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			Historical Note

			 

			Life in the Florida Keys of the 1930s was easy compared to many other places during the Great Depression. Although people lacked most of the modern conveniences we consider necessary today, food was plentiful and winters were mild. Sun-seeking tourists were attracted to the glorious beaches, riding Henry Flagler’s fantastic East Coast Railway all the way down to Key West.

			It was also a time of high racial tension. Jim Crow laws, which segregated every aspect of life, were in force and would face no serious legal challenge until 1950. Lynchings were commonplace across the South, and Florida had more of them in 1935 than any Southern state.

			Even so, it is not hard to understand why a group of homeless, jobless, desperate WWI veterans would jump at the chance to join a public works project there – especially after they were denied their bonuses promised by the government. It was by far the best opportunity they had come across for years.

			The local people who had lived there for generations, known as Conchs, had to adjust to having these hard-drinking, disturbed and even dangerous men living in their midst. Imagine the effect today if someone dumped 250 Veterans Administration hospital patients in a tiny, isolated, backward town with a brutal climate and no adequate facilities. You would expect there to be serious problems. The veterans did nothing to endear themselves and the Conchs were unprepared to deal with them. Nor did they receive any help from official sources.

			Against this backdrop came the most powerful hurricane ever to strike North America, on Labor Day in 1935. I have relocated this in time to Independence Day because of the date’s patriotic significance for the veterans.

			This book is a fictionalised account of those events.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter One
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			The humid air felt like water in the lungs, like drowning. A feeble breeze stirred the washing on the line briefly but then the clothes fell back, exhausted by their exertion. Despite the heat, they refused to dry. The daily thunderstorms did nothing to reduce the temperature, just made the place steam. Like being cooked alive, Missy thought, like those big crabs in their tub of seawater, waiting for the pot tonight.

			She bathed the baby outside in the basin, under the banyan tree’s canopy of shade, both to cool and clean him. His happy splashes covered them both in soapy water. Earlier that morning, asleep in his new basket, his rounded cheeks had turned an alarming shade of red, like the over-ripe strawberries outside the kitchen door. You could have too much of a good thing, Missy knew, even strawberries. This summer’s crop had defeated even her formidable preserving skills and the fruit had been left to rot where it lay.

			The peacocks called in the branches overhead. Little Nathan’s cheeks had returned to a healthy rose-tinted cream colour, so she could relax. With a grunt she levered herself off the ground and on to the wooden kitchen chair beside the basin, brushed the dead grass from her knees. No one else around, only Sam the spaniel, panting on the porch. Mrs Kincaid had gone to see Nettie the dressmaker, a rare foray from the house, and Mr Kincaid was at the country club, as usual. He had not slept at home more than a handful of nights in the past few months, always working late. The mangroves smelled musky, like an animal, the dark brown water pitted with the footprints of flies.

			Nathan started to whimper as he did when he was tired. She lifted him out of the water and patted him dry with the towel. He was already drowsy again, so she laid him naked in the basket in the shade. With a sigh she spread her legs wide to allow the air to flow up her skirt and closed her eyes, waving a paper fan printed with, ‘I’m a fan of Washington, DC’. Mrs Kincaid had given it to her when they came back from their trip. Mrs Kincaid had insisted on going with her husband, to shop, and their argument had been heard clear across the street, according to Selma, who didn’t even have good ears.

			Even so, Selma knew everyone’s business. She knew when Mrs Anderson’s boy, Cyril, lost a hand at the fish processing plant, even before Doc Williams had been called. She knew that Mrs Campbell’s baby would come out that exact shade of milky coffee even though Deputy Sheriff Dwayne Campbell had the freckles and red hair of his Scottish immigrant ancestors.

			Selma had helped when Missy first went to work for the Mrs Kincaid’s parents, the Humberts. She showed Missy where the best produce was to be found, the freshest fish. People told things to Selma, private things. She looked so unassuming with her wide smile and soft, downturned gaze, but Missy knew that those eyes were turned down to shield a fierce intelligence, and she had witnessed Selma’s machinations. Missy was slightly afraid of Selma, which gave their friendship an edge. Selma seemed able to manipulate anyone in the town and leave no trace, had done so when it suited her. After Cynthia LeJeune criticised Selma’s peach cobbler, somehow the new sewage treatment plant got sited right upwind of the LeJeune house. It took a full-blooded fool to cross Selma.

			Missy sighed, stroked Nathan’s cheek. His lips formed a perfect pink O, long lashes quivered, round tummy rose and fell. Sweat soaked her collar. When she leaned forward, the white uniform remained stuck to her back. She longed to strip off the clinging dress and run naked into the water, only a few yards away. And then she recalled that there was still some ice in the box in the kitchen – no, the refrigerator, as Mrs Kincaid said they were called now. She imagined pressing the ice to her neck, feeling the chilled blood race around her body until even her fingertips were cool. They would not mind, she thought, wouldn’t even notice if she took a small chunk. There was no movement at all in the air. The afternoon’s thunderclouds were piled like cotton on the horizon, greyish white on top and crushed violet at the bottom.

			I’ll only be a minute.

			Inside the kitchen it was even stuffier than outside, although the windows were wide open and the ceiling fan turned on. Missy opened the refrigerator, took the pick to the block. A fist-size chunk dropped on to the worn wooden counter. She scooped it up, rubbed it on her throat, around the back of her neck, and felt instant relief. She rubbed it down her arms, up her legs, then she opened the front of her uniform and rubbed the dwindling ice over her chest. Cool water trickled down to her stomach. Eyes closed, she returned the ice to her throat, determined to enjoy it down to the last drop, then she became aware of a sound outside.

			Sam barked, once, twice, three times. This was not his greeting bark – it was the same sound he made that time when the wild-eyed man had turned up in the backyard, looking for food. Armed with a kitchen knife, Missy had yelled at him to get away, but it was Sam’s frenzied barking that had driven him off.

			‘Nathan . . .’ she groaned, racing to the porch. At first she could not comprehend what her eyes saw – the Moses basket was moving slowly down the lawn towards the mangroves, with Sam bouncing hysterically from one side of it to the other. She could hear faint cries from the basket as Nathan woke. She stumbled down the porch steps in her hurry, and raced towards the retreating basket.

			Then she saw him.

			He was camouflaged by the mangrove’s shade at the water’s edge, almost the same green as the grass. He was big, bigger than any she had seen before. From his snout, clamped on to a corner of the basket, to the end of his dinosaur tail, the gator was probably fourteen feet long. Slowly he planted each of his giant clawed feet and determinedly dragged the basket towards the water.

			‘Nathan! Oh God! Someone please help!’ she screamed, and ran to within a few feet of the gator. But the large houses of the neighbours were empty, everyone at the beach preparing for the Independence Day barbecue. ‘Sam, get him! Get him!’

			The dog launched himself with a snarl at the gator, but the reptile swung his body around with incredible speed. His enormous spiked tail, easily twice as long as the dog, surged through the air and slammed into Sam with such force that he was flung against the banyan tree. The dog slid down the trunk and lay unmoving on the ground.

			‘Sam! No! Oh, Sam!’

			The gator continued his steady progress towards the water. Missy swallowed great, gulping breaths to hold down the panicky vomit rising in her gut. Everything seemed to happen very fast and very slow at the same time. She scanned the yard for anything that would serve as a weapon but there was nothing, not even a fallen branch, thanks to the diligence of Lionel the gardener. The gator had almost reached the water. Missy knew very well what would happen next: he would take Nathan to the bottom of the swamp, and wedge him between the arching mangrove roots until he drowned. Then the gator would wait for a few days, or a week, before consuming his nicely tenderised meat.

			She imagined the Kincaids’ faces when they learned the fate of their baby son, what they would do when they found out that a child in her care had been so horribly neglected. The gator’s yellow eyes regarded her with ancient, total indifference, as if she were a dragonfly hovering above the water. And then suddenly the panic drained from her like pus from a boil and she felt light and calm. She was not afraid. She knew what she had to do. That precious baby boy will not be a snack for no giant lizard!

			She stood, and her thoughts cleared. Despite the ferocious mouthful of teeth, she knew that most of the danger came from the alligator’s back end. She began to circle nearer the head. She need only spend a moment within the reach of that tail, which was as long as she was tall, to snatch Nathan from the basket. If she succeeded, then all would be well. If she failed, then she deserved to go to the bottom with him. The gator had reached the waterline. There was no more time.

			Movement on the porch, and suddenly Selma was running down the lawn towards her, loading the shotgun as she ran.

			‘Outta the way, Missy!’ she cried, stomach and bosoms bouncing, stubby legs pounding. Missy had never seen Selma run, did not know that she could. ‘Outta the way!’

			Missy threw herself to the ground, hands over her head. Selma stumbled to a halt, regained her balance, feet spread wide apart, stock of the gun buried between her arm and her bountiful chest.

			‘Shoot it, Selma!’ yelled Missy. ‘For the love of Jesus, shoot it! NOW!’

			There was an explosion. The peacocks shrieked, dropped clumsily to the ground and fled for the undergrowth. The air smelled burnt. And there was another smell, like cooked chicken. Missy looked up. Selma was on her back, legs spread, the gun beside her. The baby was screaming.

			‘Nathan . . .’ Missy whispered, scrambling to her feet. ‘Nathan, I’m coming!’

			The gator was where she had last seen it. Well, most of it was there, minus the head. The rest of the body was poised to enter the water.

			‘Oh, Nathan!’ He was covered in gore. It was in his hair, his eyes, his ears. She scooped the flailing baby from the basket and inspected his limbs, his torso, his head, searching for injuries. But he was unhurt, it seemed, utterly whole. She clutched his writhing form to her, which made him scream louder, but she didn’t care. ‘It all right, honey, hush now, everything gonna be all right.’

			‘The baby?’ asked Selma, propped on her elbows. ‘Is he . . . ?’

			‘He fine! He absolutely fine!’

			‘Thank the Lord,’ said Selma, wincing as she got to her feet, ‘and Mr Remington.’ She rubbed her shoulder. ‘Helluva kick on him though.’

			Missy said nothing, just cooed and rocked Nathan with her eyes closed. He still cried, but fretful, just-woken crying, and it was a joyous sound to hear. She looked up suddenly. Her uniform was stiff with blood transferred from Nathan’s little body. The Kincaids would be home in a few hours to get ready for the barbecue, and when they learned what nearly happened, she would be fired. And that might not be the worst of it . . .

			‘Missy,’ said Selma firmly, ‘come on, we got a lot to do.’

			She felt cold under the hot sun. ‘Oh Selma, I’m done for.’

			‘Listen to me, girl, this ain’t the biggest mess I’ve seen, by far.’ She shook Missy by the shoulder. ‘Come on; now pay attention. First we get him cleaned up, and that basket too.’ She scrutinised it with a professional eye. ‘Yeah, this ain’t too bad.’

			The bundle at the base of the tree stirred, emitted a soft cry. ‘Sam! He alive, oh Selma how bad is he?’ He had been an awful trial as a puppy, eating the legs right off the living room furniture and weeing in Mr Kincaid’s suitcase, but Sam had been Missy’s only companion most days.

			‘Give me a minute,’ said Selma. She bent over the dog, stroked his ribs, felt his legs, his head. ‘Nothing broken,’ she pronounced, ‘just knocked out. Be some bad bruises; I’ll give you something for that.’ She straightened. ‘Call him.’

			‘Sam, here boy! Come here, Sammy!’ The dog’s eyes opened slowly and he raised his head, whimpering as he struggled on to his front legs, then straightened his back legs. ‘Good boy, Sammy, good boy!’ Missy could not look at the carcass by the water’s edge. ‘What about . . . what do we do with . . . with that?’

			‘What do you think?’ Selma was already striding towards it with great purpose. ‘We eat it. By the time my people is done here, won’t be nothin’ to see but a few peacock feathers.’

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Two
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			As she hurried home, Missy’s heart thumped crazily, like a moth trapped in a glass. Her feet sped along the familiar road, shoes whitened by the dust of crushed clamshells. To have come so close to losing Nathan . . . were it not for Selma’s quick action, the boy would now be tucked under the water somewhere, to await the gator’s pleasure. The very thought of his blond curls, stirred by the current, his blue eyes empty and sightless, the gator’s jaws open for the first bite . . . Oh, dear Lord. Sweating hard, she forced her steps to slow. One deep breath, then another, then another.

			‘Breathing and praying,’ Mama always said, ‘the only two things you got to do every day.’

			The pounding in her chest began to ease. Nathan was safe. There was no need for the Kincaids ever to know about the incident, all thanks to Selma – and someone else. She stopped for a moment to say, ‘Thank you’ to the sky.

			Hard to believe that the huge pile of bloody meat would soon be cleaned up and gone, but Missy had no reason to doubt Selma’s word. It seemed all of her extended family had answered her call to help with the carcass.

			Missy had prepared to help too, but Selma had said, ‘You go home, make yourself pretty for the barbecue. I take care of Nathan till Missus Kincaid get home.’ The baby bounced happily on her hip, all cleaned up, his favourite wooden elephant in his mouth.

			Missy had picked a speck of gore from his hair, on his miraculously unharmed head. ‘Well, OK, then. Thank you. See y’all at the beach.’

			The Fourth of July barbecue and fireworks display was the high point in Heron Key’s social calendar, the only one at which coloureds were allowed – on their own side of the beach, of course – but no one could partition the sky when those fireworks went up. Most years she had missed it because of work. This year would be different because Mama was going to watch Nathan for her.

			Just as she turned to leave, Missy had heard something that had frozen her feet to the bloody grass. It was Selma calling, ‘Henry Roberts, you think just ’cause you been to Paree that you too good for this work? Get your scrawny ass down here and help.’ Henry had given his sister a wry salute, stubbed out his cigarette, and joined the others to swing his machete over the carcass.

			So he really was back. He didn’t seem to recognise her, for which she was grateful, looking as she did like someone who had been through a wringer. Heart thudding, she studied him with sideways glances, at once desperate to be somewhere else and unable to turn her eyes away. He looked so different, no longer the young man she had seen off to war, all those years ago. He was thin, ribs clearly visible through the open front of his sweat-stained shirt, and grey stubble marked cheeks no longer smooth. He took a dirty rag from his pocket and wiped his neck; there was a long, curved scar there, like a great big question mark. He looked, she thought, just like the millions of hopeless souls lined up at the soup kitchens in the north, seen in the newspapers that Mr Kincaid threw out.

			So, she thought, the war’s been over for seventeen years and he never saw fit to come home until Uncle Sam sent him – and a load of other dirty, hungry ex-soldiers – to build the bridge to replace the ferry crossing to Fremont. If this was supposed to make the veterans feel better about having to wait for the bonus they had been promised by the government, she figured the plan was less than a complete success. It sounded like there was a lot more drinking and fighting than bridge-building going on at the camp.

			Since hearing he was back, she had both dreaded and hoped for a chance meeting. In her daydreams they met at church, or maybe in town. She would be wearing the yellow dress with the daisies, and a white hat and gloves. She would be poised, head high, and would walk past without noticing him. He would be in his uniform, like he was when he left, shoes polished to a high shine, sharp creases in his pants. He would tip his hat to her, then do a double take and say, ‘This beautiful woman cain’t be Missy Douglas. She was just a child when I left. Ma’am, may I escort you home?’

			‘Is that little Missy Douglas?’ His voice had startled her out of the memory, that voice she had longed to hear for eighteen years, but had thought never to hear again. He wiped the blood from his machete and hooked it to his belt. Sweat darkened his collar and he passed the rag over his forehead. For a moment, she had wished the gator had taken her down. Blood caked her face, her hair; even her shoes squelched with it. ‘I should of known,’ he had said, with a slow smile, ‘you’d be mixed up in this somehow. You bite that gator’s head off all by yourself?’

			Her mouth had opened and closed uselessly. She could think of not one single thing to say, still caught up in the daydream she had nurtured for eighteen years. All that time, while he was away, she had prayed and wished and cajoled God and the angels and the apostles and the universe to bring him back to her; and now here he was.

			She narrowed her eyes against the glare off the road. Her steps quickened again. It was going to take some time to get clean of all traces of the gator. Henry was back, yes, but what else? Changed? Most certainly. Broken? Very possibly. She had heard the stories: of how the veterans needed to be drunk to sleep, of how their hands shook so badly sometimes that they could not hold their tools, of how any loud noise could provoke either tears or vicious violence. Just how badly damaged is he? Her need to know was perfectly balanced by her fear of knowing.

			But then, she realised, everyone had changed, including her. Nothing stayed the same, not after so many years. What would he think of her? Of what she had become – or, more importantly, not become? Still living with Mama, doing for the Kincaids, never been anywhere or done anything of note. Taking an encyclopedia to bed every night.

			He had stood there, waiting for her reply, that same smile, in a much older man’s face. And then, to her everlasting shame, she had fled.

			 

			Her feet scattered the chickens in a bad-tempered flurry as she raced up the porch steps and flung open the door. Mama shrieked and rushed towards her.

			‘My God, chile, what they done to you? Where you hurt?’ She patted Missy all over. ‘I knew this day would come, didn’t I tell you? But you too smart to listen to your old mama any more. When I catch the devil who did this to you, I’m—’

			‘I’m fine, Mama.’ She stripped to her slip and pulled off her stinking shoes. ‘There was a gator, he went for the baby, but Selma blew his head right off. Her people chopping it up now. You shoulda seen her: she saved Nathan, and me, and my job. She was . . .’ She paused, choosing the right word for what Selma had been that day, ‘magnificent.’

			‘Lord, the words you use! Give me those things.’ She held out her arms. ‘They got to be boiled right now.’

			Mama set the washtub on the fire and filled it with seawater – fresh water was reserved for the rinse. She had warned Missy umpteen times not to use those big words outside the house; one day, for sure, the wrong person would hear, and it would be her undoing. She piled the bloody clothes into the water with a scoop of carbolic and stirred with a big stick. Growing up, she recalled as she stirred, Missy had few friends. Her preference for books over swamp games made the local kids think she was stuck-up. And now Missy was a grown woman, she showed every sign of ending her days alone – too smart for local fellas, too proud to play dumb. At Missy’s age, Mama already had two babies and was married to Billy, a shiftless fisherman. He drank his pay every week before doing them all a favour and going to sea one night in a storm, drunk as a skunk. The boat washed up a few days later down the coast, with only an empty bottle on board, and Billy’s gaff. He probably just fell in and drowned, but Mama liked to think of him as Jonah, maybe living out his days in the gullet of some giant fish. He’d have plenty of time to think on what he’d done to them and, most of all, to little Leon. She caught her breath, pressed a hand to her side. Even thinking of the child’s name shot a jolt of pain right through her.

			She hummed to herself as she continued to stir. The red had begun to lift from the white of Missy’s uniform. She skimmed the pinkish foam from the water. Had it not been for Henry Roberts stepping in to help when Billy died, things would have been a whole lot more desperate. Although he was little more than a child himself, he watched Missy so Mama could go out to work. It gave her time to get back on her feet. He was so sweet with Missy, even when she followed him around everywhere like a duckling, no doubt embarrassing him with his friends. But he was never unkind, always patient with her. Every night, he read her those stories that turned her into such a bookworm, stories of places she had never heard of, with names like Zanzibar, Ceylon, Treasure Island. She’d come in to find their heads together over the book in a circle of lamplight. And when he went away to war, it just tore Missy apart, much more so than losing her daddy.

			She had heard he was back, with that group of dirty old vagrants at the veterans’ camp. Well, Henry Roberts, she thought, and she tipped away the filthy water, you got some explaining to do.

			 

			Missy filled the bathtub with brownish water from the cistern. It had its own aroma, which she was accustomed to, and would at least rid her of the slaughterhouse reek of blood. She could hear Mama’s humming from the other side of the partition. As she stepped into the bath, the water went dark. She scrubbed and scrubbed, held her nose and submerged her head. Although she came up feeling cleaner, she knew it would be days before she lost the stench.

			Water dripped from the end of her nose.

			Selma had saved every one of his letters from France, had never given up hope, had always believed he would come back, one day, to be with his people. She kept a room in her house for him, prepared for the day of his return. But when that day finally came, it was not as she expected. He was back, but not really back, Selma said. He would not use the nice room she had, would not stay with his people, but instead would live out at the collection of dirty, smelly shacks they called a camp. Worse still, it turned out he had been there for months already before he made contact, and he mostly avoided the town. He explained none of it to Selma. Missy had never seen Selma cry, but when she learned that he had come home with no word to his people, her face had just crumpled into folds of disappointment. Even so, she still took meals to him every week, walking the five miles each way to deliver her casseroles, her fried chicken and, of course, her famous peach cobbler. She had seen first-hand the diabolical food served to the veterans, and pronounced that her hogs ate better. The whole town could smell the camp latrines when the wind blew the right way and Missy had heard Mr Kincaid say many times that the camp was a disgrace, to the men and the country.

			Missy scraped dried blood from under her nails, went over the events of the afternoon. It had been such a close call . . . The Kincaids would be home by now; they were a strange couple, everyone said so. When Selma first told her about Mr Kincaid’s drinking, Missy had been indignantly defensive of him. Then she began to notice the signs: the mouthwash on his breath when he came home at night, the overly precise way he spoke, the scratches around the lock on the Cadillac driver’s side door. It had started when Nathan was born, and Selma knew why. ‘Some men,’ she had said, ‘cain’t look at a woman the same after a baby come out of there. I’ve known men to walk right out of the hospital and keep on walkin’.’ And Mrs Kincaid kept growing fatter every day, although Missy was careful with her portions. It was as if the woman thought she could get his attention just by taking up more and more space in the room. Her secret eating and his secret drinking . . . none of it made sense to Missy.

			And yet the Kincaids must have loved each other once, or else why did they get married? They seemed to have everything needed for a happy life: such a nice big house, with its wide sitting porch and high ceilings, one of the first in town to get electricity. It was meant to be filled with many more babies, but it seemed certain now that Nathan would be the only one. The baby is safe, thanks be to the Lord, and Mr Remington.

			Missy’s stomach cramped with hunger. She had eaten nothing since daybreak. There would be plenty to eat at the barbecue, as always – a hog had been roasting on embers, buried deep in the sand, for two days already. It would take centre stage, the meat smoky and succulent, dripping with Mama’s famous sauce and surrounded by the platters of salad and cornbread. There would be fresh, sweet coquinas, dug from the beach that morning and cured in Key lime juice, and fried conch. There would be turtle steaks, harvested from the kraal that morning and Key lime pie and Selma’s fresh peach cobbler. And there would be bottles of beer, lots of them, glistening like jewels in their barrels of ice. She had heard about the starving folks up north, lined up for hours just for a cup of thin soup, and others, in the Midwest, trying to farm land that had turned to dust. Is that why Henry came back, after all this time? Because he tired of being hungry?

			She scrubbed her hair, her ears, her face, with the precious sliver of Ivory soap she had been saving. There were so many questions she itched to ask him. That long, raised scar on his neck, shaped like a question mark. What tale do you have to tell? She traced a finger down her own neck in the same shape. She hoped he would come to the barbecue, and hoped just as strongly he would not. The veterans had been invited, she had heard, against the better judgement of many.

			She called from the bath, ‘He was there, Mama. He came to help.’ The sounds of sloshing from the kitchen ceased.

			‘How he look?’

			‘Like Doc Williams.’ Henry did not just look older, as she expected. More than that, he had the same look that Doc Williams had when he came back from the war. There were the deep, puffy bruises under the eyes that never went away, not even after years of home cooking and Florida sunshine. It was as if the soldiers had been tattooed, from the inside, by whatever they had seen. It had to come out somewhere, Missy thought. It came out through their eyes.

			The sloshing resumed in the kitchen. Mama called, ‘He gonna be there tonight?’

			‘I ’spect so,’ she said, hoping Mama might not hear.

			Mama’s head appeared around the partition. ‘You didn’t ask him?’

			Missy could not admit she had run away without a word, like a silly little girl. She sank lower in the water. Red bits floated on top. She wanted to get out but Mama stood there, hands on hips. ‘Not as such, no.’

			Mama pulled her up out of the tub and began to rub her dry with a rough towel, each stroke emphasising her words. ‘Have. I. Not. Taught. You. Any. Manners. Girl.’ She turned Missy around to face her.

			Missy saw herself in Mama’s eyes, not as a grown woman, but as a child again. All the years of worry and hope were there, all they had endured together. Nothing had turned out good in a long, long time.

			‘Come here, chile.’ Mama wrapped her in the towel. They stood like that for a few minutes, Missy’s head on her shoulder. Mama rubbed her back. ‘Gonna be all right, everything gonna be all right, you see. Now,’ Mama said, pulled back to look hard at her face, ‘big question: what you gonna wear?’

			Missy stepped out of the water. ‘The yellow dress, with the daisies.’

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Three
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			Doc Williams put a roll of bandages into his old black leather medical bag, topped up the Mercurochrome bottle and put that in too. He snapped the latch shut, thought for a moment, then opened it again and added another roll of bandages. As he was forever telling the boys in his Scout troop, ‘It’s always better to be prepared.’ He shut the bag again and rested his weight on its familiar bulk. It had accompanied him to war and back, probably still had French mud in the hinges. And blood in the leather. ‘Almost time, old friend.’ He patted it fondly.

			Through his front window, he could see men carrying plywood and sawhorses, setting up for the barbecue that evening. Zeke went by on his old bicycle, Poncho the macaw in his usual place, clinging to Zeke’s shoulder. The bird’s flamboyant cobalt tail brushed Zeke’s scrawny haunches. Doc had been to Zeke’s shack on the beach not long ago to treat his chronic leg ulcers, but as the man spent most of every day standing in seawater, yelling at the waves, there was little he could do to help. Zeke had not always been like that. He used to work on his uncle’s pineapple farm, spent all his free time in a little skiff, sat for hours on the still brown waters of the mangrove swamp, patiently waiting for a tug on his fishing line. He knew all the best spots, even took a few tourists out. And everywhere he went, Poncho went too. People said it was the storm of 1906 that did it. Zeke was the sole survivor of his family of sixteen. His little sister was torn right from his arms and crushed by flying timber. Ever since, he had raged at the sea, with only Poncho for company at his lonely shack.

			As Zeke pedalled past, Doc noted that the leg ulcers had worsened. He worried that he had ceased to relate to patients as people – they had just become collections of ailments to him: Zeke was ulcers, Missy’s mama was uncontrolled diabetes, and Dolores Mason was the clap (again). It had started during the war, of course, when it was just wound after bloody wound. They could have been cadavers, except for the screaming. And then, when the war was all but won, the Spanish flu arrived to finish off many of the men who had survived the battles. Any faith that remained had left him as he watched them drown in their own fluids, helpless even to ease their suffering.

			Peacetime medicine, of course, was supposed to be about listening to the patients, but sometimes, even after all these years, the patients appeared to him simply as talking lumps of meat – no different to the hog that was even now being disinterred from its sandy grave.

			He sighed, rubbed his glasses with his shirt tail, and tried to muster some enthusiasm. The heat made his head hurt. There was beer in the icebox but he needed to stay sharp for the evening. He had been dreading the barbecue for a long time, and not just because of the inevitable stomach upsets from Mabel Hickson’s potato salad, or the minor burns from reckless handling of fireworks. Or that someone would wander into the surf after too much beer and need rescuing, or maybe even resuscitation. The soft shush of the waves came to him through the open window. The ocean, which looked so innocent now in the afternoon sun, waited patiently to embrace the unwary.

			No, he was prepared for all of that. He was also prepared for the violence that would well up after whites and coloureds had been marinating in liquor and old grievances for hours, each in their separate areas on the beach. You could set your watch by the fight that would break out between Ike Freeman and Ronald LeJeune. No one remembered where the hatred stemmed from, including Ike and Ronald. Some folks thought a milk cow was involved. And it didn’t help that Ike’s grandfather had been owned by Ronald’s grandfather, and not very well-treated at that. So once a year they pounded the tar out of each other. It was a kind of ritual. And Doc would be there to patch them up.

			He poured a glass of lemonade and allowed himself to remember the little migrant girl, as he did once a year. He had been back from the war for more than ten years, still waking Leann every night in the grip of his terrors, still haunted by visions of horror during the day. They were always with him. Even when he played with baby Cora, he saw the piles of amputated limbs, like a grotesque doll factory, felt the sinuous coils of intestines twined around his ankles, heard the screams from a hundred shattered faces. The Fourth of July barbecue that year had promised to be a much-needed dose of wholesome good fun, to help ease him back into normal society. He almost looked forward to dealing with the everyday sorts of injuries that would occur, so unlike the industrial destruction of bodies during the war.

			The girl was only six years old, with an innocuous-looking puncture wound on the sole of her foot. She had stepped on a rusty nail while running around with the other children during the fireworks display. Her mother, one of the many who came to harvest the Key lime crop, simply washed the wound and applied honey to it. By the time Doc was called, the child’s jaw was locked tight. There was nothing he could do but hold her while the paralysis raced up her little body and finally stopped her lungs. He had heard rumours from an old army buddy that someone was working on a tetanus vaccine, but it would be far too late to help this one. After that, his nightmares took on a new dimension, much closer to home. And he would never again look forward to the Fourth of July barbecue.

			This year promised to be the most difficult yet, thanks to the arrival of the veterans. Against his advice, the town had invited them to the celebrations. It had been hard for him to take such a stance, given his service record, but his frequent visits to the camp had convinced him that it was unwise to include them. His eyes fell on the Heron Key Bugle, with yet another outraged headline: VETERANS ARRESTED AFTER PAYDAY BRAWL. Such headlines had become depressingly regular, although the damage had been limited to property: so far.

			He pressed the cool glass against his throat, remembered his shock on the first visit to the veterans’ camp, the utter squalor of it . . . He had been called to aid a poor old sergeant from Minnesota who had been poisoned by the deadly smoke of the oleander wood used for his cooking fire. Doc could not imagine why no one had warned him against the innocent-looking shrub with the pretty pink flowers that grew wild all along the coast. The men were housed in stifling, over-crowded ‘cabins’, which sounded quaint but were actually just flimsy wooden partitions held together with a canvas roof. And although whites and coloureds still had separate quarters, they were equal for once in their misery. The latrines would have disgraced the trenches of France – the stench alone was a real health hazard – and Doc had shared his concerns with the superintendent, Trent Watts, but it was like talking to a block of granite. The men had nothing to do but drink when they weren’t working on the bridge to Fremont in the awful heat and humidity, and it was clear they felt they were being punished by Washington for marching on Capitol Hill to demand the bonus promised to them. And now this, the final insult: condemned to a close approximation of hell, in a place no one knew existed, where the country could forget what it owed them.

			Doc’s contemplation was interrupted by a face at the screened door. ‘You decent?’ It was the voice of Dwayne Campbell, Deputy Sheriff, amiable, shambling Dwayne, his uniform always unkempt, buttons straining at the belly. Doc had seen little of Dwayne since he attended the birth of Dwayne’s mulatto baby, Roy. He had heard that Dwayne seemed to accept the child, which many men would not have done, but Noreen Campbell, by all accounts, had not fared so well. There was talk of savage beatings that left no visible marks – Dwayne was careful – but since she did not seek medical help, Doc could do nothing. He had always liked Dwayne, whose open, freckled face carried a permanent look of mild surprise. The deputy was not blessed with great mental agility, but he usually took a sensible approach to conflict, and his physical bulk, on its own, seemed to calm most situations.

			‘In here, Dwayne, just getting ready.’

			‘Not sure there is such a thing, Doc, not this year.’ Dwayne had also advised against including the veterans in the barbecue. He removed his hat, wiped his forehead with a handkerchief. The skin at his hairline showed white where the hat’s brim protected it from the sun.

			Doc had hoped to be reassured that Dwayne would draw on his years of experience to face the evening with the same ease and calm that he brought to most problems but the tension in the big man’s jaw and shoulders said otherwise. Doc wondered if something had happened at home, but decided it was the wrong moment to delve into Dwayne’s domestic situation. The priority was to get through the next twelve hours.

			Dwayne took a seat at the kitchen table. ‘Got any more of that lemonade?’

			Doc poured him a tall glass, and thought he noticed a slight tremor in Dwayne’s hand as he took it. Dwayne drank the liquid down without pause or breath and set the empty glass on the table.

			‘We warned ’em,’ he said, as he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘And they went ahead anyway. Leaving you and me to pick up the pieces.’

			Doc could see both sides of the argument. How could the veterans be excluded, on this of all nights, when the nation celebrated the people who gave it its freedom? They had given their limbs and, in many cases, their sanity, in the service of their country. Yet he was convinced they were a danger to others, and themselves. 

			‘Maybe it will be all right,’ he said, and heard the note of foolish optimism in his voice. ‘Maybe everyone will just get along. Is that really so impossible?’

			Dwayne regarded him in silence, eyebrows raised. The man was wound tighter than Doc had ever seen him.

			‘OK, then,’ Doc continued, ‘what’s the worst that can happen?’

			Dwayne tipped his chair back, hands folded on his paunch. ‘Oh, I don’t know, how about this: maybe they drink the place dry, and then go looking for more in folks’ houses. Maybe they decide to take what they want from the women. My guess is it’s been a mighty long time since those boys got any. They’re psychos – you know that better than anyone. Drunks and psychos.’ He leaned forward, arms on the table. ‘Would you want them in your house, if you had a wife and child?’

			Doc made no reply, just cleaned his already spotless glasses again.

			‘Sorry, Doc,’ Dwayne mumbled, ‘I know it ain’t easy for you.’

			‘Never mind, Dwayne, was a long time ago now.’ Five years, four months, thirteen days, to be precise. He could probably even give an accurate account of the number of minutes since Leann had left, taking Cora with her. He had changed, she said, he seemed numb to the world and everyone in it, even her and Cora, except at night, when he screamed and screamed. They had tried separate bedrooms but he woke once to find his hands around Leann’s throat, her eyes wide with terror, her fingers trying to prise his away, Cora wailing in her crib, and no idea at all how he had got there. She left soon after. They lived with her parents now, in Georgia, and he got regular notes from Cora, in her achingly precise child’s hand. She did well in school, Leann said, in her infrequent letters.

			Doc blinked hard, tried to focus. Dwayne said something about getting some extra police in for the barbecue. He regarded Dwayne over the top of his glasses. ‘You say you got help coming?’

			‘Yep, some fellas from over Fremont way.’

			‘But they’ll hang back, right? Just come in if there’s trouble?’ He could imagine the effect of a group of unfamiliar cops, bored and milling around with nothing to do. Incendiary didn’t begin to cover it.

			Dwayne suddenly scraped his chair back and stood up. ‘I’ll do my job,’ he said, jabbing a finger in Doc’s chest, ‘you do yours.’ He grabbed his hat and left by the back door, allowing it to smack loudly into the frame.

			Doc watched Dwayne stomp across the hot asphalt towards the beach, and rubbed his chest. Only a few nights ago that same kitchen chair had been occupied by another angry man. Henry Roberts had been drinking stronger stuff than lemonade. Their service in France together had created a bond of shared memories that even Jim Crow couldn’t break. Henry had sat there, making slow work of a glass of bourbon while the mosquitoes droned and the crickets sang and moths pirouetted around the bare bulb overhead. Henry had the loping shuffle of the hobo on the rail and his clothes had been washed to a non-colour between brown and grey; they smelled musty. The skin of his face, stretched tight over his bones, spoke of a long habit of hunger – so different from the cocky young man who had boarded the train to war with him, all those years ago.

			Doc had recognised the look in Henry’s eyes. It was the same look he saw in the mirror each morning. It did not invite questions. The past was the stuff of nightmares; the present was something to be endured; the future was . . . well, Doc had learned hard lessons about the foolishness of having a Plan. His Plan had been simple: raise his family, treat his patients, and grow old peacefully alongside Leann. But it seemed the universe had other ideas.

			Doc always thought Henry was different. He always had a Plan, before the war, always some scheme or other. Doc had had no doubt he would succeed at something. But then he disappeared after the war, and no one, not even Selma, knew where he was. He was just one of the tens of thousands adrift on the backwash of the war. As Henry had sat at the kitchen table and turned the glass slowly between his hands, Doc noticed the shadows in his eyes, of defeat, of hopes destroyed, of shame, of the bitter ashes that remained when anger burned up a person’s heart.

			‘So what’s the Plan these days, Henry?’ Doc had asked.

			‘No Plan, Doc,’ he said, with a swirl of his glass. ‘I used to think I’d make some money, enough to see Grace and Selma right, and then go back to France.’

			‘You got a sweetheart there?’

			‘Yeah.’ Henry’s smile split the sombre planes of his face. ‘Thérèse. Met her when we were camped outside her village, told her I’d come back. One day.’ Then the shadows returned. ‘Although I guess she’s long married by now.’

			Doc remembered how the soldiers had been welcomed by the French locals – all ranks, all colours, it didn’t matter to them. ‘It must have been hard, coming back here, coming back . . . to this.’ His eyes took in the separate door for coloured patients to use. Just like everything else in town, from the separate serving hatch at Mitchell’s store, to the separate diner on the highway. Doc had even seen a driving map of the South that showed which restrooms coloured people were allowed to use.

			‘You could say that,’ Henry said softly, his eyes on the brown liquid in his glass. ‘I just . . . we thought, you know, when we came back, that things would change. That they’d be different. And instead . . .’

			‘It was worse than before,’ Doc said. He thought back to those heady days, when they had first come back, so flushed with victory and pride and faith in the future. That initial euphoria had curdled so quickly, once it became clear the men had brought new-fangled ideas home with them. The rest of America, it seemed, shared none of the veterans’ sense of a new era. They liked the old era, the old order, just fine, thank you very much. Doc recalled the headlines from that time. It was almost like some kind of mass insanity had taken hold. There were riots in the cities, lynchings in the country as far south as Fort Lauderdale. Even down in sleepy little Heron Key, they felt the cold wind of change. And then came the stock market crash of ’29, which only made people cling tighter to the comfort of old, familiar things.

			‘I understand why you feel like that,’ he began, trying to imagine what it must have been like for someone like Henry, an officer who by rights should have been on course for prosperity, ‘why you want to go back to France, to the way of life there. But we need people like you, if things are ever going to change here.’

			Henry’s gaze had flickered into life. ‘And end up with a noose around my neck? Or worse? I heard about a guy upstate, accused of raping a white girl, forced to eat his own dick before they shot him full of holes. Little kids cut off parts of him, Doc!’ He had slammed his glass on the table; the liquid sloshed on to the Formica. ‘For keepsakes, Doc. Keepsakes,’ he said more quietly. ‘And what are people like you doing about it?’

			Still some anger left in him after all. It had given Doc hope. You had to care about something to be angry. Far better that than the flat hopelessness that bent his shoulders into the posture of defeat. And Henry was right, he conceded. Where did Doc get off, talking about change, when he had lost any stomach for a fight? It lay buried somewhere in the French mud.

			He checked his bag one final time. Maybe it will be all right tonight. Maybe people will just get along. With a last look around, he hefted the bag and went out into the late afternoon sunshine. And maybe that hog will fly right out of its hole in the ground.

			 

			Dwayne walked quickly for several hundred yards before he felt the tension begin to seep out of his pores with the sweat. He had been unfair to Doc, who only ever meant well, but the man’s interference, his habit of looking over the top of his glasses like a schoolteacher, had got on Dwayne’s last nerve. He slowed and went to rest in the shade of a palm at his favourite picnic table on the beach.

			Ever since that little brown baby had come out of Noreen, he had felt like he was living in a fever dream. He was well acquainted with them, having suffered with the Spanish flu in 1918. He had almost died during a week in which he lost all sense of reality and time, and had been left with permanently impaired hearing. No one knew the extent of it, not even Noreen, thanks to his lip-reading skills.

			A hermit crab crawled up to his boot. He picked it up gently in his palm and marvelled at the delicate engineering of the claws, the phenomenal strength needed to haul that shell around everywhere. At that moment his own responsibilities felt just as heavy. The whole town depended on him to make the evening run smooth and safe. He had taken every precaution possible, installed every backup available, yet he could not shake the sensation of shadows brushing against him, even in the bright, slanting sunlight.

			The crab pinched the flesh of his palm, not hard, more like an experiment. Roy would like this, he thought. At only a few months old, he already took a keen interest in the world – the pelicans, the herons fishing in the mangroves, the peacocks. Even the march of ants across the wooden floor would transfix him. The little lizards which sped along the porch, miniature dinosaurs with bright eyes, were a source of special delight. Roy clapped and giggled each time he saw one, which was about forty times a day.

			How was it possible, he wondered, to love the child while hating its mother? How had he become this person? He, who had always used his strength to help the weak and vulnerable? It was Noreen’s fault. Each time his hand went out to strike her, he felt physically sick, yet compelled, as if some invisible force took control of his limbs, made him shout unforgivable things at her. She still refused to name the father – in fact, refused to say anything at all – which only enraged him further.

			Dwayne had insisted that Noreen stay home tonight. After all, Roy didn’t belong on either side of the beach. He couldn’t be with the whites, and the coloureds wouldn’t want him either. He feared this would be the case for the boy’s entire life. And Dwayne could do without the curious looks and well-meaning comments while he tried to do his job. The anger towards Noreen, always smouldering, reignited inside him.

			But even so, he could remember that things had not always been like this. Noreen, when they first met, had called him her ‘gentle giant’ and the first few years were good: no babies, but not for lack of trying. Then he began to notice she seemed distracted. She no longer waited up for him to finish his shift, no longer listened avidly to all the details of his day. Instead she cleaned and tidied around him while he talked, her mind clearly elsewhere, and this while he struggled to cope with the extra workload caused by the veterans’ arrival. He was working harder than he ever had in his life, all thanks to them, and when he came home, he just wanted some appreciation. But when he reached for her in the night, she pretended to be asleep, so that it felt like he had to force himself on her. So the pregnancy was such a welcome surprise that he buried his doubts in happy plans for the baby, while she became more pale and withdrawn as time went on.

			The whole town was laughing at him now, he knew that. He felt it each time he attended a disturbance, or took someone down to the county jail. He knew what they were thinking:  how was he supposed to keep the criminals of the district in check, when he couldn’t even control his own wife? It was the lack of respect he minded the most, as if his badge meant nothing just because his wife was a whore. She had ruined him, and Roy was a daily reminder of that – would be for the rest of his life. The flame of anger burned higher. He felt it rise up through his feet, as if it came from the very earth he was standing on, through his legs, his groin, his torso, to his neck and finally to his head where it burned coldly. Dwayne set the crab on to the sand and raised his boot to crush it. He felt the approach of trouble, like the whiff of the camp latrines, which sometimes carried all the way down the beach. Everyone would look to him when it came.

			He lowered his foot harmlessly. On dainty claws, the crab tiptoed away across the sand.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Four
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			Selma sluiced seawater over the bloody tools, then scraped them clean with handfuls of sand until they shone. The gator steaks were laid out on her kitchen counter, ready for the grill, covered by a fishing net to keep off the flies. The iron smell of raw meat filled the small space.

			Her back ached from the butchery and her shoulder throbbed from the rifle’s recoil. Blisters shone on her hands, in just about the only places not already calloused. She tore a chunk from the aloe plant beside the kitchen door and rubbed its soothing juice over her skin.

			Her husband Jerome had gone fishing with some of his boys, said he would meet her at the beach. He had struggled for years to find an occupation worthy of his talents: bartender, pineapple farmer, bus driver. He had a turtle kraal for a while, but Selma had to do all the killing for him because he couldn’t stand how they screamed. After she witnessed the way he hacked away at the poor creatures’ throats, she could well understand why they did. But meat was life, any meat that didn’t already have maggots in it. Her mother, Grace, had taught her that, during the hungry years.

			None of Jerome’s schemes had lasted for more than a few weeks. He had even tried selling encyclopedias door to door for a while. This was one of the strangest things ever to happen in Heron Key, as most of his customers couldn’t read, and neither could he. The only good thing to come out of it was when he gave his entire sample set of the Encyclopedia Britannica to Missy when he quit. He was all for putting it on the fire, figured it would burn real well, but Selma had persuaded him otherwise.

			Now, it seemed, he was a fisherman. Good thing that fish don’t scream.

			She stripped off her blood-spattered apron and dunked it in a bucket of seawater to soak. Leaning against the sink, she kneaded the sore muscles in her neck and wished Jerome had stayed to help. They had been married fifteen years, and every day of it had been a battle of one kind or another – to get Jerome’s lazy ass to work, to raise enough food from their tiny plot, to swallow the sad knowledge that it would only be the two of them, forever. That last was like the taste of bile in her throat.
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