

[image: Front Cover of What Start Bad a Mornin’]





Praise



“What Start Bad a Mornin’ is a breathtaking novel. Amaya Lin, loving mother, wife and caretaker of many, has built a life that is on the verge of collapse when a hidden past sweeps in. I was riveted by the revelations that followed, stunned by the conclusion. Carol Mitchell is a writer of immense talent and this is a stellar debut.”


— Cleyvis Natera, author of Neruda on the Park


“With What Start Bad a Mornin’, Carol Mitchell casts light on immigration’s most unsettling predicament: the tension between the life you leave and the one you create. In vibrant prose, she demonstrates how an unacknowledged past will never die, as well as the power—and cost—that comes in surviving it.”


— Courtney Angela Brkic, author and memoirist


“With luminous prose, Carol Mitchell tells the story of every Caribbean immigrant, indeed any immigrant, who has had to remake a life they have known in their homeland for the uncertainties in the US where race is often the determinant for success. What Start Bad a Mornin’ leaves the reader with empathy for the passions that drive the ambitions of the vividly-drawn characters, and, at the same time, it is a cautionary tale about the consequences of repressing childhood trauma. A compelling debut novel.”


— Elizabeth Nunez, author of Prospero’s Daughter and Now Lila Knows


“What Start Bad A Mornin’ is a tense, gripping tale of a woman’s unwilling spiral into her own locked past. As her protective layers of amnesia are inexorably stripped away, the pillars of her life tilt, crack, and crumble, forcing her to question everything she believes about herself as she scavenges for the truth: What is real? What is mirage? Amaya’s journey of self-discovery takes her thousands of miles, real and newly recollected, from her ordered existence in Virginia, USA, to the Caribbean island of Trinidad where she lived as a student and met the man who would become her husband, and finally to Jamaica, her birthplace, where the threads of a turbulent political and personal history intersect and converge in a tapestry as violent as it is revelatory.”


— Charmaine Rousseau, author


“One sentence spoken by a stranger becomes the thread that unlocks decades-old memories for Amaya, who has been living as if her past never existed. Carol Mitchell’s debut adult novel is brilliant storytelling that deftly weaves a tale of cross-cultural Caribbean life, trauma, and survival. I couldn’t put it down.”


— Nerissa Golden, Ordained for This and In Plain Sight


“In carefully measured spoons, Carol reveals the details of Amaya’s life, keeping our interest piqued, holding our attention until the very surprising ending. Richly characterized, mystery and intrigue, buried memories and glaring revelations, this story of family, displacement, loss, and immigration keeps you eager to get to the next page.”


— Opal Palmer Adisa, The Storyteller’s Return


“What Start Bad a Mornin’ grapples with themes ranging from quiet domestic desperation to the perils of the immigrant experience, from latent racism to the literal violence of politics. The character dynamics are complex and interesting; the entanglements sometimes heartbreaking, sometimes heartwarming, sometimes frustrating, sometimes cosy, all the beats of genuine human interaction. A compelling, meditative, and well-paced journey.”


— Joanne C. Hillhouse, writer


“Carol Mitchell’s novel, What Start Bad a Mornin’, is sublime and intensely compassionate. This debut is uncompromisingly Caribbean; yet, it sings of the America into whose arms immigrants collapse with the intention of rising above the selves they once were. Mitchell’s complex characters are enmeshed in an intricate web of classism, racism, colorism, and nationalism— sometimes under the same roof. The intangible and unnamable elements of one’s abandoned home follow these hopeful immigrants wherever the future finds them. This is a story of grief as characters sow seeds and must forsake the harvest. This is also a story of triumph. Each sentence is carefully crafted, polished, and captivating. What Start Bad a Mornin’ is glorious and downright unforgettable. Mitchell’s craftsmanship is astounding. This is a book you’ll want to read more than once.”


— Katia D. Ulysse, author of Mouths Don’t Speak
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When the caterpillar completes its cocoon, it dissolves into a soupy mess and emerges a new creation, memories of its past existence a faint imprint on its DNA.




CHAPTER ONE


Fairfax, Virginia - August 2003


Five minutes past five; I was going to be late. Only fifteen minutes left to pick up Aunt Marjorie before she had a meltdown. Having finally extricated myself from my last meeting, I waved goodbye to Taylor as I rushed past the main reception desk. She was on the phone, but she smiled and mouthed, “Bye, Mrs. Lin.”


I hurried down the hallway to the elevators and entered the first one to open. It was empty. Thank you, Jesus, I breathed. I pressed the Lobby button once, then pulsed on it three or four more times, even though I knew my impatience would not make the doors close any faster. Finally, they slid together, and the embossed gold sign reading “Gil, Lin and Associates, Attorneys at Law” was replaced by my reflection in the metallic surface of the doors.


My appearance surprised me. I resembled someone in control of their day. My eyes were steady and I looked respectable in what my husband, Brian, called my uniform—a striped, long-sleeved button-down silk shirt (pink and gray that day) tucked into black work trousers. Observing my calm exterior did nothing to dampen the churning in my brain. I ran my hand over my short ’fro then dropped it just as quickly when I saw the mess I was making of my hair. I could almost hear the seconds ticking away before the box lurched and began its ten-floor descent.


Don’t stop, don’t stop, don’t stop, I chanted in my head, tapping my foot to the rhythm of my thoughts as if doing so would speed up the elevator or prevent it from stopping on any other floors. It was not an unreasonable request, even at five p.m. This building was occupied primarily by law firms, banks, and investment firms, all businesses where leaving work before nightfall was unthinkable, unless you were the boss. Or the boss’s wife.


When the elevator shuddered to a stop and the doors opened on the main floor, I pulled my briefcase firmly onto my shoulder and glanced at my watch.


Eight minutes past five.


As long as traffic was no heavier than usual, I should be able to make up the five minutes I had lost, and arrive on time to pick up Aunt Marjorie. Even when she was having a good day, she barely tolerated the Ramus House. The staff told me she watched the clock like a child counting the minutes to recess. At five-twenty, she would be sitting near the checkout desk, straight-backed, gripping her handbag in her lap and radiating impatience in such powerful waves that even the staff, trained to manage the many manifestations of dementia, kept their distance.


Sunlight forced me to close my eyes as I stepped outside. After eight straight hours indoors, it was easy to forget that daylight persisted. No matter how many fluorescent fixtures I had installed in my windowless office, there never seemed to be enough light for me.


I inhaled deeply, like a newly released prisoner sampling her freedom, but the breath was dissatisfying. As was typical of a Virginia summer, the combination of heat and humidity thickened the air into a soup-like consistency that barely filled my lungs. People always assumed that because I grew up in the Caribbean the heat would not impact me, but without the cooling sea breeze, the heat here was oppressive, and even after more than twenty years, I had not got used to the Virginia heat.


Nine minutes past five.


I headed to the car, my thoughts vacillating between the meeting I had abandoned mid-discussion and my tardiness. Some days it was hard not to resent having to drop everything, every day, and turn my attention over to Aunt Marjorie’s needs. The clip of my heels on the pavement drummed a soft beat of accompaniment to my thoughts.


As I passed Brian’s car in his reserved spot just outside of the building that housed our offices, I regretted parking in the overflow lot. An article in one of the women’s magazines we kept in the office recommended parking far away from one’s destination as a way of incorporating exercise into one’s routine. My doctor had put the fear of God into me at my physical last month. I was not overweight, she had said, but I needed to exercise.


“You can’t avoid everything that might be coming to you as you age,” she had said, “but with regular exercise and good eating habits, you can help your body weather the aging process better.”


I wanted to take the advice seriously. Caring for Aunt Marjorie had given me some insight into the way I did not want to age. I did not want to be so completely dependent on anyone, ever. But I had not been able to find time for exercise. Something always tugged at my time: work; managing the household; caring for Aunt Marjorie; advocating for my son, Taiwo; tending the garden … each a heavy stone in a sack I carried around with me perpetually. Whenever I considered putting the burden down, guilt would overcome me. Who would put the effort into caring for everyone like I did?


I strode past the footprint of our office building, then past two other buildings that occupied the same compound. The overflow lot was deserted, quiet except for the occasional chirp of an unseen bird in the surrounding trees. As I walked past a large golden raintree, a breeze shivered through its leaves, releasing a blanket of yellow flowers. I stopped, paralyzed by a memory that flowed into my brain in shadows, watercolors, and whispers.


The large poui tree that had belonged to Aunt Marjorie’s neighbor in Black River, Jamaica, had frequently shed its flowers onto her yard. I recalled rolling in the leaves as a girl, covering myself in the delicate flowers, feeling their velvety softness against my skin. I heard Aunt Marjorie complain: about my soiled school uniform, about my lack of decorum, about the audacity of the neighbor’s trees in encroaching on her garden. But her voice held no conviction, her scoldings halfhearted as if her only real annoyance was with herself, for not joining me. I relished the imagining for a moment, lingering in my carefree joy, turning the memory around in my mind as if it were a precious jewel, each petal a gem with which I could purchase a segment of my almost-forgotten past. Would these flowers have a similar effect on Aunt Marjorie? I wondered. The sight might trigger memories that would transport her disintegrating mind to a place where she felt secure, if only for a few minutes.


Aunt Marjorie. “Crap,” I swore under my breath. I looked at my watch.


Eleven minutes past five.


I picked up my pace again. My footfall was quieter now, dampened by the fruit, the flowers, the leaves that littered the ground, and my guilt about being late, which pounded in my head in a familiar rhythm.


I spotted my black sedan covered with a dusting of pollen, which effectively nullified the cleaning Taiwo had given it on the weekend. I fished my keys out of my briefcase. Brian had drilled a safety routine into my head when we bought our first car. Initially, I dismissed his earnestness as paranoia born of growing up with his mother in a relatively remote area in Trinidad, but over time his lessons sank in and became part of my normal. “Always have your keys ready, the key pointing outwards in case you have to use it as a weapon. Check your surroundings before you open the door. If you see someone suspicious, don’t get in the car. Keep walking.”


And so, just before I arrived at the car, I turned.


A woman stood behind me. She was about two car lengths away. Her head was down, and the sun glinted off of the plastic shine of her black handbag as she fumbled in it as if looking for keys—which was odd because my car was the only vehicle in this section of the lot.


There was momentum in her stance; her body tilted forward a few degrees as if she had been moving and had only stopped when I turned. I looked at her a little more closely. Her sweater was baggy, its neck misshapen as if accustomed to sitting on a larger body, and her tight black pants ended just a little too high above her ankles. Like she’s expecting a flood, I thought.


A vague sense of discomfort fluttered in my stomach but I dismissed it. She can’t be planning to mug me. Who would wear a bright orange sweater in August to mug someone? Plus, I can definitely take her. Although the woman was taller and larger-bodied than I was, there was a softness about her that suggested she was not here for a fight. She raised her head, and our eyes made four. She regarded me with a clear, steady gaze. I searched her face, trying to figure out what she could possibly want from me. She was young, with full cheeks that filled out her oval-shaped face, and skin as smooth and unblemished as the shells of the brown eggs I sought out at the grocery. Her hair, braided in a style a few weeks past fresh, was pulled back and would have made her face look bare were it not for the large gold hoop earrings hanging from each ear. My left hand reached up to touch the small gold hoops I had worn for longer than I could remember. I knew those earrings. They were the earrings Caribbean grandmothers passed down to the granddaughters on whom they could pour the love and indulgence they had not dared show to their daughters.


The young woman opened her mouth as if she was going to speak, then closed it. Her bottom lip curved up and her lips settled into a pursed shape that transformed her face from stranger to familiar as if a switch had been flipped.


The desire to flee rose from deep in my belly and pushed against me like lava trapped inside a mountainous dome. I unlocked the car, opened the door, and entered in one fluid movement, locking the door once I was inside. Securely in my car, I looked at her again through the pollen-dusted window. I was sure I had never seen her before, but my heart pounded in my chest, the sound drumming in my ears as fear filled my body. She approached the car. She formed her mouth into a word: “Stop” or maybe “Please.”


I did not want to hear her voice. Every ounce of my being rebelled against allowing her any closer, yet I lowered the window just enough for breath and sound to pass through.


“I have no cash,” I said.


“Me name Angela. I’m your sister,” she replied.


Her words did not impact me in that moment. It was her accent— smooth, rich, and thickly Jamaican like a buttered slice of hard dough bread— that clumped in my throat and threw me spinning backwards into my seat.


A wave of black rose in my line of sight.


A wave of black that cleared only to reveal a memory of Brian and me standing in shoulder-to-shoulder silence on the Pitch Lake in Trinidad, watching the silver shininess of a twenty-five-cent coin sink into the asphalt until it disappeared into a wave of black.


A wave of black that left my head too heavy to remain upright. And so, like the coin, I succumbed, leaning back onto the headrest and closing my eyes.


“BUT THIS LITTLE piggy had none …”


The voice was female, lilting, playful, pregnant with laughter. I was tiny, lying along the length of an arm, my head in a palm, my body along a forearm, and my legs dangling on either side of an elbow. The sun scattered in blinding streaks between the leaves of a tree—a mango tree, the scent of the ripening fruit sweet, almost overpowering. I struggled to stay in the moment, to stay in the baby’s head, because I was in there, but I was also everywhere, looking down on myself through the woman’s eyes, looking down from a larger vantage point, aware of everything at once: the trees, the clouds, the sun. But in the baby’s space I felt security, warmth, and love, definitely love. I looked up towards the woman’s voice, her face shrouded in the shadows, a dark blot in the midst of the sun and the trees. One by one, my toes were being tugged, and now it was my smallest toe’s turn.


“But this little piggy …”


The voice paused again.


“This little piggy …”


Another pause. I held my baby body taut. Anticipation bubbled inside me like soda in a shaken bottle pushing against the cap.


I had done this before.


“This little piggy went weeeeeeeee all the way home.”


With the last phrase, a hand descended on my tummy and tickled me. I shrieked with delight. The woman laughed, throwing her head back. I strained to see her features, to know this person. Light touched her face, revealing first her forehead, then her eyes. Tears ran from her eyes to her cheeks. I did not notice when the tears turned into bright-red rivulets flowing down her face, until her laughter convolved into an ear-shattering scream.




CHAPTER TWO


I opened my eyes then closed them against the light, a wave of nausea rising briefly in my stomach before subsiding. I opened my eyes again, slowly this time, focusing on my hands: pale palms upturned on my lap as if in supplication. My head ached and my heart raced in response to the macabre vision. It was just a ridiculous dream, I told myself, even as the sense of déjà vu lingered. When my eyes adjusted to the light, I raised them to look out of the window. Angela was no longer there. I blinked, then looked left and right, scanning the parking lot for a sign of her retreating figure, a flash of orange and black to prove she had been real. Stillness was all I encountered. Even the trees, whose branches had swayed just moments before, manipulated by the breeze, were motionless.


Where could she have gone? I was sure I had only closed my eyes for a few seconds, but when I looked at the dashboard clock, it read five-sixteen. Three minutes had passed since I got into the car. Crap.


What the hell just happened? I raised my hand to rub an itch on my right cheek and it came away wet. I touched the left side of my face. Tears, one from each eye, ran a sticky trail down each of my cheeks. I looked at my fingers, half expecting them to be dyed red, but the liquid on my cheeks was transparent. Why was I responding to this woman this way? Passing out? Tears? I had never lost consciousness before, not that I remembered.


Maybe I was dehydrated, I thought. I had not had time for anything but work since a quick bite at lunch. And since Aunt Marjorie had come to stay with us, exhaustion had become more a physical trait, like a droopy eyelid, than a temporary state of being. But to faint? Three minutes lost just like that because a strange woman with a Jamaican accent claimed she was my sister.


Sister. I released a long steups, then I laughed. I had not steupsed in such a long time; the motion was therapeutic, and the sucking sound cleared my thinking. I had no sister. I had grown up as Aunt Marjorie’s lone ward. She had taken me in after my parents died when our house was destroyed by fire. A childless widow, Aunt Marjorie had raised me with all the love she had been able to deliver. That was all I knew. No one talked about the tragedy, and I had been too young to recall it. That woman, Angela, had to be at least fifteen years my junior. She could not be my sister.


My phone buzzed; the Ramus House showed on the caller ID. I took a deep breath and started the car.


Bob Marley’s voice poured out from the speakers. His Kaya CD had been on repeat in the car for at least two weeks. His music soothed Aunt Marjorie and somehow always seemed to have the salve for whatever bothered me as well. That afternoon, the Universe chose the song “Running Away.”


True, so true, I thought in response to Bob’s insistence that I could not avoid the realities of my own life. My thoughts drifted back to the strange woman. She might have been an employee walking from a nearby bus stop or a vagrant looking for someone to fleece for money. It was more likely the latter. Her ill-fitting clothes suggested poverty. When we first moved to the US, we had lived in Washington, D.C., cramped into Brian’s uncle’s home, and one of the things that endeared me to Virginia was that here, I could escape the poverty that littered the streets of Washington. The destitution visible in D.C., concentrated as it was in the bodies of people who looked like me, was discouraging. It challenged the vision of the American prosperity we had migrated to find. We had sacrificed so much to get to the US and faced so many disappointments on arrival that I could not stomach the daily reminders that we might fail.


But over the last ten years or so, I had seen hallmarks of human struggle seep out into the streets of Northern Virginia as well, primarily in the form of begging at busy intersections. The reality that panhandling was no longer uncommon in our area did not, however, explain why someone would be trying to solicit money from passersby in an isolated parking lot. And the nearest bus stop would have dropped the young woman on the opposite side of the compound. And then there was the fact that she was definitely Jamaican. What were the odds of that in this neighborhood?


I inhaled deeply and focused on the highway ahead. I became aware of my body, bent forward as if my leaning could make the car move more quickly. I forced my shoulders to relax and sat back against the seat. I had less than ten minutes to pull myself together and be ready to deal with Aunt Marjorie. I needed to be in control when I arrived.


IT WAS FIVE-THIRTY when I pulled into the Ramus House’s parking lot. There was an empty spot next to the reserved spaces, so I was parked and inside the building in a matter of a minute.


I flashed my driver’s license at the exhausted-looking woman at the main desk and signed Aunt Marjorie out.


“She’s all yours, Mrs. Lin,” the receptionist said.


I looked past her down the white corridor to a row of chairs along a wall. Beyond the chairs was an open hall where I could see a scattering of tables with people seated around them. The sounds of talking, moving chairs, and shuffling feet floated towards me but seemed to fall into a hollow as they reached the spot where Aunt Marjorie sat alone.


“Auntie,” I said. I smiled, hoping my expression was more cheerful than I felt.


Aunt Marjorie stood. She held her handbag in both hands in front of her chest and looked me up and down. Only her eyes moved. That single glance transported me to my childhood and I saw myself standing hand in hand with her, my head just reaching the top of her waist as it did in the only photograph I have with her, the only photograph I have from my childhood.


“I was just about to catch bus,” she said, then pursed her lips. “I don’t have no change.” She gestured forward with the handbag. “But I know sey Mr. Gregory woulda trus me a ride to Black River.”


I ignored Aunt Marjorie’s glare and enveloped her in a hug. “I’m sorry I’m late. Please forgive me, Auntie. I’ll take you home,” I whispered, my mouth directly against her ear. Her vanilla-scented lotion filled my nostrils and infused my cells with a sense of home.


At first her body remained as stiff as the metal support of her handbag, which poked into my breast. A moment passed and I had just about resigned myself to the idea that this was going to be one of our more difficult evenings, when her shoulders dropped and the tension drained out of her body like water rushing down a drain after a clog was removed. She released one hand from her handbag and folded her arms around me.


“What I go do with you, eh child?” she said.


I closed my eyes, breathed in her scent again, and allowed myself to relax into the embrace. I pretended that I was once more the one who was being comforted and cared for.


LATER, AFTER I had settled Aunt Marjorie in front of the television to watch her soap operas, I went out into the backyard. I walked down the middle path of the fifteen-foot square garden plot that sat between the main house and our tiny guest studio. I lowered myself to the ground in the very center. I folded my legs one under the other, clasped my hands under my chin, and closed my eyes. Up until that point, I had suppressed the image of the woman in the parking lot, but now she reemerged, her face simultaneously foreign and familiar. It was not that she looked like anyone I knew, but seeing her expression felt like getting on a train heading for home. But home was not a place, not Jamaica or Trinidad or Virginia. If I knew what home was at all, it was Aunt Marjorie, Brian, and Taiwo, no one else, no sisters, no one. I shook my head, hoping the motion would clear the muddle swirling in my brain.


I let her claim echo in my mind just one more time. Sister? A ball of saliva filled my mouth and I forced myself to swallow. What kind of sister would desert me when I might have been passed out or dead from shock? Maybe she had been scared? Why was I rationalizing the actions of a clearly deranged woman?


I opened my eyes and surveyed the garden around me. The orderliness usually gave me comfort, helped me to center. I had pruned my rosebushes so they grew long, bare stems topped by tight balls of leaves from which they flowered profusely. Each plant enjoyed exactly the space and sunlight quotient it needed to thrive. The beds on the right caught the morning sun and featured a wide variety of herbs—anise, bay leaf, chamomile, cilantro, dill, and more—arranged in alphabetical order except for the companion plants. I had dredged up the lessons Aunt Marjorie taught me when I was a teenager about growing unblemished plants without pesticides, and placed chives and basil where they could provide pest protection to the others.


Each time I relocated: Jamaica to Trinidad; Trinidad to Brian’s uncle in Washington, D.C.; D.C. to our first then second then third home in Virginia, I started my garden anew, but this one had somehow known it was the most permanent, and it showed in the way the plants obeyed my instructions. Even the sunflowers stood ramrod tall, sentries daring any trespasser to enter, and the creeping herbs: mint, oregano, and thyme, grew within the confines of the rows in which they were planted as if they understood that in this garden, unbridled expression was not valued.


A shadow drifted overhead and I looked up at the dwarf palmetto palms, their fronds swaying. They were both my greatest success and my greatest failure. In each of my previous gardens I had experimented with a palm tree, and in each I had failed. I desperately wanted to recreate the illusion of freedom I had once felt while sitting under a palm tree in my backyard, the fronds filtering light and air into the precise quantities that fit my physical and mental needs, but each winter the palms had succumbed to the cold. Then I discovered the palmettos. These were now thirteen years old and stretched past my five-six frame to an impressive six feet, tall enough to shield the garden from the outside world and to make me believe in a sense of permanence, believe that I might never have to abandon another garden. Somehow, however, as I placed them in the ground, I must have transferred my anxiety that they would not survive, because they were the only plants in the space that defied my strict control, reaching thin branches towards the sky and beyond the garden wall as if trying to escape.


I breathed deeply, allowing myself to drift along with the palm branches. I had never before been at a point where I envisaged my life in one year’s time as clearly as I could anticipate tomorrow. Life looked less like the slow-moving hurricane it had been for most of my forty-one years and more like a pleasant stream doggedly carving out a deep, predictable path. And then came that woman. Asphyxiation was the closest description I could dredge up for how one glance from that stranger had felt like a hand reaching through my brain and down into my heart, searching for something I could not give, reaching, squeezing, until I felt as if I could not breathe.


Earlier, as I prepared dinner, as I tended to Aunt Marjorie, as I greeted Taiwo when he arrived home from work, my intentions had been focused on the point at which I would escape to the garden. I had seen myself opening the gate, entering, breathing in. I expected that being in the garden would cleanse the memory of what had happened that afternoon or give me clarity, understanding even, but I was there and none of these things was happening. What I felt instead was an intense anxiety about the encounter and the way it seemed to hint at a past I could not identify. I inhaled sharply, stemming the memory of the woman. As I exhaled, I wondered if the entire incident was an aberration, a ripple that would fade into a distant speck, or if it signaled a major change in the direction of my life.


I stood, massaging my knees, which had grown stiff from being forced into a prolonged fold. After a gentle flex of my back, I picked up the spade, strode into the bed of herbs, and began to dig.


I started with the thyme.




CHAPTER THREE


The garage door rumbled as it rolled open, announcing Brian’s arrival. I glanced at the kitchen clock. Eight-thirty, exactly as he had promised when he called. Aunt Marjorie was sleeping, Taiwo had retired to his room, and the house had only just settled into a quiet that demanded nothing from me.


Standing at the kitchen sink, I breathed in deeply then out slowly, savoring the last few minutes of solitude. Brian would not enter the kitchen through the garage door but would instead go outside and walk counterclockwise around the property before entering the house through the front door. When I moved in with him into his mother’s house in Trinidad, he had related how his father used to walk the perimeter of their home every night, checking for snakes that might have threaded themselves through the diamond-wire fence. As soon as his mother had agreed, around age five, Brian had joined his father on the nightly sentinel, and when his father had died seven years after that, Brian had continued the patrol alone. It was such a part of his daily routine that he had patrolled the property line of each home we rented in our early days in Virginia and continued when we acquired a house and garden of our own.


His attachment to family and routine had always been comforting. Brian surrounded himself with photos going back four generations, the oldest one a fading black-and-white photo of a tall, middle-aged man of Chinese descent wearing a suit, flanked by his wife and three children. The photo array was one of the first things Brian put in place whenever we moved from one home to another, carefully wrapping—when we left one place—then unwrapping each framed image himself and placing it on the living room center table.


Through those photos, Taiwo knew his paternal grandparents even though he never met his grandfather, and his grandmother, Mrs. Lin, had died when he was six. He seemed to feel something akin to affection for them, the tension that had existed between him and his grandmother when she was alive erased by images of her smiling at him from the frames.


All I could offer from my side of the family was an aging aunt with few memories of her own. It was Brian who insisted that the one photo I had of my extended family, the one of Aunt Marjorie and me, accompany us with every move. Some days I wondered why Aunt Marjorie—in fact, no one in the small town of Black River in Jamaica, where I had grown up—ever thought to fill me in about my parents. The truth was that they might have told me, and I might have lost those memories like so many others. I recalled with clarity every moment of my life as Brian’s wife and Taiwo’s mother, but as I moved along the path from Jamaica to Trinidad to the United States, my memories of Jamaica fell away like a bridge crumbling behind me. The absence of photos was partially to blame for the missing pieces in my life. Without that photo of Aunt Marjorie and me, I might not recall anything of my childhood at all.


I did not spend much time dwelling on my past. Brian’s mother, on the other hand, had been very concerned about my lack of a history she could use to determine my worth. This came to a head one morning, twenty years ago, when we were still in Trinidad.


Maracas, Trinidad - February 1983


I had moved into their house three weeks before, homeless, unemployed, and pregnant with Taiwo. I was still struggling to settle in and that morning I had opened my eyes, disoriented, exhausted, wondering what had awoken me, and soon realized it was the gnawing of my stomach—empty. Which is best for the baby, rest or food? I wondered. Food, I decided, and forced myself to my feet. I made my way towards the kitchen.


I descended three steps into the sunken living room, which lay between the bedroom and the kitchen. The pointed leaves of the two large potted palms that flanked the steps scraped against my arms. The living room sat in the center of the house, encircled by the dining room, kitchen, and bedrooms, and so the sunlight that surrounded the house struggled with limited success to infiltrate this space. Instead, it was lit day and night with artificial lighting that cast pasty gray shadows over the heavy antique furniture and the photos, many old and fading black-and-white, that covered every flat surface. Whenever I entered this room, I tried to imagine myself nursing a child on one of the Queen Anne armchairs. The idea filled me with despair.


How will I raise another being when I don’t have a real grasp on who I am?


I was at the bottom of the steps when I noticed someone else was in the room. Mrs. Lin was still at home. If I had known that, I would have remained in bed until she left. She had accepted my presence in her house with a graciousness that barely veiled her displeasure. Her slights were so subtle I could not complain about any specific act, but her animosity was clear. On the day we met, she ran her eyes over my body, pausing on my burgeoning belly before returning to my face. She pursed her thin lips as if she had been contemplating a smile but changed her mind midway. She sighed, her nearly flat chest rising high then falling as she expelled the breath with considerable effort. I had shivered, feeling as if a trail of red ants had walked over me, never biting but leaving an imprint of tiny feet, a persistent threat against my skin. After that, I had avoided her as much as was polite, but more than once, I overheard her complaining to Brian about my laziness in stage whispers obviously meant to reach my ears.


That morning, her face was heavily made up and she was dressed for work in the skirted version of a gray business suit, but from the way she lounged on the living room loveseat, her stockinged legs up on a deep-maroon velvet cushion and crossed at the ankles, it was clear she was in no hurry to leave. I had entered the room in barefooted silence. She had not heard me, and I was about to retrace my steps when her words stopped me.


“Yeah, dat’s what she said. No family.”


She was speaking on the telephone. Curiosity glued my feet to the ground.


“How I supposed to know why she don’t have no family? She just show up from Jamaica and sink her hooks into my Brian.” She listened once more. “Of course, I warned him … but anyway, I have to put up with her now. She carrying my grandson.”


She must have sensed my presence. She looked up and our eyes met. Her chest rose in an intake of breath then stilled. She knew I had heard her words. She exhaled.


She swung her feet off the couch, sat up, and spoke into the phone.


“Listen girl, I got to go to work even though I really not in the mood today.”


She placed the phone on the cradle.


“Good morning, Amaya,” she said.


“Good morning, Mrs. Lin.”


Mrs. Lin rose from the couch and walked over to where I stood. I became uncomfortably aware of my disheveled appearance. I was still in my nightclothes—a short, light-blue, sleeveless cotton nightgown—and my afro was a mess of unruly curls. For a moment I saw myself in her eyes. I had been brought to her homeless and almost four months pregnant, as unappetizing as a sumptuous dinner laid out on a toilet seat. I was, from our first meeting, a problem to be solved.


I held my head high, considering what I could say to redeem myself in her eyes. We were the same height, so she met my gaze head on. She stopped close enough that I smelled the musky scent of her perfume. A wave of nausea and exhaustion pushed at me, and I had to will myself to stand still and maintain eye contact. A lock of hair strayed near Mrs. Lin’s right cheek like a dark shadow on a pale background. She tucked it behind her ear.


“I hope you know you hit the jackpot, marrying Brian,” she said. The flat tone of her voice belied the venom of her words, as did the cool expression with which she regarded me.


I remained motionless against Mrs. Lin’s onslaught.


She sighed then continued, her voice low in volume and in pitch. “You know, in 1806, my great-great-great …” She stopped to count on her fingers, revealing short, carefully manicured nails. “Great-grandfather came to this country on the Fortitude. They were pioneers in a way, came before the indentured laborers. My great-great … my ancestor was from Canton. Most of the others who came with him chose to return to China when they realize the conditions under which they would have to live here, but my ancestor and his wife chose to stay. Maybe Port-of-Spain reminded them of home along the Pearl River. I don’t know. I never been to China. Maybe they love the idea of starting over in a new place. Maybe they eat some cascadura. You know what they say: if you eat it, you have to die here.” Her lips curled into a half smile, but her eyes remained cold.


“Our line almost die out. My great-great-great-great-grandfather’s children all died without marrying, except for the youngest, who was able to find a suitable match once indentured laborers started coming from China in the 1850s.”


I tried not to react but my eyes widened slightly. I understood that by “suitable match,” Mrs. Lin meant Chinese. Every statement she made emphasized the counterpoint of my reality. I was not Chinese. I had no idea who my great-great-great-great-grandfather was, where he came from, or anything about my ancestral line. When Mrs. Lin’s ancestors arrived in Trinidad, my ancestors were enslaved, unable to choose to return home because the conditions in the Caribbean did not meet their expectations. The collective memories of my people were eroded by the trauma they endured. Perhaps that explained my ability to forget the history of my own life in Jamaica. I wondered what this would mean for the child growing in my womb. Would he care about his ancestry on either side? A slow ache rose in my back as if a fist were tightening around my spinal cord. I considered walking out of the room rather than standing there to suffer the indignities of Mrs. Lin’s suggestion. While I weighed the likely repercussions of such an action, she continued.


“May I be completely honest?”


I waited a beat then nodded, although the question was clearly rhetorical.


“I was the first in my family to marry someone who wasn’t fully Chinese. My parents accepted Eugene. His father was Black but he was hardly around, and Eugene’s mother had raised him and his brother in the Chinese tradition. Eugene knew how to come knocking, how to court me.” Her gaze drifted upwards as if she were watching a movie in which she starred as a younger version of herself. Her mouth curved towards a smile, and a youthful softness relaxed on her face just for a moment before her expression hardened again. She refocused on me.


“I anticipated Brian would marry a Black woman. All of we living here together in Trinidad. Black, Indian, Chinese. None of us truly belong. And there are so few of us Chinese here now. We have to be Trinidadian first and Chinese second. But you …” She leaned in closer. “You not even a Trini.” Mrs. Lin released another labored sigh.


“I wanted to get that out in the open, so you know how I feel about this … this situation. You’re bearing my grandchild and marrying my son, and even though it happened in the wrong order, I’ll accept you. I hope I’m not making a mistake. And …” She paused and bit her lip, the first real hesitancy she had shown since she began speaking. “The baby better look a lot like my side of the family.”


Tears welled in my eyes, and my right hand tingled with the urge to slap her pale, smug face and actualize the sting those words had left in my mind. Mrs. Lin stood before me, her head slightly tilted and her lips pursed, her expression taunting as if to say, “What are you going to do about it?”


I evaluated my situation once more. Brian loved me, but I had seen evidence of the power his mother exerted over him with a lead so gentle he seemed unaware he was being controlled. Would he choose me if it came down to it? I was not sure, and I could not risk a major disruption before we were legally bound. Three weeks until the wedding, I told myself as I turned and fled the living room. I stumbled on the steps and reached out to steady myself, grabbing a handful of palm leaves in the process. I thrust the plant away and heard a thud as it hit the floor. I envisioned the pot broken, the soil flowing deep, dark reddish-brown onto the cream carpet, but I did not pause to right it.


Safe in my bedroom, I thought about my hunger, my stress, the pain in my back, the stumble, and prayed that the baby was okay. I curled up on the beige sheets as tightly into a fetal position as my belly would allow and imagined myself stranded on a seashore, water rushing towards my feet as tears and unsated hunger pains wracked my body.




CHAPTER FOUR


Fairfax, Virginia - August 2003


The ocean sounds in my daydream receded, only to be replaced by the splashing of falling water. The faucet was on, near its fullest pressure, and the sink was filled with suds, covering my arms from my forearms to my clasped hands. I lifted one hand and turned the water off just as Brian passed by the kitchen window, a silhouette in the summer twilight. The click of his key in the lock was followed by the sound of his feet stamping off dirt on the mat. I sucked in my stomach and squared my shoulders, prepared to present a defense for what I had done to the garden. I would never admit that I did not understand my actions myself.


Should I tell him about the woman in the parking lot? The intensity of the incident was already beginning to dull. I was no longer sure of the woman’s features or even if I had heard her right when she called me “sister.” Had I really blacked out for three minutes or just misread the time? Brian would stir things up again, ask questions I could not answer. He would speculate about why I had such a visceral response to a stranger, present theories for why the woman might have seemed familiar. He would nag at the coincidence that the woman was from Jamaica and insist that she wanted something from us. And if I told him that she had claimed to be my sister, the doggedness that made him a good lawyer would rise to the fore. Irritation stirred in my stomach at the thought of his interference. Why mention it at all?


Brian stopped in the kitchen doorway. I did not turn around, but I could feel his eyes focused on my back.


“Night, Maya.” He paused. “You trying something new in the backyard?”


I turned. His slight six-foot frame only half filled the doorway as he stood with one hand rested on the doorjamb, the other loosening his tie—another nightly ritual, this one meant to convert him from boss into husband and father. The transformation had been necessary when Taiwo was young and every one of our spare moments was filled with worries about his development. In those days, we ended up talking and thinking about work, regardless of how he was dressed.


I nodded slowly, solemnly.


His lips were half-raised as if he was undecided about whether to approach the matter of the garden with humor or concern. He must have noticed my somber mood because apart from a slight elevation of his eyebrows, he said nothing more about the mounds of dirt and discarded plants at the back of the house. He crossed to where I stood and kissed me on the forehead—ritual three—before washing his hands and sitting at the kitchen table to eat the dinner I had laid out for him. I joined him, clasping my hands in front of me to keep them still.


“How was your day?” I asked.


There was a pause as he chewed and swallowed the mouthful of rice and peas he had put in his mouth just as I asked the question.


“Good,” he replied. “Fruitful.” He paused, a forkful of chicken halfway between his plate and his mouth. “The team finally finished the summaries for the Framtiden deal, and they haven’t found any issues. You know I don’t believe anything really done until the ink dry on all the signatures, but this? This looking real good.”


I had been in the meeting when the senior associate updated Brian. The Framtiden deal was the kind of opportunity that did not happen often for a barely medium-sized Black-owned firm like Gil, Lin and Associates. We would be representing the interests of a successful Swedish technology firm as they made their entry into the United States market, and the billable hours we had expensed so far had generated more income in three months than any single deal of the firm’s twenty-year history. Brian’s partner, Geoffrey, had hit it off with one of their top executives on a flight from LA to D.C. and since then, almost everyone in the Corporate division had been involved in making sure we got the contract. Geoffrey repeatedly assured Brian that Framtiden was fully committed to using our firm, but Brian personally scoured every detail of the deal, balking at the possibility of even the slightest error. The serendipitous way in which the opportunity had come to us made him feel that we could lose it just as easily.
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