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To my sister, Carole,

my favorite “Barrel Girl.”

See you in the next life.






Deja, Thursday, 4:20 a.m.

Queen, Uncle Glen’s sea-scarred, twenty-foot fishing boat, daubed in the sweet stench of fish and gasoline, tore through waves of turquoise toward Springtown Harbour’s floating dock at way too fast a speed. But Deja stood serenely behind the wheel, troubled only by inventory. Exactly how many bars of Irish Spring soap did she have left back at home? That was where her focus was. Her mother had included some in the barrel she’d sent from the United States. If Deja could figure out how many she and her siblings had used up so far, she could tell her mother exactly how many to pack in her next shipment of stuff they couldn’t buy on the island. Then there’d be more room for other things.

That was when one of the boat’s two engines started to sputter.

Deja immediately slowed the boat down. Uncle Glen lunged from the casting foredeck toward the casting rear deck, where his friend, and fellow fisherman, Mr. Wallace stood. The sound of Uncle’s boots made Deja think of fat flounders jumping out of the water and into the boat. The two men hunched over one engine, their heads rocking side to side.

“Backside!” Mr. Wallace shouted his favorite non-curse curse word. “Engine done.”

Uncle Glen gripped his chin. “Seems so.”

Two engines made docking easy. One was trickier. Much trickier, especially since the boat hadn’t been centered for one engine. Deja licked her sea-salty lips, eager for the chance to prove herself, hoping her uncle wouldn’t insist on taking the wheel.

With the morning winds whipping every which way, this had gotten real. She quickly adjusted the LED spotlight to shine on the slip up ahead.

Mr. Wallace joined Deja at the helm, waving his skinny arms. “Turn di boat, Deja, and head fi di west side dock. Di current no so strong pon that side.”

“No, mon, di fish market no right over deh.” Uncle Glen flicked a hand toward the old market at the edge of the gravelly beach. “A ’nuff fish we catch. It going to take us a long time fi haul it from di west side back over to di market.”

Mr. Wallace frowned. “So, you rather sink di boat and make di fish fall back inna di water?”

Deja looked from the bow to the slip. It was doable. “I agree with Uncle,” she said by way of answer.

Mr. Wallace’s frown deepened. “No easy fi dock inna this weather, you know, Deja.”

Deja glared his way. “I can do it.” His lack of faith was typical of most fishermen.

“Gwan, Deja!” her uncle encouraged, stepping up on the flybridge as well. He was never typical.

Mr. Wallace flung his arms in agitation; he should really cut back on the coffee. “You mad! She can’t dock di boat in di slip straight-on. The sea angry, mon, and is only one engine now!” You’d think this was his boat, Deja thought. “She going go crash it, mon,” he went on.

What a crosses! Deja fought back from giving Mr. Wallace the stink-eye. But then again, she shouldn’t feel a way about Mr. Wallace. After all, he’d never seen her pilot before, but still…

“Rest yourself, Wally. Deja all right,” Uncle Glen told him, as if reading her mind. “She have di skill—she going use di wind fi park straight-on. You no know nothing, mon.”

Deja smiled, then gripped the wheel and focused in on the slip. It was just like any other parking spot, except that it sat between two other boats—expensive ones. Imagine the boat has wheels that can turn any way you want, her uncle had told her again and again when he was first teaching her to dock. She’d just started high school—and Mom was still in Jamaica. Wow, was it really only three years ago?

Uncle Glen pointed at the slip. “Straight-on, Deja!”

Deja counted the weatherworn piles in the slip she was aiming at.

But Mr. Wallace wasn’t letting it go. He jutted his chin at Uncle. “Sure you no want take di wheel, mon?”

Uncle made a show of picking at a loose thread on his worn polo shirt. “Rest yourself, Wally.”

Mr. Wallace rubbed the back of his head. “Me no want rest in peace!”

Uncle shrugged, laughing with his mouth closed. “Is an important skill fi Deja to practice, mon.”

Uncle Glen was a master boatsman; he could handle this with his eyes closed. But in truth, Deja had done this maneuver right only one other time. The other attempts had dinged up the green and yellow paint pretty good, not that anyone would notice. Queen had been through it all, for sure.

Focus! Deja cut the engine. The boat slowed, heading straight for the slip. If she didn’t do this right, she’d smash the nose right into the dock. No, no… that was doubt talking. Uncle always warned that it would speak up exactly when she had to concentrate the most.

Basics, Deja. Four letters in port and four letters in left, so the right side must be starboard. Chanting the basics always helped her concentrate. Then she angled the nose of the boat just to the right of the middle of the slip. The wind blasted from the starboard side and gave the boat a shove. Like a judo fighter using the opponent’s force, Deja spun the wheel left, put the Queen into gear, and gave it a little throttle.

Mr. Wallace tugged the bill of his old Yankees cap. “She doing it to backside!”

Another strong gust swung the boat the wrong way. Mr. Wallace’s hat flew off. Deja gasped. The weather had turned enemy. She started working the wheel. A little throttle. A yank of the wheel the other way. The Queen closed in on one of the docked boats. Dang it! Uncle didn’t have money to fix his own, much less someone else’s.

“Deja…” Uncle’s usual bass approached soprano.

She threw the Queen in reverse. Throttled hard. Whipped the wheel. The boat straightened… and glided into the slip.

Mr. Wallace picked up his cap, and Uncle threw him a rope. “Wally, you have the honor of tying off after witnessing a most exquisite park by my most exquisite niece.”

Deja muted her exhale, tried not to grin. Never let them see you sweat. She went back to trying to figure out how many bars of soap Mom had included in the barrel and why she hadn’t sent the new barrel of stuff yet. And that got her thinking about needing to make some more money. Which was why she was heading right back out to fish for herself after dropping Uncle and Mr. Wallace off.

Then, right on cue… “Um, Deja, it was a long night.” Uncle was rubbing the back of his neck. “You sure you want to go out again?”

Like she had a choice! “Why you don’t take some of today’s catch fi yourself?” he offered.

“Come on, Uncle, you already paid me to pilot.” They’d gone over this before—she didn’t take charity. Her mom had drilled that into her head better than a dentist could fill a tooth.

“You piloted half di night—you no want fi get some rest?”

“Not tired.” It was true—her adrenaline was still pumping after docking the Queen.

“But… don’t you need fi go see about your siblings?”

“I told you, Straleen is looking after them.” Then she got why he was trying so hard to dissuade her. “It’s the engine, right? You don’t want me to take out the Queen.”

He glared back at the faulty engine. “Well, I should fix it first.”

“Uncle, I just docked with one engine. I can go out with one too.”

He held up a forefinger for her to wait. “Wally, Deja can borrow the Gregor, no?”

Surprisingly, Mr. Wallace agreed without any hassle. He must have been impressed with her docking job.

“Good, good.” Uncle Glen clucked his tongue two times. “Free of charge, too. And no worry ’bout unloading; just head on out, mon.”

She should be grateful, and she was, but her heart sank at the thought of piloting Mr. Wallace’s rusty old skiff. Still, she needed the money. So she reached for her fishing rod.






Deja, Thursday, 5:30 a.m.

Three-quarters of a mile away, skies blooming violet over distant mountains, she reached one of her favorite fishing spots, close to a shoreline crowded with sea grape trees, mahoes, and red mangroves. Mr. Wallace’s dinged-up boat was only named Gregor because there was a dent where the Mc in the brand name—McGregor—had been scraped away, probably on a bad parking job. But hey, at least she made it this far.

The parrotfish were always biting here, and she could usually get one or two bars on her phone in case something happened with her sibs, and Straleen needed to shout. Deja cast out her line. Yesterday morning she’d caught three parrotfish and a fat snapper, made thirty-five dollars selling them to tourists. For American cash, of course. Her mother always said to get American money; the Jamaican dollars hemorrhaged value.

Her cell phone buzzed. She recognized the 347 area code. It was from Brooklyn—her mom!—but it wasn’t her number. Deja jammed her fishing pole into a rickety holder and answered anyway. “Hello?”

“Hi, Deja.” It was Mom. What a relief.

“Hold on a second.” Deja fished out two SIM cards. Which one was the international one? She needed to have Mom call back so she could switch the cards. No need to pay crazy rates. “Ma? Sorry, I’m on the boat, and—just getting the SIM card—”

“Deja, something happened.” The hollowness of her mother’s voice resonated from more than fifteen hundred miles away.

One of the SIM cards slipped out of Deja’s hand and fell onto the deck. “Mom, are you okay?”

The pause was terrifying. “Mom?” Was she there? Dropped calls were a way of life in Jamaica. But then her mother sniffled.

“Mom, can you hear me? What’s wrong?”

“Deja, I… I’ve been robbed.”

Wait, what? “What, how? Are you all right?”

“Now, don’t feel any way about it. I’m okay.” Her mother had a teacher’s voice, a tone that made you think you were the only one in the world, but that voice was gone. In its place was the sound of someone else, a frazzled person asking you for directions. “I’m in the hospital, but I’m okay.”

“Hospital? Oh my God! What happened?”

“Steady yourself, baby. Really, I’ll be fine. I was on the street, and some man—”

Some man? Deja’s stomach clenched, and the rest of her body followed. Some man… “Did what? Did what?”

“Listen, Deja, I am… fine.”

Whenever anyone told you over and over that they were fine, it usually meant that they weren’t.

“It’s mostly—I lost my partner money,” her mother blurted out. “He took everything.”

Deja nearly snapped her phone in half. “Everything? You had all the partner money on you?!”

That damn money club! She hated it. Carrying around other people’s cash? The dumbest idea she’d ever heard of. Her mom loved it, though—said financially distressed people like them needed to make partnerships. Each person contributed a specific amount every two weeks or so. Then you all took turns withdrawing the bulk of the money from the partnership to meet big payments when they came due. Even millionaires would go bankrupt if they couldn’t raise enough cash to meet certain payments at specific times, her mother had insisted when Deja had scoffed at the old-school ridiculousness. It was all about access to big amounts of cash when you needed it. She got that, and yeah, yeah, Jamaicans had been making partners forever, but literally carrying around cash? It was crazy! ATMs, people! There had to be an app for this.

How much was it, all that money? Then Deja went to a worse thought. A man… “Mom, are you sure you’re okay?”

“Deja, here’s why I’m telling you this. There won’t be any barrel coming, or any money for school fees, you understand me?”

Damn. Damn! Of course, no money equals no barrel. But still. Damn! “Yes, yes, but, Mom! How are you?”

“Don’t worry about me,” her mother insisted, but her voice, flat, so flat, said the opposite.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Deja pressed.

“Listen, Donovan’s ADHD meds are covered for another six months, so that’s okay for now.” Her mother was clearly avoiding the question. “But the mortgage is coming up. I’ll figure something out soon, and…” She sounded like she’d been hiking up a mountain, reaching for breath. “Kaleisha’s school fees are due, but you can talk to the administrator. Ask her for an extension.”

“I talked to her already—”

“Oh good, so I have some time to work it out. That’s some relief.”

Crap. Now Deja couldn’t tell her the rest. That the administrator had yelled so loudly about the fees that the whole of Springtown Harbour must have heard her. But okay, okay, she’d try to talk to the administrator again… or maybe she’d just avoid her for another month or so.

Deja refocused on the biggest problem. “I guess the only major thing is the mortgage.”

“I know that,” her mother snapped. Then her tone shifted. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to—”

“No problem, Mom. We’ll figure it out.” But even as she said it, her arm went slack; she could hardly hold up the phone. Mom sounded scared… and she didn’t scare easily.

“We will. And… Deja, don’t tell anybody about this—the mortgage, I mean. I don’t want that getting out, okay?”

“Sure, got it,” she said with all the calm she could muster given that her brain was screaming that this was so bad. “Mom, how did it happen?”

“Don’t worry about that, baby. How are you doing for food?”

Deja glanced over at Mr. Wallace’s empty cooler. “Not bad. We’ll be okay for a few weeks.” There was rice and stuff. “I’m fishing right now.” Deja waited for a reaction, some acknowledgment that she was taking care of business.

At last her mother said, “Good. I’m… I’m calling you from someone else’s phone—I don’t want to run up their bill.”

“Your phone got stolen too?”

“They took that— Yes.” Now it sounded like her mom was choking back tears.

“Should I…? Should I come up there, to Brooklyn?”

“Deja, don’t be silly. You know you can’t do that. I need you there for Kaleisha and Donovan. And not a word to them about any of this!” She exhaled long and hard. “Like I said, this is someone else’s phone….”

Deja heard a voice in the background saying it was no problem. Someone from her money partner group? A nurse? “Mom. Seriously. Are you okay?”

Deja imagined the thief knocking her down, ripping away her purse with the money she had been carrying. How many times has she told her mother that the partner system was a bad idea? How many? And how much had her mom lost? And how in the world would she ever be able to pay it all back? But Deja didn’t get a chance to ask. Her mother was saying goodbye, promising to email.

“Love to the kids. Treat yourself to a packet of coconut drops.” And then she hung up.

Deja sat in a daze, the boat rocking. Mom, mugged? Up there with no family? And not a bumboclot thing Deja could do about it. On top of that, no barrel. No money. She tucked away her phone and checked her pole—the bait on the line was gone, but no fish. Of course not! Then she gave a hard laugh. Get yourself a packet of drops. With what money? Her mother didn’t know she’d stopped eating drops—too sugary. Deja’d rather eat coconut. And how would Mom know? It had been a year and a half since she’d seen her. Mom also didn’t know Kaleisha started caring about clothes or that Donovan likes scotch bonnet peppers now. There was so much her mother didn’t know about any of them anymore; phone calls and emails only shared so much. And now Mom didn’t even have a phone.

With a sigh, Deja picked up the SIM card and stuck it back into her pocket, trying to think of what to do next. Gentle waves headed toward the bow. Some lapped against the boat. Others kept their path toward shore, where they would land and become… nothing. Just like her mother’s dreams of making a small fortune in Brooklyn, then coming back home. Just like Deja’s own dream of going to tourism school, starting up a micro cruise line. Her idea was to take tourists all the way around the country by boat, letting them see the real Jamaica and getting them to spend their money outside the resort walls. Spread the wealth among the people who really needed it.

All of it becoming nothing.

Deja reset the line with fresh bait, thoughts skidding in dark directions. Would her mom have to repay the other people too? That would take months, longer!

Bumboclot.

Her mom had started and quit so many jobs over there—each time for a pittance more an hour. Cleaning offices, lugging garbage, scraping away nasty stuff from refrigerators. A part-time cooking job, where shift times changed without notice. And now she was taking care of a doctor’s elderly father, a job she considered herself lucky to get even if it meant cleaning the old man himself—though maybe it was the raise that she felt lucky about—five more dollars an hour. She’d filed for a work permit, but until she got that, she was limited to cash-only jobs. Low-paying jobs. But they still paid a lot more than working the same jobs here in Jamdown.

Oh—and now her mother probably wouldn’t be able to come home for Christmas! Donovan and Kaleisha were going to be totally crushed—two Christmases in a row. And that was when Deja lowered her head and started to sob.

Birds squawked, and then there was the sound of a distant truck horn. She glanced up and realized she’d drifted close to a small cove she’d also sometimes fished at, though it was harder to catch snappers there.

She spotted a boat anchored near algae-splattered rocks guarding the shore like burly soldiers. Weird. It was a sleek go-fast boat. Weirder still, she could swear an arm was dangling along the gunwale. Shit. She stood up, shielded her eyes from the morning glare. It sure seemed like an arm, like someone had fallen in the boat. She motored closer, examining the shore. High grass and chubby ficus plants lay in front of the clusters of sea grape and mahoe trees that dominated the coast. There was no one around. Then she allowed herself to look warily toward the go-fast. Had to be seriously wealthy to own one of those. But criminals also used those boats; they could outrun most anything the police had. No way was she getting involved in that.

Then again, maybe the owner wasn’t into anything illegal. Maybe he was sick or slipped or something. Or taking a nap?

Which was as unlikely as it sounded. Whatever was going on, it could only mean trouble.

With thoughts of her mom whirling inside her head, Deja pulled the tiller toward her to swing the Gregor back toward Springtown Harbour. No more fishing today. At least she’d have time to spend with the kids before dropping them at school. But the next moment she felt a flush of guilt. What if someone was hurt? She shouldn’t look back. She shouldn’t look back. She looked back. The arm moved.






Deja, Thursday, 6:30 a.m.

As Deja hurried through the tourist magnet that was Springtown Harbour, her brain was in such a rail. What about the school fees? The mortgage? Was her mother really okay? She should go to New York despite what Mom had said. She probably needed help. But what about the kids? Uncle could take them! No, she’d bring them. But—no money!

Then an orchestra of hammering and whirring machines rattled her thoughts away. Two boutique hotels, three restaurants, and a shopping plaza were rising quickly. A big-time makeover of a small town well on its way to medium. Tourism. Opportunity was here—and Deja could make it in that industry; she just knew it. She’d studied every inch of the island, and once she finished school, she’d take the test to do hotel management at the new tourism program in Mobay.

Well, that was true an hour ago. Now all bets were off.

A quarter mile later, she made a left off the cracked two-lane blacktop that sloped out of town and halfway up a mountain, lush with vegetation. From there, she continued along a dirt road that ran parallel to the woods, quiet as always. She passed a neighbor’s Toyota Flatty, brown except for the red replacement door—the only car on the block—then two one-bedroom houses that were nearly identical to her mom’s. Exhausted, reeking of fish, Deja trudged past the yellow-and-burnt-orange crotons that lined her yard.

Still, she paused to compose herself. She couldn’t let anything slip about what had happened to their mom. Then she opened the door, praying that Straleen—her oldest best friend—had her sister and brother ready for school.

Yes! Kaleisha, a hyper-focused look on her face making her appear older than her twelve years, braids draped over her left shoulder, sat fully dressed in her blue-and-white uniform, doodling in her notebook at the kitchen table.

Donovan, however, was splayed out on the couch, lights-out, school shirt half-buttoned. “Kaleisha,” Deja cried out. “Why isn’t your brother ready?”

“Me no know. I’m not his mother,” Kaleisha sassed back, a new attitude she seemed to be trying on like a new dress lately.

“Well, I’m not either, but—ah, forget it. Can you just help him get ready? And where’s Straleen?”

“In the bathroom,” Kaleisha said just as the toilet flushed.

Straleen cracked open the bathroom door. “Me going put on me school frock.” She started to close it, then opened it again. “Hey, you have a next bottle of the VO5 shampoo?”

“Shampoo? Why?” Deja asked.

Giving her hair a little fluff, Straleen said, “Well, me know you going go want to pay me for the kids since nobody can do you a favor, but I’ll take a bottle instead of the money.”

Straleen came over to watch the kids whenever Deja did early-morning fishing, so this seemed like a pretty great deal, especially given her mom’s news. Then again, VO5 was impossible to get on her side of the island. And cost ’nuff money. Like so many other things.

Sensing Deja’s hesitation, Straleen put on her best coaxing voice. “C’mon. You won’t miss one little bottle. Plus, aren’t you getting another barrel soon?”

Barrel. If Straleen knew what a painful button that word pressed, she no doubt wouldn’t have said it. Deja had only gotten one barrel since her mother’d left! And now…

“Just one,” Straleen wheedled, interrupting her thoughts. “I’ll include an extra week of babysitting!”

That was way more than what the bottle was worth, impossible to say no to. Straleen pumped her fist as Deja agreed to the swap.

On her way to the cabinet, Deja reminded Kaleisha to get her brother ready for school.

Back in April, when the barrel—a four-foot-tall blue plastic drum—arrived from Brooklyn she had to admit opening it was more exciting than Christmas. It was jammed with so much—cooking oil, Irish Spring (dang, how many bars?), VO5, three shirts and shorts for Donovan, two dresses each for her and Kaleisha, a pair of Nike knockoffs, sandals, Levi’s, rice, sugar, bully beef, condensed milk, beans, and so many other things, Deja thought she would never run out of anything.

But now, five months later, as she surveyed the cabinet, there wasn’t much left. Three bars of soap, a pound bag of rice, a couple of tins of bully beef, a gallon of cooking oil, and one VO5 shampoo. She gripped the smooth plastic bottle. What about Kaleisha’s and Donovan’s hair, never mind her own? She clacked her teeth, pondering. Stores had shampoo, but who had that kind of money?

“If you don’t have one, it’s all right?” Straleen called out in a tone that Deja knew from all the way back in primary school. This was her “someone is being uncaring, maybe even selfish” voice. Ugh. Deja thought quickly. She had this memory of her mother sometimes mixing apple cider vinegar with aloe and cloves to make shampoo, but no way was Deja going to ask her about that now.

Still, all that babysitting for one shampoo! Deja wearily closed her eyes for a moment. Nobody expected girls with barrels to have to worry about things like this. In fact, it was an unwritten rule: barrel girls were considered luckier than everybody else in Jamaica and no longer had any right to complain about anything. Everyone made such a big deal about it—acted like Deja had it made because she got a container of stuff from the States. No one thought about the fact that to get it, her mother had to live in another country!

With a sigh, she walked over to Straleen, so tall and shapely, still primping in the bathroom, and handed over the VO5.

“Thanks! Sure it’s no problem?” Straleen asked, tucking a tress away from her high cheekbones.

“Is no problem.”

“Look what I’m making for Mommy!” Kaleisha called out, leaning close to the notebook, carefully curling the long black tail of a Jamaican doctorbird with a marker. “I’m going to give it to her for Christmas!”

Deja froze—she couldn’t even look her sister in the eye. “She’ll love it,” she said at last with forced enthusiasm.

Kaleisha started shading in the flowering hibiscus the bird was drinking from. “Yep! Three more months!”

Deja bit at her lip. “It’s good to see you have a grasp of the calendar. Now, for the last time, could I see you help get Donovan ready for school, please?”

“No.”

Stay calm, stay calm. Yelling never helped. Kaleisha would just yell back. The girl was steeped in some kind of phase. Deja sure didn’t remember being like this at twelve years old. She had been too obsessed with playing netball back then—and was too much of a “good girl,” scared that her parents’ divorce meant that her mother might leave them too if she caused any sort of problem. That was what her father had done six years ago—left the country to work the farms in Costa Rica, without even telling them which ones.

At the same time, Deja knew Kaleisha was fronting—she missed her mother and had to take it out on someone. That someone being her. So Deja took a breath and said, calm, calm, “You want your coconut jelly with brown sugar or without?” She asked it like her mother would have—her tone sweet, in the form of a question, the beginning of the bargaining.

“With.”

“Okay. It’ll be ready by the time you’re done helping your brother.” Deja took the machete from under the sink, snatched up two plastic mugs, the Pepsi logos almost worn off, and slipped out the door before Kaleisha could object.

From under the porch she grabbed a coconut by its stem from a crocus bag full of them. Propping it on the ground, she swung the machete into it again and again at a forty-five-degree angle. Several layers sliced away before she cracked the shell. One more whack, and finally, a trickle of juice flowed.

Straleen strode out of the house, backpack in one hand, twirling a scrunchie with the other—her long multicolor nails a kaleidoscope of motion.

“Girl, me could have used those nails to cut this coconut.”

“You just jealous.” Straleen laughed, hugging her, towering over her. “You haven’t lived till you’ve had fake nails.”

“Thanks fi watching the kids.”

“No problem.” Straleen eyed Deja top to bottom. “When you going get some sleep?”

“I don’t have a box to check fi that one.”

“Seriously, you been up all night, you know, girl?”

Deja wiped the side of the machete against her pant leg. “Don’t worry. I’m finding my bed right after I drop them at school. Now, don’t you forget to take notes from business class for me.”

“No problem, but what about your other classes?”

“Lila is getting some. I’ll make up the rest.”

“Good. I’ll remind her. You know how she is.” Then Straleen narrowed her eyes. “Me hear Kaleisha say your mother not coming back fi three months. You can last that long?”

“Longer.” But how long, she couldn’t say.

Straleen reached out, picked a speck of coconut shell out of Deja’s hair. “Aww, girl, you, like, literally have dark circles under your eyes. You want my mascara? Help make your eyes pop.”

Now Straleen started brushing down Deja’s hair with her palm. “At least, let the hair down today. Less accent on the face.”

Now Deja narrowed her eyes. “Something wrong with my face?”

“You know you pretty, gal. But if you let the hair down, there’ll be less emphasis on the raccoon eyes.”

Deja shrugged.

Straleen sucked air through her teeth. “Boys no love when you so fenky fenky, you know?”

“When me have time fi boy?” Deja said evasively.

“Side-man then.” Straleen grinned. “And wha’ happen with that gangsta boy, anyway?” Dang, Straleen had a way of seeing right through her. Gabriel. Deja had just thought about him yesterday. She barely knew him, but still…

“Hold on.” Deja aimed her attention at the house; being evasive was one of her talents. “Kaleisha, Donovan, come eat.” She flipped the coconut upside down on a mug, letting the juice gurgle out. Then, balancing the empty shell in one hand like her mother had taught her, she sheared off slices—country spoons for the jelly that they’d scrape out of the coconuts.

“Okaaaay!” Straleen said in admiration. “You got skills, girl.”

Donovan, shirt now fully buttoned, slumped his way outside. Kaleisha sprinted past him. “I call first.”

“You take your pills?” Deja asked her brother.

“Yeah.”

Deja pivoted to Kaleisha for confirmation. Kaleisha rolled her eyes but nodded. Okay, then. Donovan didn’t like taking Adderall, but what ten-year-old does? At least he took it.

Watching them eat always calmed Deja, like everything was normal or at least she was doing one thing right.

Straleen gave her a nudge, drawing her focus back to their conversation. “Judging by how fast you change up the subject, you must be feeling that guy still.”

Deja gave a half laugh so as not to give away her thoughts. “That was over before it started.”

“If you say so.” Straleen hitched her backpack onto her shoulder, then patted Deja’s biceps. “Well, the fishing thing keeping you fit, but don’t overdo it. Boys don’t like the muscle thing.” Straleen was all about finding a boy and settling down, as if love was all you needed. The thought of settling down gave Deja a shiver. She had too much to do before she’d ever consider it. Her micro cruise line idea was her ticket, a big one. She knew it in her bones.

“Swear you’ll get some sleep after you take them to school?” Straleen asked, stepping onto the grass.

“Swear!”

“Okay, then. Likkle more.”

“Yes, girl, see you later.”

And with a quick wave, Straleen trotted off.

Feeling ridiculously glad she hadn’t let anything slip about Mom or about Gabriel, she ran her fingers along her arm and remembered how her toned shape hadn’t bothered Gabriel at all. That was when she let herself wonder how he was doing.






Gabriel, last night, 9:00 p.m.

Sitting at the edge of the lumpy couch that also served as his bed, Gabriel gazed at two unlit candles, half-burned. Ones his aunt used to cover the smell of the garbage she injected into her body. A syringe, traces of brown inside, lay next to the candle on the right. Gabriel closed his eyes and imagined what she had done to herself. Unbelievable. Opening them, he rocked the other candle, trying to unstick it from the wobbly-legged coffee table, strawberry scent rising. How was he going to tell her she needed to get help? He’d tried to reason with her about a year ago, but that became a shit show, real quick. She was using daily now. So he had to go there again—tell her that if she didn’t get treatment, he was out of there. A swirl of irritation like black smoke clogged his chest. The candle broke free just as his aunt flushed the toilet. No sound of running water in the sink, and the bathroom door opened too quickly for her to have even dry-wiped her hands on a towel.

Her eyes, close set and sunken, sandwiching a short button nose, narrowed. “What deh pon yu mind?”

She could always read him—high or not. Luckily, right now, she was not. So what he had to say had a chance of breaking through—a slight one.

He hesitated at the burden of the fight ahead of him, then blurted out, “Things have to change up.”

How much more weight could she lose? Standing there, slightly swaying, she tilted her head. “Oh, is that you a think ’bout?” Her tone was already laced with vexation. “You a tell me what fi do now? Mussi think you a big man!”

Big man? Hell no. He felt way too young to be talking about this with his aunt. But he needed to. Just like she needed… “You need to get treatment.” He clenched his jaw, then said, “That shit’s going to kill you.”

“Lawd Jesus, you no know what you a say.”

“I see junkies all di time, Auntie.” Junkies with desperate faces, buying from fellow posse members. “I know.”

His aunt leaned forward as if to help her voice travel. “You no know shit.” She began hitting at her head with her palm. “Besides, a what me fi do?”

“Get help, that’s what you can do! There are places!” His voice went loud—he could count the number of times he had raised his voice in his entire life. It frightened him, raising his voice—made him scared he’d lose control.

Then, exactly like those junkies, desperation filled her face—for the heroin? For help? Which? “Me try that once.”

He found a gentler voice, a way to smile. “Second time is a charm, you know?”

She took a seat on a fraying velvet chair and crossed her legs. “Don’t think so.”

And there went the control. He slammed his fist on the table. “Do you realize that you’re killing yourself?!”

“Is my life. And is my apartment. If you no like it, you know what you can do.” Her crossed leg started bobbing like some out-of-control pendulum. “And rememba, is me bring you out a that orphanage, you know, boy!”

The orphanage card. She pulled it out all the time. As if he were ungrateful. Even though he paid nearly all the bills, rent, groceries, electricity. She’d lose this apartment in a heartbeat if he left. Still, he swallowed down the vile words he ached to hurl at her in hopes that they could reach some kind of peaceful agreement. Because even though he knew she was bluffing, he wasn’t ready to pull the trigger and walk out on her. Not yet.

He pushed at the spent needle on the table. “Jesus. Can you at least not leave these lying around?” Okay, it was a stupid thing to say, but he wanted to get something out of her.

“Okay, Gabriel. Me can do that fi you.”

Well, that was something.






Gabriel, Thursday morning, 6:30 a.m.

His aunt was passed out on her bed, her dark brown skin flushed, the black Nike Air Maxes he had bought her still laced onto her tiny feet and the vinegar-like smell of heroin haunting her bedroom. She couldn’t even go twelve hours without shooting up. He crept close, picked up the needle and foil off the floor, brown residue gooed on where she’d cooked up the H. He balled up the foil and put the syringe in her makeup bag between the skin-bleaching cream and anti-aging moisturizer. Products her thirty-five-years-young face needed to cover up the damage.

As he tossed the foil into the garbage, a thought hit him—where’d she get the money to buy the heroin this time? His stash! Chest suddenly pounding, he made sure she was still out, then used his apartment key to unscrew the panel of the broken electric socket in the living room. He willed his hands not to shake as he reached in, then felt ridiculous relief when his fingers found the paper wad. He drew it out—the stack of bills, nearly all American, was the same size it’d been when he’d hidden it.

He peered over his shoulder once more. Addicts were sneakier than gangsters; his job had shown him that far too many times. His aunt had found one of his hiding places once before. Now he peeled off a few hundred, listened for any movement, then screwed the panel back on.

Money safe in his pocket, he took his pillow off the couch, folded the sheet tightly, then put them away in the closet. Old habit from his orphanage days—discipline first. From under the couch, he slid out a cardboard box filled with clothes, sifting through the neat stacks for the brown tee that went with his Timberlands. Then he slipped his chain with the wooden cross over his head.

In the frowsy bathroom, he almost gagged at the musty odors. The sink was streaked with makeup stains—his aunt wore a ton of it. He ripped a strip of toilet paper off the roll and began to scrub, so hard the paper shredded. Made him crazy to be in here with it all junked up.

In the mirror he noticed, dang, that his locs were getting long, to his shoulders. Almost as long as Auntie’s. That and their light brown eyes, the color of coffee with cream, were the only family resemblance. He remembered thinking she had the prettiest eyes. Now all you saw was red.

Gabriel’s phone buzzed. Hammer.
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Hammer was oak-tree stubborn and didn’t believe in casual hangouts, so it had to be important. Plus, Hammer wasn’t just his posse partner; he was a day-one from the orphanage days. So “K” it was.

He wanted to meet up downstairs in fifteen. Weird. They didn’t have any drops to make. Gabriel hoped nothing unexpected was going on; he’d been psyched for a day off from doing posse work, just chill, maybe play some video games.

He peeked between the blinds to see what was up in the courtyard. The trailer part of an 18-wheeler was parked by the side of the driveway. Two pairs of legs poked out from underneath, toes up. Gahh! Gabriel knocked his forehead against the window in frustration. Stupid kids—he’d warned them a half-dozen times to find a safer place to crash, and they still slept under there. He knew from jump that they were homeless, roaming all over the place. Little nomads. Huffing, Gabriel went back to the socket, unscrewed it again, and peeled off another hundred.






Gabriel, Thursday evening, one week ago, 11:45 p.m.

Speakers the size of refrigerators stacked twelve feet high, twice Gabriel’s height, blasted a dance-hall reggae beat all over the parking lot behind the old stone church in Springtown Harbour. Round paper lanterns hung from guango trees. A floodlight on the church wall brightened the night as a dozen guys and girls in a line dance dropped into a squat, bounced three times, sprang up, and made as if pedaling a bicycle. Another thirty or so hung out—some talking, most vibing on the melody, some just coming across as lonely and out of place. Gabriel’s head was on a constant swivel; every once in a while he tapped the Beretta in his waistband—a nervous tic that had started once he joined the posse. Besides, he didn’t know the posse people in this town, and that made him feel like a blind man walking. Being ten miles out of Mobay revved up his stress, but being a whole hour away got his whole eye twitching. Were those three guys by the DJ booth all wearing jeans because they were in another posse Gabriel didn’t know about? Two other guys were wearing the same chains—for that same reason? And then there was their attitude to watch for, that certain walk or shrug that screamed posse.

Gabriel wondered if he should have even accepted Chops’s invitation to this party. What did Chops want to talk to him about anyway? He caught sight of Hammer, striding by two girls who watched intently as he passed. There was always a rhythm to Hammer’s stride, his pumped-up body swaying to an internal beat that people seemed attracted to. Hammer pulled up when he reached Gabriel, the necks of two sodas wedged between his ringed fingers.

Lifting one, he said, “Di grape fi you.” Then he gestured toward a tree by the back door of the church, waved to a cute dark-skinned girl with short hair in a black top and shorts. “Di orange drink fi her.”

“Nice.” Gabriel nodded and took the soda. “What you drinking?”

“Mon, di food free, but you haffi’ pay fi drinks. Me going wait till me get home fi have one.”

Gabriel reached into his pocket. “Okay—you bought mine, I’m buying yours—”

“No insult me with your money, mon,” Hammer scoffed.

Gabriel grinned, left the cash in his pocket. “You seen Chops?”

“Don’t you mean ‘di priest’?” Hammer mocked. “No, mon. But me a wonder what kinda scam him a run?”

Gabriel didn’t reply, as if agreeing. Funny how he did that sometimes, choosing silence over confrontation, like how he’d put off the words he needed to say to his aunt for so long. He squeezed the neck of the soda. “How long you going to stay? Wouldn’t mind reaching my bed before the sun comes up.”

“What’s your rush? How ’bout you relax for once, mon?”

Gabriel shrugged. “You know me no love crowd, star.”

“Yeah, well, you need fi work dat out, mon. Enjoy youself. At least until Chops shows.”

Gabriel thought about his last conversation with Chops—the way they talked about living a more meaningful life, which probably meant leaving the posse. Like Chops had done. Gabriel reasoned that he should say something to Hammer about it. “You know what, mon? Me think him legit. Chops, me mean.” He stopped short of mentioning possibly leaving the posse—something he wasn’t yet even sure about—something that would probably make Hammer’s head explode. No, this wasn’t the time.

Hammer smirked. “If him is a priest, I’m di bloody Pope.”

Gabriel laughed and glanced over toward the church, where a tall, skinny guy in baggy jeans was now talking to the cute girl in the black top. “Okay, Pope, you better go see about your flock.”

“Damn.” Hammer walked away without another word. Reaching the girl, he started to chat up the skinny guy as if they were old friends… and just like that, they were all laughing.

Hammer had a talent for people—he could talk to anyone about anything. Or maybe it was the joy Hammer took in doing it that Gabriel envied? Because while Gabriel could talk his way out of anything, it always felt like a grind to do so. He manufactured words; Hammer let them flow. At least until he got pissed off. But that wasn’t happening now. In fact, the skinny guy was pulling up his baggy jeans and waving goodbye. Damn, Hammer was good.

The stained glass on the back wall of the church above him shimmered with purples and reds. The dazzle of color took Gabriel’s thoughts back to Ark Haven, the orphanage in Montego Bay—it was Catholic too. Brought him back to eleven-year-old Gabriel, his back against the last row of pews, the tangy-sweet scent of incense in the air. The headmaster and two other priests, arms crossed, wanting to know what he knew about why Hammer had run away.

“Gabriel, are you sure he didn’t say anything to you? A place he might go? Or… whether he was in trouble?” The headmaster’s voice seemed flush with concern.

Gabriel had racked his brain for a clue, but Hammer hadn’t said a word about running away, a dis that had made Gabriel wonder if they actually were best friends after all. Not even a note. And as far as Gabriel knew, Hammer had no relatives or friends on the outside.

For the last time, Gabriel told the headmaster he didn’t know anything. “And… I wouldn’t say anything if I did. I wouldn’t ever rat him out,” he’d added. At that the headmaster had spun away with the other priests, speaking in low tones Gabriel struggled to, but couldn’t, hear.



“Gabriel.”

Gabriel lowered the soda bottle and wheeled around.

“Glad you made it to the bashment.” Chops.

“Yeh, mon.”

It was still strange to see Chops with his locs shorn off. Hair cropped close. Now, he looked even younger than his thirty years. But the dark under his eyes was still there.

As they shook hands, Gabriel noted that becoming a priest hadn’t affected Chops’s strength. The collar around his neck could probably pop off with a simple flex. And his palm was sandpaper rough. “Wha’ gwan, Chops?”

“Me deh ya, mon. How you keeping? Enjoying yourself?”

Gabriel shrugged.

Chops waited, like he genuinely wanted to know what was going on—like he cared. A certain pressure built until Gabriel felt compelled to share. “Party and me don’t mix so well, mon.”
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