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KEEKEE

Light filters through the trees and onto the sand, onto us. Eve and Nia toss a beach ball between each other, trying to avoid the thick bar of seaweed that snakes between shore and water, while I sit on the sand. Faith and Toons are calf-deep in the sea. It’s Friday, but it could be any day, any year. We’re always here. Pinder Point isn’t much—the sand is more gray than dazzling white, the water gets choppy often, and outcroppings of rock appear and vanish with the tides, so jet skiers don’t come here to stunt. Then again, all we need is someplace to kick off our shoes, to wet our feet, maybe our hair. I recline on my elbows and let myself sink into the sand. “Heads up!” Eve hollers, and I duck as the ball just misses my head. I look past Nia at my brother, who’s trying to pick Faith up and toss her into the water. Her long, bare legs scissor the air as she squeals in unconvincing protest. I open my mouth to ask him why he’s all over her today.

“Ay! Beach closed.”

I turn to see a guy on the sand behind us, hands on his hips. He wears a T-shirt tucked into snug jeans and a baseball cap shields his face.

“Y’all deaf?” he shouts. “Beach closed!”

Toons lets go of Faith and steps forward until he’s face-to-face with the guy. Baseball Cap matches him—same height, same lean build, maybe even the same age—and blocks his way. “Who you think you is, bey?” My brother’s upward-tilted chin warns of trouble.

The guy doesn’t speak again, but I feel his body tense, as if his muscles lie under my own skin. Toons moves to the left; the guy mirrors him. Moves to the right; the same. Then Baseball Cap reaches down for a plastic bottle of water, his eyes hidden by the shadow of his brim. Tilts it up to his head, Adam’s apple lifting and falling five, six, seven times. A twist of his fingers and the bottle crests through the air, then lands softly on the sand.

Toons turns and walks toward where it lies. The rest of us are frozen in place, watching. He bends down, reaching to pick up the crumpled plastic, but when he straightens up, I see a glint of perfect pearly pink in his hand. His arm draws back, then forward. A conch shell, almost as big as my head, sails through the air. Our gaze arcs as we watch it soar above us, then start to descend, heading straight for Baseball Cap’s head. He ducks just in time, and the shell smacks into a tree trunk behind him and cracks in two.

Then we run.

NIA

My feet pummel the sand, glasses bounce on my face. My heart hurls itself against my chest as I run. The other four are almost at the guava trees, Faith in front, then Toons, with Eve close after, and KeeKee, who can outrun us all but isn’t, because I’m falling behind. I look back; he’s gaining on us, on me, the sharp huh huh of his pant so near I can almost feel his breath on my neck.

“Hurry up, girl!” KeeKee looks back, caught between moving ahead and staying behind, for me. She zigzags and I follow; my foot splats into an overripe guava and my flip-flop sole skids in the slick. I barely regain my balance in time to duck under a low branch in our way. Now he’s almost beside me—my legs are on fire and I can’t push any harder. KeeKee reaches back and her fingers graze mine. I hurl myself forward and as we lock hands, she yanks me between tree trunks and over old leaves. I can’t think, only push, as together, our legs fly. KeeKee pushes a branch aside too fast for me to avoid and it whacks me in the face. I feel an odd lightness as my glasses fly off, and the world blurs.

We spill into the yard and up ahead, the blue truck puffs exhaust as it idles under the hog plum tree. Faith and Eve are already in the back. Toons waves KeeKee and me in as we scramble up, just as the guy rounds the end of the path.

“Let’s go, let’s go!” Toons yells. The truck speeds away, like Pinder Street is longer than eight houses on each side of the narrow road. At the intersection, the truck veers right and we bump into each other. Then it accelerates again and the wind muffles all sound. The only things clear to me are the rise and fall of KeeKee’s breath as we lean into each other and the tickle of Toons’ leg as it grazes mine.

Eventually we drop to a steady cruise. Faith says, “That was close, boy.” She keeps doing something with her hair—fiddling, pushing it back—and turning her head toward Toons. Eve hums low. Her soprano notes vibrate my insides.

KeeKee leans closer and whispers, “What you think that was about? You heard anything about the beach?” Her forehead is furrowed with concern. I hesitate, wondering if there’s a way to braid the truth that will soothe her. But she’s already moved on to her next question. “Where are your glasses?”

“They got knocked off,” I say.

“Victim to the chase. We’ll go back.” The truck slows, then turns around in the middle of the street. My mother would not approve, not of a three-point turn on a curve, not of riding in the back of a truck, not of being in a car with Angel and her boyfriend, definitely not of the flutter in my chest and the dampness on my palms when I think about how close Toons is to me. Toons shifts slightly, and now his whole leg presses against mine. Then he leans forward, snatching whatever Faith has been fiddling with on her head, and bats her away as she tries to wrestle it from his grasp. I squint as he settles the thing on his face. Shades. My skin is cool, now, where we touched. KeeKee elbows me gently, then lifts her chin, eyes on Faith and her brother.

“What?”

“Hey, Toons,” KeeKee calls. “How’s Paulette? Your girlfriend?”

I can’t make out their expressions, and before he can answer, we speed up again, and wind roars in our ears. We loop back onto Pinder Street and Faith raps her knuckles on the glass to the truck’s cab. Sammy stops the truck and Faith climbs down easy, her legs slim and muscled in shorts I’d never be allowed to wear. Eve jumps out after her and we glide to the end of the road.

Angel leans out of the passenger window as we pull into the yard. “Y’all come out. We got a run to make.”

“Drop me off by the mall.” Toons stretches out in the space vacated by Eve and Faith. KeeKee climbs out like a gecko, easy, sideways and lithe. Angel beckons KeeKee over to the passenger-side window. As KeeKee leans in, she raises a shoulder to rub her cheek and the motion makes me think of a heron preening itself, effortless and smooth.

“Davinia!” My mother’s voice rings out from across the yard.

“You in trou-uble,” Toons sings out low. KeeKee looks over at me. We don’t trade words—we don’t need to. Her eyes tell me everything I already know. She’s got me.

I climb out and scurry over to my side of the yard. My mother stands in the doorway, her arms folded. “Davinia?” she says again, her tone so tight a gymnast could do backflips along it. In the background, the kitchen radio is on, blaring out the news.

“Hi!” I step inside, trying on a smile that fits my mouth like last summer’s size. “You weren’t looking for me, were you?”

“Don’t you hi me. Whose truck did you get out of just now?”

“Um—KeeKee…” Even half blind, I can see my mother’s face shift into a full-on glower. “Her mummy’s friend.”

“Friend?” She spits the word out like the bitter scab on a fruit’s skin, then sighs, looking down at my feet. I imagine the grains of sand on my calves, a smear of squashed guava and shards of pine needle and tall grass telling tales of where I’ve been. She looks back up at my face, tilting her head to one side. “Where are your glasses?”

“Um… they dropped.”

“You better go pick them up, then. Do I look like I have money for a new pair?”

“I think I dropped them in the classroom.”

Mummy huffs in frustration. “School’s locked up for the weekend now. Better hope they’re still there come Monday.” She marches to the back of the house and the wooden floor shudders under her sure step. “You’ll have to make do. Hurry up, I want us in Rawson Square when the protest starts.”

I fumble around in the kitchen drawer for my old pair of glasses and cram them on. The glasses I lost aren’t even new, I’ve had them almost three years, so this pair is probably from when I was nine or ten. The arms strain against my face. The lenses are scratched, but the house clicks into some type of clear—square table stacked high with books, chairs tucked under the skirt of the yellow tablecloth, sink polished to its best shine in the light filtered through the thin floral curtains, a garden of tiny daisies strung against windows that let in a steady billow of breeze. The view is imperfect, though, the world slightly curved at the edge of my lenses, my eyes unused to the outdated prescription. On the fridge, the last issue of Pinder Street Press, my neighborhood newsletter, rustles, as if the baby-blue paper is alive, then falls back into place. I grab the tape recorder from its perch on the counter beside the radio and cram it into my purse. Mummy reappears, sliding her feet into her loafers. I push my school shoes back on. I feel her gaze on my back as I step outside again and imagine my missing glasses looking down at me from some secret high place, smug with freedom, just out of reach.

KEEKEE

“Put some laundry on for me, babes,” Angel says from the truck’s passenger seat. “Dark load.” She lifts her eyebrows ever so slightly, perfect crescent moons.

“Whose?” I avoid looking at Sammy, his seat tilted back behind the steering wheel. He stares across the street, squinting into the bush, like he can see through the trees and to the beach. He scowls, as if trouble’s coming in on the tide.

“Iris. She need her delicates.” She blinks her lash extensions one time more than is necessary, though Sammy’s still looking away. He’s too dense to catch on to anything even if we laid out the whole box full of pads and tampons and condoms and lined up all the girls in the neighborhood to collect their stashes, even if we stapled every receipt together and smacked him across the face with it. “It’s urgent.”

“If it’s urgent, she could do it herself.”

“Hey. Don’t backtalk your mummy.” Sammy doesn’t bother to look at us as he inserts himself where he hasn’t been invited. He clamps a hand over Angel’s leg like she’s a Guinness in a bar short on beer. Love you, Angel mouths at me before I step away. I duck under the clothesline, heavy with stiff-dried clothes. The hem of a skirt grazes my elbow like an oversized moth and I swat it away. Sammy wouldn’t be rushing to Angel’s aid if he knew where a third of the laundry money goes. I slip around the back of our house and onto the path again. It still vibrates with the memory of our racing feet, the air thick with our fear.

I scan the beach for some sign of Baseball Cap. I didn’t catch his face, coward-shaded under the brim. Beach closed. Like he owned the place.

There’s no one on the sand except me. No sign of Nia’s glasses, either. I step farther out onto the shore, though I won’t find them here. The sand is still indented from our footprints—Faith’s small and slim, Toons’ large and close, Eve’s wide ones trailing behind, Nia’s and mine overlapping with each other so sometimes it looks like two girls and sometimes a single being with oddly shaped hooves. Growing up underneath each other, you get to know footprints like shadows, like the shape of someone seen from behind, like a voice.

I walk along the beach until I’m in line with Eve’s daddy’s church. The roof to the low green building is crumbling slowly, but it still casts shade on the porch that wraps all the way around like a story so long it never really ends. I head toward the steps like I’m going in, then veer off and pull myself up into the guava tree on the south side, my toes gripping the bark. A long, smooth strip peels off under my feet and I kick it away. My fingers find holds, my arms pull me up into its canopy. There it is, right where I left it, wedged in the cleft where a branch separates into two directions; a freezer bag zipped tight, and a sun-bleached exercise book that used to be red, tucked safe inside. I open the bag, flip open the book, and find the pen holding my place, its clip tight around the form, folded in half. I lean my body against the tree’s trunk and let my legs dangle over either side of the branch. A heron passes overhead, its croaky call pulling my attention after it like an invisible trail over the sand, and then over the water. It lowers its legs as it nears an outcropping of rock that juts out of the sea, and I let out a long breath I didn’t know I was holding.

I unfold the pieces of paper. The letterhead blares at me: NewBeat Summer Arts Program Application. Out here, I’ve filled it all in. Kimberly Grace Hepburn. Age: 16. Current school: East Gardens High School. GPA: 2.8. I flip the page over to the side that says Art medium and sample of creative work. I’ve already written in poetry, but under that is nothing but a sandbank of space. If I want to go, I have to get out a net and catch the words, pin them down to the page. I return the pages to their hiding place and lower myself to the ground.

Beach closed. The shout echoes in my ears.

These are not the words I want.

FAITH

I turn my music off as I pull up to my house. The driveway is empty—Daddy’s working late again. I’d give anything to be back on Pinder Street, in that truck, sitting across from Toons, our knees bumping, nothing more on my mind than the flush that comes from running and the feel of his skin against mine. I’d even be glad to stay out here behind the wheel till evening comes, until Daddy pulls up behind me. Let him be the one to go in first. Let him call out my mother’s name like a wish. Let him pray for an answer.

The car whirs oddly as it idles. I sigh and turn off the engine. It isn’t the only thing awry in my life. I walk up the driveway to the front door and slide my key into the lock, slow. Daddy’s been threatening to fix the front door, but I like the cheerful squeak it makes as I open it, an announcement other than my voice. A warning of someone trying to escape.

From somewhere in the house, I hear a sound. “Mummy?”

No answer. I lock the door behind me and venture deeper in. I check the cool, empty kitchen that smells of—nothing. Then I look in the sitting room, under the dining table, through my room, and the side room opposite, where Daddy sleeps. In the corridor, her portrait catches my eye, a head shot from her last year in dance school—wide eyes, long, elegant neck, a subtle smile. I carry on to the master bedroom, the last place she could be.

“Mummy?” Empty bed, sheets tossed back, closet open, shoes strewn, bureau drawers vomiting clothes onto the floor. “You there?”

The bathroom door is closed. I try the handle and the door swings open.

My mother is perched on the toilet, her panties around her knees, teal skirt pooled around her ankles. She glares up at me from an open book. “What? You can’t knock?”

I stare at the cover. Tropical Desserts of the Bahamas. “Sorry, I was just—”

“Pineapple cake or guava pie? How I supposed to decide when y’all keep interfering?”

“Only me and you home—”

“You wanna close the door and give me some privacy?”

What I want is to throw my arms around her, to hold her tight—this proper her, this rare quicksilver fish of a mother, before, in a turn, a twist, the light changes and she is gone. This is what mothers do, right? Pick out cake recipes? Even on the toilet, it’s kind of normal. She humphs, then turns the book upside down.

“It’s not a show, Faith.” She holds my gaze as she reaches for a shampoo bottle, then raises it in the air, launching it at me. I shut the door just in time.

“Sorry.” I press my back to the bathroom door, closing my eyes against the mess of the room. Behind my eyelids, I can see the cookbook, cracked open for good toilet reading. The title inverted as she reads, as if she moves through life on her head. The pie on the front cover set at an odd angle, half upright, half fallen down. No, I reassure myself. Everything’s fine. Everything is just as it should be.
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EVE

I wipe my feet in the scraggly grass by the front door. I’ve dusted off most of the sand, but I can’t get rid of the low, sick feeling in the pit of my belly, as if I’ve eaten too much green mango at once. I pull my keys off my wrist. I’ve had my own set since I was five; Daddy gave them to me on a string decorated with a long strip of straw he’d plaited, the way his mother taught him to. I used to wear the string like a necklace, hidden under my school uniform, the straw itchy against my skin, the three keys comforting with their metallic cool. When Daddy went out on church business, and Mummy was on bed rest with Esther, I used to let myself in. I’d come in and give her a kiss, then take Ruth outside under the window where Mummy could hear us, and play.

Now I know all the things that could have gone wrong back then—someone could have snatched me from the side of the road, run me over on the faded crosswalk. I could have gone to the beach and drowned in two inches of water at low tide, been attacked by stray dogs that were part gentle potcake, part pit bull. None of that happened, though, because every morning and every night, Daddy prayed for me. I turn the key and ease the door open. I only hope that, all these years, he was praying for our church to be protected too.

“Evie?” Daddy calls as feet thunder to the door. Joe and Esther jostle each other out of the way, green dish towels swathed around their heads. Esther has my comb in her mouth.

“Hey, what y’all doin?” I block them with my arms. Joe ducks between my legs and out the open door.

“Our hair salon on fire, we have to go!” Esther gives me a hug, then wriggles past me after him.

“Why they get to go out in the yard?” Ruth complains from the table, where she’s surrounded by schoolbooks. A stack of church publications sits at Daddy’s spot at the table, but he’s on his hands and knees, Junior bouncing on his back.

“Look, big sister home!” Daddy slides Junior off and sends him toddling to me. “Phew. My knees can’t take this.”

“Tired?”

“I’m fine.” Daddy stands up, rubbing his back. “How was your afternoon?”

“Better than mine,” Ruth cuts in, glaring up at me.

“Where you coming from?” Daddy settles at the table and glances over Ruth’s page. “You missed question eight.”

“Daddy, you see she look like she been on the beach? And I been stuck home—”

“If you had done your work in school, you wouldn’t have extra homework now.”

“This ain no fair!” Ruth kicks a chair under the table, and Daddy snaps his fingers at her.

“Watch that attitude. Take your books in the yard, do your work there if you want some fresh air. But if it isn’t finished to my satisfaction—”

“I know, I know!” She gathers up her books and runs outside.

“Bet you she’s going straight over to her friend’s house.” Daddy shakes his head. I sit across the table from him, then set Junior down on the floor to crawl around. “Something on your mind?” Daddy asks.

Daddy can read me that way. Always has. “We were down by the water. Me, Faith, Nia, KeeKee, and Toons.”

“Oh yes?”

“We got run off the beach.”

“By who?”

“Some guy telling us it’s closed. How is that even possible? I thought it was a public beach.”

“If a thing looks like it has value, someone’s gonna claim it.” Daddy brings a hand down to his knee, frowning as he rubs it.

“What happened?” I ask, almost glad for the distraction. An aching body after a day of work is a familiar problem.

“Just a little twinge. What happened with this guy at the beach?” Daddy leans forward, inviting the rest of my story out into the open. It plays over in my mind: Toons’ eyes meet mine, pause a second. Then he lets fly.

“Toons threw a conch shell at him.”

“Did it hit him?”

“No. He ran us off the beach and when we cut through KeeKee’s yard, Sammy and Angel were there in the truck.”

“That was lucky.”

“Yeah. The guy was mad. Sammy rode around with us for a little bit and when we got back here, no one was on the street or anything. I didn’t wanna go back to the beach and see if he was still out there.”

Daddy scratches his cheek. “Are you worried he’s coming back?”

“Kind of. I mean, who is he? How could the beach be closed, and why’s he the one telling us to go? He didn’t look that much older than me.”

Daddy fiddles with the stack of booklets, tapping them so they’re stacked one on top of the other, neatly. “Well, when you see this person again, best thing is try to make peace with him. Never pays to have an enemy.”

“So you think he’ll be there again?” An uneasy feeling passes over me. Does Daddy know something I don’t? Why is he so dismissive about this? Maybe if he’d been there, seen how this guy was so urgent, so sure, so defensive of one little stretch of sand on a rocky beach with water too rough to be turquoise-clear. He didn’t just chase Toons for almost hitting him with a conch shell. He chased all of us, chased us hard, like someone who had something big to lose.

“I really can’t say, Eve.” Daddy reaches across the table and squeezes my hands. “But try to let this all go, at least for now. You’re home.”

I nod, but I don’t want our talk to end yet. “I don’t know. I feel kinda responsible.”

“Responsible?” Daddy looks surprised.

“I feel like I should have stopped Toons.”

Daddy chuckles. “Well, now, unless things have changed since I was a young man, I don’t think a fleet of stallions could have stopped Toons from throwing that shell, not if he’d already decided to.”

“But he… he kinda… looked at me for a second. Like he needed permission or something. And I didn’t do anything.”

“Ahh.” Daddy smiles, a knowing smile that takes a second to click with me.

“No, not like that!” I protest, but it’s too late.

“So you got a little crush!” he whispers, looking over his shoulder.

“Daddy, no. It’s not like that.”

“Okay, okay.” He grins, then turns serious again. “But Toons has a girlfriend, right? If anyone was gonna stop him, it would have been Paulette.”

The house phone rings and Daddy starts to get up.

“I got it,” Mummy calls from the back. He settles back down and looks at me, expectant.

“Paulette wasn’t there. Anyway, he was focused on Faith.”

“The plot thickens.”

“It’s really not like that. I just felt like I should have helped him do what’s right.”

Mummy pokes her head out of their bedroom. “That’s Mr. Collie for you.”

Daddy nods. “I’ll take it up here in a second.” He drums his fingernails on his stack of booklets. “Eve, not everything is your responsibility. You set a good example and try your best to be a positive influence. When it comes to what other people do, sometimes you have to know when to let go. Listen, let’s not mention this business with the beach further.” He glances down the hallway and I understand. I won’t say anything to Mummy.

“Here come my little ruffians,” he says louder, his tone playful as Esther and Joe race into the room, rounding the table for the kitchen and stampeding toward the back door. “Stay in the yard,” Daddy calls as they scamper outside again. He pushes his chair back. “Anything else on your heart today?”

It still bothers me. I think of our church—the building old but dignified, the porch always swept clean, the sand around it clear of garbage and fallen leaves. If something’s happening with the beach, what does that mean for us? Daddy looks at me, patient, expectant, but also tired, the skin under his eyes dark. He’s been out in the sun all day, on his feet all week, and he has to take that call. If the church there was in danger, he would have heard. He would have said. As if he can read trouble on my face, Daddy smiles, a shimmer under the fatigue from his day. I try to push the worry out of my mind, to grab hold of that glint instead.

“No, Daddy,” I say, making it true as I smile back. “Nothing else.”

NIA

On the bus, Mummy sits ramrod straight, as if good posture will earn us a cheaper fare.

“You read today’s newspaper?” she asks me.

“Yes… there was a shooting off Blue Hill Road. Mall renovations are almost finished. The minister of health says people need to be more active to reduce the incidence of diabetes.” I rattle off the headlines without even thinking, but she nods, satisfied. I turn to the window. As we head down Soldier Road, my mind goes back to another time I took this bus downtown.

I am ten. It’s spring break, KeeKee’s by her grammy, Eve is at the church with her dad, and I’m stuck in the house all day, sticky with boredom, while Mummy tutors kids all day. At the table, she explains a math problem to Mr. Rahming’s granddaughter, Paulette, for the third time. I ease a handful of change off the counter, then slip out the front door.

On the porch, brisk sea air urges me onto the grass, up our dead-end street to Queen Elizabeth Drive, and onto the first bus that comes. I drop my coins into the driver’s hand and sit near the front. I ride to the end of the line, then follow an old woman with hair the pale lilac of periwinkle blooms. She goes into the library and I sit on the benches that circle the old trees outside. Two policemen lead a boy—he has a man’s height, but his face is soft and scared and scattered with bumps—up the sidewalk to the courthouse while a woman wails after him, “He didn’t do it! Y’all listen to me!” I glimpse his hands behind his back. Silver cuffs glint beneath the sleeves of a long T-shirt; his fingers curl up limp, like he’s asleep.

I follow the street down to the water. Tourists meander across the road without looking, as if brightly printed T-shirts and flip-flops can stop oncoming cars. In the straw market, women, wide, thin, and in between, call out invitations:  “Straw hat for the beautiful lady!” “Get your hair braid?” Their voices are cultivated, sunny and high. When the visitors are out of range, their tongues revert to the rhythms I know, gossiping, cackling, confessing, sighing.

A barefoot man peddles early scarlet plums by the bagful and I dig in my pocket for a dollar. He grins with a perfect set of gleaming white teeth and tosses me the bag of fruit, breaking into laughter that lifts like a kite when I fumble the catch and the bag spills its treasure onto the split sidewalk. He springs between stopped cars to hand me another bag. The whole world is music: a Mack truck’s horn blares bass as it glides through a red light; a spat breaks out between two girls who toss intricate freestyle cusswords (carry ya crusty panty—at least my ma taught me how to squash out my shirts, with ya cheese and onion armpit) until a woman sets down her half-woven basket and steps in, scolding them for rowing in the street like both of them are her own children. The air dances over the hot asphalt and it seems only I am still, blown here like a leaf following the orders of that sea air. In Parliment Square I lean into the cool concrete base of the big white statue of the woman on the throne, suck the yellow flesh off scarlet plums and spit out the knobbed seeds till Mummy finds me, her face a whole summer storm.

Mummy nudges my foot with hers. “Head in the clouds.” Her tone only scolds a little.

“I was thinking about that time I took the bus down here.”

She shakes her head. “I don’t know what got in your head for you to run away.”

“I wanted to get out and see,” I say.

“See what?”

“Anything. Anyway, if I hadn’t, you wouldn’t have made me start doing Pinder Street Press.”

“Look at you, trying to get credit for acting out,” Mummy says, but she smiles. Then she leans closer, scrutinizing my face. “Those glasses are way too small, you know. And the lenses are so scratched.” She sighs, and the lightness between us is in danger of being weighed down. I switch topics fast.

“Guess what happened today?”

Mummy turns to look out the window. We’re stopped on Shirley Street now. The roads are always busy on a Friday afternoon, especially late. “What?”

“This guy showed up on the beach and told us to get lost.”

Mummy’s head snaps back as she stares at me. “He showed up where?”

Maybe I shouldn’t have opened my mouth. At least she’s not thinking about how we’re short on money. “Right on the beach by us,” I say, and brace myself for Mummy to call me on lying about how I lost my glasses.

“What did he look like? What did he say exactly?”

“I dunno, just a regular guy. Twenty or something? He just showed up and started shouting for us to get off the beach because it was closed.” I roll my eyes. “Like you can close something that’s in the open air.

“Who else was with him?”

“Nobody. It was just me and KeeKee with Eve and Faith and Toons, minding our business. Why?”

Mummy presses her lips together. “You’ll see soon enough,” she says as the bus swings onto Frederick Street. We clamber off and hustle along Bay Street.

“Where are we going anyway?”

She picks up the pace as we near Parliament Square. “I heard it on the four o’clock news, but I didn’t think they’d be out by us already.”

There’s a smattering of applause like a small crowd has gathered up ahead. “Just tell me!” I half-shout, and then I stop short, we both do. In the square, where I ate scarlet plums, a few dozen people stand watching three men and two women with placards raised above their heads: they read NO TO BIG DEVELOPMENT and HOTELS OUT!

“We oppose this proposed development and the loss of important beach access, coastal habitat, and community infrastructure,” one of the men shouts. “We call on the government to reject this proposal.” I look at Mummy. Her tightly pressed lips tell me this is about us, about our little beach. About what happened earlier today.

“Get your recorder.” Mummy edges closer to the man who spoke. She stands a little straighter, leans forward, and waves at him. “Excuse me, can we talk to you?”

I slide my hand into my bag and fumble past the folded-up piece of paper. As I pull the tape recorder out, I wish I was back on Pinder Street with KeeKee in the yard or hanging around Mr. Rahming’s store. Anywhere but here. I’m not like Mummy. I don’t want to ask this loud stranger all kinds of questions. But the man has lowered his placard and walked over to us, and Mummy is waving me over to stand beside her. Mummy nudges me forward and it feels like I’m wearing someone else’s too-tight shoes as I step onto a pathway I don’t want to walk down.

I take a big gulp anyway. “Can I ask you some questions about what’s happening here today?” I say, and press record.

KEEKEE

Tap-tap-tap. Water drip.

Tap-tap-tap. Spoon curve on cup lip.

Tap-tap—my eyes fly open as my ears scan for sounds again. It’s Saturday night, when the pop and zing of firecrackers, music blasting from a passing car, laughter from a house a street over, are almost guaranteed, even this late. Beside me, Angel stirs in her sleep, then settles again. Through the open window, not even a tree shadow shifts shape in the moonlight. Clouds are low, and it’s oddly quiet tonight.

Sniff.

A tiny lift of air through a nostril, the sound of a person hiding who wants to be found. I slide off the bed and lift a corner of our tired curtain. To one side is the clothesline, bobbing in time to a light breeze’s beat. To the other, the melt of overgrown bush. Too still.

Tap-tap-tap.

In an instant, Angel is up, soundlessly rolling off the bed, soft feet finding the way even before her eyes adjust. I follow behind her in a klutzy din—sweaty soles damp on tiles, cotton nightgown’s swish. She opens the front door. Night spills in, washing up a new victim: a girl, no older than me, shadow long, shoulders hunched like a wind-battered tree without roots. Her thin body curves away from Angel’s outstretched arm. We understand—this one cannot be touched.

I heat water to just before boiling, then brew tea while Angel wets washcloths to let the girl wipe herself off. Fear, sharp and animal as pee, mingles with Lipton’s bitter steep. While Angel rummages for clothes, I stir in a thick shot of cream, then return the can to the fridge. I hold the steaming cup out to the girl. At the edge of the room, my mother breathes, waiting.

A hand darts out. Three lines traverse the thin wrist, raised scars like young, green twigs. The lowest one is so fresh it’s still scabbed. Broken people come here—women with wet faces, men with black eyes and bloodied lips, girls walking alone who creep away by morning, boys whose soft bodies shake in the dark. Once, we woke to the sound of a cat, but when we opened the door, a baby girl was there, a twist of human rope connected to her belly, snaking out into the night. A woman came and took her and I never saw either of them again, but I know that baby’s out there still, old enough to be running, by now.

Angel never asks questions, so neither do I, just boil water, pour it over bags of dried leaves, lay digestive biscuits on a plate while she patches their faces with rubbing alcohol and ointment, mashing a balm of part silence, part whispered words, to comfort the cuts we can’t see. I don’t make a sound at the sight of that carved-up little wrist, but she sees me seeing, feels my breath draw in, and in an instant there’s a low whine as Toons turns over in bed.

I let go too soon, or the girl does. Hot tea splashes my legs and I clap a hand over my mouth to keep the scream in. The cup clatters onto the floor.

“You’re all right, sweetie.” Angel steps between us as the girl slides back toward the wall. Toons’ bedroom door opens and Angel shoos him back in. “Only me and my daughter and son here tonight,” she tells the girl. “Nobody ga hurt you.”

I open the freezer, take out an ice cube, and dab at the burned spots on my legs. Tiredness has my head fuzzy—did my fingers slip on the mug, or did the girl mean to scald me? I’m sure I was holding the mug, sure I felt her grasp the handle and start to lift it away. Would someone really do that? Can someone hurting that bad do anything but hurt others too?

I wait on the sofa while Angel convinces the girl to sit, back against the wall, fingers around a fresh cup of tea. Angel stoops over to speak to her and her nightdress slips down over one shoulder and reveals the long, smooth, raised scar that cuts across her back. She adjusts the gown quickly and straightens up again.

I trace a finger over the sore patches where the tea landed. If Baseball Cap was the one tap-tap-tapping the window, demanding help in exchange for Toons almost splitting his head open with that shell, would we take him in? Would my brother get to lie in bed then too? If I were handing Baseball Cap tea, would I pull my hand away from him too fast too? Or would I be like Angel and whisper kind words, never mind the tender spattered spots on my skin?
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KEEKEE

Pinder Street totes soft breezes and ocean birdcalls. There are stray dogs and dusty children darting between yards, dub blaring from a speeding car. Conversations blast out tinny from phone speakers; people yell back. For a place far east of everywhere, our corner beats fast.

But when I turn onto my father’s road, with its old-paved asphalt bleached white by the sun, I step into a different Nassau. Here, there is yellow pine forest for miles. It seems monochrome at first, but if you stop and look, stubby palms begin to show themselves, their fronds like hands waving; little ferns and sharp sisal plants push up out of rocky ground, laying low. I wonder, not for the first time, how it would be to melt off the road and into that forest, to keep moving until the bag eases away and my shoes disappear. Moving until my feet are done walking and my arms stop their swing, until birds hover around my hair, then dive in. Until sunlight streams right through my body. Until no one I’m responsible for knows how to find me.

“If I walked out, could I become a pine?” I say, as the words take shape in my mind.


“If I walked out, could I become a pine,

legs fusing and feet unfurling pale roots the color of

my palms?

Would my toes curl and shoot into the soil

and pull up food?”



As I speak, I drop my bag onto the cracked street, sinking down to sit. I look out, and up.


“I would

reach up my arms and feel the tiny twigs shoot out from where

I had elbows. My hair would turn to needles that,

dropping, would let my only babies and

a few friends grow.

If I walked out, could I become a pine

among the pines, standing tall and aloof,

sun reaching through me and

my closest kin, casting shadows up to the sky?”



Someone coughs behind me and I turn.

“My little poet,” Dad says, and I get up, hugging him.

“You heard me?” There is always that small bit of shy I find grown up when I go to Daddy Sunday morning, replaced by a wide grin and free laughter by the time I leave in the afternoon. But like jasmine weed on a fence, it snakes up again by Wednesday, calls and texts too weak to keep its leaves from spreading open, its tendrils from catching hold of my heart.

“Heard. Felt. Loved.” Dad picks up my bag and grunts as though it’s filled with concrete blocks. “You gonna put that one down on paper for the camp application?”

“Um… I haven’t decided,” I say, stalling. Mercifully, he changes the topic.

“So, y’all fighting on the beach now.”

“You heard about that?”

“Word travels.” He strides toward the house. He’s not tall, but he holds his back extra straight, extra sure. He doesn’t ever look like he’s rushing, but sometimes I feel like I have to hurry just to keep pace. “You see they protesting it downtown, now. You keepin’ outta that?”

“Of course.”

“Good. I don’t want you getting in problems. Who started it?”

I roll my eyes. “Faith.”

“Why her?”

“Toons gets stupid around her and he don’t think straight.”

“Isn’t he with Paulette?”

I nod. The way he talks, you’d think Dad knew these people from when they were small. Maybe he does, from my stories. Maybe he knows them better than he knows me.

“Well, once y’all made it away safe.”

“Nia almost got left behind,” I say.

“She did? She’s that slow?”

“The guy was fast.” We’re at the house now. Dad turns up the driveway, stepping over and around fallen guavas that litter the ground, half-nibbled by critters that have hidden themselves, for now. I breathe in deep and feel at home. The fermenting scent of guavas is one thing Dad’s place has in common with Pinder Street.

“Don’t get into it with those people.” Dad unlocks the door and the smell of cake barrels out. “You know that’s private land.”

“Since when?”

“Always. They left it open, and it sat empty so long nobody thought they’d ever build out that way. Now the owner sell it, everyone up in arms.”

“It’s not empty. The church is still there, and there’s activities and meetings there pretty much every day.”

“Church? Oh, that’s what that old place is now?”

“Always was. You’d know if you ever came through to see me.” I kick off my shoes and welcome the quiet. No Toons thundering in, no Angel laughing and Sammy murmuring. No tap tap tap. It’s bliss.

“Not always, babes. Used to be a bunch of things. But times change. Anyway, listen.” He steps into the kitchen. “Back to the matter at hand. You fill out the form for camp?”

I follow him, inhaling the scent of butter and slow-roasted sugar. The room is alive with sunshine, the sink piled high with bowls and spoons. “That’s duff you makin?”

“Guava pound cake.” He opens the oven door and slides a knife into the loaf’s soft center, then eases the blade out, holding it up to the light. “It’s an opportunity. You like to write, even though I’ve never seen any of these mysterious poems on paper.” He drops the sticky knife into the sink, then closes the oven again. “Five more minutes.”

I cross my arms and lean back against the counter. “You ga be there?”

“I already told you,” he says impatiently, “I’m on the admissions committee, not teaching.”

“Cause if my one and only daddy was there…”

“I’m serious, KeeKee.” His voice is firm.

I don’t get my father sometimes. He’ll be smooth and easygoing one minute, then all business the next. “I don’t think my poems would work.”

“You have any of them with you?”

“I left them home.”

“You should have brought them,” he says seriously, missing my sarcasm. “I’d drive you over there, but this cake…”

There it is. There’s always some excuse why he can’t come to Pinder Street. Suddenly the spacious kitchen feels too small. “I could go in the studio?”

“Sure.”

As I step out the back door, he lets out a sigh that fills the air and pushes out past me, following me through the grove of trees to the shack he uses as a studio. Let him be disappointed. He’s not the only one.

I push the door open and sink onto his favorite carved stool. I’ve been sitting on it from the time I needed to be hoisted up onto it. I run my hand over the smooth sides, left pinky finding the knot in the wood that used to be a tree, right forefinger slipping into the old split. He might as well have come out and said it: Angel won’t let him come around. If someone wants something bad enough, though, they go ahead, even without permission.

Why doesn’t he get me? Why doesn’t he understand that when I put my poetry down on a page, the words wilt and flop sideways, flowers cut and left out of water too long? Maybe if he came to see me at home, he’d understand that there’s more, too—that there’s weight to leaving behind a world of people who count on me, who need me to serve them grits in the morning and do their laundry in the afternoon, make tea for them when they show up broken in the deep of night. How could he really know if my poems are good when he doesn’t know where I come from? Does he even know me?

NIA

It’s still and hot in the kitchen. Around us, Pinder Street is fragrant with Sunday meals, the scent of baked chops, ribs and rice, roasted potato, macaroni, and coconut bread drifting in through our windows. Our heat is ironic; the oven is empty and stone cold. I turn back to the old gray computer monitor, but I just can’t focus on the protest story with the smell of all that food cooking everywhere but in our house. I get up, leaning on the counter.

“Mummy, when we getting more gas for the stove?”

My mother sets down a plate of sandwiches on the table. A rubbery finger of sausage pokes out at me from between the bread. I open the cupboard. Two cans of tuna, a tin of corned beef, tea, salt, a little rice, that washed-out fruit cocktail with desperate chunks of pear and peach suffocating in sugar syrup. The arms of my old glasses press into the side of my face. I slide them off. Maybe if I squint, the options will look better. A jar of mayonnaise catches my eye from the back of the cupboard. I grab it like a life raft.

“Hallelujah.”

Mummy looks over at me, then down at the jar. “What you mean by that?”

I flash her a smile. “Just feeling holy on a Sunday afternoon.”

“Put it back.” Mummy slides the hot sauce in my direction and selects a sandwich, nibbling at the crust.

“But Mamma-Jamma—” I start, hoping the silly nickname will coerce her to give in.

“If you open it, it’ll spoil too fast.”

“That bread old and hard!”

She licks her fingers as if she’s devouring a plate full of sticky barbecued ribs and points to the cupboard. “Back.”

“Sandwich look like concrete block,” I mutter.

“You need to be saying ‘yes ma’am’ like a respectful young woman. None of this backtalk and Mammer Jammer pass the hammer business.”

I shove the jar away. “Joke as stale as this food.”

“Hush.” Over her shoulder, the radio plays a dreary love song. I can’t ignore the dull ache in my belly. Slam bam it is. I slump back into my chair and take a sandwich, then look over at the arts camp pamphlet on the side of the beige filing cabinet. I push the glasses back onto my face and the front of the brochure clicks into focus. A circle of girls on a beach on the front taunts me. I bet they wouldn’t be eating stale sandwiches for Sunday dinner. My gaze slides to my bag, where the application is waiting to be filled out.

“Nia?”

I look up at my mother at the other end of the table. “Yes ma’am?”

“I asked if you’re almost finished with the paper for today. Mr. Rahming’s niece is coming at three for me to help her with her reading.”

I turn back to the monitor, glowing white. “Pretty close.” My eyes drift over to the pamphlet again. “Mummy, you thought any more about if I could go to that art camp this summer?” I force my voice to sound casual.

She reaches for the newspaper. “Why would you want to spend the summer away from your friends?”

“Well, KeeKee’s applying too,” I say. My mother scratches her chin and turns to the business section. Something about this is odd. She doesn’t like my friends. “It’s a chance to experience more of the Bahamas,” I add, trying to sound patriotic.

“Come.” She tosses the newspaper down. “Pass the brochure, let me see.”

I spring up out of my chair too fast to be nonchalant and snatch the pamphlet off the cabinet so fast the magnet holding it in place flies across the room. “It’s just a short ferry ride away—”

“Where is it, exactly?”

“Somewhere on Paradise Island. They have dorms and it’s all girls, you do creative arts—”

“I don’t know what other type arts there are,” she interrupts.

“Culinary arts, maybe.” I rummage in my schoolbag for the application form and rest it on the table beside the pamphlet.

“Since when is cooking an art?”

I bite back an argument and focus on the matter at hand: get to this camp, out of the house, and out of this neighborhood.

“They do writing, painting, sculpture, dance, theater—you have small classes in your own specialty, and they have an on-site farm where they grow their own food—”

“Organic and tended by angels, no doubt.” My mother scans the page. “Only one page on this application?”

“You include a sample of your work to it so they can see. That’s the most important part.”

“And I suppose you’ll be submitting the newspaper.” Mummy glances up at me. “I told you it would come in handy, one of these days.” She flips the paper over to scrutinize the back. “Who’s judging the submissions to this seasonal nirvana?”

I ignore her sarcasm and push on. “It’s a whole committee. Mr. Lewis from the Nassau Journal, Mrs. Strachan from the university’s art department, Ms. Morris from the art gallery, Mr. Wright, Mrs. Symonette—”

“Mr. Wright?” She looks up abruptly.

“Um…” Why would you call his name?, I think, mentally kicking myself as she scans the list of organizers.

“Timothy Wright, architect at Gibson & Associates.” My mother scowls, then tosses the paper down. She gets up, her back to me as she opens the cupboard. “That’s KeeKee’s daddy.”

“But it’s a great opportunity, it would look good on a college application, I could learn independence and maturity and—”

“And bring world peace, and end global hunger.” She bangs a glass down on the counter.

End nasty sandwiches, I think. I bite my tongue. “So can you sign my application for me?”

“Nia, what makes you think I’m sending you out of my sight for six weeks with no one around who I know—”

“But I told you, KeeKee’s gonna be there.”

“Is that meant to comfort me?” Her voice drifts back to me over the clink of glasses, then the sound of water pouring over ice.

I try again. “That’s six weeks you don’t have to worry about me—”

“If you think sleeping out with strangers is a way for me to worry less—”

“You aren’t even gonna think about it?”

She sets a glass of water down beside me. I don’t want a drink. I want out. I want something other than the cloying routine of a Sunday afternoon spent with her and her papers and her glasses of water and her cold sausage sandwiches. I want something more than writing this stupid Pinder Street Press. That’s her dream, not mine.

“It’s after three,” Mummy says, as if she can read my mind. “Let’s get the paper finished off, please.”

“But—”

“I’m done talking.”

I grit my teeth and thump down in front of the computer. I scroll through this week’s stories without really seeing them: something about Danny across the street, who won a martial arts trophy; a summary of the protest we went to in Rawson Square; a school essay on Dame Doris Johnson that I had to tweak into something half fit for other people to read; a piece on the school band playing this Thursday. The paper’s always been so everyday, so unimportant. So small. Even the protest seems faraway now. Up the road, the boys shoot hoops in front of Riccardo’s house. A trail of kids have filtered into the road, bellies full and feet freed from tight church shoes. How big a deal could what happened on Friday, here and downtown, really be?

Mummy comes and peers over my shoulder, then taps her finger against the screen. “Read this. What you wrote about the protest.”

I sigh. “ ‘There was a group of people who got together in Rawson Square to opposition against—’ ”

“To protest against, or oppose.”

“ ‘To oppose against—’ ”

“Listen, girl. To oppose. Start the sentence again.”

“Mummy, you ain ga even answer me?”

“Girl, your head too much in the clouds to see news if it knocked you right in the eye. You doing your work or you nagging me?”

I want to snap back that this paper was her idea all along. Instead, I bite back those words. “Please can I go? Please, please, please?” I fling my arms around her neck. “Can I?”

She squirms away, but relinquishes a grudging laugh. “I’ll think about it—”

“Yes!” I jump up and down and accidentally knock the chair. “Thank you, thank you, thank you!” I hug her again until she wriggles free.

“Ease up, I said I’d think about it.”

“And you know you have to decide by—”

“I saw the deadline, Nia. I can read. Now, can you write?”

I bound back to the table. “It’s finished,” I say, reaching for the form to look at it again.

“The protest?” Mummy slides the application out of my reach. “Oh, forget it. Just print and go get the clothes on to wash so you can hang them up before night.”

I smack a kiss on her cheek and send the document to print. The old behemoth at the end of the hall whirs to life with a series of beeps and clicks. While it spits out this week’s issue, I sort our laundry and load it into the basket. There’s a perfectly good washer just across the yard—brand new and big enough to wash two full-sized bedspreads at once—but it’s Angel’s, so that’s out. Usually, I complain about having to tote a heavy hamper of clothes all the way down to the Armbrister house to use their regular old machine that groans when it spins and sometimes smells of mildew, but today, the load is light. Besides, I don’t want to irritate Mummy and make her take her word back. I swing the front door open and almost bump into a man in a suit.

“Oh—sorry!” I step back inside.

“Is your mother in, young lady?” he asks in a no-nonsense voice.

“Mummy!” I call over my shoulder. “Someone here to see you.”

Mummy appears beside me in the doorway faster than a genie from a rubbed lamp. “Can I help you?” she asks.

“Marvin Knowles.” He extends a hand, which Mummy shakes formally. “On behalf of our member of parliament for Eastern Heights.”

“I know you, Marv.” Mummy folds her arms. She holds the hand she offered to Mr. Knowles at an odd angle, as if she plans to wash it as soon as she closes the door. “Faith comes through here all the time. How’s Mrs. Knowles?”

Faith’s daddy, I think, as he chuckles, a tight, forced sound. “You have a good memory, Mrs.…”

Mummy’s lips are pursed, as if she’s found something bitter stored in her cheek. “Taylor. What brings you to my doorstep?”

“Just making some courtesy visits through the neighborhood.” Mr. Knowles fiddles with the collar of his suit. It fits him evenly, and the fabric looks smooth, not like Eve’s daddy’s suits, which are always a little rumpled and have an odd shine. “Introducing myself to our constituents.”

“Reintroducing. On a Sunday,” Mummy says.

“It’s always good to see old friends.” Faith’s father smiles widely. “Just taking a minute to chat with folks about the development up by the beach.”

“Proposed.” Mummy uses her reporter voice as she corrects him. “The sale hasn’t been officially approved yet, has it?”

He laughs like his mouth is full of candy, delighted but also restrained. “You’re sharp, Mrs.—”

“Ms.” Anything else, Mr. Knowles?” Mummy’s voice is stretched thin.

“Actually, yes. We had reports of some teenagers causing trouble down at the beach. I just want to make sure the parents are aware the property is private land.”

“What type of trouble?” Mummy asks.

“I can’t really go into the details, but we’ve heard that the property owner is concerned about the level of security on the premises. They mentioned there will have to be consequences if trespassing continues to be a problem.”

“What about the after-school group they have at the church?” I ask. “Don’t people have to go on the beach to get there?”

“Yes, and the Tuesday-morning seniors’ reading. I suppose you’re going to accuse those old ladies of trespassing too,” Mummy says dryly.

“I, uh—well, I can’t comment on what arrangements have been made for the tenants of the rental property on-site.” Mr. Knowles regains his composure quickly. “We want to look out for the interests of our constituents, of all ages.” He smiles slick. “We don’t want any trouble.”

Mummy holds his gaze, her chin slightly raised, and taps the card on her leg. “Was that it, Mr. Knowles?”

“That’s it.” The man bobs his head. “A pleasure.” He strides down the steps, then over toward KeeKee’s house, as though he’s too important to cut across the grass like everyone else. I carry on down the road to Eve’s house. I have no reason to be nervous, I tell myself. I didn’t do anything wrong at the beach, unless you count losing my glasses, and Mummy already knows about that. I have a bad feeling about what Mr. Knowles said, but I push it away. None of this will matter, so long as Mummy’s in a good mood when she decides if I go to camp. None of this will matter, once she says yes.
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EVE

All six rows are full at church this week before the service even starts, with the regulars from the neighborhood, some we occasionally see, and a handful of brand-new faces. By the time hymns are over, we’ve had to set up another two rows of folding chairs at the back and add seats along the walls. It’s like people sense the building needs them and are here to fill it with singing, with the attention they give Daddy as he moves to the front of the room. He lowers his head in a brief, unspoken prayer. I glimpse a tiny shake in his hand as he grips the sides of the wooden lectern, looking out at the congregation.

“No doubt you’ve heard talk. Seen the protests. Felt the shift in the air.” His hands release the lectern. He spreads his palms. “Change is coming to Pinder Street.”

I brace, waiting for him to repeat what he told me. There’s an explanation for everything that’s been happening. There’s nothing to worry about.

“Developers plan to take over the land, including this entire beach area. Including the spot where we stand.”

Murmuring rumbles through the rows. I look over at Mummy. Her face is set in a stoic gaze. Am I hearing right? Daddy told me everything would be fine. Next, he’s going to say it won’t happen, say that our place here, in this building, on this land, is assured.

“I can’t promise to know the future, but I’ll tell you this: Now, more than ever, good people need to come together. Good voices need to be heard.”

Beach closed. It’s true.

He looks down at his notes, his pause a moment too long. His eyes are shut. Ruth leans over. “He okay?” Her whisper is a notch too loud. It feels like things are slowly sliding out of control. Did he know this when we spoke? Why didn’t he tell me then? If he found out later, how come he didn’t say something to me?

“Amen!” My voice cuts through the quiet, surprising even me. Daddy raises his head. He blinks, adjusting his collar.

“Turn with me to the Book of Luke,” he says. I glare at Ruth, then turn my attention back to the front. He was just feeling the spirit, I tell myself, pushing aside the questions that prick at me, pressing hard against the peace I want to feel.



After church, Daddy spends two hours shaking hands and patting shoulders while the younger three run up and down on the sand. Mummy hunkers down at the back, talking to one woman, then another. When everyone is gone, I straighten up the rows and put away the extra chairs while Daddy rolls the windows down against coastal gusts and the fine salt spray they bring. Questions bubble in my mind, threatening to boil over and burst out of my mouth, but something makes me hesitate. Somehow, even after what Daddy said during church, hearing him tell me one-on-one would make it true, would make me have to face that we could really lose our church.

“Thanks for doing that.” Daddy’s voice interrupts my thoughts. I turn around and see him behind me. He looks tired, as if today has drained him, but his eyes are as warm as always.

“How come you didn’t tell me?” My words tumble out.

“I don’t want you to worry, Eve. This isn’t over. Not yet.” Daddy looks around at the room, the chairs lined up like parishioners waiting, then turns back to me. “It’s been a long day. We should eat.”

Outside, he takes Mummy’s arm. I wish I had someone to hold my hand even when I walk a path I’ve known my whole life. Especially when that path is about to shift. The way is slick with beach pine needles and rough with raised roots. For our family, though, it’s as comfortable as our backyard; barefoot, Ruth storms right over the prickly marble-sized cones, with Esther and Joe in tow. Even in my good shoes, my footing is sure.

“Oh!” The cry from behind is sudden and high; I spin around to see Daddy down on one knee, my mother holding on to his arm.

He straightens up. “Missed a step,” he says, his face contorted with pain.

“You go ahead and catch up with the rest of them.” Mummy waves me on. “Start heating up the food. We’ll be there.”

I want to stay back, to help Daddy on his feet, but my mother’s lips are pressed too tight to invite negotiation.
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