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For the brothers—Michael, Callistus, Angello, Petroc, and Andrew.


Slowly but surely we seem to be getting to where we need to be.




When fools are aware that they are fools—and are willing to admit to their foolishness—there is no problem. Unfortunately, fools are rarely self-aware; and even when they are, they rarely have the courage to shun their foolishness. They allow themselves to be seduced by it; they incubate it within themselves, give it a fertile breeding ground, and go out amongst others, spreading their disease. This is how foolishness spreads throughout a society.





BOOK ONE




ALONE





Sometime during the night, a mango fell from the gigantic tree behind the house and banged into the galvanized steel roof like a missile. Startled, Shango cried out and rose from his bed; in the room across the hall, he heard his grandmother shriek as the mango ricocheted off the roof and landed in the yard. Yet, it was one of those things that one got used to during mango season. Within seconds, Shango lay down on his side, yawned, and allowed the dream world to reclaim him.


He slept soundly and peacefully; in fact, hours later, when the morning sun was rising over the mountains, Shango was in the same position on the bed. He was not yet awake, but his thoughts—about a pretty teacher at his high school—were too orderly to be dreams.


On the wall, to the left of his bed, there were magazine clippings of places he wished to visit: glossy images of the Eiffel Tower, the Statue of Liberty, and other tourist destinations. His mother had moved to New York City five years ago—when Shango was seven—and her absence had set off a wild yearning for the outside world. In fact, with the exception of his grandmother, all his other relatives were in America now. America was the paradise of his personal religion—which meant his mother, his uncle, and all the island’s other emigrants, were the chosen people of God. Others, like himself, who were still stuck on the island, were like sinners who had been left behind to suffer for their sins. However, since his God was a forgiving God, every day was a chance for redemption. His mother had been working on his immigration papers for years now—and he had again come in first in his class at school—so it was only a matter of time before he joined his mother, in that better world….


To the right of Shango’s bed there was a window with a sweeping view of the forest and the mountains. Birds were singing in the trees that surrounded the house; others were busy rooting about in the rich volcanic earth that had bewitched the European colonizers four hundred years ago. As one of the birds cried out insistently, Shango inhaled deeply and scratched the side of his neck—but the bed was warm and comfortable, and the day seemed too young for him to be bothered. In fact, he hugged his pillow tenderly now, and was about to sigh contentedly, when something stung his arm!


He opened his eyes in time to see the mosquito rising into the air. It was plump from feeding—gorged with so much blood that it was struggling to fly. Something about its fitful flight mesmerized him for a moment; but when the mosquito landed on the wall, between his pictures of the Great Wall of China and the Sphinx, Shango sucked his teeth angrily.


The thing had been feeding on him all night! Even now, it only seemed to be waiting for its next chance to feed. Shango saw his slipper on the floor, and reached down to grab it. He was moving deliberately now, like a lion stalking its prey. He was dressed in a pair of shorts and a t-shirt, both of which were dingy. As soon as he was free of the sheets, he sprang at the wall, his slipper poised for the death blow. He swung, and the slipper collided with the wall with a loud crack—but Shango looked on in disbelief, then growing rage, as the mosquito glided past his ear and headed toward the window.


The bed was between him and the window: Shango jumped onto the bed and swung at the creature again. The mosquito was slow and fat, but as those little bastards never flew in a straight line, Shango kept missing. The rage escalated into full-blown madness as the creature zigzagged in the air and eluded him. Then, when he saw it was about to escape out of the window, the rage exploded in him, and he threw the slipper with all his might!


Unfortunately, the moment the slipper left his hand, Shango remembered there were glass louvers in the window; and so, the horror was etched into his face as the slipper smashed through the glass. The sound was deafening; he instinctively ducked, as if he expected the entire house to come crashing down on his head.


When he looked back at the window, a queasy feeling came over him—so that he sank to his knees. Even though a few shards of glass still stuck tenaciously to their moorings, he saw, right away, that the louvers were damaged beyond repair—and that his grandmother was going to kill him! He waited for the sound of her approaching footsteps; he braced himself for her angry screams and her blows…but there was nothing. He frowned.


Staring out of the window, at the verdant mountains in the distance, he saw it was a bright, sunny day. From the height of the sun, he suddenly realized it was at least seven in the morning—and that he was hopelessly late for school! There was a moment of panic as he thought about the headmaster’s cane; but after a few seconds, a new, unnamable terror left him staring blankly into space. His grandmother had never let him sleep this late before—not on a school day anyway. Suddenly numb, he turned from the window and found himself moving toward the doorway. There was not actually a door there—only a sheet over the doorway. He pushed the sheet aside and stood staring across the hall, at the sheet that covered his grandmother’s doorway. Her sheet’s floral pattern had become faded with age, and it was getting frayed around the edges, but Shango stared at it expectantly, as if his grandmother would emerge from behind it at any moment. When that did not happen, he opened his mouth to call to her—but in the room behind him, another piece of glass escaped from its mooring and fell to the floor with a loud crash. Once again, Shango held his breath and waited for his grandmother’s wrath, but there was nothing….


He had no idea how much time had passed. Eventually, he willed himself to move. When he stretched out his arm to push his grandmother’s sheet to the side, he saw his hand was shaking. To distract himself, he moved ahead quickly, almost pulling down the sheet in his haste. Yet, once he was in the room, urgency turned into uncertainly, and he stood there frozen. He opened his mouth to call to her, but the words stayed locked up inside of him—as if his unnamable fears had taken them hostage.


Since his grandmother’s curtains were drawn, it took a few moments for his eyes to adjust to the darkness. When he saw his grandmother was still in bed, the sense of urgency came over him again, and he moved toward her. However, when he finally saw her face, he gasped. Her eyes were open; her teeth were bared—like a wild animal’s—and in that moment of confusion, he figured she was angry because he had come into her room without knocking.


Suddenly agitated, he was about to explain himself—and the broken louvers. Yet, as the seconds passed, he saw his grandmother’s eyes were unfocused and blank. For the first time, he noticed the bedspread was entangled around her limbs; her willowy arms still clutched the sheet, as if it had come to life during the night and tried to strangle her. The only thing he could do was stare. Maybe another twenty seconds passed before he allowed himself to acknowledge she was dead—and that she had died horribly. When he did, he found himself backing away from the bed.


He wanted to run, but his limbs refused. In fact, it was as though his grandmother’s corpse had some kind of gravitational pull on him. He struggled to be free of it; the effort was so taxing that he did not even have the strength to turn his back on it. All he could manage was to back away. Then, after what seemed like hours of this strange gravitational struggle, Shango once again found himself beyond the doorway, staring at the kitschy floral pattern on the sheet. His mind was hopelessly lost now. Time seemed to unravel as he stood there; but when a bout of light-headedness came over him, he stumbled back to his bedroom and collapsed onto the bed.


His heart was racing. There was something he should be doing—some adult thing—but his mind still refused to move. He was staring at the wall blankly, sinking deeper into shock, when the mosquito suddenly flew into his field of vision. He sat up on his elbows, staring in disbelief as it once again landed on the wall. It was the same mosquito! He didn’t even bother to use a slipper this time: he sprang from the bed and slammed his palm into the wall. His hand stung from the impact, but the mosquito evaded him again! Once more, it flew toward the window. Shango leapt onto the bed and tried to smash the mosquito between his hands—but the thing darted away at the last moment. He sprang at it again—however, as he was off balance, he found himself toppling from the bed. He instinctively put out his right hand to brace his fall; but at the last moment, he remembered the broken glass was still lying on the floor. He cried out as the shards sliced through his palm; but by twisting his body, he was able to roll away from the glass as he fell to the ground.


Blood was gushing from his hand now. The pain was not that bad, but he suddenly found himself sobbing uncontrollably. His grandmother was dead! He lay there for about a minute or two, surrendering himself to the grief. He sobbed until his body ached from it and his throat was sore.


In fact, the grief possessed him totally. It fed on him the way a fire fed on a forest—it was horrible and devastating; but eventually, when there was nothing left to burn, the fire petered out, and there was nothing left but smoldering ash. Shango felt empty now; at the same time, after his outpouring of grief, he felt like his mind was working again. He sat up, wiping away his tears with his left hand. His right hand was still bleeding: he stared down at his bloody palm. The blood was not gushing out anymore, but there were still about half a dozen shards embedded in his palm. The biggest one had sliced into the fleshy part of his hand, between his thumb and index finger. It had practically gone all the way through. For a moment, Shango felt a budding sense of panic—but there was only one thing to do, so he grabbed the shard and pulled it out. He winced at the pain, and grimaced as the blood spurted out; but at the same time, having something to do made him feel real again. It occurred to him he had to wash his hand, and bandage it. That was the adult thing to do. He had to contact the authorities about his grandmother, and call his mother in America, to let her know… An anxious feeling came over him when he realized he was alone on the island now. For a moment, the panic threatened to return—but the voice of adulthood told him it was pointless, so he rose from the floor and headed out of the room to wash his hand.




Once Shango left his room, he again stood staring at the sheet in his grandmother’s doorway. After a few seconds, it occurred to him his bleeding hand was making a mess on the floor. When he looked down and saw it, he had a sudden fear that his grandmother would charge from behind the sheet and brutalize him. People of his grandmother’s generation didn’t just beat you: their sadistic genius rose to the level of an art form, so that your fear of the punishment was always worse than the actual punishment. His grandmother’s preferred method was sending him into the forest to find a stick for her to beat him with—and God help him if he picked one that was not to her satisfaction!


Anyway, when he looked down and saw the mess the blood had made, years of psychological conditioning were triggered instantly. Soon, he was running through the small, neat living room, heading to the kitchen. The kitchen was essentially a storage room. There was no sink, no stove…none of the usual kitchen appliances. There was a window—but at night, his grandmother locked a piece of board over it—so the room was dark now. Suddenly wary of the darkness, Shango stopped on the threshold of the kitchen and stood looking around the small chamber. The only features in the kitchen were some handmade wooden cabinets and a worn wooden countertop that at the moment held two kerosene lanterns. Everything was handmade, or crudely fashioned—but the house was neat and tidy. Everything was in its place, and something about that reassured him, as if it were all a testament to his grandmother.


He moved to the kitchen door now—which was in fact the only door in the house. There was a handmade rush mat to the side of the door. Two sets of “outside shoes” were lying on the mat—one for Shango, and the other for his grandmother. He slipped into his shoes, then reached for the doorknob with his left hand. The door did not have a lock, but his grandmother closed it at night to keep out rats and the mountain spirits she swore she had seen countless times. Then, once Shango opened the door, he found himself looking at the outside world.


Even on the hottest days, the back of the house was always cool—since the gigantic mango tree shaded it from the blazing sun. The tree rose into the heavens, blocking out the sky and the apex of the mountain. According to his grandmother, the mangoes were part of their personal covenant with God. Over seventy years ago, when Shango’s grandfather was on his way to digging ditches in World War II Europe, the man had spotted the huge mangoes on one of the larger Caribbean islands. Fearful of the cold, hostile world at the end of his journey, he had taken one of the mango seeds with him on the ship, as a kind of memento; then, as he was sailing across the Atlantic, God had appeared to him in a vision and told him the seed would keep him safe and be an aegis against all the evils of men.


Understandably, by the time his grandfather landed in Europe, and war began raging around him, he had found himself holding the seed in his hands when he prayed—like a sacred relic. He had caressed it and surrendered himself to every form of idolatry.


By the time he returned safely to the island, he had been like a Crusader returning from a holy war. However, when he had tried telling the islanders about God’s will, their souls had been too corrupt to accept God’s blessings. Bewildered, he had trekked away from the town in the valley, in search of a sacred place to renew his soul. Hours later, when he emerged from the forest and found himself on this mountain land, it had seemed like paradise to him. He had planted the seed that day, before deeds had been signed and man’s laws had been verified. The land had been God’s gift; so, once the seed began to sprout, Shango’s grandfather had seen it all as a sign that God had extended His blessings to the land and all who would live on it.


The man had built the house by hand, harvesting timber from the surrounding trees. After that, he had found Shango’s grandmother—an impressionable girl from the country, who had seemed willing to accept God’s plan for them. As the years passed, cement and plaster, and store-bought furniture, had been added to the house. A procession of children had followed—six in all. Shango’s mother had been the last, but three of the six had died in childhood. One had died from a fever, one had drowned during an Easter excursion to the beach, and another had been hit by a car while walking down the mountain to the valley. Of the three children to make it to adulthood, one became enamored with the “gifts” some of the visiting cruise ship tourists provided, and soon died from a mystery illness that ravaged his immune system. The island had been harsh to their family; nevertheless, when Shango’s grandfather succumbed to a stroke fifteen years ago, he had died believing he was in paradise, protected by his covenant with God.




Shango was still looking up at the tree dreamily. In a week or two, the mangoes would be ripe, and he would climb up into the tree to gorge himself. He unconsciously smiled at the thought—but then, unexpectedly, he began to sob as he remembered his grandmother. In years past, he would always pick the first mangoes of the season for her. That strange little ritual was gone forever; and all at once, the simple joys of mango season seemed lost forever…


Immediately outside the kitchen door, a deep cement ditch ran the length of the house. The ditch diverted the deluges that swept down the mountain during the rainy season. A cement plank between the kitchen door and the ground allowed people to bypass the ditch; but every once in a while, when Shango was rushing, he would fall into the ditch and scrape his shins. At those moments, his grandmother would yell at him for not looking where he was going, then she would douse his wounds with the stinging over-proof rum she used to treat all his cuts and bruises.


Shango sighed, wiped away his tears, then stepped across the plank. The outhouse was to the right, behind some bushes. His grandmother had made him paint it a few months ago, in a futile effort to keep termites from devouring it. Like the main house, the outhouse was dilapidated and ugly—even when it was freshly painted. Shango looked away from the structure, vaguely ashamed of his poverty, then he turned left, toward the sink.


Given the remote mountain location, the government had never gotten around to providing water and other utilities. There was no electricity, and no indoor plumbing. Like most of the structures on their land, the freestanding sink looked like it had been constructed from scavenged and leftover parts. Its base was concrete; the pipes and basin were old and rusty, as if they had come from a junkyard. As for the water, it came from a mountain stream about one hundred meters away, and was conveyed to the house through a system of pipes. A little further up the mountain, behind some guava trees, there was a shower, and a tank that stored the water from the stream.


Twenty years ago, Shango’s uncle had celebrated his success in America by sending down money for the storage tank, pipes and sink. After experiencing the joys of America firsthand, he had sworn he would drag his boyhood home into the modern age. He had shipped a gas-powered generator from America, and hired a contractor to wire the house. Yet, even though the rooms in the house still had light bulbs screwed into their sockets, the generator had quickly rusted in the tropical climate. Worse, rats, or some other pests, had eaten away at the wires, as if they were candy. Elaborate plans to expand the house and install indoor plumbing had also fizzled. Nature had been too strong for the grandiose plans of men; so, with the passage of time, the overseas relatives had grown weary of their struggle against the mountain. They had concentrated on their new lives in America, and left his grandmother to the old ways.


Now that his grandmother was gone, Shango had no doubt that he would be joining his mother soon—within days, if not hours. Once he was gone from this place, nature would brush aside all his uncle’s attempts to bring the modern world to the mountain. The pipes would rust and seep into the earth, the wood would rot, the cement would return to dust, the path through the forest would become overrun with vines and trees; and when all trace of Shango’s family was gone from the land, his grandfather’s decades-old covenant with God would finally come to an end.




In truth, Shango was still in shock. He looked back at the open doorway absentmindedly, asking himself if his grandmother was really dead. He was tempted to go back and look, but his bleeding hand was proof that it had all happened. In fact, while he had stood there daydreaming, the blood had dripped down his arm, onto his shirt and pants. Suddenly coming to his senses, he rushed to the sink, turned the tap and allowed the cold water to wash out his wounds. The sensation was soothing; he took a deep breath…


Once he had finished cleaning his hand, he washed his face and arms to clear away the blood. At last, he closed the tap and stood looking at his hand. For the most part, the bleeding had stopped, and all the wounds seemed clean. He nodded approvingly, then thought of the work ahead: bandage the wounds, head into town to inform the authorities—


He suddenly remembered the cellular phone! It had not rung in months, but it occurred to him he could use it to call his mother and the police. Shango’s uncle had brought the phone when he visited five years ago—along with a solar battery charger (since there was no power to charge the phone otherwise). The charger and phone had been his uncle’s last attempts to bring technology to the mountain. In the beginning, his mother would call every Sunday, like clockwork, and they would have long, meandering conversations about how everything would be perfect when they were together in America. However, over the years, her calls became less frequent—so that now, somehow, it had been six months since he had even heard his mother’s voice. More troublingly, the last few times they talked, his mother had seemed rushed; when Shango lingered too long, she had pointedly told him she was late for an appointment or headed out of the door. …And the last time he had seen her was when she visited at Christmastime four years ago. He had met her at the airport, and looked on in amazement as she sashayed out of the plane with sparkling new clothes. She had brought a sack of presents—just like Santa Claus—and had smiled more than he had ever seen her smile in his life. Everything about her had seemed transformed—enhanced by her brief sojourn in paradise. When she left, they had cried and hugged, but she had reminded him that God would reward their sacrifices.


By then, Shango had been a true believer. To prove himself worthy of God’s grace, he had endured all the necessary hardships. Even while the loneliness got the better of him, he had told himself that it would only be a matter of time before he received heaven’s reward. …Unfortunately, his childish expectations had been crushed the following Christmas, when his mother said there was not enough money for her to visit. A plane ticket would only eat into her savings and prolong the amount of time they were forced to be apart. Paradise required sacrifices, and God only blessed those who were resolute in their tasks, so they would all have to tighten their belts and make do with what they had.


In lieu of a visit, she had sent him some money to buy a present; and as soon as his grandmother handed over the money, he had rushed down to the town to get a remote-controlled car that had looked spectacular in the store’s display case. In fact, he had spent half a year ogling it on his way to and from school. Unfortunately, as was so often the case, when he brought the toy home, it had only lasted two days before one of the wheels fell off. His grandmother had scolded him for his weakness, pointing out that he should have used the money to buy school books or something more practical. To her, his choice of toy had been especially stupid—since he could not afford new batteries anyway! Shango had sulked in his room for a few days; but after a while, his old religion had returned, and he had reminded himself that this was only another one of God’s tests. In this way, each new disappointment had been proof that God was watching over him—and that his moment of deliverance was drawing near.


With the passage of time, his mother’s one-year absence became two; two years became three; and now, somehow, it had been four years since he had seen her. Nevertheless, Shango’s faith was absolute, and he would not waver.




Shango moved from the sink and headed for the kitchen door. After leaving his outside shoes on the mat, he entered the house. He needed a bandage for his hand, but there was nothing like that in the house. He could cut up one of his old shirts to make a bandage. However, when he looked down at his palm and saw the blood had stopped, he could not bring himself to go through the trouble. Similarly, since he lacked the courage to douse his palm with his grandmother’s overproof rum, he put that idea out of his mind as well.


Instead, he focused on his plan: get the phone from grandmother’s bedroom; call his mother and the police. He nodded his head and set off down the corridor, but his pace slowed after a few steps. Other than his bedroom and his grandmother’s, there was a third one at the end of the corridor. It used to be his mother’s room, but a demon had attacked him in there, while he was napping.


His stomach clenched as those old thoughts filled his mind; his pace slowed further, and a pained expression disfigured his face for a few seconds; but knowing he had no choice but to get the phone from his grandmother’s room, he forced himself to move to her doorway.


After taking a deep breath to steel his courage, he pushed aside the sheet and looked inside. The curtains were drawn, so the room was still relatively dark. The darkness unnerved him. His grandmother’s form was just a shadow on the bed—and he did not like the idea that he could not see her face. Indeed, at that moment, Shango remembered some of his grandmother’s obeah stories—about reanimated corpses. Suddenly terrified, he stared at her shadowy form, looking for the slightest sign of movement. The voice of adulthood chastised him for such stupid thoughts, but he still stood in the doorway tentatively, holding the sheet.


Light: the room needed light! He grasped the sheet tightly, then he twisted the bottom of it, so that he could tie it in a loose knot. That was better. Now, he needed to open the curtains. There was a window at the foot of his grandmother’s bed. He went to it quickly. When he realized his heart was racing, he only pushed himself faster. He pulled the curtains apart in a brusque motion. The light was good. He opened the glass louvers to let in some fresh air, then he stood there breathing deeply. That was better.


When he felt sufficiently calm, he turned and looked at his grandmother. Her facial expression was still horrible. He found himself staring at her again—in case her eyes moved—but since her expression had not changed from what he remembered, his fears about mountain demons and reanimated corpses faded away for the moment. Besides, he did not have the strength of will (or the courage) to keep staring, so he looked away and went to his grandmother’s dresser. The dresser was one of the household’s rare pieces of store-bought furniture; but like everything else, it had become faded and chipped with age. It was perpendicular to the bed, against the wall; and on top of it, there were about a dozen black and white pictures of relatives—most of whom Shango had never met.


When he opened the top drawer, the phone was lying right there, next to his grandmother’s neatly folded underwear. Yet, the obeah stories were still in the back of his mind; and once he had grabbed the phone, he found himself fleeing the room. After two steps, he remembered the solar charger. His grandmother kept it in its original box, under the dresser. Shango glanced at his grandmother, half-expecting her to be in a different position, or climbing out of bed to grab him. His fears told him to leave the solar charger and run, but his grandmother had not moved—and he definitely did not want to have to come in here again—so he darted back to the dresser, bent down, grabbed the box, and fled the room.


Once he was in the corridor, he pushed past the sheet in his doorway and entered his bedroom. He was breathing heavily again. The voice of adulthood was annoyed with him, but Shango did not care anymore.


He placed the box on the bed before looking at the phone. His grandmother usually kept it turned off—since his mother and uncle only called on Sundays. He pressed the button on the side, to turn it on. The start-up screen appeared, and the phone played a joyous tune. While the phone was displaying a message about searching for the network, a creepy feeling came over Shango, so that he turned back toward his doorway. The sheet still covered it, but he had a sudden fear that something might leap at him from behind it. He approached it anxiously, then he pulled it to the side the way people did in horror movies—as if expecting someone or something to be standing there. Mercifully, the corridor was still empty; and from where he was standing, he could see his grandmother’s feet on her bed. As far as he could tell, she was still lying in the same position, but he knew he was coming undone.


First, he placed the phone on the bed; next, as a precaution, he grasped the sheet in his doorway, twisted it, and tied it in another loose knot. When that was done, he instinctively looked across the corridor again, into his grandmother’s room, to check that her feet were still in the same position on the bed. When he caught himself, he looked away uneasily.


He needed to talk to his mother. He picked up the phone eagerly now. Two of the phone’s three power bars were lit—which really did not tell him much, since the old battery usually gave out after twenty minutes of talking. He accessed the phone’s address book by pressing a button. His mother’s number was the only one stored on the phone—since he had gone out of his way to save it, and to type in her name and address on the keypad. Once the address book opened, he pressed the button to make the call.


He put the phone to his ear expectantly. His heart was thumping in his chest. He tried to think of what he would say to his mother, but he already felt the tears welling up. When the phone rang once, Shango stood straighter, and willed the tears back down into the depths of himself. When the ringing stopped, and a woman began speaking, Shango opened his mouth to reveal his horrible news. He was so dazed that he did not initially realize he was listening to an automated message. The only thing he heard was “credit expired.” The message had to play a second time for him to understand the phone would not be able to make any calls until he bought some more credit. Bewildered, he ended the call by pressing a button on the phone, then he sat down heavily on the bed.


“Damnit!” he whispered. As he said it, he looked over at his grandmother’s room guiltily—but when he remembered she was dead, he only felt exhausted. He was coming to grips with the fact that he was going to have to walk down to the town in the valley and buy some phone minutes. Unfortunately, since he did not have any money, he would have to get it from his grandmother’s purse. Once again, he looked across the corridor, the same uneasy feeling coming over him. He got off the bed and took a step in that direction, but then he faltered. Maybe he should get dressed first? He nodded his head, happy for the reprieve.


He placed the phone on top of the box with the solar charger, then he went to the foot of his bed, where there was a crude trunk that his grandfather had made from scraps of wood decades ago. Inside the trunk, his clothes were folded neatly: three pairs of school uniforms, some underwear, socks, and some dress clothes his mother had shipped in a barrel a year ago. There were also the clothes of Christmas past—sets of clothes that she had mailed two and three years ago. Most of the old clothes were either too tight or so worn that they were only fit for wearing around the house.


Shango grabbed one of the newer slacks, then pulled them on, over his shorts. The pants were now slightly too tight for him, but they were presentable enough that he could wear them in public without the usual sense of embarrassment at his poverty. Because of his shame, he had never brought any of his friends home—and he had never visited his friends’ homes either, out of fear that they would expect him to reciprocate. In truth, nobody really knew where he lived. The house was not visible from the road, there were no neighbors, and few people were even aware that there was a path from the road, which snaked through the forest and led to the house. Also, since Shango was honest with himself, he knew none of the boys he played football with after school were close enough to him to warrant a visit to his home. He had playmates and classmates, but he did not have friends in a true sense. He did not have confidants…


He pulled off his dingy shirt before putting on a trendy-looking t-shirt his mother had sent him last year. He was ready to leave. The only thing left to do was get the money from his grandmother’s bag. He was about to head to her bedroom when he glanced at the phone and saw it had only one power bar left. Indeed, the bar was flashing. He would have to set up the solar charger and let the phone charge while he was away. He figured it would be ready by the time he returned from buying credit and talking to the police. He nodded his head, pleased with his plan—but that was when he realized he could get the police to call his mother when he went to the station! Yeah, that was so much simpler. …And he was strangely relieved now—since this meant he would not have to go into his grandmother’s room to get the money. He would let the police take care of everything. All at once, he was eager to be a twelve-year-old boy again: he would let the adults take on those burdens, and sort out all the intractable details they claimed they understood.


Acting quickly, he accessed the phone’s address book again, while it still had power. Next, he grabbed his school bag from under the bed, tore out a sheet of paper, and wrote down his mother’s phone number.




Shango took the solar charger out of the box and stood looking at it. The main part, the photovoltaic panel, was only about the size of his school notebook. There was a bulkier piece that attached to it via a wire (which had two outlets to plug in equipment). His grandmother had left the phone charger plugged into one of the outlets. Shango plugged the charger into the phone, and was about to pick up all the pieces and carry them over to the windowsill, when he saw the glass was still on the floor—in front of the window. He sucked his teeth in annoyance. The blood was still there as well, but he did not feel like cleaning up the mess right now. He put on one of his slippers before he remembered he had thrown the other one through the louvers, and that it was still outside. He sucked his teeth again, but then he remembered his “town shoes”—that is, the pair of canvas sneakers that were presentable enough to wear to school. They were underneath his bed. He retrieved them from under the bed, then put them on. After that, he scooped all the electrical devices into his arms, walked over to the window, and arrayed them on the windowsill. He waited until the phone made the cheerful sound that said it was charging, then he sighed in relief.


His grandmother would definitely not be pleased that he was leaving the glass there, but he told himself it was an emergency. Now that everything was resolved in his mind, he walked back to his bed to get his school bag—since he usually felt naked when he left the house without it. In truth, he had never missed a day of school in his life. He had never been sick enough to stay home; and in a way, the daily forty-five minute walks to and from school had made him stronger. When he played football with the other boys after school, he would run circles around them; his energy would seem boundless, and they would be in awe of him. Also, in a counterintuitive way, his poverty meant that he ate a healthier diet than his classmates and their families. He could not afford the highly processed, sugar-laden imported foods that had become bizarre status symbols on the island. While others grew fat on this diet, Shango only ate the natural, organic foods that grew on his grandmother’s land. It would shame him that his lunch pail usually only contained provisions like yams, callaloo, and string beans—and he would sneak away from the others to eat. However, while he had been cowering in shame, his body had been growing strong.




On his way out of his room, he forced himself not to look at his grandmother. However, he moved faster once he was past her room—in case her corpse sprang at him once his back was turned. Soon, he was outside, pulling the kitchen door closed behind him.


Standing there, he noticed, for perhaps the first time, that there was a disconcerting silence about the place. Only two months ago, they had had ten chickens and a dog. The dog would bark all night; the chickens would cluck incessantly—and go into an orgy of crowing about five-thirty in the morning. Unfortunately, the old dog eventually became sick or senile—and began to disappear for days at a time. When Shango’s grandmother realized a mongoose, or some other creature, had been eating the chickens during the dog’s absence, only about four of the ten chickens were left. The next day, Shango discovered the dog’s decaying corpse while he was walking down the path to school. He noticed the stench of death in the air; and when he went to investigate, he found the corpse lying behind some hibiscus bushes, infested with maggots. There had been nothing to do then, except to let nature run its course. As for the chickens, his grandmother had killed the remaining ones, and salted them for storage—since the mongoose would only return for them later.


The death of all the animals had left an eerie silence about the place. His grandmother had been talking about getting a new dog, some chickens, and maybe even some rabbits, but none of that was going to happen now. Indeed, as Shango walked past the sink, turned the corner of the house, and began walking down the mountain, he returned to the melancholy thought that everything was slowly disappearing from the land. Like the dog, the chickens, and his grandmother, everything was fading back into the nothingness, and soon there would be nothing left…




His grandmother’s garden was to his right as he walked. The ditch at the back of the house emptied out into the fields. She had pigeon peas, manioc, sweet potatoes, and plantains—along with beets, cucumbers, pumpkins and tomatoes. On the far edge of her field, there was a breadfruit tree, and coconut trees. A few times a year, she would cut down the coconuts, grate them by hand, and boil them down to make oil. She had peanuts and corn; there were papayas and several other fruits whose formal names he had never bothered to learn. The land was abundant, and a pained expression came to his face when it occurred to him nobody would be here to eat the fruits once his mother took him away to America….


In the center of his grandmother’s field there was a huge boulder that had been too big to move. The top was relatively flat, and Shango liked to sit on it and watch the sun setting over the forest. He thought of his grandmother then, because every time his mother and uncle talked to her about coming to America, she would say she was like the boulder—because nothing would move her off the land, and she would be there long after everyone else was gone.




The house rested on four concrete pillars; as the land was steep, the two pillars in front of the house were much longer than the two in back. Underneath the house, in the open space left by the pillars, there were some empty shipping barrels his relatives had sent down in previous years. The chicken coops were still there—but empty now, and creepily quiet. Shango did not like any of it. He moved faster, in order to get away from the place; but as the path was about to enter the forest, he stopped and looked back at the house. The weathered boards needed to be painted—especially at the front of the house. Unfortunately, since the house was on a steep incline, a tall ladder was needed to complete the work. One of his grandmother’s old friends had promised to do it, but the vague offer had never resulted in definite actions. Like everything else on the island, the unpainted boards and the promises of his grandmother’s friend were all irrelevant now.


As he stood there, he had the vague sense that there was no going back for him now. He would either move forward or he would fade into the nothingness—like everything else his relatives had brought to the mountain. He took a deep breath then, as if cleansing himself of the last remnants of nostalgia. In a matter of days or hours, when his mother came to take him away from this place, none of this would have mattered. Reassured by the thought, he moved more quickly.


As for Shango’s father, the man was like a myth to him. Somewhere out there, there was probably documentable proof that the man had once existed, but Shango had never seen it. He had never laid eyes on the man. There were no pictures; and since his grandmother had only ever referred to him as “That Man,” Shango had never even known his father’s name. He did not know if the man was dead or alive—or where he had lived—and so, the man remained a myth to him. The few times he had scrounged up the courage to ask his grandmother about his father, she had gone on wild tirades about sin and the weakness of the human soul. More confusingly, the details of the story would always change. Sometimes, his father would be a drug-selling thug; sometimes, from his grandmother’s lurid descriptions, his father would seem like a lecherous old man; at other times, the thing in his grandmother’s stories would not seem like a man at all—but like one of the restless spirits she said roamed the mountain in search of young, corruptible souls. The only constant in his grandmother’s stories was that his mother had been tempted by evil, and that Shango had been the result of their sinful union. With all of that, Shango had grown up fearing the man—the way he feared all the demons in his grandmother’s stories.




It was about an eight-minute walk from the house to the road. The path through the forest was getting overgrown, so he found himself pushing vines and low-hanging branches out of the way as he walked. A few times a year—especially during the rainy season—his grandmother would make him go up and down the path with a cutlass, pruning the vines and beating back the unceasing encroachment of nature. Now that his grandmother was gone, the forest path suddenly felt like it was closing in around him. He found himself trotting down the path, beating away vines and bushes as if they were attackers—


Then, at last, Shango swatted aside a final branch, and found himself looking out on the narrow mountain road. The forest path terminated on the inner edge of a long, sweeping curve. To his right, there was a weathered wooden stand that his grandmother used to sell fruits and vegetables to passersby. Across the road, beyond the outer edge, there was a steep drop—a cavernous pit that was at least four hundred meters deep and several kilometers in diameter. The sides were sheer and rocky, but vines and plants clung to them nonetheless. From where he stood, he could see the other side of the pit in the distance. Below, in the depths, there was a thick canopy of trees—and caves that millions of bats would emerge from at night. In his childish imagination, a whole other world existed at the bottom of the pit. Since there was no safe way to reach the bottom—besides repelling, being lowered by a helicopter, or some other extraordinary means that was beyond the vast majority of people on the island—Shango had always suspected a magical world existed in the depths, populated by demons and spirits and all the creatures of his imagination.


When he was ready to step onto the road, he paused and looked both ways for oncoming traffic. He saw nothing—and he did not hear the telltale whine of a speeding car—so he stepped into the road and began to make his way down the mountain. This stage of the mountain road was particularly treacherous, since it was bordered by the pit on the right and the black granite of the mountain on the left. Moreover, there was no guardrail on the side of the road: the gaping maw of the pit merely loomed, ready to devour anything that ventured too close.


The road itself had literally been hewn out of the mountain; and every time Shango reached this section, he would always feel the secret terror that the road would collapse into the pit entirely, taking him with it. Indeed, when he walked this section of the road, he always stayed as far away from the pit as possible, clinging to the mountain-side of the road.


About eight years ago, a devastating hurricane had washed away entire sections of the road; subsequent landslides had rendered it unusable for almost a year. The Chinese had loaned the island one hundred million US dollars to effect repairs, and a Chinese firm had been contracted to do the work. The rumor was that about a third of the money had ended up in secret accounts in the Cayman Islands. Government officials on the island soon started expanding their houses, or building new mansions in secluded enclaves. Exotic cars began appearing on the road; the marina had to be expanded, in order to accommodate the arrival of new yachts. There had been a brief outcry in the beginning—from opposition politicians and journalists, who pointed out that their children, and their children’s children, would spend their lives paying for the misbegotten luxuries of their leaders—but since the Chinese firm had done an excellent job on the road, the islanders had gone back to ignoring the obvious corruption in their midst.




Fifteen minutes later, the snaking mountain road finally moved away from the pit. Shango breathed a little easier; but because of the steepness of the mountain, the road essentially became a series of switchbacks. Shango could look through the trees and bushes and see portions of the road below. Sometimes, when the gradient of the mountain was shallow enough, he could bypass the long switchbacks by taking shortcuts through the bushes and trees. However, he usually took the long route, since shortcuts inevitably left him with muddy shoes and soiled clothes.


…His grandmother was really dead. The thought reentered his mind unexpectedly; he faltered, and had to brace himself from the grief. The initial shock was gone: now he was just numb—and exhausted. To keep himself going, he focused on what he had to do: go into town, tell the police what had happened, and let the adult world do the rest.


He was so locked into following his plan that he did not initially hear the car closing in behind him. He heard the tires peal as the vehicle took the corner too quickly; he barely turned his head halfway when he caught a glimpse of the Range Rover’s front bumper and grill. Instinct took over, and he jumped to the side of the road. The vehicle zoomed past in a blur, but the gust of wind hit him like a blow. Either that, or the vehicle sideswiped him, because he soon found himself tumbling down the mountain.


He screamed out as he went through a thorny bush; he felt his clothes and limbs being soiled and ripped as he toppled. He tried to stop his descent by putting out his hands, but it was pointless. The wounds on his palm, from when he landed on the glass that morning, were reopening; new wounds—on his arms and legs and back—were added, so that he felt like he was in a blender, being ripped to shreds.


Indeed, his chaotic descent only came to an end when he collided with a sturdy tree. He hit the trunk with his ribs, and lay dazed and winded for a while, gasping for air and moaning. Maybe another ten seconds passed before he heard the Range Rover’s whining engine on the road beneath him. He looked down the mountain, dazed, fighting to focus as the dizziness subsided. The vehicle’s tires screeched as it turned the corner of the switchback; and as Shango regained more of his senses, he saw the Range Rover come into view on the road below. The bastards had not even bothered to stop after running him off the road! In fact, Shango heard the vehicle picking up speed now.


All at once, he was overcome with the same rage he had felt at the sight of the blood-filled mosquito. There was a nice rock lying on the ground before him—nice, in the sense that it was the perfect size and weight for throwing. He picked it up as he rose from the ground; then, the moment he was to his feet, he flung it with all his might. He did not really aim in a true sense; and with so many trees between him and the bottom road, hitting the speeding Range Rover was a one in a million shot. Yet, a queasy feeling came over Shango as the rock arched perfectly in the air, gliding between tree trunks and low-hanging branches, as if guided by the hand of God…and then, as the rock smashed into the vehicle’s side window, Shango felt as though his heart had stopped and his lungs had shriveled to the size of a pea.


The glass did not shatter entirely, but inside the Range Rover, the sound must have been deafening—since the startled driver quickly lost control. On the narrow road, the vehicle swerved one way, then the other; the driver slammed on the brakes, but that only left the vehicle sliding sideways. Then, Shango was watching in horror as the Range Rover literally flipped over the edge of the road—where there was a deep ravine. For a long while, there was silence, and then he shuddered as he heard the terrible crash. For the second time that morning, Shango fell to his knees.


Yet, after the initial shock, he found himself running down the mountain, toward the road. At last, when he ran across the road and looked down into the ravine, he saw the crumpled wreck was on its back—like a huge, mangled turtle. Its wheels were still spinning eerily; but as the axles were broken, they wobbled as they spun.


From the sight of the vehicle, Shango was sure all the passengers were dead. His first impulse was to run away—to hide—but what if they were still alive? He thought about his grandmother again—about her disappointment. She was with the angels now—so even if he snuck away and managed to get away with it, his grandmother would know. For a moment, he tried to find a justification for his act: the people in the car had almost run him down; he hadn’t meant to do it…but while the excuses were technically true, they could not justify murder. Murder…! He felt weak at the word. He was on a whole other level now. This was not something that could be rectified with one of his grandmother’s beatings. There was no making this right. Once the authorities found out what he had done, his life would be over. He saw this clearly. There would be no going to America now—no paradise to soothe his pain after a lifetime of hardships and sacrifices. Tears almost flowed at the thought—but there was only one course of action open to him now.


Actually, he was nodding his head absentmindedly when he became aware that sirens were wailing in the air. The sirens were coming from further up the mountain; and from the way they blared, Shango knew multiple vehicles were coming—and that they were coming at breakneck speed.


Two police cars turned the bend in the switchback and came into view. They had slowed in order to navigate the switchback, but they now began to pick up speed again. After taking a deep breath, Shango stepped into the road to stop them—and to offer himself up to their justice.


The driver of the lead car slammed on the brakes; the second car almost rear-ended it, but swerved to the side at the last moment. Shango stared ahead blankly as both cars came to a screeching halt. An enraged policeman emerged from the lead vehicle, shouting a string of expletives. When Shango only stood there, the man stepped from the car and put his hand on the holster of his gun. He was still yelling—but it was impossible to hear what he was saying with the sirens blaring. The other three policemen had gotten out of their vehicles as well. The men joined in the screaming, and gesticulated threateningly as the first policeman approached Shango—as if instructing their colleague on how to bash in the boy’s head.


The approaching policeman’s face was hard and set. He looked like he would strangle Shango the moment he was within reach, but when the man was about two steps away, Shango pointed over the edge of the embankment with a trembling finger. Something about Shango’s strange mien disarmed the man for a moment, and he stepped closer to the edge to have a look. When he saw the vehicle at the bottom of the ravine, his eyes grew wide, and he began waving wildly for the other officers to come over. Soon, the four men were standing on the edge of the embankment, screaming amongst themselves.


With his duty complete, Shango stepped to the side and waited for the men to decide his fate.




The policemen were all between twenty and thirty years of age, and shared the same tall, powerful frames. Eventually, the one with the highest rank—a sergeant—yelled for one of his subordinates to go turn off the sirens. Next, he told the remaining two to find a way to reach the vehicle. Once all the tasks had been assigned, he returned to his vehicle to report the incident on his cellular phone. Shango looked on in a daze. The sergeant had a gold incisor: Shango watched it in amazement as it sparkled in the morning sun.


The world seemed emptier once the sirens were off. The sergeant was now inside his police cruiser, making an animated report. His subordinate listened from outside the car, with a rapt expression on his face—as if the sergeant were telling the most exciting story he had ever heard. While all this was going on, the two officers the sergeant had sent to the Range Rover had run further down the mountain—about fifty meters past Shango. There, the contour of the mountain allowed them to climb down the embankment without breaking their necks. They were now grabbing tree trunks and large rocks to slow their descent. Shango watched their antics disinterestedly for a few moments—but then he suddenly realized it was odd that they had their guns drawn. Indeed, it was odd that they were ignoring him. Nobody had asked him how he had come to be there, or how the vehicle had capsized. He seemed totally irrelevant to them.


Apparently, the sergeant had instructed the officer waiting outside the car to join his colleagues, because the man ran past Shango now, and headed down the mountain as well. As for the sergeant, he was still talking on the phone, yelling over the static-laced gibberish of whoever was talking on the other end of the line.


Presently, as Shango looked over the edge of the road, he saw the first of the officers was nearing the bottom of the ravine. For some reason, the man was approaching the vehicle tentatively. He gave it wide berth; he pointed his gun as he inspected what was visible of the Range Rover’s dark interior. Then, when something caught his attention, he rushed to the back door. It was impossible to open the door—since the frame had been warped by the fall, but the officer kicked in what remained of the glass, then bent down to haul out a body. It was a woman in a nightgown. Her hair was long and bloody. In fact, there was blood everywhere—but Shango was relieved when he saw the woman was moving. Maybe he was not a murderer after all.


In fact, he now found himself thinking that maybe this had been another of God’s tests. Maybe God would reward his courage by making America a possibility once more. All at once, everything seemed possible, so he stood straighter and looked out on the world with renewed hope.


The woman the policeman had pulled from the car seemed to be regaining her senses—and moving freely, as though she had sustained no serious injuries. Indeed, the policeman took her in his arms then, and began heading out of the ravine. Shango was almost on the verge of smiling, but that was when he noticed the other two policemen moving to the front of the vehicle with their guns drawn. For some reason, they were now taking aim at whoever was in the driver’s seat. And then, inexplicably, they opened fire. Shango found himself thinking that the gunshots sounded nothing like the gunshots in movies. They sounded innocuous, like corn popping. It was all so unreal that he could only stare in disbelief.


Time became warped again, so that entire minutes seemed to pass in a blur. After a while, his mind froze. He saw, but did not see; he was standing there, yet he felt like a leaf blowing in the breeze—


He suddenly became aware the sergeant was standing next to him. He reflexively stepped back, ready to run for his life—as if the man were a ghost that had appeared out of the nothingness. Yet, compared to him, the sergeant was huge, so Shango again saw there would be no point in trying to run. Besides, it was at that moment that the sergeant put his hand on Shango’s left shoulder. The weight was like a load of bricks, and Shango felt like his legs were going to buckle beneath him. When he looked up, there was something like a smile on the sergeant’s face—but it was fake, and they both knew it was fake.
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