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CHAPTER ONE


How to Paint Flowers


The dogs watched him as he trekked up the slope. He expected them to start barking at any moment, yet they remained silent, gazing at him without fear, but with a kind of assessing curiosity. He got the message they were withholding judgment, that they hadn’t decided whether he was a friend or someone who meant their mistress harm.


“Strange friggin’ dogs,” Christopher muttered to himself.


Friggin’. It was a word inherited from his mother and Lidia, both of whom had rarely cursed. Except for this, and the occasional “rass” that burst from his mother when she was annoyed.


Still, if it hadn’t been for the dogs, he would’ve thought the whole area was deserted and would have turned back, retracing his steps on the narrow, stony path that had led him uphill to this place of windowless, soundless houses.


He checked the address again. Miss Della Robinson, 8 Victoria Street, Port Segovia. It had to be the right place. The three people he’d asked for directions in the town had pointed him this way, trying to conceal their amusement, suppress their questions. “Just go straight up the hill, man. Turn left and then left again. You can’t miss it. Victoria Street. Five or ten minutes max.” He’d felt them staring after him, as he left the marketplace with the street vendors and their baskets of mangoes and melons.


He arrived after plodding uphill in the sun for more than an hour. And this wasn’t much of a street, just a pitted trail teeming with mosquitoes. They were feasting on his ankles, even though he’d taken the precaution of wearing long pants, as Stephen—Miss Della’s nephew—had instructed him. “You’ll stand out less,” Stephen had said. “You might look the look, but people will know you’re a foreigner just by the way you walk. Stay away from the shorts for a few days.” Good advice, but now he was sweating like a pig, the back of his shirt soaked under the knapsack, the strap of his art portfolio cutting into his right shoulder.


He would have all the quiet he craved at Aunt Della’s place, Stephen had promised, while the auntie would gain some cash to fix up her house. Of course, Stephen could easily have paid for whatever renovation was necessary, but his aunt didn’t want that, he said. He’d also depicted a yard full of flowers, telling Christopher, “You’ll have anything and everything you want. The whole range of tropical beauties: hibiscus, bird of paradise, bougainvillea.” But Stephen seemed to have forgotten to describe the emptiness of the area. All the buildings Christopher passed seemed abandoned, their dark interiors lacking any sign of life. They appeared to be waiting for their former occupants to return though; no piles of trash or discarded belongings cluttered the yards, as if someone came frequently to sweep the earth clean, chase away vermin.


Number 8. Hell, could this really be it? The structure was a long, two-storey concrete rectangle. It was unpainted, or, if there had once been paint, it had been sunburned or rain-washed off long ago. The first floor was halfway below the level of the path, while the second floor rose above him. He looked up towards the roof, at the cloudless sky, then down into the yard. More dogs. How many animals did the woman have, for God’s sake? He counted them as they gazed at him. Seven. The three who had “greeted” him as he came up the path had joined these four in the yard. Were there more? Maybe the beasts didn’t need to bark after all because they were confident no intruder could be a match for them. These weren’t scrawny, mangy strays. He could sense their sinews under the healthy-looking fur. They all gleamed different shades of copper, as if they were related. Normally he liked dogs, but he didn’t think he’d be stroking these anytime soon.


He drew his phone from his pocket. It might be a good idea to call before venturing down the concrete steps that led from the path, to wherever the front or back door might be. He tapped in the number and held the phone away from his ear, listening for a connecting ring from inside the house. Silence. A burst of obscenities passed through his mind, and he cursed his own stupidity. Why had he thought he needed to come to this godforsaken place to be able to paint? Although, to be fair to himself, he hadn’t expected it to be like this. Stephen had said only that it would be quiet and peaceful, that it would be a place of healing and that his aunt made the best breakfasts and dinners. He hadn’t mentioned lunch.


“You waiting for me?”


Christopher started, and turned to look at the woman approaching from the opposite direction on the path. She had a broad smile and a friendly, open face, and carried a bulging yellow straw bag in her right hand. She almost matched him for height, her ropy frame in a red-and-black floral sleeveless dress and her greying hair in short thick braids that reached her shoulders. He noticed that her gait was uneven, as if one leg was slightly shorter than the other. It was impossible to guess her age; she could be anywhere between sixty and seventy-five.


“Hi,” he said, relief flooding him. “Are you Miss Della?”


“Yes, darling, same one. Stephen tell me bout you. You look like you in need of refreshment.”


He grimaced, feeling lightheaded. He sensed movement behind him and saw that the dogs had bounded up, transmitting joy in a paroxysm of tail-wagging. They surrounded Miss Della, doing their excited canine dance, but she shooed them away.


“Stop the foolishness. Go sit down. Come, it’s cool inside,” she said, turning back to Christopher.


As she spoke, two more dogs raced up from the direction she had come, one tawny like the others and the second a shiny black, with a white stripe down the centre of its face.


“Those two follow me everywhere,” she said with a laugh. “Dem stay outside when I go into a shop, to the bank, to the doctor. Stripey been with me the longest, will protect me gainst anything.”


They both looked at the striped-faced dog. He was standing stiff-legged, starting to growl. Before Christopher could respond to what Miss Della had said, the dog sprinted toward him, snarling. Christopher froze, and the animal rushed past, chasing something down the slope.


“Lawd, that dog see duppy everywhere. Him soon come back. A spirit musta followed you up the hill.”


She chuckled, but her words chilled the sweat running down Christopher’s back.


She led him down the steps, taking each with caution.


“Were you at the doctor now?” Christopher asked. “Is everything okay?”


“Yes, everything fine, man. I just went into town to get a few supplies cause I know you coming. Nothing wrong with me except a little arthritis problem in mi right hip.”


He felt this wasn’t the whole truth but knew it wouldn’t be right to pry.


“Can’t get around as much as I used to,” she continued. “The doctor say walking helps, but the legs is always the first to go when you getting old. And he say I should do yoga, so every morning I stretching but don’t ask me if that helping. You know anything bout yoga?”


“I try to stretch too every morning before I start working. Maybe I can show you some postures that might help.” But he immediately regretted the words. The last thing he wanted was chattiness first thing in the morning.


“Oh, that would be lovely,” Miss Della said. “You know, I can still touch mi toes, even at my age.”


He was tempted to ask how old she was but knew the question would be impertinent. If she wanted him to know, she would’ve mentioned it. Stephen had warned him to watch his language, and to never forget the “Miss” or “Auntie” because people like Miss Della could get stony-faced fast if you addressed them by their first name. Christopher hadn’t bothered to tell Stephen that he’d already learned this cultural lesson a long time ago. As for her age, he’d get the details from Stephen when he returned to New York. He’d made a vow not to email anybody during his time on the island, and he didn’t suppose Miss Della had Wi-Fi anyway. He wondered if there was even electricity, although the stove on one side of the cavernous kitchen where they now stood seemed to be an electric one. Miss Della set her bag down on a square table covered with a white linen tablecloth that sported golden, embroidered seashells around the hem. He stared at the glass vase with the yellow flowers in the middle of the table, noticing the transparency of the petals; he looked away.


“Come into the living room,” Miss Della said before he could remove his knapsack. From the shadows of the kitchen, he followed her into a room bathed in light, and he exhaled sharply at the view.


“Wow!” His reaction was spontaneous. “Nice room.” He set his portfolio case down and helped her to push open the French windows before stepping onto the balcony fronting the length of the living room, his knapsack still on. Below, the town stretched to the sea and he could see to the horizon, while on his left the hills rippled in shades of emerald. He mentally began mixing paints and composing an outline, then checked himself. He wasn’t there to paint pretty landscapes, postcard scenes.


He turned back to the room, watching Miss Della fluff up cushions on the red three-seater sofa and on the two matching armchairs arranged in front of the outsized flat-screen TV. She must have electricity, unless this was just for decoration. She saw him looking at the television, nodded. “Present from Stephen. He had to grease a few palms to have it pass Customs. But when him set him mind to something, nothing can stop him. I told him I wanted a nice TV, and two months later, him fly in with this.”


Christopher smiled in recognition. That was Stephen. Agent, facilitator, man who gets things done and never takes no for an answer. Christopher had once asked him where his unrelenting energy came from and he had given credit to the woman here in this luminous room. “When I was growing up, her favourite commandment was ‘find a way’ when I said I couldn’t do something. Used to drive me nuts.”


Christopher had never deciphered the exact relationship between Stephen and his “Aunt Della.” On a single occasion, after consuming too much rum, Stephen had mumbled something about his aunt getting him from a place called Anfields Children’s Home in Kingston. She’d taken him to the country to help her grow plants and told everyone he was her nephew, and it had gone from being a lie to being true. Stephen didn’t mention his parents, and never returned to the subject.


“Your room upstairs,” Miss Della said. “But first, come drink some lemonade, and then you can go freshen up.”


“Where do the dogs sleep?” he asked.


“Well, usually dem have your room,” she answered, with a burst of laughter. “No, I’m joking. Dem stay in the yard. Or if it raining too much, I let dem in the kitchen.”


Christopher made a note to avoid the kitchen in the event of a downpour.


Since Lidia had gone, he’d found it even harder to fall asleep. Before, when he used to lie beside her, with his eyes wide open for hours until he got up and did a quick sketch to unwind, she had blamed coffee—which she herself never touched, preferring her herbal teas.


“You know, Chris, if you switched to tea, you’d fall asleep much more easily.”


“It’s better than before though. I think your yoga is helping. It used be like three o’clock before I even got into bed.”


“I’d be a wreck if I did that.”


“Well, that’s why I never get up before eight,” he’d said. “This is one guy who won’t catch any worms.”


She’d laughed, the sound cheering him as it usually did. When they were in a public place, eating out or riding the bus, and she laughed, people would look in her direction, searching for the source of a song.


He hadn’t touched coffee since her funeral, yet he was still lying awake, begging for sleep. At some point between fatigue and loss of consciousness, Lidia came to him, as she’d done since the night of her “farewell ceremony”—that’s what her mother called it, her father had said nothing throughout. She was standing, smiling, surrounded by the flowers she had so loved; in the distance, Christopher could hear Stripey barking his stupid head off.


He’d never understood it. How a woman with a PhD in financial economics could opt to be a public gardener, working in the city’s parks. Whenever the subject came up, she always said it was because of 9/11, seeing the Twin Towers go down in smoke and dust, then the senseless war later.


“Lost my faith in both religion and finance. Found flowers,” she told him. And when others came to know her and asked the same question, she paraphrased Confucius, substituting “woman” for “man” and “husband” for “wife”: “If you want a woman to be happy for five years, give her a husband. If you want a woman to be happy for ten years, give her a dog. If you want a woman to be happy for a lifetime, give her a garden. Or in my case, a huge park to take care of.”


He told her he was sure Confucius never said anything of the sort. But she said it didn’t matter. “Even if it’s not true—it sounds nice, right?”


She’d been promoted several times since she’d switched professions and could have stayed in her office, gazing at the Brooklyn skyline. But she insisted on being on the ground, pushing a wheelbarrow and planting, dressed in green overalls like her staff. He would meet her sometimes for lunch, and they’d sit on a bench, eating takeout health food—tofu, lentils and wild rice, or some such—while the flowers she’d planted waved in the breeze as if from an impressionist’s canvas.


“Have you ever tried painting flowers?” she asked him once. And he’d laughed. He knew the subjects he could paint, and flowers weren’t among them. But, yes, he had tried, many times, and the damn things had come out looking like evil birds, or mangled rolls of toilet paper, and he had to admit he didn’t have that delicacy of touch that made petals look like petals.


His sophomore art teacher in college had tried to teach him that lightness of stroke. He’d never forgotten her—miss moon shine. That was how she signed her work, all in lowercase letters. She would bend over him, take his brush, and apply a quick dash of white. She said all the masters knew how to paint flowers and considered it her duty to teach him and the rest of the class how to portray everything from calla lilies to lilacs.


“Painting flowers is political action,” she told him as she flicked titanium white on his canvas, capturing the light as he never could. “When people bully you, you paint flowers. When they burst into your house and shoot at your family, you paint flowers. When they tell you that you shouldn’t be an artist but a basketball player, you paint flowers.”


She shoved the brush down into his plastic tub of water and strode away to another student, while he swallowed the comment he wanted to shout—that he’d signed up for art and not a frigging philosophy course. How had she known that his future had been mapped out as a basketball star? Did he somehow project the disappointment he’d seen on his father’s face after he’d declared he had no intention of playing professionally, no matter the high-school sports prizes he’d won?


He always felt the urge to give a sarcastic retort to miss moon shine’s little soliloquies, but whenever she leaned over him, her straight black hair brushing his face as she corrected a line or added colour, his breath caught in his throat. He also realised he couldn’t best her in wordplay, so he was better off not even trying. She was one of those teachers who walked into the classroom with a don’t-mess-with-me attitude. And if her grammatical mistakes might have caused hilarity, no one laughed at that because her wit was the sharpest in the department. Unwary students had seen their smart-mouth attempts boomerang, and he wasn’t about to join them.


“Really? You don’t like Monet? I don’t give a shit. Learn to paint like him first and then you can forget his ass later,” she told them. It seemed that no one at the school had informed her that teachers shouldn’t swear.


The only thing he and the others knew about her was that she’d come from a place called Changsha in Hunan Province. She’d arrived in the States when she was fourteen, knowing only “hello” and “zank you”—that was how she pronounced it when she told them the story—and she’d taught herself English staying up nights throughout high school. Now she had an MFA, and if they didn’t believe she knew what she was talking about, they could shift their asses out of the classroom right this minute.


They had no idea if she was married, had children, or went back home on holiday. But word was that she had a famous agent and that her work sold in London and Paris, in addition to New York. And maybe in Changsha too, which Christopher had checked on a map, knowing it wasn’t a place he was likely to visit.


The other students thought that he was her favourite, and they teased him about it outside of class. Inside, miss moon shine mocked him for his fear of using white.


“Why you so afraid of white?” she asked. “When you paint, all you’re doing is showing light, and you need white colour for that.”


One of his friends in the class, Gavin—a dedicated basketball player taking the course as an elective—burst out, “Tell her why you so afraid of white. Tell her it’s something primeval for all of us.” His laughter boomed through the class, as other students bent lower over their work.


Miss moon shine stared at Gavin. “Me too. I was scared of white, but that wasn’t going to stop me. What don’t kill you make you strong.”


“Really?” Gavin muttered. “Easy for you to say.”


“No,” miss moon shine responded. “Not easy for me to say.” The way she enunciated the words caused the temperature in the class to drop, and no one said anything else.


Gavin was now in the NBA, following his own primeval need to earn loads of money. “No starving in a fucking attic for me,” he’d said when the subject of art as a career came up. Yet, he’d been the best artist in miss moon shine’s class. She’d said so herself, aloud, at the end, but that hadn’t swayed Gavin from his path. He told Christopher he’d only signed up for the course because he’d heard that nude models were coming to pose, and Christopher suspected this was a rumour miss moon shine had spread herself so that not only girls would take Introduction to Painting.


Once the dollars started rolling in, Gavin bought three of Christopher’s canvases, works that miss moon shine would’ve considered too dark, and violent. He’d also collected half a dozen of miss moon shine’s flowers.


Christopher had kept in touch with her for a few years after he graduated, and then the correspondence had dwindled to nothing. In one of his last messages, he’d asked her if “moon shine” was her real name. And she’d replied, “It doesn’t matter. When you try to paint the moon, just focus on the shine. Light is everything. They used to call me Alice when I was growing up.” Typical bullshit. Why couldn’t she have just answered the question?


He found out years later from Google that her birth name was Li Ying and that she was still teaching and painting, though she had neither Facebook nor Twitter accounts—something Stephen had forced him to have, despite his contempt for social media. “No ignoring it in this day and age,” his friend and agent stressed over and over, but miss moon shine obviously did.


When he’d told Lidia about her, and her obsession with light, Lidia had agreed that his paintings were overly dark. She even wondered audibly at times if they reflected some hidden anger. In their occasional heated quarrels, she had more than once snarled, “Go take it out on your frigging canvas and leave me alone.”


The darkness he portrayed connected with other viewers though, because his paintings sold, and sold well. He had Stephen to thank for some of it, but the rest was because of his talent. He wasn’t shy about admitting that. And Lidia recognized his skill even if she didn’t like all the paintings that hung in their loft apartment. To amuse her, and perhaps send a message to miss moon shine—if she ever came across his work, he’d started adding a random flower in the corner of his ominous cityscapes. Lidia laughed when she saw the first one, but she’d still thought he had a long way to go.


He wondered what she would’ve made of the paintings he did after her burial. Each stroke had felt as if he were stabbing her killers, slashing them to pieces. Except they were already dead. Blew themselves up afterwards. Each time he thought of them, the ball in his chest grew harder.


He’d painted for days. And got up at night to continue. Until he could no longer raise his right arm, and a bump bulged at his wrist. His doctor diagnosed tendinitis, sending him to an osteopath, but he ignored the exercises prescribed. Afterwards, with his left hand, he shredded the canvases he’d completed, while the two artists he shared his studio with looked on in panic, wondering what to do. When he had finished hacking, he slumped to the floor, sitting with his legs wide open like a child.


One of the artists, Féliciane, rushed for her mobile and called Stephen.


“Do you think this is what Lidia would’ve wanted?” Stephen asked him that night. And for the first time since her funeral, Christopher cried. He wanted to tell Stephen about the other thing he’d done, after the police called him to the morgue to identify Lidia’s limbless body. But the shame stopped him.


He wasn’t aware he’d slept until the soft knock came at the door. He opened his eyes and squeezed them back shut against the glare flooding the room. He’d have to ask her to do something about the curtains.


“Yes?”


“It’s me,” Miss Della said. “What time you want your breakfast? Or we going to exercise first?”


“What time is it?”


“Six thirty,” she said cheerfully. He groaned in response. Like nephew, like aunt. Stephen was always sending him phone messages at dawn, messages he saw only hours later because he’d begun turning off his phone when he and Lidia went to bed.


“Does that blasted man ever sleep?” Lidia had asked. “You two should be roommates.”


Except that wouldn’t have worked. Christopher went to bed late and slept long, while Stephen did the opposite.


“Okay. I’m getting up,” he told Miss Della through the door. “I’ll be down in a minute.”


He lay in bed for another ten minutes or so, looking at the ceiling and the patterns on the faded white paint. Miss Della needed a new roof. She’d shown him the buckets in the corners of the bedroom the evening before, telling him where to place them when it rained.


He eased off the mattress and shuffled down the corridor, his forty-four years feeling like eighty. One bathroom was at the end of the hall and the other en suite from Miss Della’s room. She had given him a tour of the place yesterday evening, showing him the four bedrooms upstairs, in addition to the living and dining areas below. He splashed cold water on his face, knowing that the tap for warm water didn’t work. If he wanted a hot shower, he’d have to heat up water in the electric kettle, add it to cold water in a basin, and pour it over himself, Miss Della had told him. It wasn’t worth the trouble.


He changed out of the shorts he’d slept in and put on light loose pants of Indian cotton that Lidia had bought. She’d said he looked “manly” in the orange-and-black triangular patterns, but he’d never worn the pants in public. Downstairs, Miss Della was already on the balcony, wearing a mauve tee-shirt and matching jogging trousers, twisting her torso from left to right. He joined her and began doing the same movements.


“You ever play basketball?” Miss Della asked, as he leant forward to show her the sun salute. It was the first posture Lidia had taught him, one Saturday morning in Prospect Park.


“Yes, in high school. You?”


She stretched her arms up, and her laugh tinkled. “Well, I used to play netball long-long time ago. It wasn’t something for a career though. When I leave high school, I work for a bit doing accounts. Then a few things happen here and there, and I decide to go into the nursery business.”


“You mean taking care of kids?” He wondered if that was how Stephen had come into her life.


“No, taking care of plants. Growing and selling them.”


“Oh.” He felt his chest constricting.


He and Lidia had no choice but to meet. She grew up in Firenze, Italy, her mother Italian and her father Iranian. And he was born in Firenze, Alabama, his mother Jamaican and his father American—a Vietnam vet who refused to eat the rice and peas his wife so loved. “I ate enough rice during the war to last a lifetime,” his father would say. Christopher had spent his first twelve years in Firenze, near the famed Beta Shoals studio where fading soul singers came to revive their careers with a last-chance recording. Millie J., Bobby Mack, these were some of the names who’d created dream songs there, his father told him. It wasn’t until his family moved to New York and he was in high school that he’d realised another Firenze existed, a place of different masterpieces.


Yet they hadn’t met in either of the Firenzes, but in a Brooklyn park. He’d gone there to sketch, not flowers but the cityscape behind the cherry blossom trees—making the outlines jagged and threatening as he did. He’d been immersed in his work, unmindful of the woman looking over his shoulder at his rapid hand movements, the black lines jumping off the paper. He was used to passersby stopping to have a look when he worked outdoors.


“Nice,” she said.


They all said that.


He glanced up and then looked again, struck by the face above the olive green of the park uniform, the wide almond-shaped eyes with the translucent brown pupils, and the curly black hair escaping from its bun. Maybe she was on some kind of photo shoot?


“So you’re an artist,” she said, stating the obvious.


“Hmmm, and you?”


“I guess I’m a gardener, or maybe a flower grower, plant caretaker, or something like that. Official title: landscape architect.”


So, not a model. She looked too down-to-earth and smart for that, he thought, while at the same time scolding himself for his prejudice.


He chatted with her as he continued sketching, and they discovered they were both Firenzines, which became a running joke from then on. It wasn’t until weeks later that he found out she was “Dr. Zarin,” with a PhD in financial economics from Columbia Business School.


“Why did you stop playing basketball?” Miss Della asked as they did the final posture, each supine on the beach towels she had brought out.


“I’ll tell you later. Just concentrate on your breathing for now.”


“Hmm mmm,” Miss Della said. “But why?”


“Didn’t enjoy it anymore. Art was more interesting. Up until now.” He sighed.


She said nothing else, and he listened to the whisper of their breath, in and out in unison.


Miss Della had already prepared fried dumplings with ackee and saltfish for breakfast. Now she began frying the slices of plantain that she’d left covered on a plate. The smells brought back his mother’s cooking, and he felt the instant connection, the slide to childhood. His mother had embraced her American life, but never the food. Her cooking bridged the space between her and the island, filling his nostrils with scents of a place that seemed farther away than it was. As if smell and taste should suffice, she had taken him “home” only once when he was growing up—information that Stephen had greeted with disbelief.


“You went only once? Only once?”


And he tried to explain that when you lived in Firenze, you couldn’t really be American and something else. You had to choose your identity, as his mother had done, for herself and for him, except for the food. Before flying to the island now, he had told his father where he was going, and the old man had been surprised. “Your mother would’ve liked that,” was all he said.


Like Miss Della, his father now lived alone, but that was the extent of the similarity. In the six years since his mother died, ending the onslaught from breast cancer, his father had grown more sullen and withdrawn. Only Lidia had been able to make his face glow. And he was getting forgetful too, repeating the same line he’d said five minutes before. Christopher knew how much his father missed Lidia, especially her laughter, but since the funeral, they hadn’t referred to what had happened.


Before Christopher left this time, his father asked him once again when he planned to come and collect the boxes of soul albums he had sorted for him, and Christopher sighed. “When I come back, Dad. I promise.”


He paid the wife of the building’s caretaker to check on his father every day and prepare his meals. And he gave her Stephen’s number too, just in case. He hoped she wouldn’t need it.


While Miss Della fried her plantains, the burnt-honey smell filling the kitchen, Christopher looked out the window at the yard. The dogs—in various stages of somnolence—eyed him back. Only Stripey stood tense, staring at him with an unnerving look of expectation.


“Why do you have so many dogs? For protection?”


“Only two is really mine, the one-dem that follow me everywhere,” she answered. “The rest come here after the landslide.”


“Landslide?”


“Yes, bout seven months ago, after all the rain. Hurricane season, you know? So everybody have to leave, the government say it was better. Normally people would ignore the fool-fool politician-dem, but a little bwoi die when it happen, and even though people might risk dem own life, dem not going to take chances when it come to dem pickney.”


“So, where did they go?”


“All over. Some just in town. You didn’t see the new house-dem, like little box? Other people gone farther away.”


“And you stayed?”


“Yes, the house okay, as you can see. Just the leaks.”


He looked round the kitchen, at the pots on the thick wooden shelf that ran high along one wall and the mugs on the hooks underneath. The shapes made him compose a painting in his head. That had always been his thing. Shapes, not flowers—something even miss moon shine had come to understand. She’d told him that his future might lay in graphics, or architecture.


“Does Stephen know?” he asked.


“Not everything,” Miss Della answered, without looking up. “Just that it rain hard, and a few of the plant-dem get wash way, and the house leaking here and there. No need for worry.”


She told him where to find knives and forks, and he set them on the table. When she brought the heaped plates over, he realised why Stephen hadn’t said anything about lunch.


After breakfast, he accompanied her with the dogs along the other side of the path from which he’d ascended and discovered that here was a shortcut down the hill, to the town, with a less steep incline. From the tyre marks, he realised that cars could come up to the street this way. He could’ve taken a taxi from the market square yesterday after the minibus from the airport had dropped him off in town, if only he’d paid better attention to Stephen’s directions.


Miss Della showed him where her nursery had been—a plot now occupied by weeds and mosquitoes.


“They say you should build your house on high ground, but nobody ever tell you bout landslides, right?” She laughed without humour. “Thank goodness I had enough save up to start over, and Stephen always such a big help. Don’t know what I would do without him.”


The new nursery was on flat ground, on land she rented from her doctor. As they walked, trailed by the two canine bodyguards, she told him how she’d cried after the landslide. Not only because of the child lost and the damage to her neighbours’ homes, but because of the plants and flowers swept away.


Christopher listened and felt the ball in his chest getting bigger, weightier. After the attack in the park—which had killed women, children at play, and three city employees tending the flowerbeds—people had been further outraged at the destruction in the city’s gardens that they’d woken up to a day later. Someone had gone on a rampage, ripping up plant after plant, trampling petals into the earth. It had outraged people, who spoke and posted about it for days. To Christopher, it had seemed they valued plant life more than human life. But now he guessed it was what the destruction symbolized that had so horrified the city’s residents. They thought the two attacks were linked, that the second was like pissing on someone after creeping up and knifing them in the back.


A smooth-skinned woman in her forties and an older man, both wearing khaki shirt and pants, greeted them at the nursery, exchanging jokes with Miss Della.


“So, who is your handsome young friend?” the woman teased.


“I bring him for you, Lorraine,” Miss Della replied, and the younger woman laughed, shooting Christopher a flirtatious look. But he could see it was just a game. He noted the thick, expensive-looking gold ring on her left hand, screaming out her status to the world.


He shook hands with the man, whom Miss Della introduced as Mr. Jordan. “Him is the best farmer round here, best orange, lime, and everything, but he come sometimes just to help me out.” Mr. Jordan smiled at her with what Chris saw as deep affection. The nursery already had more than thirty different species, Miss Della told him proudly as he followed her, and the place was still growing. She led him between the rows of potted plants, pointing out yellow bells, anthurium, and amaryllis. She asked which ones he preferred.


He selected the yellow bells, their golden tones contrasting with the glazed sea-green of the ceramic pot. He would start with this.


They got into a rhythm over the next days. He learned to get up early and help her feed the dogs. Afterwards they exercised on the balcony before the sun was fully up, and followed this with the big breakfast, washing down plantains, callaloo, and mackerel with sweetened mint tea.


When she left to go to the nursery, with Stripey and pal in tow, he set up his portable easel in the yard, placing the flowers on a folding table she had provided. The remaining dogs watched him as he worked, tensing when he cursed at a wrong stroke. He knew they were warming to him though; the wagging of tails wasn’t far off.


It was like learning all over again as he tried to capture the flowers on the canvas board. But he would keep at it, day after day, until he got it right, until he could depict that light miss moon shine always wanted, the light Lidia had brought. He could feel her at his shoulder, at ease with Stripey gone. She hadn’t asked this of him, but he needed to do it, so they could both find peace.


He would stay months if he had to, sitting among Miss Della’s dogs, until he had enough paintings to equal the plants he’d destroyed that night he’d run amok in Lidia’s gardens, ripping roots from the soil, tramping through the flowerbeds, like an animal gone mad from a shot that should have put it down. He’d felt blinding rage at the garden, those flowers, that hadn’t protected her.


He hoped she forgave him. Now.


“Nice,” she said, looking over his shoulder, and her laugh rang out.
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