coming from my throat. Maybe somewhere deeper. I don’t understand this bleeding. I never have a fever.” Grandma’s unspeaking face gazed into hers. “Should I take you to the hospital to have it checked out?” Her grandmother was ready for this question, and her response came pouring out: “Don’t even think about it, Imker. They’ll keep me there, and I’ll never come home again, I just know it. And I don’t want any pills. Nothing. No slicing me open, either. And I forbid you to tell anyone I’m bleeding.” Her grandmother didn’t try to hide her heaving chest. “Not even my mother, Grandma Bee?” “Not even your mother, Imker. I’m the only one who gets to tell people.” Silence. Wordless eye contact. “Promise me that, child.” Imker, right away: “Yes, yes, I promise, Grandma.” A long silence fell between them. Her grandmother sat down at the kitchen table again, staring solemnly out at the clothesline as the wind whirled the laundry dry. Not much longer until the clothes could be brought in again for ironing. She walked along the wall, all the way around the bungalow. Suddenly, she knew what had to be done. She went back inside. Almost excited: “Grandma, I’ll go home to Amora now and come right back to spend the night with you. I’ll bring a blanket. I can sleep in your room on the rug right next to you. I won’t have you going through this alone all day and night.” And as she stumbled over what she was trying to put into words, she was overwhelmed by a fit of sobbing, tears she’d managed to hold back when her sister moved to Holland and she suffered through the first night all alone in that big bed, in a bedroom now made of brick and not of Heli’s presence. Grandmother looked on, silent, knowing there was no stopping her. She cleaned up and left without her bookbag. On her feet, just for now, were the sandals left by Heli.


    It wasn’t a request but an announcement with which she disturbed her mother’s siesta: “Mom, I’m planning to stay with Grandma Bee.” Still lying down, her mother Louise asked worriedly after Bee’s health. She got no clear answer, only that Grandma shouldn’t be left alone, especially not at night. And like a whirlwind, Imker collected everything she thought she’d need, cramming her little sister Babs’ suitcase full of books, clothing, sheets, toiletries, hearing her mother calling, “Don’t take our toothpaste and bath soap, buy your own on the way to Grandma’s, leave the sanitary pads too, you hear me, Imker?” She didn’t respond. “How long do you think you’ll be gone?” She zipped the suitcase shut, shouting back from her room, “I’m not sure yet, I’ll try it out for a weekend and see.” She didn’t know what the next step would be yet. Mama: “And after that, Imker?” A peculiar silence filled her. Her mother often mentioned how much she resembled her grandmother: same facial features, same skin color, same hair even, only a difference in height. She went over to Mama with the suitcase and sat on the stool at the vanity table, looking at herself and her mother in the mirrors. “Can Grandma Bee come live with us, Mama?” It sounded aggressive. “I know you moved out of your parents’ house a long time ago to live on your own, Mama.” Her mother responded, sluggishly: “And now there are four nearly adult children between my mother and me.” A strange response. As if she were standing beside a large body of water and wanted to wade across without getting soaked. “Mama, what if Grandma gets sick, so sick she needs help?” Her mother was wide awake now, on her feet. “Our house isn’t made for that, too small, too crowded.” Mama sat down on the edge of the bed and looked straight at her. “Do you miss Heli so much that you’d rather sleep next to Grandma?” This threatened to send the conversation in a new direction. She jumped up and hugged her mother: “No, I really am thinking of Grandma Bee…” And standing in the doorway: “I’m going to miss you, Mama, but I want to be at your mother’s house by sundown, bye.” And Imker was off. Keep walking, she thought, and she realized, It may be a long stay.


    Babs, poring over a textbook, saw her sister leaving with the suitcase. She got up and watched from the window in the study, staying there until Imker disappeared from view. Without asking, Imker had taken her red suitcase, and God only knew where to. She understood she mustn’t give in to her sudden impulse to run to her mother and demand an explanation. Pouting, she kept staring outside. No one in the house really cared about her problems. No cuddles for her. No flattering words. Maybe they thought she was so smitten with Aram that nothing else mattered to her. That was so far from the truth. She would show them. She sat back down at the large desk, making another attempt to fully grasp exactly why and how the Second World War had started. It was a required essay for history, but the question had taken on greater meaning when she’d found out that her father’s mother was Jewish. Since then, she’d been better able to accept how her skin color stood out in her family, and once her high school diploma was in the bag, she wouldn’t let anyone give her grief. Not even her mother. Even though she was awfully curious where Imker was spending the night, she would let her mother tell her on her own instead of asking. And she stood up again and walked to the window, noticed a fly clinging to the pane of the shutter, grabbed some tissue paper, and brushed the bug outside. She looked up. Her little brother, in his Scout uniform, was pushing the gate open. He probably couldn’t see her, but she smiled at him. She could hear his footsteps crunching on the crushed-shell walkway. The back door to the kitchen opened and closed. He was inside. Faucet on. Washing his hands. “Take off your shoes first, Audi,” she called out, walking out to him. He stared at her with a solemn expression. His eyes glowed brightly and attentively. “I’m so hungry,” he said softly. “Where is everyone?” Their mother walked into the room, slowly, lost in thought. “I’ll fix you both something to eat. There’s still some soup left, actually, I’ll heat it up, and who wants bread?” Somewhat apologetically, Louise looked first at her daughter, then at Audi, and said, “I’m not so hungry myself.” Babs shot a resentful glance at her mother. “So your appetite took off with Heli?” Mama stood by the stove and did as she’d promised. “You’re quiet, Mama,” said Audi. “Yes, it’s quiet, everything’s come to a standstill in this house, kid.” Babs’ voice sounded accusatory. “Except for the clock, Babs,” said Audi soothingly, “and my stomach’s growling awfully loud.” Braying laughter. Mama didn’t join in but remarked that no one had turned on the radio, so there was no music playing in the living room. Babs snapped, “Yep, Heli loves music and the radio, but I don’t like all that racket.” Mother chuckled. “Then I guess you’re glad it’s quieter without her?” Babs didn’t feel like arguing and withdrew into the study again. “Your food’s almost ready,” her mother called after her in surprise.


    Audi walked into the living room and turned on the radio. A woman’s voice was reading a children’s story. He sat down at the table where his sister had always sat. He slid his placemat and cutlery closer to his chest. He hadn’t been there when Heli left. He’d gone to play soccer with the neighborhood boys, just like any other day. He couldn’t face saying goodbye to her. He’d been sitting with his mother when the plan was explained to them: The best thing for Heli was to leave the country instead of using her charms to distract a man who was key to Suriname’s development. He and his mother had listened. They were sitting in an office with two unfamiliar men in neckties and one woman. The woman was doing all the talking. Heli had to end the affair at once; they’d give Louise the money, if necessary, to send her eldest daughter to the Netherlands. On the way home, along the shell road running from the ministry building to downtown, he could hear his mother crying softly, without even shedding any tears. He watched the river water shimmer, heard it splashing. Not a word came out of him. Not even when Mama told him to go on ahead and find a clean car at the taxi stand for the ride home to Amora. He signaled to a driver. His voice was gone. Even weeks after her departure, he was still so quiet inside. When his mother and Babs took their places at the table, as if dragged out of a terrible dream, he asked, “Where’s Imker?” Mama passed the soup, still holding the ladle. “Staying with Grandma Bee for a while.” She delivered the news in a soft voice. “Is Grandma sick?” asked Babs. “Maybe,” his mother answered, and then, louder, “Anyone want another piece of bread?” The bread was divided evenly. Everyone made the sign of the cross and said, “Bon appetit.” A rattling at the gate. Mama went to the picture window. “Who is it?” They could clearly hear as someone shouted, “Mrs. Vanta, your daughter wants me to tell you she made it to her grandmother’s safely. I gave her a lift, just wanted you to know.” Mama’s voice: “Thank you, Umar.” And a motorbike started up and rode away. It was peanut soup. The fragrance of fresh parsley and crushed peanuts filled the living room where they were eating. They broke the bread, dipped it in the warm soup, and ate in silence. The radio played the seven o’clock news. Was anyone listening? Audi turned to his mother with his mouth full and nodded his approval.


    I’m buzzing with excitement. It’s like I’m about to do something that will change our small world. Mama’s eyes and her voice, so close, stir up something inside me. I’ve registered at the teachers’ college, and it’s the first day of class, after a September vacation that was much too hot and much too long. I stand in front of the big mirror. The dress I have on was made by the finest tailor in Paramaribo. Went into town with Mama to look for fabric. To the seamstress with Mama to browse through her pattern book. To the atelier with Mama to pick and choose, to be measured and fitted. I look at my reflection. Mama stands diagonally behind me, maybe gazing over my shoulder. I’m all brand new. Shoes, underwear, clothes, and the debut of a new hairstyle—lightly straightened, in a bun I feel resting against my neck. Mother has her perfume bottle in her hand. She asks if I’d like some. With her index finger, she applies a drop to my wrist, two more to my earlobes. Happiness ripples through me, making my heart beat faster. She sniffs under my arms, checking whether I used the deodorant stick. I open my mouth wide. She looks inside, inspecting my breath too. My schoolbag is on the chair, recently bought and full of new things, like the colorful day planner I got from Grandma Bee. Mother smiles in satisfaction; at the age of fifteen I’ve been admitted to what for her is a dream education, so Mama pulled up stakes, leaving Nieuw Nickerie to ensure my future. The neighborhood where we live is a public housing development called Amora Village that’s still partially under construction. Mama’s found a job at the local public school. The long vacation is about to end. Our rent-to-own bungalow is filled with new furniture. She has even found a guard dog and named her Leika. Imker, Babs, and my little brother Audi will start school in two weeks. I’m itching to pick up my class schedule and book list, and maybe I’ll catch a first glimpse of my classmates too. Mama looks at me. Our eyes collide in the mirror. I turn to her and smile. “Good luck, Heli.” I nod. Something bursts in my belly. I feel no pain. Something warm running down my left leg. I’ve been agitated for days now. I smell it and stare down at my feet. Drops of blood. “Mama, I’m bleeding,” I whisper. “Yes,” she says tenderly, and then, “Congratulations.” But I don’t feel at all like celebrating, because there’s no way I’m going out today, or tomorrow, or the day after. I’ll have to wait until the bleeding stops. Mother helps me out of my dress, smiling faintly, because just imagine if I’d been out of the house and caught off guard by something like this. We go into the bathroom, and she takes out a pack of sanitary pads. She explains how to use them and how to keep clean from the waist down during these recurring days of female discomfort. She says, “You’re not a woman yet, my child, not even close.” I take another shower. I cry. I don’t want this. The pad between my legs slows me down, and how do I sit and stand up again? My panties are soaking in sudsy water. I look at them. Mama says, “I’ll go to the school myself and let them know not to give your place away, and I’ll pick up your books and class schedule.” But I want Mama to stay home with me and answer my questions. I’ve read about menstruation in a medical handbook and know it’s healthy and normal, but I want to speak to a woman who’s gone through this experience. “No,” Mama says, and, looking me in the eye, she says, “I’ll buy you a present from a goldsmith in town, then head over to your school.” I give in. “College, not school,” I say, irritably. “Your college,” she repeats, happy to grant me that.


    I pace around our living room. I sit. I stand up. I jump. I keep going to the toilet to see if anything has changed. And I remember Nanda. And I see what happened to Nanda again. She sat next to me in sixth grade—she was called to the chalkboard—she didn’t want to stand up—she wouldn’t say why—our teacher waited—the class waited too—she still wouldn’t stand up—she burst into tears—she sobbed until the recess bell chased everyone onto the playground. I stayed in my seat next to her. Our teacher asked if I knew anything. It was Nanda who replied. “Miss, I’m bleeding, I have blood on my skirt.” I looked at the seat, at the floor, and saw no blood. I wanted to go, but the teacher asked me to stay with Nanda and left the classroom. “Are you sick?” “Not really,” Nanda said. “I just can’t get used to it.” Our teacher, a friend of Mama’s, was newly married and heavily pregnant with her first child. Like us, she came from the city and had been assigned to teach in Nickerie, where we’d been living for about a year. Mrs. Snow came back and took Nanda with her. A strange bloodstain on the wooden seat that no one came to clean off. Nanda didn’t return to school that day. The spot had dried by the time we went home. It was a hot Friday, and I thought Nanda would die. A girl of twelve losing blood?


    I lie on my mother’s bedspread, thinking about my own body and its secrets. I must have fallen into a deep sleep around eleven in the morning; when I wake up it’s two p.m. and my mom Louise still hasn’t returned. My two younger sisters and my little brother left for summer camp two weeks ago and will probably get home this afternoon, tired, grumpy, filthy. And in a week a relative will be moving in with us—Mama’s youngest brother, a medical student, who’s decided he’d rather live with his sister than in his childhood home in Jacobusrust. He bought a new scooter. He’s been on a camping trip. And he’ll decorate his bedroom himself. Through the lives of others, I am beginning to understand that life presents opportunities for charting your own course, and I’ll figure out the details without anyone’s help. On my mother’s vanity table lies a large Bible. She read to me from the Bible this morning. Mama likes to say God is her co-pilot. And I believe her. My mother was assigned a bungalow at a T-intersection. A bad location, because in the evening the headlights of passing cars shine into our living room. It’s not a busy road, but the lights get on my nerves. Mama won’t even shut the blackout curtains before ten at night. She assumes that by then everyone has made it home for the night, but as long as there are still people out, she wants to prove she has nothing to hide. There are half-finished roads between the houses: dirt tracks without sidewalks, grassy roadsides still teeming with slippery creatures. The construction worker my mother hired to lay tile in the yard, build a boundary wall, and install a heavy gate is very dark-skinned and very good-looking. When he sees my mother, he breaks into a flirty grin. He tells us the sewer system here in Amora Village is very good, and the clogs and floods that plague the city center in the rainy season won’t trouble us in this outer district. As a preschool teacher, my mother needs to live close to work, according to her principal, who came by once to meet her children. My mother would much rather live downtown in a big house with a flowering garden. Maybe she can’t afford that. Maybe after more than four years away from the capital, she’s taking the time to catch her breath with her family in a quiet neighborhood. It’s a day’s journey by river between Paramaribo and Nieuw Nickerie, and I haven’t forgotten that the move to this new house was a hellish chore for a husbandless woman with three young girls and a son not even ten. We couldn’t bring anything but some clothing and a few personal items that didn’t take up much space. No books. Not my bike. For days, I kept a sheet of paper deep in the pocket of my new jeans with the names and addresses of my friends in their own handwriting. Lost it. Don’t know where or how. Maybe in the laundry. However hard I try to dream of the street in the district where we lived, it doesn’t work. The dream images that stalk me in the morning, ever since we’ve moved back to Paramaribo, come from Jacobusrust. I see the faces of my relatives, of sisters and brothers and their parents, attacking each other with words. And I can’t forget what Grandma Bee called my mother, even though I wasn’t even ten and didn’t know what the word “hussy” meant, just that it was hurtful because it made my mother cry so hard. Crying is what you do when blood pours from your body, because you may be in mortal danger. But sometimes a woman bleeds and no one can see it. Tears run down my face unhindered. My mother might come home any moment now. And the campers must also be on their way. For two weeks now, it’s been Mama and me and no one else, just the two of us. In conversation, in silence, in laughter. Shopping, cooking, eating, singing, lazing around.


    The tears flow freely. My suitcase lies open on the rug. My name, Heli Vanta, on the silk lining. It’s my first Sunday morning in the Netherlands in the guest room at Winston and his wife Lya’s place. They’ve invited me to Sunday Mass.


    Bee could hear her granddaughter Imker’s deep, calm breathing. She herself couldn’t fall asleep even though she wasn’t tossing and turning; her throat was suffocating her. To make matters worse, she had a terrible craving for the taste and aroma of a cigar. In the kitchen cabinet, hidden away in a cookie jar, was a tin of cigars, a good brand. She yearned for a large one, like the ones she’d smoked every evening for years, sitting on a stool in her bedroom, legs wide, leaning over to spit in the chamber pot. A cigar calmed her, smoking soothed her. The smoke that curled past her nose, the way she vanished with each breath, all her thoughts dissolving and her head emptying out completely, as if she were drunk. And then—if she’d reduced the cigar to a fat stub and still hadn’t puffed away all her pain—the chewing would begin. Chewing and spitting and chewing again and spitting again until her tongue and throat burned from the tobacco’s bitterness. Then she would rinse out her mouth with tap water flavored with mint leaves, which she kept in a carafe next to her. She swallowed nothing. Everything ended up in the chamber pot. She would stare into the dark liquid for a long while before putting the lid on. By then, it was usually around midnight. Her husband Anton would be asleep and the children who were still at home gone to bed. It became so hard to lie down next to the father of her children without feeling him there. And she didn’t want to feel him there. That uneasiness from years ago came over her again.


    Imker mumbled something in her sleep. She wanted to get up. She wanted to do something, fetch the clothes for ironing, for example, unfold the ironing board, heat the iron, and smooth out the wrinkles from each piece of clothing, one by one. Imker would wake up, startled, and ask her all kinds of questions. Her granddaughter would worry. She reached for the silver box hanging from an unbreakable cord around her neck. It held the baby teeth of her last child. Rogier had brought her the pillbox with his name engraved on the inside, along with the names of his parents. He came to tell her he had to go to the Netherlands for a residency. She was shocked. She hadn’t been expecting anything like that. After all, he’d grown close to a girl who didn’t want to live in a foreign country far from her family. Her son had said, “Don’t cry, Ma, I’m leaving with my girlfriend, we’ll get married in Holland, and when I become a pediatrician, we’ll move back with grandchildren for you to spoil.” Gripping the pillbox, she’d gone on grumbling, “Your father hasn’t even been dead a year, and you’re going so far away from me.” He’d nodded. He’d also said, “Pa never spoke more than ten sentences to me, Ma; he never talked. He went to his job at the army base. He came home on time. He sat in his chair. He listened to the radio. He ate. He took a bath. He read the paper. He went to bed.” She listened and watched him in fascinated silence until he finished. She waited for more. She expected Rogier to mention how caring she’d always been. But he fell into a deep silence, which she broke half an hour later: “I still have your baby teeth. I’ll put them in a box and have a goldsmith solder it shut with the gold from our wedding rings.” Her son didn’t respond. He looked impeccable in his white shirt, gray trousers, and dark brown moccasins, with a healthy glow to his skin and his hair cut short. “How old are you?” she asked. “Not quite thirty, but I get older every year on March 16, Ma.” She almost let slip that she sometimes felt unwell and had trouble swallowing, but instead she asked in a voice as sugary sweet as a girl’s, “By the way, why didn’t you stay here with us?” And he stood up abruptly, her son did, because he couldn’t stand being reminded of his sister Laura. “I’m leaving in ten days,” he said brusquely. “On a plane?” “Yeah, Ma, we’re leaving on a plane.” “And where are you going to live?” “In Utrecht with my girlfriend’s family and later in our own place, Ma.” “Do you have the money to live there?” “I have a scholarship; the Surinamese government is paying for my studies, Ma.” Her, blubbering: “You’re taking away everything I live for, but I’m happy for you all the same, Rogier!” He wrapped an arm around her. “I’ll come back, I’ll come back to you, Ma, I swear.” And off he went, out of the living room, outside to his scooter. “Will you come say goodbye?” “Of course, Ma.” The conversation kept repeating in her head, especially in the mornings and nights when sleep wouldn’t come. As promised, he came back to hug her and thank her for everything, his girlfriend waiting out in the street by the scooter, watching. “Is she good to you?” “Her father likes me.” “Why won’t she come in?” she’d asked, but he wouldn’t answer that question either. And she remembered what she thought as he drove off with his girlfriend behind him on the scooter Anton had paid for: She’s even blacker than your father! And that thought had disturbed her; she never got over it, that feeling that her son had fallen into the wrong hands. Her daughter Louise thought her fear was unwarranted, even mean-spirited. But she couldn’t shake it. She walked to her familiar church in the city center each day to light a candle for Rogier and do a rosary for him. She hadn’t missed a day since he left…


    But she must have nodded off, because when she looked up, the room was bright and warm. Imker was no longer swaddled in sheets in her friend’s sleeping bag on the rug. “Imker, where are you?” And she was greeted with a cheerful “Good morning, Grandma Bee.” The sweet smell of warm cocoa reached her nostrils, and she forgot the nagging pain in her throat. Even though bright sun was shining into the bedroom and the sunflowers on her curtains seemed to be dancing, she smelled blood. She slid her feet into her slippers and smiled because her granddaughter had already cleared away the sheets, sleeping bag, and sleeping pad from the spot where she had slept; Imker was already up and about. “What are you doing, dear child?” she called, coming out of her bedroom. Then she saw it. Imker, ironing the previous day’s laundry, looked up. They met each other’s gaze. Her granddaughter’s eyes were bright with tears. “You don’t need to be on your way?” “Yes, soon, Grandma.” “Are you going back home?” “No, Grandma, I work Saturdays at a clothing store downtown for pocket money. The pay is pretty good.” She started pushing the curtains aside to let in more sunlight, mumbling, “That’s good. So you’ll come back to my house?” Imker stopped, put down the iron, came up to her. “I work until five, then I’ll pick up some ingredients for dinner and come back.” In Imker’s hand was the piece of clothing the blood had stained. But her granddaughter said excitedly, “Look, Grandma, all clean! I remember when Heli bought a dozen nightgowns with the words OFF-WHITE, and everyone at home got two, including our little brother Audi and the lady next door. She even saved one for you, huh?” She’d turned on the radio for the morning benediction. “Did you sleep well, Grandma?” She knew Imker really wanted to talk about something else, something that went far deeper than a good night’s rest. “Off-white is the color of bittersweet almonds once you’ve peeled away the dark brown skin,” she said warmly, and, “Yes, I woke up feeling so much better than yesterday.” Keeping her eyes on her granddaughter, she picked up the ironed nightgown. “I gave one nightgown to Laura.” She froze for a second, thinking of her child. “Sweet of you,” mumbled Imker. “Yes, everything is better than yesterday, Imker,” she repeated, heading for the bathroom to wash up, but most of all to rinse the taste of blood from her mouth and throat. “Grandma, do you want me to rake outside?” The yard didn’t really need raking, but it was one way to collect your thoughts in the early morning, and she heard Imker calling again and at the same time she saw fresh blood in the sink. From her throat? Panic. She heard Imker unlocking the front door. A stream of cool air breezed inside. She called out to her granddaughter. “I’m bleeding again.” Imker saw it and began to cry uncontrollably.


    Although the bleeding soon stopped, its traces washed away with warm water, a scrub brush, and soap, Saturday remained bloodstained. And although she slowly but resolutely worked her way through a small bowl of oatmeal, fear lingered at the table with them. She made Imker go outside and do the raking. But first she explained to her granddaughter that the bleeding always happened in the morning. It had been going on for months, initially at intervals of days or even weeks, but then, all of a sudden, every morning. Once in a great while the bleeding hurt. “Badly?” Imker asked. She sighed. And she reached her left arm across the table toward her granddaughter, palm up. At first, Imker stared in silence at the open hand, doing nothing, until finally she said, “What’s keeping you?” And when she felt another person’s warm hand against hers, she said, hoarse, “Pain is something else altogether, ask your mother about it, because I didn’t have any mother I could ask questions…what I feel is like a fire in my throat, no more than that.” And she let go of Imker’s hand. Withdrew her own hand. And Imker fixed herself a mug of cocoa. She had a glass of water to which she’d added a drop of an antiseptic home remedy. Saturday morning slowly blossomed into a day that brimmed with light. The trade wind brought a breeze that wound around her neck, her cheeks, her head, her legs. “I’ll stay here and live with you,” Imker said softly. She was surprised. “You’d better discuss it with your mother first, Imker.” Her granddaughter nodded vaguely. She said a prayer of thanks. Imker went to rake the yard. She went about her routine. Read a Bible passage. Said the Hail Marys for her rosary. Laid out her clothes. Made the bed. Meditated. And then, around nine, she and Imker left the house on Passiflorastraat. Imker took a minibus into town.


    Bee walked to Zorg en Hoop Church, where she spent her Saturdays polishing brass candlesticks for Sunday Mass. She arrived at the church door at the same time as the curate. This assistant priest could have been her grandson, he was so young. He greeted her with a handshake. “I’ll air it out first, Mrs. Vanta, stay out here in the fresh air.” She nodded and sat down on the cool stoop, but the young man brought her a folding chair and made sure she was seated comfortably. He knew her. He knew that her sons had gone to Holland. He knew about her sadness in front of the statue of Mother Mary, where he’d discovered her crying, and his mentor, Father Teloor, who’d been her confessor for over twenty years now, had told him to welcome her on Saturdays by laying out the candlesticks for her along with the polish and buffing cloth. She sat on the folding chair, thinking about the assistant priest and Father Overtoon: the conversations they’d had with her about their own families, their mothers, their country of birth, their hometowns in Holland. Their house calls had helped her and them to endure certain things that had seemed unbearable. He came out to get her and walked with her to the sacristy next to the altar. “Would you like a cup of tea?” “No, thank you.” And she sat down at the table with the brass work. “Okay, maybe later then,” the young man in black said affably before he left. There was a bell nearby she could use to summon him. The room also had a sink with a faucet and a small counter where drinking glasses were kept. Hangers with altar boy robes in various sizes. The constant odor of incense. Somewhere high above in the wooden walls were glass-louvered windows with security bars; they were open, and cool air drifted down on her head. She took off her hat, ran her hands through her hair, and tapped her sandals back and forth along the parquet floor as if drumming. She set to work. Leaving the brass polish unopened, she picked up the buffing cloth and started on the base of a huge candelabrum. The pieces in front of her were parts of large brass ornaments too heavy to move without disassembling. She didn’t exactly know which ones went together. She enjoyed polishing the brass until it gleamed. The ticking of the clock on the wall nearby kept time with her thoughts as they raced backward, coming to a stop at the engagement party. More than a hundred eggs had been baked into pastries, pies, and snacks by more than ten women cooks, who’d spent days whisking, kneading, shaping, stirring, and whipping up the “small party” her daughter Laura had requested into something bigger and bigger. Laura had said yes to Bram; at last, her daughter had found the man of her dreams. And if Bram had discussed the festivities with Bee and not with her son, she could have kept everything in proportion, not let it get so out of hand. Impressed by Winston’s connections, Bram had given the 2,000-guilder budget to him instead of placing it in the trustworthy hands of Laura’s parents, Anton and herself. She attacked the brass with new vigor, set the piece aside, and picked up another one. Grandma Bee polished with great care, and whoever saw her absorbed in the task would have assumed her thoughts were on the candelabrum. An hour went by, and another. The curate’s footsteps. No, it was old Teloor. He had reached her side long before she could tear her thoughts away from her daughter Laura. She could see Laura standing there just as if she could touch her; her daughter in her engagement gown, and oh, how beautiful she looked in off-white taffeta. Perhaps a mother shouldn’t develop a preference for any one of her five children, but who could really say where feelings came from, or whether the thing we call love even exists. Her elderly confessor stood next to her. She heard him saying that with every loving act, she was combating the evil of the human world. She got up for a glass of water. She washed her hands. She grabbed a glass, turned on the faucet, drank. Teloor asked how she was doing and if he could stop by again with the young curate. “God willing, Father.” And the house call was added to his appointment book. Grandmother Vanta put on her hat. Said goodbye.


    My grandparents’ house no longer stands. The neighbors’ homes are long gone too. It’s not easy for me to admit that what I’m seeing is real. A vast expanse looms before me, overgrown with the kinds of plants that will never grow tall. Pieces of rubble reach no higher than my knees. I don’t exactly know where our house was, because nothing remains of the tall almond tree. The houses across the street are still there, wooden houses, freshly painted, even. Almost every night, I dream of the house from my earliest childhood, the one that stood on this street: dark brown stained wood with olive green doors. In my dreams, I’m not the six-year-old child who lived there; I am as old I am now. I dream that I enter the front yard from the street, step up onto the deck, and go inside. That’s all that happens. Except that when I wake, I’m overwhelmed by a violent feeling of unease. And now I’m actually standing on Weidestraat, where I walk in my dreams, but there’s no building here for me to enter, even though the street remains unchanged. The house was too small for all the people who wanted to live there. I remember the altercations and bitter silences between my mother, Louise, and her sister, Laura. I held Mama’s hand tight during those arguments as I took in Aunt Laura’s face. It was her mouth I watched, her wide mouth, with lips painted dark red. I didn’t know what the fight was about. I was too scared to ask what was going on once the name-calling was over and my mother sat dead quiet in a lawn chair facing the street. The expression in her eyes was ominous. I see the same expression in them again these days, and I feel the same unease. My grandmother now lives in an entirely different part of town. Grandpa Anton has passed away. Mama wants me to go and see her sister Laura. She expects me to accompany her to Kolera for a hospital visit before leaving my homeland. But I’ll be damned if I will.


    Amazing how sunlight makes a landscape shine in shades of ocean blue, blood red, grass green, and everything in between. A tree with orange blossoms high in its canopy of leaves; blossoms that sway in the wind and flutter downward, slowly, pirouetting like miniature dancers. Everywhere I look, I see young people, and a sense of exhilaration takes hold of me. I enter the yard of the teacher training college for the first time. I have to report to the administrative office to pick up some documents from the registrar. Thanks to my period two weeks ago, I missed the big orientation day. The gold bracelet on my wrist is a gift from my mother. I glance at it: a rosebud on a stem curved into a band. I stride onward, in search of something that doesn’t resemble a classroom. The building complex overwhelms me. I’m too nervous to speak to anyone. Don’t spot anyone from my old school: Nieuw Nickerie is far to the east. But my mother secured a recommendation from my principal there, so I could skip a year and register for teacher training here in Paramaribo. Parents typically believe it’s safer to have their daughters finish school before moving on to vocational training. Not my mother. I didn’t have any say in it. Her decision was final: I could no longer remain in the rice district of Nickerie. To her, a daughter of fifteen is still a child; she’ll grow into a woman in time but is under strict parental supervision. And if I suddenly feel lost when a gong sounds out of the blue, spurring everyone around me to confident action, well, Mother doesn’t need to know. I stand there, looking around, and wait for the schoolyard to empty out before I go up to the elderly caretaker by the gate and ask him how to get to the registrar’s office. Half an hour later, I’m walking across the same square with the school director. He escorts me to the temporary classrooms for the first-year students. “The program is packed,” he mentions. He knocks on a moss green door and lets me enter first. He says with a smile and a nod in my direction, “Heli Vanta belongs in this group.” And then, turning toward the class, which has fallen dead silent, he adds pointedly, “There should still be a desk for her somewhere.” A boy in jeans and an immaculate white shirt rises, pulls up another desk and chair, looks at me, and says, “You can sit here, my name’s Umar, and what should I call you, Heli or Ms. Vanta?” The director smiles, but the class erupts into laughter. I take a seat and watch as the man who introduced me walks back across the schoolyard, saying nothing until my classmates settle down. Then I glance over at the faces that I can see clearly and ask bluntly, “No lessons today?” If I’d read the documents, I’d have known that the start of classes has been postponed, as a few instructors still hadn’t arrived from the Netherlands. Umar explains this to me in a whisper. A blond man comes marching straight toward our classroom. After entering, he hesitates at the blackboard, fiddling with the chalk. Mirrored sunglasses. Beige clothing. Necktie. He looks around in silence. Then he writes his name and title and the class he’ll be teaching: Standard Dutch. He wishes us a good morning and bids us welcome. He speaks clearly. His gaze is piercing. He’s tall and wiry. He’s our homeroom teacher, and he tells us he has a few things to explain about our chosen program of study. It seems as if everyone is listening breathlessly, just like me. His blue eyes twinkle, and as he reads our names off the roster, he shoots an amused look at each of us in turn: fourteen young women and nine young men, six Chinese, five Hindustanis, two Javanese, two Indonesians, eight Creoles. A smile parts his lips. Then he says distinctly, though it’s masked as a mutter, “Whoever fails my class won’t get a teaching job anywhere!” No one budges. We have nothing to say to that. Not one of us leaves in protest. I glare at him. He stares back. In a bored voice, he adds, “You can pick up your books and worksheets in room 27.” He leaves us. My classmates start to gossip about the teacher. He’s strict and fair, apparently, but has nothing good to say about Hindustanis, maybe Javanese either, and spends his free time photographing Arawak Indians deep in the hinterland. The Arawak? The original inhabitants of the Amazon forest? I notice we’re all from outside the capital. They’ve put us together in one group, and most of the others already know each other well. I don’t want to hear their stories about teachers I haven’t met. I stare outside. I wonder why Grandma Bee’s girls all chose teaching. Umar says I should come get our books with him now, because it’s a long way to walk. We leave the classroom together. The housing complex built for professional soldiers and their families has been wiped off the face of the earth. The times have changed. I walk down the broad sidewalk along the broad street as if expecting a sudden miracle. A sinkhole back to my preschool years. Memories bomb me flat. I pick up my handkerchief and inhale the perfume my mother and her sister love so much. Maybe all my experiences fit into a single handkerchief, which, like a conjurer, I can crumple in one hand and then unfurl wherever I may go, to bring the past to life again like distant lightning. In the Jacobusrust district of Paramaribo, or somewhere in Holland, in the north wind. Humming, I walk on. Laura will see me, but this time without my mother, who can’t even answer my question about why her sister was turned away from our house when she stood pleading at the door one night. Mama says, “Life will teach you to forget, and even to forgive, Heli.”


    To reach her destination, Grandmother had to walk halfway across Paramaribo. Her feet were doing so well in the sports sandals that she took more risks than usual. She knew she might suddenly bleed from her mouth. She knew she might abruptly trip and fall. But her body was propelled by willpower. She walked briskly, knowing only too well what it meant to long for it all to end. She stopped at a bookstore to catch her breath. The streets she took were so familiar that the shopkeepers recognized her, and she knew exactly which loose paving stones to avoid. She even recognized the neighborhood houses, although she didn’t know who lived in them anymore. Bit by bit, half the city had moved to Holland. She took another break at an intersection. The pedestrian light turned green, and she crossed. It still bothered her that her son Winston, with whom she’d lived for years, hadn’t even invited her along when he started planning his move. “Must have been his wife’s doing,” she muttered, almost out loud. He’d always picked girls who didn’t have a kind word to say to her. She stopped in front of the display window of a car dealership, this time to scrutinize her reflection. A salesman hurried over. Startled, she walked on. Her mirror image was a dreadful sight anyway, even for less than five seconds. The judgment she passed on her own body was damning. Still, she could clearly see that whatever made her bleed in the morning had not taken over every facet of her life. And so, revitalized, she pressed on, her face hidden behind a pair of sunglasses, her head covered with a sun visor, her feet comfortable. Farther, still farther. The striped dress she wore had two pockets that held cotton handkerchiefs. She arrived at the street where she’d happily looked after her family for years. A narrow brick path, which unexpectedly curved into a bridge over a canal. They’d been assigned a lovely house by the colonial army. When the Jacobusrust building complex was complete and her husband Anton was no longer of much use as a sergeant, they’d had to move. He could have bought the house when they’d first moved in, a sound suggestion from the senior officers, but he’d absolutely refused. Anton didn’t care about his children, no, he didn’t care about her children, he didn’t care about their children! No one else could hear her voice ringing out so clearly in her mind. As mother to five little ones, she’d had her favorites, but every child she bore, she loved. So little remained of those feelings now. Truth be told, nothing remained of all those feelings. When she thought of her children, she couldn’t help but cry. She gazed into the street. Market stalls shimmered in the sun. There were women, all dressed up, buying all sorts of things and tucking their purchases away in their bags. She observed them. Nausea swept over her. She always started feeling unwell when she approached this avenue, which led straight to Kolera. Her breathing grew labored as if she were dead tired. She knew exactly what the Javanese peddlers were hawking under their canopies. Bami with stir-fried chicken. Banana fritters. Nasi goreng with sambal. Oranges, peeled and chilled, and soft drinks. Also cigarettes, pouches of rolling tobacco, and even cigars. She gazed at the view of palm trees. She wondered if she could still stand it. Walking along those walls. The last time had been when Winston was about to leave the country. Through her sobs, she’d begged him to come with her, to say goodbye to his little sister for heaven’s sake, begged him never to forget Laura. And he’d picked her up on the Wednesday morning before he went to the airport, and they’d driven there in silence. She walked as slowly as possible to the food stalls. Bami with chicken to go, two soft drinks, two cigars, a pack of unfiltered cigarettes, and a bunch of bananas for the head manager. Then, head held high, she went to check in at the security booth. Received permission to enter. Went to visit what remained of her favorite child. As the nurses saw her approaching, they began to call out her daughter’s name: “Laura, Laura Vanta, Laura!” One even shouted, “Laura Vanta, where on earth are you, your mother is here to see you!” And then she saw her child standing there. Her dress was too baggy, hanging loosely around her thin body. Laura stood still, looking at her. They hadn’t seen each other in so many months. Months that had turned into years. Her daughter’s frizzy hair looked like it hadn’t been combed in days. Tears rolled down her cheeks. She wanted to take her daughter with her, into death, if need be, and so she walked over to where Laura remained frozen in place. “Mama, Mama,” said Laura softly. “Come, let’s go have a seat over there at the table.” She went with her. It was a round table, entirely empty. Laura fetched a chair. “What have you brought me, Mama?” But she couldn’t speak. She didn’t take a seat. She stood at the round table, unloading the plastic bags. She laid it out on the table: bami packed in aluminum foil, soft drinks, bananas. Then she stood by her daughter, watching Laura unwrap the meal with eager fingers, eating it with her hands. A nurse hurried over with cutlery, but Laura responded, “I don’t want anything from you, just leave me alone with my mother.” Not harsh but firm. “Sit down, Mama. Got any cigarettes for me?” She nodded, sliding the pack across the table. Laura grabbed it and tucked it away, maybe into her bra. She watched her girl eat. She popped the soft drink open and waited. Using an ironed handkerchief, she wiped the grease off Laura’s mouth. Laura drank, burped, and looked at her. She lowered her gaze. A woman came over with a laughing mouth and large eyes, “Miss Laura, give me a cigarette, please.” And the woman reached her arm out to Laura, palm open. Her daughter froze, wiped her fingers clean on the handkerchief, rummaged around in her bodice, pulled out the pack, tore it open with her teeth, and slid a few cigarettes into the open hand. The woman ran off in a flash. “Do you have cigars too, Mama?” She took them out of her bag. “For me?” “Yes, for you, Laura,” and she tried to look her daughter in the eye. If only she hadn’t. Bee’s fourth child broke down in uncontrollable tears.


    Imker didn’t have to wait long to be let inside. Her grandmother came to the door with a friendly “I saw your friend driving off.” And her: “Yes, he has an art class to get to, yes, he’s good at painting, Grandma.” And because her grandmother was waiting for more, “Umar is actually Heli’s friend from her teacher training program, but now that she’s gone, he’s come to me looking for a little consolation.” Grandma chuckled. “And where are you looking for consolation, child?” And gave her the keys to unlock the deadbolt. Her grandmother went inside first. She picked up her shopping and followed her into the kitchen. Wash hands. Rinse face with cold tap water. “I’ve got a cold beer for you, Grandma Bee, you want it now?” Grandma had headed straight for the bathroom. She sat down at the kitchen table, tired. Too many problems that needed solving. Worries about school. Doubts about her choice of major. Grandmother came back refreshed, opened the kitchen door wide, saw the cans of beer, and picked up one of them. “Dutch beer? Boy, oh, boy. Just for me? Boy, oh, boy!” She nodded. “Want me to pour you a glass?” Grandmother fetched a glass and sat down close to her. “Pour me one, Imker.” Foam escaped when she popped the tab. “Imker, what’s to become of my daughter when I die?” She watched her grandmother bring the glass to her lips. Hesitantly, she tried out a reply: “But they take such good care of her there, Grandma.” Her grandmother appeared to be engrossed in tasting and evaluating the canned Dutch beer, taking sip after sip even though swallowing was difficult, and nearly finishing the whole can in one go. Then she placed the glass upside down on the tablecloth and stared at the trickles of foam oozing out, finally saying, “They’re holding my daughter prisoner there; it’s as simple as that.” The words sounded hoarse. And instead of saying more about visiting Laura, Grandmother started talking about confessing to priests, who knew almost everything about you, except for the things no words can express. “Do you ever feel that way, Imker?”


    Imker had never been able to keep up at school. Her thoughts wandered off to other matters, her handwriting was illegible, and when she complained she could barely read the words on the page, no one took her seriously. And in her new program, she still couldn’t take in what the teachers were talking about. Typically, she sat there doodling while the other students took notes, and when she had no choice but to flip open a textbook, it was as if the letters clumped together and all she could see was black. She no longer mentioned it at home. Heli and Umar knew. The assignments she had to turn in every now and then were knocked out on a typewriter, by her sister at first, and more recently by Umar. The teachers complimented her on what they believed to be her typing, and she passed those compliments along to her boyfriend. She’d just begun her first year of training to become a kindergarten teacher, and along with the excitement over how new and different everything was compared to her old girls’ school, there was also the fear of failure. In one of her workbooks, she used felt-tip pens to draw colorful cartoon figures that expressed her feelings. That helped her put up with the women and girls who upset her. “Why do so many women want to become teachers?” “It pays well, Imker, and once you become a mom, you’re home early for your kids, and you have the same summer break and days off as they do. Besides, children are wonderful to work with, especially the very little ones.” That was her mother’s credo. And Louise added, “Would you rather be a nurse emptying out bedpans?” My own restaurant, Mama, and a small family. She kept her plans to herself. She took classes with male teachers for the first time. That was fun. She enjoyed their voices, the way they looked, the way they flirted with students. When Grandmother started in about her “daughter in prison,” she quickly came up with a pretext for leaving the table: “Grandma, I’m listening, but I need to put the raw chicken and fish in the icebox.” Her grandmother talked about what she’d seen on the ward for mentally ill women at the hospital and made no secret of how hard her daughter had cried this time. The nurses said that Laura never shed a tear otherwise and found a way to get through each day undaunted, but when she saw her mother, she broke down. And then she’d remain inconsolable for days. Her grandmother had wandered off to the living room and turned on the radio. “Get some rest, Grandma.” And she told her she’d make chicken soup with potatoes, not the packaged kind, but from scratch. Grandma was crazy about chicken soup with Dutch potatoes. Her own restlessness was apparently contagious: Grandma was roaming the house, going to wash up, coming back in a bathrobe, trying another radio station, dawdling in the doorway with her eyes on the boundary wall, suddenly admitting she didn’t know what to do with herself. Her grandmother’s voice sounded strained and very hoarse. She looked at Grandma’s face and felt shivers run down her spine. “Want to peel the potatoes, Grandma?” She got a paring knife, a bowl for the potatoes, and a dish towel for Grandma’s lap. A calmer mood slowly returned. The radio was playing a string of pop songs. For the next hour, not a word. Grandma on the sofa listening to the news. Soon the soup would be simmering, giving off its comforting aroma, but not yet. Ranting voices on the radio. She had no interest in how the country where she lived was being governed, and news from abroad left her cold. As she gathered the ingredients for the soup, she dreamed of her own little restaurant, where customers on a budget could have a good meal. No separate seating, but long tables where mothers and children would be welcome. Her daydream was interrupted by the voices of the politicians on the radio, who sounded as if they were on the brink of a fistfight. Umar was the only man she liked, but she was also a sucker for her little brother, Audi. She washed the chicken in a bowl of tap water mixed with salt and lemon juice, saying, “I need a pot with a lid, one big enough for this whole chicken, Grandma Bee.” Grandma was already at her side. “Cut the chicken for the soup into pieces, Imker. Everything in this house is for the convenience of an elderly woman.” All the same, Grandmother brought over a braising pan large enough for the entire chicken, and it even had a lid. “No real stockpot? This’ll be a challenge, Grandma.” She put the small aluminum stockpot back in the cupboard. With capable fingers, her grandmother cut the potatoes into cubes, effortlessly minced onion and garlic, parsley, and vegetables; and handed it all to her. It vanished into the pot. And as the chicken was coming to a boil with two bouillon cubes, and Bee was scurrying around as if searching for more things to dice, the answer came to the question her grandmother had asked earlier: Who’s going to look after my daughter when I die? She said, “Grandma, what can I do once you can’t be there for Laura anymore?” The answer was immediate: “First, you should get married, Imker.” The smell of parsley and cilantro rose from the pot where the chicken had come to a rolling boil, and the only other sound was “Jesu, Joy of Man’s Desiring,” which signaled the obituary notices. She needed time to put her thoughts in order. “Then you’ll have to live for many more years, Grandma, because marriage isn’t on my list.” Her grandmother persisted, “But you have to get married, my child, even if it’s to a fool.” And Grandma nimbly slung a dish towel over her shoulder. “A fool? Is that the best you can offer me, Grandma?” A cough: “Well, or a handsome priest from Holland, but he isn’t supposed to marry.” And Grandmother started to laugh, first a soft chuckle, then a full-out cackle. Imker took off her apron, looking on in amusement.


    Louise had never accepted what happened to her sister. She thought it was unacceptable that her mother’s grandchildren didn’t know her. Her brother Winston’s children made fun of Laura, and her brothers’ wives never talked about their sister-in-law. She’d just started working in Nickerie when Laura lost the will to do the things considered normal for women in Paramaribo. A woman who had once biked briskly to her school each morning with a bundle of notebooks tied to the cargo rack had turned into a loaded gun: menacing, unapproachable. She could have refused to move for the new job in the easternmost part of the country, but her children had so badly needed that fresh start. It had kept her from sleeping. Four long years, 1,500 days away from Laura, who’d fallen into the hands of a mental hospital with a gruesome reputation. She could’ve died of shame, sorrow, fury; her children were what kept her in the daylight. And far away in the rice district, she strove to recover from that defeat. The whole city knew Laura had been committed. The whole city was outraged. Friends and acquaintances went to the gate at Kolera complaining, yelling, and even cursing at the hospital director, a man as “black as soot” who’d sullied their “flawless pearl”; for who could sing Doris Day love songs better than their beautiful Laura Vanta? But Louise had kept quiet, rushing back and forth with her four children between the school where she worked and her home, that old wooden house on Dwarsstraat, where everything was getting out of hand. As she reflected on all of this, she stared through her window out into the street. One Monday at the school in Amora where she had been hired as a kindergarten teacher, one of the other teachers had suddenly gone into a Winti trance. And one of the things she’d said in her trance was that “Mrs. Vanta” had to move because nothing good would come of living at a T-intersection. She’d shrugged her shoulders at the news and matter-of-factly informed everyone that she wouldn’t be looking for a new neighborhood until all her children had finished school. But the woman had refused to leave it at that and kept showering her with solutions to the problem, which wasn’t a problem to her. Her co-worker’s fanatical ravings were all the more insane in view of everything she’d done to find a house and a job in Amora—the tough negotiations with the bank and with an influential politician. Amora Village was much sought after by single working mothers. Besides, she thought as she stared at the dirt road, a woman’s life couldn’t possibly have more trouble in it: nothing was harder than raising a family without a husband to share the responsibility. She never complained. She faced society with a smile. Not because it was her way of dealing with adversity, but because she, like her baby sister Laura, was greatly admired for her good looks. Even when she was livid, her face maintained a friendly expression. After leaving her parents’ home in tears, she decided she’d survived the hard part. Crying was for kids and babies, for lovelorn teenagers rejected for the first time. The pain of living was for adults, and why avoid it? When Heli broke down sobbing saying goodbye in Amora and again at the airport in Zanderij, she’d told herself—in order not to drop dead—Only God knows why this is happening. This would be the first Sunday without her eldest child. Imker had found her mission at her grandmother’s. Babs was out to lunch with her father Boyce. Her son Audi was wandering around aimlessly, as usual, until it was time for Scouting. It hadn’t escaped her notice that one of her neighbors had stepped off the minibus and was looking toward the window where she stood; perhaps the woman wanted to ask if Heli had arrived safely at her uncle’s home in Holland. She didn’t know yet. She had faith in her brothers, who were rescuing her daughter, after all; nothing could be worse for a young girl like Heli than an affair with a man of that station. Rage rose inside her. There was something not quite right with a lot of men in her country. She’d been on the lookout for more than four hours already. Her guard dog Leika had suddenly vanished, and she was mortified to admit to herself that she missed her golden-brown pet so much more than her daughter. She pulled away from the window to start cooking. One day, her daughter Heli would come back to her. Heli had promised to write her long letters. As long as the letters kept coming, Louise could get by perfectly well for a while without much more.


    Babs had arranged to see her father Boyce. She picked him up, and he took her to the cafeteria. Members only. And as he sat playing mah-jongg with whoever was available, he treated her to one dish after another. “Eat, eat your fill, Babs,” he said, looking at her. All he wanted was soup with fish balls. She wasn’t a big eater, but for the chance to have lunch with her father, she stuffed herself with food like a spoiled brat. The cafeteria was really just one big kitchen with set tables. Hardly any daylight or fresh air came in. Air conditioning and glaring bulbs. Cooking. Eating. Playing. A gathering place for likeminded folks. Boyce had denied that any serious gambling went on. “Would I bring my little girl into a den of robbers? It’s a clubhouse, Babs, where us folks with Hong Kong roots can do what we enjoy doing: cooking, eating, playing.” He was right. She could see that for herself every Saturday. The boy who served her didn’t speak a word of Dutch. Doesn’t need to, her father told her; if he just does his job well, the rest will take care of itself. The young cook smiled at her, and she kept mumbling, “Thank you, thank you.” Her father looked at her with a smile now and then, always asking the same question, “Yummy, Babsie?” Then she would nod. To have enough space for his ivory mah-jongg tiles, he always chose the same table, the one closest to a huge porcelain Buddha with a belly that never failed to make her smile. Striking up a conversation with her father was virtually impossible. She stared at his lightning-fast hands sliding, shifting, stacking. She loved the rattling of the tiles. Players didn’t talk to each other during the game. Later, at the dining tables, was when tongues would loosen. She loved her father. She knew he lived in a big house with his wife and kids. She knew where the house was. She occasionally met him there. One day, she asked, “What are your kids’ names?” And right away, he reeled off a list of names. “Wait, how many kids do you have?” And he couldn’t help but cackle at her question. He still owed her an answer. After coming home that Saturday night, she’d posed the same question to her mother, who had replied indignantly that only her father could say for certain. She wanted to live with him. She wanted to belong to that exotic family. She thought she looked more like what she’d seen of them than like her mother’s other children. And as soon as she had her diploma in hand, she’d write her father a letter with her request. There was another reason they met every Saturday: he gave her his weekly child support contribution for Louise. Cash, usually the same amount, and he always added a little something for her, some pocket change. Then he’d glance at his wristwatch, saying, “Time to go home, kid,” and hand her the envelope with the banknotes. She’d take it, open it, count the money, and thank him with a nod and a smile. Then she’d hop up and leave her father’s unusual restaurant. Hong Kong Specialties, said the sign on the building. Each week, her mother gave her a scrap of paper with a penciled shopping list. Usually, it was the same things: toothpaste, detergent, soybean oil, butter, dog food. Each week, she went to the same stores. It was too hot to shop around. Besides, the greasy Asian food made her slow and sleepy. The sidewalks downtown were dusty, packed with mothers and shrieking babies, the traffic loud. She quickly worked her way through her shopping list. Calling her boyfriend to say she was free wasn’t on her mother’s list, but it was the reason for her good mood. It was appallingly busy at the pay phone. She bought a telephone card, got a number, waited her turn. There was also a window for international calls. That line was much longer. The people in it were more agitated, impatient, arrogant. The tourists were easy for her to pick out, even when they were standing still and not saying a word. Tourists from Holland always demanded attention one way or another. It was her turn, and she entered the booth. Insert card; dial number; use scented tissue to try to remove makeup, facial oil, sweat, and other grime from receiver; and bring to ear. Aram picked up right away. “I’m fifteen minutes away from your neighborhood. Usual place, at Spanhoek?” She hung up. She looked around, picked up her shopping bags, and left the building with the pay phones. I want a big house with a working phone on each floor, she muttered to herself. Babs Vanta was convinced of one thing: she hadn’t been born for poverty.


    Audi Vanta just couldn’t push his religion teacher’s question out of his mind. The class of twelve-year-olds at the boys’ school had lapsed into intense silence. He was quite a bit younger but had ventured to raise a finger. The windows were wide open, letting the scent of freshly cut grass inside. Ten o’clock in the morning. Koprokanu, brass canon—their teasing nickname for the teacher, Mr. Blaasbalg, because he was lanky and bony, with beige skin and big front teeth—repeated the question in a booming voice and looked in his direction. “Are we awake, boys, or is Vanta the only one with the answer again?” He hesitated but responded boldly, “Having no money, sir, to meet your needs.” Blaasbalg perched on the edge of his desk and kept staring at him. “May I know what your needs are?” Classmates snickered, “Girls, sir!” He didn’t join in their laughter. “Sir, poverty is for adults, not for children; my mother makes sure my needs are met.” The teacher nodded, hesitated briefly, and said, “Don’t have a father who takes care of you?” And looking at the other boys, “Who has a father who brings home money to Mother to put food on the table each day?” Some hands were raised. Not his. He looked around, wondering what this all had to do with religion, so he said nothing. Suddenly, Blaasbalg changed his tone: “Audi Vanta, you’re right. Poverty is suffering from not being able to get what you need. That could be food, clothes, or education, but also love—yes, love in the form of attention from your father, your mother, brothers, sisters, and others close to you. And does anyone know where love comes from?” The silence in the classroom was almost hostile. The teacher’s tawny face shone against the dark blackboard, his teeth flashing as he wrote the answer there in big letters: GOD. The teacher left. His classmates scattered. He didn’t say another word that day. He wondered why his father never showed himself, never gave him any attention. He couldn’t bring it up with his sisters at home. Imker and Babs with their dollhouses, their doll families, making him play the father on demand. He was very good at the game, even if he did let the girls whisper to him what to say and to which doll. They’d had to leave their colorful dollhouses behind when they moved to the city, but the rag dolls came with them, and after a couple of weeks in Amora, Louise hired a carpenter to put together two three-story dollhouses and give each one a flamboyant paint job. The sisters picked up the game with a vengeance, including him as needed. He came when they called. He made up his own answers to the questions they asked. The girls sometimes complained that he didn’t understand what was going on at their dollhouse. Then he’d just walk away. Outside. To Leika. To the boys. At the new school, he joined the soccer club and the Scouts and became an altar boy. He suffered through meetings with only boys and men. But at home, he sat at his mother’s table between the girls, and was sometimes defiant because his last name didn’t come from a man who gave him attention, but from his mother, Louise Vanta, who loved him so.
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