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Dedication

For anyone who feels unheard and for everyone who cares to listen.




Contents

Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Note to Readers

Dedication

Epigraph

A Note on the Text

Awakening

Part One

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Ellis

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Part Two

Chapter 8

Ellis

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Ellis

Chapter 12

Ellis

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Ellis

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Ellis

Chapter 19

Ellis

Chapter 20

Ellis

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Ellis

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Part Three

Chapter 26

Ellis

Chapter 27

Ellis

Chapter 28

Ellis

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Ellis

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Ellis

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Ellis

Part Four

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Ellis

Chapter 45

Ellis

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Ellis

Chapter 51

Part Five

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Chapter 54

Chapter 55

Ellis

Chapter 56

One Year Later

Author’s Note

Acknowledgements

About the Author

About the Publisher




Epigraph

I have become an orchid

washed in on the salt white beach.

Memory,

what can I make of it now

that might please you – 

this life, already wasted

and still strewn with

miracles?

– Mary Ruefle, ‘Voyager’, 1982

Nuh evrything weh gat suga sweet.

(Not everything that has sugar is sweet.)

– Belizean proverb




A Note on the Text

If you encounter gaps or missing letters in certain sentences, this is deliberate. It has been designed to mirror the experience of the main character who has tinnitus.




Awakening

The jungle thrives as it has for millennia, in wild shadows, even in the basking light of day, shrouding its secrets in a tangle of leaves and roots and vines. A majesty of evergreens cast their shade, overseeing all like wise counsel: chicle trees and cacao trees and ceiba, palmettos of silver, and cohune palms. A frenetic trilling of birdsong pulses its backdrop. Frogs croak and bark and groak. Bees hum. A screech owl drills into the dusk. Gogogogogogogo. A fer-de-lance, camouflaged amongst leaf litter, sleeks under a log. It’s an abundance of lush self-protection, teeming with life upon life upon life. But everything rots faster in the heat.

The body has lain here since Tuesday, a bloated invitation under unforgiving suns and a murmuring haunt of flies.

From the cavities of dead trees vultures soar, their wings spanning like black cloaks, their pupils eagerly searching. They circle on high, sailing the winds, surveying, until they descend into a wake. Smaller raptors scatter, arguing with breathy grunts. Birds in bishops’ clothing, they gather, one by one. And wait.

They start with the eyes. The first slits in with its beak, inaugurating the feast. The second and third join in, remorselessly ripping, cleaving into skin. Rasp-like tongues tear at tendons, rip flesh from honeycomb bone. Intestines are pulled like strawberry laces, shared sweet canapés. Grim guests keep on arriving, diving from on high, wing over wing over wing, devouring entrails of a life.



The sun bleeds into the sky as the breeze slowly dies. The jungle rouses another octave – cheeping, whirring, croaking. A final cleansing, the vultures piss down their legs before – one by one – they set off, ascending with their secrets back into the sky, back to the hollows of their skeleton trees.

The body remains, just a carcass. The bones of four fingers are curled stiff, clutching at the torn single bloom of an orchid: a bright orange Cattleya, its colour screaming brighter than the sun.




Part One

Saltwater

Cocos nucifera (Arecaceae). Palm, coconut tree. The most widespread fruit plant on Earth with a great capacity for natural dispersal. A perennial flowering plant found in tropical and subtropical climates, its nuts (fruit) have the capability to survive up to 120 days floating in seawater, germinating when they make landfall.
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Laelia

Caye Caulker Island, Belize

Tuesday, 10th January 2023

When I lied to him for the first time, it sparkled off my tongue as sweet as popping candy. He didn’t even know, he didn’t catch it, and I hadn’t planned to, not really. It just fell out of my mouth, and I wasn’t sure why.

Maybe it was shame. Was it shame, or something stronger? A defensive move I’d learned – or a pre-emptive one – because women have that kind of sixth sense, don’t they? Jacobson’s organ. I read about that once, in one of Dad’s New Scientist magazines, how females are predisposed to listen to their gut; how we can sense fear like we’re about to be fed it.



Through broken clouds, the sun warmed the sea. Turquoise medicine. I breathed it all in, deep into my bones. Jet skis wasped in the distance, irritating the flat blues beyond.

Aid lay next to me, five thousand miles of relaxed. Tattoos wrapped around his chest, his neck, his arms, commemorating untold stories with blood and pain and ink. The newest – soft black and grey roses – graced his bicep afresh below the ‘L.F.’ heart. He was resting on his elbows, his foot tapping a rhythm to the music in his ears I couldn’t hear. 

He’d been distracted since we got to the island. When I’d asked over breakfast if he was nervous about meeting Dad, he insisted he wasn’t, got annoyed with me for asking. He barely ate any of his pancakes though, left most of his coffee. I’d wanted to tell him about the restaurant then but thought against it, deciding to wait until we were all a bit more relaxed.

Low, ebbing reggae from the beach bar drowned out my tinnitus, but on the offbeats I could still feel the buzzing electrics; they were never not there. The audiologist had told me to ignore them – the crazed sounds in my head – but it’s impossible to hear nothing when you’re listening for silence.

Running in and out of the waves, the kids were embroidering the sand near the jetty. The breeze kissed salty-sweet with their giggles; with my hearing aids, I could just make them out.

A soundless breeze teased the palm fronds above us, their shadows dancing grey upon the sand – grittier than I remembered it – narrower, too; the beach a gentle hem dotted with picnic benches, clam chairs, and slack hammocks. We just sat on towels.

Aid pulled the headphones from his ears. ‘How you feeling?’ He started zincing his face. ‘Being back here, I mean?’

‘It’s fine,’ I said. ‘It’s good … I can’t wait to see the south.’ A pelican squawked, eyeing up the fish below as it padded along the jetty.

‘Ella seems relaxed.’ The children seemed to simply slide into this place, leave the sludge of London behind.

‘She needs a break.’

‘We all do, but it is weird  be  again.’ I lost some of his words to the crawk of the pelican, but his New England accent felt stronger than usual.

Dylan was rushing up the beach towards us, kicking up the sand. ‘Aid, will you come back in the ea with s?’

‘Sure, little man,’ Aid shouted. ‘Le mhave a quick moke, then I’ll be in.’ He turned to me. ‘When  we meeing your da?’

I turned up my hearing aids. ‘I need to check with Chloe. She’s got it all figured out.’

‘No shit.’ Aid pulled his tobacco pouch out of my beach bag.

‘To be fair, she has organised the whole thing.’

‘I thought he might want to meet me first, before everyone else.’

‘She wants to do it like that, thinks it will be more fun … You sure you’re not nervous?’

‘Let’s not stay on too long. Once we’re done with the party, let’s hit Placencia, like we said. Beaches are better there anyway.’ Aid hadn’t wanted to come to Caye Caulker again, asked why we couldn’t have visited Dad down in the jungle, which was what I’d wanted to do, too. But my sister had her plan, and I knew better than to mess with it. Besides, I liked the idea of being back here on the island; Aid just wasn’t nostalgic like that.

‘Do you want a coffee?’ I asked.

He was rubbing the last of the sunscreen into his tattooed arms. ‘Yeah. Thanks.’

I cast my eye towards the children. ‘Anything else?’

He grabbed me by the back of the neck, pulling me closer. ‘A kiss.’ Under the shade of passing clouds, we breathed each other in. He smelt of coconut and wood, a moreish musk I had to prise myself away from.

‘I love you, Wylde,’ he called after me as I made my way across the sand. ‘Wildly.’ I turned to smile at him, his blue eyes tracking mine.

A young couple and their toddler beat me to the kiosk. She was beautiful, the woman. She looked Scandinavian, but they started speaking to each other in something else – German, maybe, or Dutch. Arguing with the girl about what she wanted to order, they were gesticulating back and forth between her and the faded ice-cream board. The sun so bright through the clouds, I had to squint to make out the scrawled chalk on the side of the hut: iced coffee, belikin, smoothies.

The girl started to whine, stomping her flip-flopped little foot. ‘Roomijs, roomijs,’ she singsonged.

I could feel my body acclimatising – sinking into the fortnight. It felt so good to be in a bikini, to finally be away. We hadn’t had the money to go abroad for so long, and now it felt even more precious. I tried not to think about what happened with Aktar and the restaurant, how we’d left things. This was pretty much paid for, so I’d enjoy it, worry about worrying when I was back home, but then, of course, I thought about Aktar, and the restaurant, and how we’d left things. Fuck. I needed to call him, needed to apologise again. And I needed to tell Aid.

He was lying flat then, deadening his cigarette butt into the sand. His body bragged incredible, even from this distance. I lost sight of it sometimes, but there was no doubt about it – people noticed him; and he liked to be noticed. Three years in, all I had to do was look at him and my head still dissolved.

A heavy grit-grey had appeared as if from nowhere on the horizon. The kids were splashing each other now, kicking the water, not too deep. Ella, even at fourteen, still enjoyed playing with Dylan. I flashed in my mind to a day when I might no longer be able to hear them, my own children – the cruellest void imaginable. I had to remember this all.

‘Nee!’ The blonde woman shouted in front of me, side-eyeing her husband, bending towards the girl who was stamping her other foot.

Ella was in deeper now, swimming closer to the jetty, where a speedboat was coming in from the distance. She looked so much taller than last time I’d seen her in a swimsuit, her limbs impossibly long. Only a few years ago, she’d been so clingy, so wholly dependent on me; now though, she was blooming wildly – so enigmatic and ripe with possibilities.

The boat whipped close by the tip of the dock, an aftermath of waves gathering and spilling.

A woman in a red bikini got up from a nearby table, her chair pushed back. She took a final draining sup of coffee and tossed down her newspaper, the pages rustling in the gathering breeze. The title caught my eye, Amandala, and then the headline:

Shooting on Logwood Street. Man Dead. Police Hunt for Zabaneh.

‘Roooooooom-ijs,’ the toddler screamed in front of me until it pierced into my ears. The water was picking up now, cascading over the sand. Ella was up to her chest, rising and falling, defensive against the newly violent sea. I scoured the shoreline, thick grey clouds bruising the sky behind. Where’s Dylan?

A chill riptided through me. I swept my eyes back and forth, colours blurring. I could still make out Ella, disappearing up and down in the waves. But no Dylan.

I started walking fast, gathering pace, then running, back towards the sea, ‘Roomijs, roomijs’ still screeching out behind me. The sand felt heavy, clumpy, beneath my feet. I saw Ella clearly then, struggling in between the boat’s waves, but still no Dylan.

Aid was running into the sea.

‘Ella!’ I yelled, throwing my wallet down like a missile. ‘Where’s Dylan?’ She couldn’t hear. Hurtling, the sand thrashed up against my calves. I untied my sarong, still running, and threw myself into the water, scanning the surface.

Ella, hair stuck to her face, looked back at me blankly, and then around; she didn’t know, she didn’t know he was under. Aid was swimming through the water far in front. I screamed for Dylan while paddling and fighting the waves – each seeming more powerful than the one before. The boat pulled away from the dock, its engine growling like an unseen monster. New waves slapped against me in its wake. My ears pounded, the tinnitus screeching, so alive.

Grappling with Ella, I managed to grab her arm and push her towards the shore. I paddled back around. The wave above me was gathering height, swelling, starting to break. I dived down, submerging myself, a weight of water crashing over me.

As I came back up, I saw him: Dylan, floating in the water next to the jetty. Bobbing. Limp.

‘There!’ I pointed, shouting at Aid, who was closer. He stared back at me, eyes frozen, like he’d seen a ghost. ‘Aid!’ I screamed. But he was just floating, treading water, deadlocked. A look of dread I’d never seen before overtook his face.

I swam nearer, fighting the waves, being pulled and dragged around like seaweed. I tugged at Dylan, flipping him over, cupping his chin like I was sure you were supposed to, but the waves were so strong, sucking us up and down, just flotsam.

I managed to scoop him into my arms, cradling him, holding him like I had all those nights. He was spluttering, pale but breathing. Aid was next to me again, swimming with us now, guiding us all back to the shore. Another push and we were into the shallows, wading. Back into the calm. I dropped to the sand, still holding Dylan.

Aid prised him off me, laid him down. ‘Come on, dude.’

Dylan spluttered up saltwater, searching for breaths. Quick gasps.

‘He’s all right,’ Aid reassured me. ‘He’s gonna be okay.’ Aid kneeled next to me, blocking out the sun. A blur of tattoos.

The distant reggae gently thumped, the same song. The same song.

I hugged Dylan. ‘Are you okay?’ He smiled, a little, and nodded. ‘You gave us such a fright.’

People were streaming towards us like bright confetti out onto the beach. Strangers’ hands stroking at my back, I flinched. Unknown voices: ‘That boat shouldn’t have been so close to the shore, not that fast.’ The volume alternated in and out, ringing waves of tinnitus flooding over everything. A cloud of unbearable sound.

My hearing aids had drowned in the water. I pulled them from my ears, wondering if they were still working; I couldn’t tell. There were too many people. Too much noise. My muscles ached with exhaustion. Too much. Too much.

Too much.

I stumbled away from them, our little scene, back up the beach towards the towels, my ears screeching as I checked my aids which were somehow still working. The Dutch couple walked by in front of me, arm in arm, glancing down towards the sea. A few steps behind them the little blonde girl followed, carrying a strawberry ice cream.
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I was prepared for Chloe. After lunch, Aid had bumped into Tom by the cash machine – the only cash machine on the island – and told him about Dyl. So I knew that she knew.

‘Lil, what on earth happened?’ No hello. She hugged me in tight to her ponchoed breasts as we gathered by the side of their pool, and then she released me just as histrionically. I turned down my hearing aids.

We never normally hugged – really only at births, weddings, deaths. And we’d seen them only the night before, when the golf carts – laden with kids and suitcases and more kids – dropped them off at their hotel. Aid had made me promise we wouldn’t have to stay with them in the same accommodation. We wanted space for lie-ins and meandering mornings. Our place was cheaper, rustic. Anyway, who needed a pool when the Caribbean Sea was right there, just footprints away?

‘How are you, Dylan? You feeling okay?’ Chloe ruffled Dyl’s hair, as he dropped his swim fins and goggles to the tiled floor.

He shook her off and shrugged his shoulders. ‘Good thanks.’

A jangle of a memory. A flash of Dylan’s submerged face.

I blinked it away.

‘He’s fine,’ I said. ‘Really.’ I took a seat opposite Tom, hoping I could chat to him and redirect the conversation.

‘Aren’t you hot wearing that?’ Chloe asked Ella, pointing to her long-sleeved rashie.

‘I’m good,’ Ella replied while I widened my eyes at Chloe and furtively shook my head.

Dylan and Ella mixed in with their cousins, the six of them dashing off in a collective cyclone to check out the starfish Edmund announced he’d found on the beach. Only Mathilda remained, stuck to her high chair, smeared in lurid sweet potato mush.

‘How’s your guesthouse, Laelia?’ Tom asked. Thank fuck. He didn’t want to keep regurgitating the morning’s events either.

‘It’s great.’ I grinned, thinking of Mikel’s breakfast pancakes with their banana eyes and honey smiles. ‘Nothing like this place, of course.’

‘You must have been beside yourself,’ Chloe went on. ‘I can’t believe it. I mean, you can’t take your eyes off them for a second, can you?’ She passed me the drinks menu. ‘The cocktails look good. What are you having, Tom?’ But she didn’t wait for his reply. ‘You need to watch them constantly. When we were in Sanibel, when the twins were four, Flora went under and she almost didn’t come back up, and that was in a pool. I don’t think you can leave them alone in the sea.’

I shot Aid a look, but he was pretending to be deep into the menu.

Another flash: Dylan’s lifeless face in the water. Glazed brown eyes turning liquid green. I swallowed back the memory.

‘It could have happened to anyone,’ said Tom as he signalled to the bar guy, who clocked him but carried on stacking glasses anyway. ‘What do you all want – beer?’

Mathilda started crying short fussy sobs as she wriggled in her chair. Chloe began searching about in her bag, one of several dumped at her pedicured, flip-flopped feet.

‘What do you want, love?’ Tom asked. ‘I don’t think it’s waiter service.’

‘Daiquiri. Extra sour.’ She pulled out a plush bunny rabbit and threw it onto Mathilda’s tray.

‘I’ll come with you,’ said Aid, grabbing his wallet to follow Tom.

Alone now, Chloe took her real shot, half whispering in case they weren’t out of range. ‘Weren’t you watching them properly?’ Her lipsticked mouth overextended around every word, eyes widening in dramatic pleasure. ‘Tom said you were getting coffee when it happened.’

‘Of course we were watching them. The sea got rough really quickly. The speedboat came out of nowhere. It shouldn’t have been that close.’ I pulled the aviators I’d finally located out of my bag and put them on. ‘Do you remember, when you and I were here before, that old guy got caught in a rip by the Split, and the dive woman had to rescue him?’

‘All the more reason to be in there swimming with them, Lil. It might look like paradise, but you’ve still got to keep your wits about you. Dylan’s only eight, and he’s not a strong swimmer.’

‘What’s the plan tonight?’ I sighed. ‘Are we just meeting Dad at the restaurant?’

Another blurring flash. A face. Eyes like emeralds.

‘Mounia should get him there by six. I’ve told her we’ll be waiting for them with everyone else. I’ve been emailing the owner, Ervin or Erin, I think he’s called, and he said they’re fine to sort candles. They’re doing a white fruit cake or something. Apparently, it’s traditional.’ Mathilda’s cries were disintegrating into blithering wails.

‘Shouldn’t we meet Dad on our own first?’ I asked. ‘Before the restaurant? It might be a bit overwhe—’

Chloe’s face dropped. ‘Lil, this is so you. You don’t do anything and then you come around now trying to change everything. It’s all organised, plus we’re here for a fortnight. We’ll have plenty of time to catch up with Dad.’

They were here for a fortnight; we could afford only ten days. I’d told them I would have to get back for work; didn’t tell them we didn’t have the money, or that I no longer had a job. My gut bunched like twine.

‘I just figured he’d head back down south as soon as it was over.’ I glanced to see where our drinks had got to. ‘And aren’t you staying up here on the cayes?’ I needed alcohol. My body was exhausted. After all the jet lag and the adrenaline of the morning, I was seriously crashing.

‘Yes. Aren’t you? I mean, I don’t think it’s a good idea to take the children to the jungle. There’s all sorts down there.’

I really wanted to go down and see Dad’s place. We’d never visited his jungle home, and I wanted to see where he lived now.

Chloe started waving the bunny in Mathilda’s face, which only served to rile her further. ‘She’s all over the place. She didn’t sleep on the flight, and barely at all last night.’ A couple of leathery women at the next table shot Chloe pointed looks.

‘Why don’t you go and try putting her down?’ I asked. Mathilda’s wails turned back to sobs as she searched for little breaths.

Another flash of memory, or hallucination. A blur of green eyes in water. I twisted in my seat.

‘There’s no way I’d take the kids to Dad’s,’ Chloe went on. ‘There’s snakes and scorpions, and fucking tarantulas, and Christ knows what. Edmund would probably get eaten by a jaguar, and then it’s holiday over. I’m not risking that.’ She laughed, lifting Mathilda out of her high chair. ‘I’m not leaving that sun lounger once I finally get to lie on it. We’ll just see Dad here for a couple of days until he heads off.’ She started rocking back and forth, clasping Mathilda’s head, willing her to quiet down. I didn’t dare remind Chloe there were crocodiles and sharks all around us right here on Caye Caulker.

Tom and Aid stood at the bar, deep in forced conversation, our drinks lingering next to them. They looked so mismatched together: Tom in his Hawaiian shirt – bursting with newness – with tailored, belted chinos that made me feel uptight just looking at them, and Aid wearing only his Quiksilver board shorts and tattoos; two men with nothing in common in the entire world, apart from a beer and a Wylde woman. The poor, poor bastards.

‘I’ll take her for a nap,’ Chloe finally declared, staring over to the sunbaked women on the next table, loudly enough for them to hear and bitingly enough for them to shut up and get back to their margaritas. She began throwing nappy bags and handbags and muslins over her free shoulder. ‘I’ll see you in a bit. Use the pool. And can you keep an eye on the kids? Tom’s here so you should be fine.’

She started off towards her room but managed one last snipe over her shoulder, ‘I don’t think you should let Dylan back in the water today.’
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Dad was going to loathe the paraphernalia Chloe had thrown up everywhere: endless crepe streamers, balloons, and frou-frou pompoms she’d flown over from England, all hanging expectantly from the rafters. It was like she didn’t know him at all – as long as there were smiles, and laughter, and whisky, and rum, he’d be happy. He didn’t need a fuss, just a good time.

‘Looks great, doesn’t it?’ Tom asked, reaching up his arms in a sort of semi-committed hallelujah.

I glanced around, taking in the restaurant beyond the multicoloured decorations. White weathered wood, sand-filled storm lanterns, and tired seascape paintings. I was sure I’d been here before, one of the few smarter joints on the island in which to enjoy the ubiquitous lobster, fries, and beer.

‘It looks really … colourful,’ I said, squeezing Aid’s hand and dropping my bag on a barstool.

‘Chloe’s done such a good job,’ Tom said. ‘She wouldn’t tell me what it cost. Can’t have been cheap.’ I didn’t bite. He was always fixating on the price of things. It was his way to wrestle back some semblance of control from Chloe, who not only won the bread in their household but kneaded it, too.

Aid took the children out onto the terrace where Edmund, Flora, and the twins were sat dressed like a double spread from the White Company brochure. He instantly started chatting with other guests, coaxing smiles out of them, helping everyone relax.

I did recognise it. Aid and I had eaten at this restaurant when we first hooked up; a seafood and rum interlude to stave off the sex-after-sex induced hunger, a change from the room service that had punctuated that long, lustful day we’d spent basking in each other. It had felt so illicit stealing ourselves away behind his hotel room door, Aid hiding from his friends, me hiding from Chloe. I’d just split from Simon, and it was Chloe’s idea to go on holiday. She suggested it and pretty much paid for the whole thing. She even got Tom and her nanny at the time – Ramona, was it? – to look after Ella and Dylan at their place. A proper break, she’d said. Mexico and Belize. Two weeks. No kids. To get him out of your system. Like he was a stomach bug. Still, I knew she would have been the first to disapprove, even if it was just holiday sex. A one-night-one-day stand really, at that point, but the sex was unreal. Nothing else mattered. I’d wanted Aid with every part of me. In that hotel room, I swear I could taste the sky, feel the ocean. True blue. Everything was nothing, and nothing everything.

‘Oh, good, you’re here,’ Chloe said, sauntering across the designated dance floor, Mathilda clamped to her hip. ‘People are arriving.’

Guests started trickling in, ex-pats (or immigrants, as Aid and I told Chloe they should rightly be called) – locals from the island, Americans, Brits, and Belizeans, including a few who had managed the journey up from Stann Creek. Chloe had given everyone a clear diktat not to arrive until the night before at the earliest, so as to avoid accidentally bumping into Dad. Mounia could keep him at their hotel only so long. Caye Caulker was just five miles north to south, and a couple of blocks wide – beautiful but claustrophobic. Everyone knew everyone. Dad told me once: the whole country is the size of Massachusetts and has the same population as Coventry. I never googled it, but it was probably true.

I got why Dad didn’t settle on the islands like everyone else. The incestuous ex-pat (immigrant) lifestyle. He would just dip in and out of it a little when he fancied a few days on the sand with a book ogling bikinis, or when he needed to top up his wine supplies, or tap up his contacts for cheaper imports from the States: Oreo cookies, breakfast cereals, and flour for bread making, which Dad apparently did now, as you do, when you live in the middle of nowhere in Belize. He always told us tourism is opting out of the ordinary, a search for something unreal. Living in the jungle, he considered himself enmeshed beyond gringoism, particularly as he’d found this place before any guidebook was ever even written.

The buzz in the restaurant grew louder as guests spilled in. Over swift rum and Cokes I gained forgetful snippets of people’s lives: Jeff and Laurie from Fort Lauderdale, who loved Belize because it’s ‘so easy and English speaking’; Carmen from the dive school, who’d moved here from Trinidad; and – while demolishing the tomato, lime, and jalapeño salbutes, and more rum – I chatted to Erian, Caye Caulker born and bred, hearing his tales of unimaginable hurricanes and devastated homes, fiestas, trade winds, and Chavannes red lemonade, how he always knew Dad would rock up to this place on this day every year, and he’d have a ten-year-old Don Omario waiting ‘with his name on it,’ and I didn’t even know what that was, whisky, maybe, or rum. Dad would drink it all, whatever.

‘Caye Caulker used to be a fishing island with a drinking problem,’ Erian told me. ‘Now it’s a drinking island with a fishing problem.’ He asked me what Dad was working on now, but I didn’t know. Erian probably knew more about his recent life than I did. Growing up, I’d always been close to my dad – more than Chloe was – but in recent years, life had entangled us all so separately.

‘Still orchids,’ I said. It was always orchids. I glanced over at Aid, who was surrounded by a shoal of people hanging off his every word. They loved him, and he loved it. He reminded me of Dad.

‘That’s what brought him here, wasn’t it?’ Erian asked. ‘When he bought in Stann Creek?’

Chloe hurtled up, interrupting us. ‘Lil, can you try the conch fritters?’ Erian smiled and eased himself away to another small circle of conversation. ‘I’m worried the sauce is too spicy.’ With a flick of her palm, she halted a bar guy who was threading his way through the room with a plate. ‘Can my sister try these?’ she asked, before adding, ‘She’s a chef. In London.’

Was a chef.

I gave the guy a half smile, one that begged him to forgive me for my pained complicity.

‘They’re delicious,’ I said to him, going for another bite, the flavour puckering tart on my tongue.

Aid was flirting playfully now with the older ladies and Tom at the bar, his charisma prepossessing. I could see them falling instantly in love with his warmth and excitement. His energy attracted people like a magnet; it’s what everyone always fell for. They all wanted in.

‘I think they need more lime,’ Chloe instructed, before turning back to me. ‘They never normally do private functions. I had to talk Erian into it over the phone, and into making the canapés. Not easy in between client meetings.’ Was that another dig into how little I’d contributed to organising this thing? Probably. ‘Can you hear okay in here? Is it too noisy?’

‘Just about.’

‘So have you spoken to Aid about things?’

‘What things?’ I grabbed some passing tortilla chips. I still needed to tell him about the restaurant.

‘About not watching the kids in the water.’

‘Chloe, I told you, we were watching them. It was a freak accident.’

‘Aid told Tom you were a th coffee kios,’ Chloe beamed. ‘So, were you … or not?’

‘Look, it’s not a big deal.’ I drained my glass, ice clashing against ice.

‘Not a big deal?’ She looked over her shoulders, checking no-one was listening. ‘They’re your children, Laelia. You’re responsible for them.’

‘Oh, for fuck’s sake. Please don’t do this.’

Her face dropped. ‘Do what?’

‘Mother me like this.’ I felt my chest getting tighter, the tinnitus searing through my ears. She couldn’t bear that I had Aid now, someone who cared for me, looked out for me so she didn’t need to anymore.

‘Well,  need  take responsibiliy. Face up t things.’

My ears screamed, grinding like metal. ‘Are we really doing this now?’ I lowered my voice to a forced whisper. ‘It’s Dad’s birthday. You’ve spent so much energy organising this bloody thing, can we not just try to enjoy it?’

I turned away, the restaurant a blur. The room was crowded now, pulsing with a soup of conversation and incongruous laughter. Kids ran like butterflies, weaving in and out of skyscraping adults. I heaved a deep breath, the rum colluding with the nausea in my stomach.

Seconds after six – Chloe having updated us regularly on the time – and after several dramatic hushes and flailing hands begging us all to halt the conversations – Mounia and Dad walked in, all bright eyes and beaming smiles.

‘SUR-PRIIIIISE!!’ The swarm hollered and whooped in misfired unison. Still seething, I could barely mouth the words. The tinnitus volted through my ears.

Dad affected astonishment perfectly, guffawing and bear-hugging everyone in sight, raising his arms sky high, Christlike in heartfelt admiration. ‘My, my,’ he bellowed, followed by a disbelieving shake of the head, crossed palms across his heart. ‘You shouldn’t have.’ He looked older, craggier, but softer somehow, too – smartly dressed, in a light-coloured shirt and linen shorts, and the Panama hat he’d taken to wearing pretty much permanently, Belize or England, rain or shine. He picked out a few faces, pointing and shifting expression with each new acquaintance he spotted.

Dad was an emperor everywhere he went, sovereign in his world. He’d always had this boundless magnetism. It emanated from him like electric current. People loved him, and loathed him, but they just couldn’t keep away from him, and he liked the limelight. He’d play up to it, lean into it, like Olivier, and the curtain would never come down.

Erian placed a drink into his hand, and they all cheered. Waiting for Dad to become free, I found Aid at the bar.

‘Hey.’ He smiled. ‘D’you want another?’

‘Rum and ginger, please,’ I said to the bar guy as he placed a fresh bottle of Belikin down in front of Aid and he took a swig.

‘Did you pick up my tobacco?’

I smiled, fumbling through my bag: room key, phone, Dylan’s football cards, Durex. ‘Did you remember condoms?’ Chloe had breathed into my ear at the boarding gate while the kids were sprawled on the super-shined floor, tearing open magazine bundles of plastic beneath our feet. She was always prying for details, searching for something vicarious, something exciting to cling on to – I doubted she and Tom shagged that much anymore, five kids later. Ever since we were little, she’d taunted me like this, as older sisters are inclined to, but she’d never grown out of it.

‘Yes,’ I’d replied, thinking it was best to close her down. How was that yesterday? Was it just yesterday? It felt like the jet lag had swallowed memory, digested time. I placed my hands on Aid’s tobacco and passed it to him.

‘Your dad managed to look surprised … Bet he got wind of it somehow. He can’t not have bumped into someone he knew … You  told me .’ Aid laughed.

‘What?’

‘The ,’ Aid bellowed. ‘Remember h?’

It was exhausting lip-reading, especially in busy settings like this. I couldn’t stand these sorts of rooms now, crowded with insurmountable noise. There was no way to get the balance right, everything always out of kilter. I lost the ends of words and important bits of sentences. Life dampened by my ears. I hit the button on the back of my hearing aid, but they were already on their highest setting.

‘You okay?’ Aid’s hand settled on my back. I couldn’t stop thinking about what had happened with the shellfish, how I’d left things with Aktar.

‘I’m fine. Just tired.’ I wanted to tell him, but this wasn’t the moment, especially when I could barely hear.

‘What were you  Chloe talking about? She looked  animated.’

The barman placed my drink down, and I took a sip. ‘She won’t shut up about Dylan in the water.’

‘Oh, Lil. Do you want me to chat t her? Tell her t ease off.’

‘Maybe.’ I pressed my lips together and put my glass back on the bar.

Aid leaned in and kissed me. ‘Don’t worry about her. Enjoy the night.’

‘Hey, Aunty Laelia!’ Edmund was running back in from outside, Dylan tagging behind. ‘Dad says you’ve dived the Blue Hole before … is tha true?’

Aid widened his eyes at me, rubbing his face.

‘What’s it like?’ Edmund asked.

I hit Aid back with a look, but he was squeezing his eyes shut. Tom was at the bar now, too, ordering a drink and half listening in. Panicking slightly, I knew I needed to cover my back here, imagine what I might have seen that day if I hadn’t spent it in a hotel room shagging Aid.

‘The Blue Hole …’ I started. ‘The Blue Hole is beautiful. It’s like a wonder of the world … It’s a sinkhole.’

‘What does it look like?’ Dylan asked. Aid was turned away, gazing off into the distance.

‘It’s like …’ I struggled to remember what I’d ever seen about it from documentaries and travel magazines. ‘It’s a deep topaz circle of sea, almost perfectly round … erm … It’s like the most incredible blue eye.’

‘An eye?’ Edmund’s face lit up.

The barman joined in. ‘The depths haven’t ever been mapped. No-one knows what’s at the bottom. The Maya say it hides mysteries and unknown sea creatures … but there’s not much oxygen down there.’ The kids looked mesmerised. ‘The Blue Hole keeps its secrets.’

My mind snapped to an image of tendrils floating like seagrass, my throat tightening.

‘Like people with blue eyes,’ said Tom, raising his brows. We all looked at him blankly. ‘They say they hold more secrets than people with other-coloured eyes …’

‘Are there sharks?’ asked Dylan.

‘Yes!’ I replied, confident in my answer to that. ‘So many sharks.’

‘Laelia,’ Dad’s voice boomed behind me. ‘Baby girl.’

There it was. There I was. I turned and fell into him. Tom and the kids peeled away.

‘Dad …’ His chest was warm, his paunchy stomach soft. ‘Happy birthday.’

‘Let me get a look at you.’ He grabbed me by the shoulders and pushed me gently away. ‘Belize suits you, baby girl.’ A ragged smile emerged over the barbs of his silvered beard. His cheeks were redder than I remembered, his nose thickening with rosacea. ‘You and your sister kept this well under your hats.’

‘Chloe did all the hard work.’

‘That’s my Chloe.’ Dad laughed. ‘So … this must be Aidrian.’ He examined Aid up and down, not even bothering to hide it, looking back at me in between glances. I felt sixteen again.

‘It’s Aid.’ He offered his hand, his accent leaning into the British.

‘Aid,’ Dad repeated, like it was the most basic name, like he was the actual definition of something. I knew that look. The way his eyes darted back to me, the way he curled his top lip, ever so slightly, the way he pulled his eyebrows down. ‘Have we met before?’

‘No, we haven’t met,’ Aid said, clutching his beer bottle.

Dad took a swig of his drink. ‘I don’t know any other American Aidrians. It’s not a popular name, is it?’

‘It’s a family name.’

‘You been to Belize before, Aid?’ Dad prised his fingers into his collar, loosening the tight fabric. Sweat beads were forming tributaries above the haphazard threads of his brows.

‘Well, yeah. I lived here for a while, and this is where Laelia and I met.’

‘That’s right. Holiday romance, wasn’t it?’ Dad rocked back on his deck shoes, smudging at his forehead with a handkerchief.

‘Something like that,’ I said, staring at my feet.

‘Would I have met you then?’ Dad asked. ‘I visited Caye Caulker when Laelia and Chloe were on their girls’ trip here.’

‘No, Dad.’ I smiled. ‘I only met Aid at the end of the holiday.’

‘We didn’t start dating until a couple of years later,’ Aid said. ‘Once I’d moved to England. To Brighton.’

‘That’s right. Once you got divorced from Simon.’ Dad looked at me. ‘You been married before, Aid?’ He was still looking at me.

‘Er … no.’

‘Engaged?’ Dad pushed.

Ohmygod, kill me now.

Aid took a long swig of his beer before placing it carefully back down on the counter. He picked at the corner of his beer mat and shook his head. ‘I’m saving myself.’ He smiled at me.

‘Nice idea,’ Dad said, puffing out his chest before swigging back his drink. ‘Ah, here she is. Can’t believe she managed to keep this a secret.’ Dad laughed, winking at me. Mounia sidled over from the bar, cackling at a joke she carried with her. She shocked vivid in fulsome curves, an embroidered blouse and red-violet skirt. ‘Mounia.’

‘Laelia? How you di du?’ She beamed as though she knew only colossal pleasure. ‘I recogni you fr the photographs. It’s gr to finally mee you.’ I furtively beeped up my hearing aids again under my hair, forgetting they were already on their highest setting.

‘And this is Aidrian,’ Dad told her.

‘I met this young man earlier. He helped me move all the chairs to make some extra dancing space.’ She chuckled heartily and then, pushing her tawny owl glasses up on her nose, turned just to me. ‘Such a kind and good-looking boy … How are you fining Caye Caulker?’

I leaned with my ear to listen more carefully. ‘It’s great.’

‘Ellis told me you and Aidrian met here?’

‘Yeah, a few years back. It’s just the same.’ It hadn’t really changed: a handful of extra bars, a new yoga café with decent iced coffee, more rusting barbecues skimming the beachfront charring chicken wings and shrimp kebabs and corn on the cob, the Caribbean colours licking fresher in places, flaking and peeling in others – walls powing with electric teals, hot pinks, and laser limes. Rum still laced the air.

‘Pace slow as the waves.’ Mounia smiled.

Aid and my dad were finishing up their conversation. ‘Good to meet you, Aid,’ Dad said, grabbing Mounia gently by the arm, starting to turn away.

‘Yeah, you, too. Happy birthday.’

Dad stopped, turned back to Aid. ‘You say you lived here for a bit? In Belize?’

‘Er yeah … in San Ignacio.’

‘We’ll catch up properly later, Laelia,’ Dad said, leaning in to kiss my cheek, and as he did, I thought I caught him whispering something into my ear.

‘Dad?’ I pulled away to look into his eyes, but he’d already turned, melting back into the room.



Aid found me later outside on the terrace. ‘Hey.’ His smile was so warm. He was brandishing a couple of daiquiris. A stubbly beard had appeared over the last few days. He hadn’t had time to shave, what with all the car rides, and trains, and flights, and boats. Grizzled suited him, though.

‘What’s up?’ he asked, passing me a cocktail. God, he looked sexy unkempt. ‘You seem distracted.’ It was he who seemed distracted, surely? Since we’d got to the island. On the beach, he couldn’t relax. But more so with Dad, he wasn’t himself, holding back in a way I’d never seen before. It was endearing, seeing him so nervous.

‘I …’ I had to tell him.

He rubbed his chin. ‘What?’

I took a breath, squeezed my bottom lip. ‘Aktar fired me. I think.’

His face dropped. ‘What? Why?’

And then it came. ‘Tris fucked up.’ Sweet like sugar. ‘He didn’t listen. He doused nam pla over the salmon …’ I dropped my chin. ‘Shellfish allergy.’

‘Shit.’ Aid’s eyes widened. ‘Were they okay?’

‘We had to call an ambulance. Aktar lost it. We closed up and then he started throwing things, smashing bottles … It wasn’t good.’

‘Why did he fire you?’ Aid shook his head a little. ‘What about Tris?’

‘My kitchen, my responsibility … Tris is still there. Thank God. He needs the money.’

‘We need the money.’

Tears welled in my eyes, began rolling down my cheeks. ‘I’m sorry.’ I wasn’t sure if I was apologising for crying, or for fucking up, or for lying. ‘I need to call him. He didn’t actually tell me I’m fired. But I mean …’

‘It wasn’t your fault,’ Aid said. Except it was, and it was so stupid. If I’d only been wearing my hearing aids.

‘I know, but—’

‘It’s okay, don’t worry.’ He pulled in close, hugging me as we negotiated our drinks. I wasn’t expecting him to be so relaxed about it, what with the money. Something in me still flinched sometimes, anticipating reactions like Simon’s – the flare of his nostrils, the gait of his walk, the senseless derision.

‘I was thinking maybe I could set something up on my own.’

Something smaller. Something manageable. Something I could hear myself in.

‘On your own?’

‘It’s what I’ve always wanted to do.’

‘How would you pay for it?’

‘I could get some backing. Get a loan. Maybe use some of the money from your next—’

‘Oh, Lil, I’m still waiting on the Margate development. Things aren’t shifting. And we’ve got bills to pay now.’

‘What about Chloe? I could borrow some off her?’

‘Get in bed with your sister … ? Come on, you’re better than that.’ He hugged into me again. He smelt of lime zest. ‘Don’t worry. It’ll be all right. We’ll figure it out.’

‘Promise?’

‘Promise.’ He leant in and kissed me on the neck.




4

The sun dropped from the sky like a pebble, and the night turned black. Days get swallowed up so quickly in Belize. I spent the rest of the party with a bottle I pilfered from the bar. Everyone was so drunk they didn’t notice, or maybe I was so drunk I didn’t notice them noticing me. Slumped with the rum, I picked at the label by the firepit Erian had set up on the beach. My phone pinged. A text from Tris:

Kitchen sucks without you x

I swiped it away, dropping my phone to the sand.

The music inside was picking up, the thumping finale of ‘Sweet Dreams’ accompanied by happy laughter, rum, and drunken sadness, the warm air already tinged with regrets. Every now and again, the children, darting like fireflies – quick shadows under terrace lights – chased one another in and out, lacing themselves between the raucousness, the adults oblivious. Two separate worlds.

Mounia appeared on the terrace, her voice honeying through the breeze. I couldn’t work out if she and Dad were together; she seemed too content a woman. No drama. No messy emotion. No oyster shell to crack.

Cheers rang out as the music bumpily segmented into ‘Come On Eileen’, its bittersweet fiddle intro. I couldn’t help but snap back to Cornwall. My audiologist had told me hearing loss can affect long-term memory. Short term, too. Cognitive decline. Most of my memories now were hazy recollections, muted face-missing snapshots of my mother, and I couldn’t re-create recipes like I used to; but I remembered that night like I could taste it.

I always told people it was just a thing that came on one morning, the lines I’d sketched up over the years were almost solid now; the half-truths I’d told myself almost real memories. When Si said he’d never touch me again, I believed him. We never spoke about that night ever, and I still hadn’t, to anyone. Not even the locum GP. I told her the ringing started when I’d bumped my head putting up shelves. The audiologist told me it would have happened anyway; it often starts during times of stress.

I looked down to my hand, lit amber by the firepit light. I waited six months to change the tattoo, at least on my skin. In my head, I changed it over and over and over again on the car ride home back from Padstow. I’d imagined the needle, shiny like a gift, digging into my skin and injecting its painful relief – rewriting my past, offering me a present. Soft black ink puncturing and feathering, spelling out my story, letter by letter, organised into a neat curling line. Where my ring finger once read a soft, easy Si, it now screamed Silence, like a command begging me to listen.

‘Lil?’ A voice shouted out from the terrace. I looked up to see Chloe. ‘We’re going to do the speeches soon. Will you please come and join in?’ As quickly as she appeared, she was gone. ‘Come On Eileen’ faded into a crescendo of whoops and cheers.

Dropping the bottle to the sand, I stumbled up, my head spinning. I straightened my dress. Blinking towards the terrace lights, I readied myself to venture indoors, to be looked at, questioned. If anyone asked, I’d say I felt sick, needed fresh air; that wasn’t a lie.

When the music stopped, I noticed the figures at the water’s edge. The voices broke through my tinnitus like a knife through cling film. Dad’s voice, but I couldn’t make out what he was saying. And someone else. Who was that? At first, I thought it was Mounia, but I hadn’t seen her walk down onto the beach. If the speeches were starting soon, I should get Dad.

The shadow people collapsed into one. As I got closer, I could see them, two figures, hugging maybe, or grappling. Falling into each other, splashing in the shallows. The moon lit up the drifting line of the horizon, and I struggled to focus. The waves crashed little heartaches against the sand.

‘No …’ Dad’s voice cracked.

‘Ellis?’ the other shouted.

‘Aid?’ I called.

‘Lil … ? Help …’

‘Aid? Is that you?’ Salty bile leaked up into my throat.

‘Laelia, fuck …’ Aid’s eyes shone, cerulean pebbles in the moonlight. ‘Help. Your dad’s collapsed.’

My head spun. ‘What?’

‘He’s collapsed. Get help!’

Pivoting on the sand to turn back up the beach, I lost my footing over mounds that felt like mountains. I thudded down onto the cold, black powder and promptly threw up.




Ellis

Mangrove River Village, Stann Creek District, Belize

6th March 1986

The smell of it. The scents of living death; the vegetable reek of hot vines and wood flesh, decay always there, hanging in the air. Things lurking just beyond. Within moments of being here, Ellis knew they’d made the right decision: for him to come on his own, for Helena to stay behind.

She would hate it. The heat alone would fry her senses, explode her nerves. The unpredictable sounds of the jungle: its caws, its trills, its croaks. It would all be too startling, all be too much for her, especially at night. In the daytime, she could have told herself the jungle is beautiful, lush – romantic even: stockpiled stories to tell her friends about. At night, though, through damp and feverish tangled sleep, the power of the darkness would be unbearable for her. And for Ellis, who knows she cannot help but think, and she thinks too much as it is.

It is beyond beautiful. The forest is heaven on earth. An abundance of flora and fauna. Bromeliads and medicinal plants abound. The orchids shudder before his eyes. He’s seen crocodiles and howler monkeys and turtles. Iguanas perch in trees like leaves; ‘bamboo chicken’, the locals call them. The Caribbean Sea is always so flat, so calm. His host, Polo, has told him there are dolphins and whale sharks and manatees out there. He’s falling in love with it all.

His new home is a small but adequate hut with bay leaf palm for its roof. The desk is large, and the light is good. It is a village of just over thirty they tell him, though there is only a handful of people ever around. There are more dogs and chickens and pigs, the odd lightbulb and plastic chair. Across the narrow river the jungle looks even more verdant, bursting with life. Polo says he’ll take him over in his boat soon and show him the old run-down lodge, and when it rains, the logwood tree planted there that drips its red dye like blood.

Ellis has constructed the skeleton of a routine now – two weeks in, though his body is still adjusting to the heat that is sticky and stuck, to the isolation and the disorientation, the vastness of beyond. He has taken onboard plenty of new things: remembering to shake his shoes free of scorpions before his feet find them, to watch for the bees in the citrus groves, to reroot the plants away from the leaf-cutter ants, to tag on the way up and collect on the way down (orchids being heavier than they look), and to trek on to the sparser forest at the top to find where the bromeliads bloom unrivalled in sheer abundance. He is getting to grips with the machete (‘Mr Ellis, follow behind, and don’t cut off your leg’), though he is still adjusting to coffee with powdered milk; he might never become accustomed to that.

The locals are not bothered by him; he is an unremarkable arrival. Polo and his wife, Cualli, have introduced him around the village, the pale and naive foreigner.

As if from nowhere, unmarked gifts arrive daily at his door: cloth-wrapped parcels of still-warm bread, sweet potatoes and tattered yams, eggs that tap together in baskets laden with technicolour fruit like he’s never seen before: mangosteens, lychees, citruses – majestic treats that keep on coming. Though, of course, he needs to start growing things, start cooking properly for himself; this gifting will not go on forever. He knows he will have to work on his repertoire; go back to Helena with something beyond a rubber omelette and stuck burned rice.

God, he misses her laughter. Though he’s missed that for a while, long before this fieldwork project was even a sapling of an idea.

They did talk about it; Helena coming, bringing the girls. They thought it would be an adventure, something to spin stories from, sow smiles. A way to be, together. But that was all just playwriting, something to talk about; they both knew she would never come. She joked she didn’t want to be so far away from a washing machine, or from her mother; said she didn’t want to give up on Dynasty – wanted to find out what happened to Alexis, and she wasn’t joking about that. It’s better she stays in Oxford. Near Watkins. And she’s got Penny and Adam nearby. Besides, he’ll be away for only six months. It’s not like he’s never been away before. He’ll be back by autumn to see the leaves turn and the fireworks burst. Then he will enjoy the cold.

His sketchbook is already crammed with notes – on the orchids, of course, but also on the way of life here. The light. He’s been reflecting on the national motto ‘Sub umbra floreo’, scrawling it like a mantra:


Sub umbra floreo

Under the shade, I flourish

Floreo

Flourish

Shade

I flourish



It refers to his favourite, Swietenia macrophilla, mahogany labelled ‘red gold’ and raped to depletion by British corporations in the nineteenth century. It’s there, writ large in strong letters nestled under the coat of arms. Few flags have humans depicted: Montserrat, the Virgin Islands, French Polynesia, but none so prominent as Belize. Mostly Ellis loves its olive leaves, fifty for 1950, the way they neatly stitch the perimeter, framing it all. A flowing wreath, bursting with life. So much history, moving and breathing, woven into one flag. He has painted it over and over again with the watercolour set Chloe saved up and gave him for his birthday. Though he cheats and uses pen and ink for the details of the men.

He’s picked up some Belizean rum, his usual nightcap now. He prefers the Don Omario to the 5 Barrel everyone else seems to drink. It’s oaky, well rounded. He works each night like this
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