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With the Kisses of His Mouth




For Irma, Laure, and Yvette, and those ancestren before them, for those womxn I’m born from. Pisa, Port Said, Port of Spain. For the Goddess, the muse, the legends of the deep you are, to me.




‘Monique Roffey is a unique talent and most daring and versatile of writers. I never know what to expect and I’m never disappointed’

Bernardine Evaristo



‘Extraordinary, beautifully written, captivating, visceral… It is utterly original – unlike anything we’ve ever read – and feels like a classic in the making from a writer at the height of her powers’

Costa Judges, 2020



‘A joy to read, brimming with memorable characters and vivid descriptions… A hugely entertaining and thought-provoking novel’

BBC News (online)



‘What makes the novel sing is how Roffey fleshes out… mythical goings-on with pin-sharp detail from the real world’

Observer



‘Touching on themes of love, loss, family and friendship, as well as the negative impacts of jealousy, it’s a moving novel’

Independent



‘Monique Roffey has a sharp, original way of looking at the world… Arrestingly poetic’

The Times



‘The Mermaid of Black Conch…glistens almost, like the mermaid! I love its all-round charisma and also its great compassion for both humanity and the natural world’

Diana Evans



‘With easy prose and the tantalising story of a mermaid loved and feared in equal measure, Roffey draws the reader in’

Ingrid Persaud



‘Arresting…deftly weaving myth, feminism, humour and social realism’

Daily Mail



‘Roffey’s deft narrative and superlative style of her handling of the mermaid myth updates tradition and supercharges the real with dream and conjecture’

Fred D’Aguiar



‘A new Caribbean myth… Monique Roffey will have you think that you always knew this story somehow, deep in the marrow of your bones’

Roger Robinson



‘Roffey’s tale convincingly transplants a mythical creature into a modern setting – a striking achievement’

Sunday Times



‘An exhilarating high-wire act… A fable of impossible love and focused rage’

John Mitchinson



‘The Mermaid of Black Conch arrives bearing tragedy and beauty. Monique Roffey has created a new myth for an age of ruined oceans’

A. L. Kennedy




On the previous day [8 January 1493], when the Admiral went to the Rio del Oro [on Haiti], he said he quite distinctly saw three mermaids, which rose well out of the sea; but they are not so beautiful as they are said to be, for their faces had some masculine traits. The Admiral says that he had seen some, at other times, on the coast of Guinea, where you find manequeta.


A stranger to tears, she did not weep.

A stranger to clothes, she did not dress.

They pocked her with cigarette ends and with burnt corks,

And rolled on the tavern floor in raucous laughter.



Pablo Neruda, Fable of the Mermaid and the Drunks
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Simplicity

David Baptiste’s dreads are grey and his body wizened to twigs of hard black coral, but there are still a few people around St Constance who remember him as a young man and his part in the events of 1976, when those white men from Florida came to fish for marlin and instead pulled a mermaid out of the sea. It happened in April, after the leatherbacks had started to migrate. Some said she arrived with them. Others said they’d seen her before, those who’d fished far out. But most people agreed that she would never have been caught at all if the two of them hadn’t been carrying on some kind of flirty-flirty behaviour.

Black Conch waters nice first thing in the morning. David Baptiste often went out as early as possible, trying to beat the other fishermen to a good catch of king fish or red snapper. He would head to the jagged rocks one mile or so off Murder Bay, taking with him his usual accoutrements to keep him company while he put his lines out – a stick of the finest local ganja and his guitar, which he didn’t play too well, an old beat-up thing his cousin, Nicer Country, had given him. He would drop anchor near those rocks, lash the rudder, light his spliff and strum to himself while the white, neon disc of the sun appeared on the horizon, pushing itself up, rising slow slow, omnipotent into the silver-blue sky.

David was strumming his guitar and singing to himself when she first raised her barnacled, seaweed-clotted head from the flat, grey sea, its stark hues of turquoise not yet stirred. Plain so, the mermaid popped up and watched him for some time before he glanced around and caught sight of her.

‘Holy Mother of Holy God on earth,’ he exclaimed. She ducked back under the sea. Quick quick, he put down his guitar and peered hard. It wasn’t full daylight yet. He rubbed his eyes, as if to make them see better.

‘Ayyy,’ he called across the water. ‘Dou dou. Come. Mami wata! Come. Come, nuh.’

He put one hand on his heart because it was leaping around inside his chest. His stomach trembled with desire and fear and wonder because he knew what he’d seen. A woman. Right there, in the water. A red-skinned woman, not black, not African. Not yellow, not a Chinee woman, or a woman with golden hair from Amsterdam. Not a blue woman, either, blue like a damn fish. Red. She was a red woman, like an Amerindian. Or anyway, her top half was red. He had seen her shoulders, her head, her breasts, and her long black hair like ropes, all sea mossy and jook up with anemone and conch shell. A merwoman. He stared at the spot of her appearance for some time. He took a good look at his spliff; was it something real strong he smoke that morning? He shook himself and gazed hard at the sea, waiting for her to pop back up.

‘Come back,’ he shouted into the deep greyness. The mermaid had held her head up high above the waves, and he’d seen a certain expression on her face, like she’d been studying him.

He waited.

But nothing happened. Not that day. He sat down in his pirogue and, for some reason, tears fell for his mother, just like that. For Lavinia Baptiste, his good mother, the bread baker of the village, dead not two years. Later, when he racked his brain, he thought of all those stories he’d heard since childhood, tales of half and half sea creatures, except those stories were of mermen. Black Conch legend told of mermen who lived deep in the sea and came onto land now and then to mate with river maidens – old time stories, from the colonial era. The older fishermen liked to talk in Ce-Ce’s parlour on the foreshore, sometimes late into the night, after many rums and too much marijuana. The mermen of Black Conch were just that: stories.

It was April, time of the leatherback migration south to Black Conch waters, time of dry season, of pouis trees exploding in the hills, yellow and pink, like bombs of sulphur, the time when the whoreish flamboyant begins to bloom. From that moment, when that red-skinned woman rose and disappeared as if to tease him, David ached to see her again. He felt a bittersweet melancholy, a soft caress to his spirit. Nothing to do with what he’d been smoking. That day, a part of him lit up, a part he’d no idea was there to light. He had felt a sharp stabbing sensation, right there in the flat part between his ribs, in his solar plexus.

‘Come back, nuh,’ he said, soft soft and gentlemanlike after his mother-tears had dried and his face was tight with the salt. Something had happened. She had risen from the waves, chosen him, a humble fisherman.

‘Come, nuh, dou dou,’ he pleaded, this time softer still, as if to lure her. But the water had settled back flat.

Next morning, David went to the exact same spot by those jagged rocks off Murder Bay and waited for several hours and saw nothing. He smoked nothing. Day after, the same thing. Four days he went out to those rocks in his pirogue. He cut the engine, threw out the anchor, and waited. He told no one what he had seen. He avoided Ce-Ce’s parlour, the property of his kind-hearted, bigmouth aunt. He avoided his cousins, his pardners in St Constance. He went home to his small house on the hill, the house he’d built himself, surrounded by banana trees, where he lived with Harvey, his pot hound. He felt on edge. He went to bed early so as to rise early. He needed to see the mermaid again, to be sure that his eyes had seen correctly. He needed to cool what had become an inflammation in his heart, to pacify the buzz that had started up in his nervous system. He had never had this type of feeling, certainly not for no mortal woman.

Then, day five, around six o’clock, he was strumming his guitar, humming a hymn, when the mermaid showed herself again.

This time she splashed the water with one hand and made a sound like a bird squeak. When he looked up he didn’t frighten so bad, even though his belly clenched tight and every fibre in his body froze. He stayed still and watched her good. She was floating port side of his boat, cool cool, like a regular woman on a raft, except there was no raft. The mermaid, with long black hair and big, shining eyes, was taking a long suspicious look at him. She cocked her head, and it was only then David realised she was watching his guitar. Slow slow, so as not to make her disappear again, he picked it up and began to strum and hum a tune, quietly. She stayed there, floating, watching him, stroking the water, slowly, with her arms and her massive tail.

The music brought her to him, not the engine sound, though she knew that too. It was the magic that music makes, the song that lives within every creature on earth, including mermaids. She hadn’t heard music for a long time, maybe a thousand years, and she was irresistibly drawn up to the surface, real slow and real interested.

That morning David played her soft hymns he’d learnt as a boy, praising God. He sang holy songs for her, songs which brought tears to his eyes, and there they stayed, on this second meeting, a small patch of sea apart, watching each other – a young, wet-eyed Black Conch fisherman with an old guitar, and a mermaid who’d arrived on the currents from Cuban waters, where once they talked of her by the name of Aycayia.



*


I disappear one night, in a big storm

long long ago

Island once where Taino people live

and the people before Taino

North in this pattern of islands and west too

The island I remember

was shaped like a lizard

I have seen the sea

I have seen its glory

I have seen its power

the power of its kingdom

I have swum its angers

I have swum its misery

I have swum its velvet floor

the corals

the cities underneath

I have swum under islands

I have swum close to shore in shallow waves

and seen children playing

I have swum with slow steel canoa

I have swum everywhere in this archipelago

I have swum with large POD of dolphins

I have swum with SHOAL of fish

big like the size of one whole human being

I have dived into walls of ocean

I would have died very soon as a woman

Forty cycles? Children, husband

life of land and life of birth and death

Instead I lived for more than a thousand cycles

inside the sea

I was not alone at the time of my cursing

an old woman was also cursed

and she disappeared too same night

long long ago so long I don’t know the time

only that they called up a huracan

to take me far away

seal up my legs inside a tail





*



David Baptiste’s journal, March, 2015

Whenever I see the first leatherbacks arrive, I always feel happy. I know she, my mermaid, will soon appear, happy too, to greet me. I used to look out for she every evening from April onwards. She always knew where to find me, by the same jagged rocks where we first ketch sight of each other, one mile off Murder Bay. Still a private place, even now, since all the damn fish in the sea get fished out. I look out for Aycayia more than half mih damn life. I have plenty women since those days long past, all kinda woman – friend, babymother, lover – but nothing ever again like she.

She was something else.

I am an ol’ man now, and sick sick so I cyan move much, sick so I cyan work, go out to sea, and so I go write my story. I go sit down and drink a rum or two to drown my sorrow, drown my damn fuckin heart in this bottle. After Hurricane Rosamund, everything changed, man, every last damn thing blow away and then, one year on from the time we meet, yeah, she come back!

Miss Rain teach she words in that time she came by me, after they pull she out of the sea that fateful day. She know language of her own, and some of these words came out in our sexing. But it was a long-ago language and her memory of it wasn’t strong. She hadn’t spoken it for so very long. While we lived together, we learn the name of every fish, she and me, from the same encyclopedia that belong to Miss Rain. I would take it out in my boat. Aycayia like to learn and she wanted to know the name of every fish in the whole damn ocean, everything in the sea and along the shore. I learn half those names myself – and every fish have a Latin name too. So all now she is a mermaid who know the names of every damn fish in the sea in two languages, an’ some she can call in she own tongue.

The mermaid scare me like hell when I first see her. Her top half pop up from the sea. She was red, like an Amerindian woman, and all scaly and glittery too, like she polish sheself up good. Up she came from nowhere, man. I heard a splash and then woosh.

Up she rise. She appreciate them hymns I was singing that day. Turned out she like the sound of my voice, how it carry over the water. Later I came to understand she arrived at our shores from Cuban waters. Only much later did she tell me her strange story and her name. She travel down from there on the currents with an old woman, Guanayoa. I remember how she was curious about the encyclopedia. What name I have, she ask. How come I don’t have a picture in there?

Over the next few weeks, I saw her maybe every day. She got to know the sound of the motor on my boat. Like she was waiting. I was careful about pissing in the water. I brought an old jerry can for that. I decided to be patient and so I sat and wait for she, long hours. Next thing, I see one big tail fin, big like a pilot whale. My heart felt warm. She opened my heart, one time, that mermaid, Lawd. She made my heart swell up in my chest, just like that. She open my mind, too, to other animals and fish we don’t know about. She use to swim the sea sad sad, or so she say, before we met. I ent know how she survive all those years in that big ocean, all alone. She had to be brave for that, though she was fraid of me, when we met, of what I might do if I ketch her good. She and I lock eyes many times, in wonder at each other, before them Americans catch her.

One time, when we first meet, she swam close to my boat. I saw her real good then. Her head was smooth smooth, delicate, small eyes, small face. She looking like a woman from long ago, like old-time Taino people I saw in a history book at school. She face was young and not pretty at all, and I recognise something ancient there too. I saw the face of a human woman who once lived centuries past, shining at me. I saw she breasts, under the fine scaly suit. I saw webbed fingers and how they dripped with sargassum seaweed. Her hair was full of seaweed too, black black and long and alive with stinging creatures – like she carry a crown on her head of electricity wires. Every time she raise up her head I watch her hair fly up, like she ketch fire-coral inside it.

Then, there was her tail. Oh Laa-aad-o. The things a man could see, especially if he connect with nature, and live close to the sea.

I saw that part of this creature from my boat. Yards and yards of musty silver. It gave she a look of power, like she grow out of the tail itself. I think, then, that this fish-woman must be heavy as a mule. She must weigh four or five hundred pounds, easy. When I see her first, I reckon she come from some half-space in God’s great order, like she was from a time when all creatures were getting designed. She was from when fish was leaving the sea behind, growing legs, turning into reptiles. She was a creature that never make it to land. Is what I was thinking before I hear she own story. I figure she and she kind get interrupted somewhere in the middle of God’s act of creation.

I was a young fella back then. I never stop to think I could make trouble for she. Man already make her miserable, women curse her good: that’s how she end up a mermaid in the sea, condemn to loneliness and her sex seal up inside a big tail. That was what them women had in mind, to keep her away from their men. After I rescue her, I never imagine she could get hurt again, by man or by me. Many times I sing and play my guitar to her off them rocks in Murder Bay. I never bother dropping my lines after seeing her the second time, ’cause I fraid of hooking her. Was my fault, though, they ketch her, them Yankee men. My fault. She thought she heard the engine sound of my pirogue, Simplicity. I was there with them, and so she follow their boat by accident.
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Dauntless

When the big Boston Whaler, by the name of Dauntless from Florida, arrived in late April, 1976, in time for the annual Black Conch fishing competition, its owners, two white men, Thomas and Hank Clayson, were looking for crew. Nicer Country was recommended to them as local expert on the currents around the island. He was a fisherman of some note. Only the year before he’d brought in a six hundred pound marlin and that beast of a fish, spike and all, had made a photograph on the front page of the Gazette. So they hired him as captain. Nicer, in turn, hired two local boys as crew, Short Leg and Nicholas, brothers from different fathers, whose mother, a bite-up woman by the name of Priscilla, was a neighbour of David’s up in the hill behind the village.

Over the next few days more and more fishing boats started to arrive: Sea Sprite, Pilar, August Moon, Divine Flight, Tabanca, Jouvay, Mariner’s Dream. Most came down the chain of islands from as far as Bimini and the Bahamas. Others came from Grenada, St Kitts, Nevis, and Martinique. They came from the Florida Keys too, also from Venezuela and Trinidad. One boat even came from Colombia. All were looking to land blue marlin, swordfish, sailfish, tarpon and shark. Every boat was like a team from the owner down – with a captain and crew they either brought with them or hired locally. Every man jack in St Constance was looking to make money. Some of the local men had adapted their vessels with outriggers and bait boxes. Some had bought bigger engines. By the last week in April, forty or fifty boats had arrived and were anchored in Murder Bay.

Friday evening before the first fishing day, Ce-Ce’s parlour was humming. Chalkdust and The Mighty Sparrow were jamming from the speakers in the roof. Everybody liming, drinking, talking, eating flying fish and fresh hot bake, saltfish fritters and French fries. Every Black Conch fisherman and boy was there to maco the other boats in the bay. Ce-Ce herself had been in the kitchen all day with her helpers, making curry goat and roti skins. Ce-Ce, with her loud, hoarse laugh, and hips so wide she always walked through doors sideways, said she felt sure of a good catch, that she would be serving fried fish for the whole next month.

The two white men were father and son. Thomas Clayson, the father, dressed himself in khaki shorts and fishermen’s rubber boots. He wore a soiled captain’s hat over what was left of his hair and he wheezed on an old cigar. He was already very red in the face from his trip down from Miami. Hank, the son, wore a safari hat and a yellow T-shirt with the words Fortune Favours the Bold. His white socks were snug under his leather sandals and his legs were thin and pale. A selection of penknives dangled from his belt.

Saturday, daybreak, April 24th, 1976, the whaler Dauntless set out ahead of the other boats. It was perfect conditions for a fishing competition. The sea was flat and turquoise in the shallows, purple in the deep. No winds expected; dry season, an early mango season, the start of hill-fire season. No rain for weeks.

David’s pirogue Simplicity trailed behind the whaler, his engine making a loud chugalug sound, the prow of the boat slicing the water. He had decided to accompany them, for a short while, out of curiosity, and also out of fear of what they might catch. He hadn’t seen his mermaid friend for a few days and he’d assumed, and hoped, dearly hoped, she’d swum away.

Aboard the whaler, there were five men: Thomas, the Captain, Hank, the son, Nicer, Short Leg and his half brother Nicholas. The bait from the outriggers was two succulent squid, trailing and dipping and curling up in the waves; each was fresh and tantalising to anything with an appetite below. The two white men sat in the fighting chairs, staring hard out to sea. What they were thinking that day, God alone knows. Some say they were frightened. Some say they were confident. All agree they didn’t know Black Conch waters, let alone its ways. The old man, they say, had failed at everything he had tried in his life.

A shoal of flying fish rose and sped on their fins next to the boat, a sign there was something bigger chasing them. Nicer was up on the flying bridge, his eyes peeled, his hands on the gear stick. There was a feeling of awkwardness between the men. The white men made it clear they’d no time for polite talk, that they had nothing to say to each other, let alone their crew. They were unsure of themselves and what might happen. So each of the men on board gazed outwards at the sea, and felt alone and inside himself. The sea, that expanse of nothingness, could reflect a man back on himself. It had that effect. It was so endless and it moved around underneath the boat. It wasn’t the same thing at all as being on any expanse of earth. The sea shifted. The sea could swallow the boat whole. The sea was the giant woman of the planet, fluid and contrary. All the men shuddered as they gazed at her surface. Even Nicer could feel his balls shrink and his pores raise. Blue open water, they called it. Nicer didn’t like the look of these white men at all. Hank, the younger one, began to sing and his father growled and cut him dead. They didn’t trust, let alone like each other. The sky was transparent, not a cloud, not an angel formation in sight. The sun dripped down on them, like acid. Not a sea bird called, not another boat to look at. It put the men in a low mood. The sea reflected back their very souls.

An hour passed, maybe more. The sea said, Be careful what you ask for. I am bigger than you. Take only what you need. The men were, frankly, mesmerised by the time it all happened.

They all saw it, at once – a large boil of water under the surface; something large had taken the bait starboard side. The line fell from the outrigger in a long slow loop that became tight the minute it hit the water.

‘Fish!’ shouted Thomas Clayson. ‘Goddamn.’

Both white men had the butts of their rods in the gimbles. All the men could feel the pull, but couldn’t see the fish. The line was now racing out at a slant, cutting into the water. Something big had taken the bait and was swimming away with it fast. The line was going down, and it was the line attached to the younger Clayson’s rod. The rod bowed and the Black Conch men rushed to help him into the harness. Hank Clayson braced his feet against the stern, his hands shook and he hollered, ‘Dad, it’s on mine. It’s on my rod.’ The rod was bowed to the sea so steeply it looked like it would snap or fly out of the gimble.

Nicer Country knew what to do: keep the fish astern, at all costs, or else the line would snap. He revved the motors down, so they were barely turning over. Hank Clayson’s rod was bent double and the line was still going rapidly out. The young man was leaning back on his rod. Nicer turned the boat in a small circle so as to get the fish behind them. They all watched as the line travelled out and down, as if a horse was running with it, all of them knowing that they’d struck lucky; they’d got what they came for.

‘I think it’s a billfish,’ said Hank, who in truth, knew nothing at all about fish; this was his first trip.

‘It’s a blue marlin, to be sure, a female, by the weight of it,’ said the father.

The crew stood still on deck, watching the line run and run, all of them chilled to the marrow. This was only the strike; the fight was to come. The young man Hank held back on his rod and watched as the line continued to move out and out at an angle to the boat.

‘Pull back now,’ shouted Thomas Clayson. ‘Now, hit it hard.’

This flustered the son and he began to tug backwards, pulling and making no difference at all to the line. The fish was heading further out.

‘What if it just has the bait in its mouth?’ said Hank. ‘What if it’s just taking us out, playing with us, not hooked at all?’

‘Fish ain’t that smart,’ said the father. ‘It’s hooked to be sure.’

‘What if the fish spits out the bait?’

‘It won’t.’

Hank Clayson braced his feet and tightened the drag on his rod and struck back hard against the weight of the fish. The line continued to move out. He was making no impression at all. Lines of sweat trickled down the sides of his face. He had forgotten to put on sun cream and was turning tomato red.

‘Hit him again,’ the father said. ‘Go on now, put your elbow into it, and pull back.’

The crew men watched, aghast. The young man’s efforts were making no purchase. The line was heading out into the deep. Hank Clayson bent back again and there was a sharp zizzing sound on the line and the rod was now so bent towards the sea he could hardly keep hold of it. Nicer slowly turned the boat, keeping the fish aback of it. Nicer guessed that the son was a beginner and he’d hooked something too big to be starting with. Short Leg and Nicholas knew it too.

Nicer realised this was going to take some time.

David was some way behind in his pirogue. He was puffing on a spliff and wasn’t yet aware they’d caught anything.

For an hour they laboured with the fish. Every man wanted to take over from Hank; every man wished he could be the one with the rod, but it would be wrong to interfere. The line on Hank’s rod continued to fall off the reel.

‘Work on him, Hank,’ said the father, annoying his son.

The fish wasn’t tired; it was still running with the line. Hank lowered the rod and lifted it, lowered it and lifted it as best he could. In truth, he wished he could give the rod away to another man on the boat; this trip hadn’t been his idea of fun. It had been some kind of gift, his father’s idea of bonding. Now he’d hooked something, his stomach was a mess of knots.

‘Stay with her,’ said the father. The fish was sounding now, diving deep, frightened and making a desperate bid to change direction. Nicer backed the boat very slowly to ease the pressure on the line.

‘Jesus, it’s practically towing the boat,’ said Hank.



*


A juicy squid ketch me

Who coulda believe a squid could be so vicious?

My mouth was on fire in one sudden time

I feel tight lash and pull back

I think I hear Simplicity chug chug sound

I swim away fast fast but hook inside ketch me good



I swim deep deep for a long time

down, down to the floor of the ocean

It was not Simplicity but

Yankee man boat at the end of the line

At first I think I could take the boat

to the ocean floor

but the Yankee men

have big big boat



Frighten bad I swim down down

towards ocean’s safety

in the black deep sea parts

Something strong on the surface pulling me back

My throat was on fire with hurt

I was strangling myself

I was drowning in the sea

I jump up high to show them they had caught me



Me a human fish

Let me go

You make a mistake

I swim down and deep long time

I knew there was no hope

no survival

I swam towards my dying



David oh them Yankee men catch me

when I thought it was you

They ketch me good

David where are you?

You are not there any more

Please find this letter I put in a bottle



Hank Clayson was turning purple in the sun.

‘It’s getting tired now,’ said Thomas Clayson. ‘Get some water for his head, or he’ll die of sunstroke catching this fish.’

Short Leg went to the bait box, which was full of ice, dipped in a bucket, brought it back and tipped some of the ice water on the son’s head. It was true that white men could die from sunburn; Short Leg had heard the stories. White men fraid nothing more than too much sun; too much sun could end up making him a dead man. They could pass out, get a heart attack. Short Leg doused the youth’s head good with the ice water from the bucket. He enjoyed seeing him flinch.

The fish was now tiring, but it had taken almost every piece of the line, and Hank Clayson was aching all over from holding the rod. He hurt bad in his shoulders and arms.

‘Pretty soon the fish will have to come up,’ said Thomas Clayson, biting on his cigar. He was a man who’d seen some action at sea. He’d brought his son here to make a man of him. But his son didn’t seem to care that much about being a man. He was a goddamn sissy, reading books. Now and then he even wrote ‘poems’. Clayson had sent him to an expensive law school, but the boy had disappointed him even in that, saying he was going to defend the poor, the single mothers, immigrants. His plans for his son had backfired. His son was ‘sensitive’, his wife had said. Like a frigging plant. Now his son had hooked a fish that might even weigh a thousand pounds. Thomas Clayson wished it was him who had the fish on the end of his rod; his son wouldn’t cope once the fish started to fight. His son had only been holding the fish while it moved out to sea. Very soon, he would have to start reeling it in. And yet he wanted his son to catch the fish, wanted that more than anything on earth; it would be a fine thing. Imagine the pride of having a son capable of such a conquest.

By then, Dauntless was so far out to sea that David had turned Simplicity back towards home. He went back to drink a rum at Ce-Ce’s parlour, trying to quell his fears.

On the whaler, Hank Clayson, in the fighting chair, braced his feet against the stern and pulled on the rod using all his body weight. He lowered the rod and then reeled, lowered and reeled. Steadily, the line was coming in, one inch, then two inches at a time, more and more line was coming back in.

‘This is one bitch of a fish,’ he said. ‘I can’t wait to see it.’

The Black Conch boys poured ice water on his head again.

‘It’s easier now, holding her steady.’

‘Don’t work it any faster than you can,’ said Thomas Clayson.

All five men were now full of anticipation. More than an hour had passed. The fish was tired. They were winning. All they needed to do now was keep the boat straight and slowly reel the fish in.

‘Can you get me a Coke?’ Hank said. ‘I’m real thirsty.’

The line had begun to slant down deep into the water.

‘Watch it, Hank,’ the father said. ‘It’ll come up any minute.’

Hank Clayson could feel it too, that the fish was about to jump. Nicer began to back the boat up.

‘The thing’s about to come up,’ shouted the father. ‘Son of a goddamn






















































My lungs fill up with water

but I know the sea better than Yankee men

Woman put me in the sea

Call for huracan

Now man want to take me out

I feel fresh pain

Next man pulling on the line

The hook in my throat

I want to go down to die



Or I could turn their canoa over

and pitch the men out

I was a very big fish

I was heavy

I would swim with the current

Current strong enough

then I could do it



I swam away, then dive deep

My terror was ENORMOUS

I swam but I still ketch

I want to go down to die



Enough shame put on my head

I was a human woman once

some thousand cycles past

Cursed to be lonely

with no love

They curse me good

Goddess Jagua was the goddess of their curse

She keep me lonely all those years



I miss my life in Black Conch

I was human woman again

after they ketch me good
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