

[image: image]



[image: image]


DEDICATION

TO THOSE WHO LOST THEIR LIVES AT JONESTOWN


EPIGRAPH

And now these three remain: faith, hope and love. But the greatest of these is love.

—1 CORINTHIANS 13:13


CONTENTS

Dedication

Epigraph

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

P.S. Insights, Interviews & More ...*

About the author

About the book

Read on

Acknowledgments

Also by Fred D’Aguiar

Credits

Praise

Copyright

About the Publisher


ONE

Adam leans against the bars of his cage and watches the settlers. It’s his favorite pastime. He sees everything from the vantage point of his living quarters, stationed in the central clearing of the commune. The children gather a little distance from his cage for their late-afternoon play. They spring about and gesticulate and talk over one another and seem to shriek and shout for no other reason than they have tongues in their heads. The light loses its muscular glare and drops in at a soft slant that’s more tolerable to his eyes. Adam peers without creasing his face.

He listens to a small group boasting about which one among them fetches water the best. Ryan, the biggest child, thinks he has the natural advantage. He says that because of the way he carries the bucket, clean without a spill, he should get a medal from the president. Rose, a sprig of a girl with missing milk teeth, counters that if fetching water from a well with two buckets were an Olympic event, she would win gold. Trina, who is bigger than Rose but not by much, points out that the constant heaving of full buckets makes their arms longer than the commune gorilla’s. They glance over at Adam. Trina breaks into a combined foxtrot and canter to mimic a loping, armpit-scratching, and chest-thumping gorilla. The others join her with teeth-baring grunts, leaps, and scratches of torsos and thumps of chests.

They look around for someone in authority—a prefect or a disapproving adult—who might reprimand them for being boisterous, and see no one, so they continue with an improvised song that they sing under their breathes, for fear of detection. Trina leads with the first line:

—Hear no evil.

The rest of her group adds the well-rehearsed response:

—Ears of the prefects behind you.

The chant goes back and forth between Trina and the group.

—See no evil.

—Eyes of the forest above you.

—Speak no evil.

—Or the commune gorilla will get you.

They glance over at Adam in his cage, watching them. Without missing a beat, Trina adds another of her lines and continues the group song.

—For this jungle far from the U.S.

—Sees all for Father.

—And this jungle that’s a test.

—Hears all for Father.

—And this jungle paradise.

—Knows all like Father.

They check Adam’s cage again and search for an older child nearby to start organizing their game. Other groups in the clearing argue among themselves about which one did not work hard enough and who was careless or a slacker. Their urgent whispers sound like feet kicking through leaves. They uncross their fingers and whisper thankful prayers and affix grateful smiles that they are not the ones sent away from the clearing by the prefects to redo chores. Two prefects from among the older children pick the teams for the game. Rose and Trina and most of the younger children edge to the front of the gathering to get chosen for the first team. According to the rules, the first team must keep running, no standing still and no hiding, until the second team catches all of the first team. When the last person gets caught, the game ends.

The members of the first team shriek as they sprint in every direction to put as much distance between themselves and the second group. Running in pairs, they head for more remote parts of the compound, away from the rows of dormitories and the preacher’s white house surrounding the square, and so farthest from the group designated to chase them. The chasers count, poised like runners at a start line. The smaller children try hard to keep up with the bigger children. Adam watches the game as the younger children stretch their legs and pump their arms and drink deep of the rarefied green air, damp and steaming.

The energy in the sprung bodies of the children seems to come from the thick vegetation, energy that bears no relation to their bodies. It looks to be energy reserved expressly for play, a newfound lease on life, that defies the many hours spent at the laundry house near the dormitories, where those on laundry rotation wash and fetch clothes to and from the network of clotheslines strung from pillar to post; or sweeping and mopping the plain wood floors of a dozen dormitories, the schoolhouse, dining hall, and assembly hall; or polishing the varnished wood floors of the main house where the preacher lives; or tidying the compound by patrolling its many pathways and central open area with the large gorilla cage, each child armed with a bag for litter and a can for any sharp objects, such as nails, broken glass, and wood splinters; or working in clusters around giant basins as they peel hundred-pound bags of potatoes and drop them in for a sound of tin muffled by shallow water; or slicing heaps of onions with faces streaming, and if they are lucky to be unobserved, whisper jibes to pick each other up from the misery of that onion burn, jibes about whose eyes suffer most and how the driest face among them makes that person the champion peeler; or scraping carrots to a clean orange shine, hands stained orange; or shelling peas until their hands are so green, they seem grafted from the vines and leaves, properties not of children but of creatures formed by the jungle—all this industry to fill pots to feed almost one thousand mouths.

The children play. The preacher frowns. Pat, Nora, and Dee, his three personal assistants, copy his look of disapproval. They frown as they stare out of a living room window of the preacher’s house. Dormitories to the left and right frame their view and flush before them the gorilla cage and the large clearing populated with the fiery atoms of children. Each assistant tries to outdo the other based on some private calculation about what the preacher wants to hear. The only thing logical about their approach is that Pat, who has been with the reverend the longest of the three, always precedes Nora, who always precedes Dee, the most recent of the reverend’s triumvirate of most trusted converts.

—You see how joyfully they run.

—Yes, Reverend.

—Yet they complain of always being hungry, and they drag their feet at their chores.

—Yes, Reverend. Maybe we need more discipline.

—Hungry or not, they’re flying because they’re doing something they really want to do.

—Yes, Father. Maybe they need to hear more lessons from you.

—If I preach any longer, I won’t get any sleep.

—Yes, Reverend. I mean they need to hear your wisdom more often.

—The success of this mission cannot solely depend on me. I need help.

—Yes, Reverend. We must all teach the children.

—Look how happy Adam is to see them play.

—Yes, Father. A dumb animal is easy to please.

—Adam is smarter than you think.

—Yes, Reverend. I mean he reacts to things more easily.

—Not just react, my child. The gorilla is infected by the children’s joy.

—Yes, Reverend, positively possessed.

—That’s the kind of enthusiasm I want to see in all things that we do at this mission.

—We have no better guidance than yours, Father.

An older child in the chasing group latches on to Trina and closes in on her. Trina has a wide-eyed look, as if she cannot believe she is about to get caught so soon and left standing on the spot to stew in her failure, while the other children in her group run far and wide and take a long time to enjoy the feel of the ground at their feet and the air in their faces and no one to tell them not to do this simple thing of running when everything that they do, night and day, is subject to regulation. Trina narrows her eyes as if resolving on the spot that she cannot and will not get caught so soon, that she will do whatever she needs to do to avoid the older girl on her heels. She heads straight for Adam’s cage. Trina must calculate that the older girl will give up the chase, because there is not a single child or adult, except the preacher, who is not afraid to get close to Adam. The children usually hurry past the cage at a safe distance and pause only to pick up something loose to pelt at Adam before running away. The thought of running close to the cage, of disobeying every adult warning, makes the little girl tremble, must make it hard for her to breathe, but Trina behaves as if the dangerous approach is her sole option. Just this once, she says aloud to herself, or I sit out the rest of the game.

The older girl lunges at Trina, stretches out her arm for the child in order to bring an end to the chase. Trina twists her body away from the older girl’s outstretched hand and jumps toward the cage. The older girl, her first capture almost within reach, abandons her pursuit and veers toward another target at a safer distance from the gorilla. The older girl shouts:

—I’ll tell a prefect you’re too close to the cage.

—There’s no rule against it.

As she replies to the older girl, Trina appears pleased about the success of her gamble; there’s a half-smile starting little fires around the corners of her mouth and eyes, and the tension of her body’s spring-loaded joints loosens, and just at that moment she stumbles in a stop-and-start move that turns out to be too gymnastic even for her lithe, spidery frame. Adam watches her body as it collides with the cage at the gorilla’s favorite spot where he presses against the bars and watches the children and perhaps sees himself out there with them, running, jumping, and dodging.

The second Trina crashes into the cage, she realizes her mistake. She does not bother to look for the gorilla. No time. She pools all her energy into making one leap away from the cage, back into the thick of the game, renewing the chase, no one about to shout at her to stop her wildness.

But Trina needs eyes in the back of her head to see Adam. She cannot hear him, either, not above the din of the children chasing one another, the children chased by their sounds, their shouts and laughter powering their chase. But surely she smells gorilla: a strong, distinct nose-sting of a smell that she finds impossible to ignore, less an outright stink and more a case of some secretion that sits on the skin too long, so long that it becomes a layer of its own, a suit of armor that commands a wide aromatic field. Adam’s smell turns the child’s mind to the tomato vine that stains her hands with summer, vines that fail over and over to bear fruit, despite the soil’s legendary fecundity. She has to rub paraffin on her hands to take away that smell of a lost season in the abandoned country of her birth. Paraffin followed by copious amounts of soap and water, which soon give way to sun, steam from the trees, grass caresses, red earth, sweat, and the rare luck of her mother’s rosewater smell transferred by an embrace.

Adam leans there at that very collision point. He follows the flicks back and forth of the children. His eyes dart from one to another as each body with its signature sound flies this way and that across the open and vies for his fleeting attention. In that split second Adam, accustomed to seeing a child draw near and then dart away, marvels at the audacity of this particular child, closer than usual and now so near that only the bars of his cage separate their bodies. Adam simply opens his tree-trunk arms and clasps them around the child. She screams and right away begins to wriggle, twisting and elbowing to free herself. Adam tightens his arms a little to keep her from slipping away. His face creases as he narrows his eyes against her ear-piercing screams, no longer a child’s shriek of excitement that informs play but something harmful. The children in both groups freeze and stop and stare at the cage. They add their voices to Trina’s screams. And from one child’s fear, and her small voice that announces it, comes a collection of children’s voices raised in terror. Some call their mothers. They grab each other, and some of them shout:

—Miss Joyce! Miss Joyce!

Ryan and Rose run to help their friend, who threw them one-liners for their response not long ago. They join in the call for Trina’s mother:

—Miss Joyce! Miss Joyce!

Until this moment anyone seeing the proliferation of children, all in the open, might mistake the place for a colony without any grown-ups. Not one of them can be seen, busy as they are doing all the things the children cannot manage on their own. Cooks at fires balance the flavor of giant pots. Nurses attend to the sick in the infirmary. Carpenters operate the sawmill or climb ladders to perilous rooftops or feed garbage into the single-minded incinerator. Guards patrol the vast boundary of the compound and check fences and secure gates with rifles slung over shoulders to free their hands for a hammer and nails, or large sticks that they set alongside them as they repair a fence post or tighten barbed wire around the commune perimeter, or they simply stroll and scan everywhere and everyone within range, their arms draped over the ends of sticks balanced behind their necks. The men and women and some older children on farm duty stop their swilling and cleaning of the outlying pig and cow pens. All abandon their duties and run toward the screams. The preacher’s advisers stop their paperwork and radio communications with the faraway capital and make their way to the exit of the main house at the front of the square, unsure what the reason can be for this commotion among the children. Even the commune leader who looked out the window moments earlier at a scene of enviable joy, even he registers something different and decides on the basis of what he hears that his intervention is merited and heads directly for the front door.

—Miss Joyce! Miss Joyce!

Joyce never heard her name called this way, more like a summons, a repeating alarm. She knows right away that her daughter is in trouble. She jumps up from her ledger of supplies for the commune and covers her mouth to trap a scream. Her chair falls to the floor, and receipts scatter from her makeshift desk. She scrambles to the exit of the main house. She prays quickly and quietly for Trina’s safety, more a thought than an utterance, since her lips move but there is no sound.

God, please. Keep my child safe.

This is how Adam earns his second beating. He holds on to Trina and refuses to release his grip. The perimeter guards are the first to approach the cage. They push the circle of children out of the way. They carry long sticks and rifles. They shout at Adam and lash his arms, careful to avoid hitting the child. They swing their sticks and jut the butts of their rifles. A carpenter among the guards swings a hammer. Joyce runs up to the cage and screams at the guards to stop. She fears a badly aimed blow as much as the predicament of her child in the grip of a gorilla. The guards slow a little but do not stop. Adam switches arms around Trina, from his right arm to his left to avoid the pain brought by the men. Trina spots her mother.

—Mom, help me.

Trina stops looking at the men gathered to rescue her. The sight of her mother close and yet far helps to calm her a fraction. She hears children crying, picks out her two close friends, Ryan and Rose, calling her, but they sound farther away than their bodies look. The bodies and voices of the crowd near the cage begin to blur into one mass of sound and movement as Adam tightens his arms around Trina. She cannot keep her mother in focus. She struggles to breathe. Adam’s grip moderates Trina’s screams. She becomes quieter. Her screams shorten to less frequent bursts of air from her constricted frame. Trina’s eyes drift down to the large hairy arms alternating around her body. Adam’s arms feel heavy on her chest and stomach. Under pressure, Trina’s mind switches from the reality of her predicament with Adam to the weightlessness of a dream built from memories of trunks of fallen trees. The kind of tree trunk so big across that she cannot jump over it cleanly but must step up onto its bulk before she leaps down the other side. Mass she views as truly immovable because the large span of one such fallen tree remained for ages lying across a path, and chain saws had to cut it into pieces to clear that path, and several men together could not pick up one such trunk. She feels trapped under a fallen tree. The trunk presses on her chest. She waits for the hands of adults to free her, but they appear to need more time than she can spare.

Trina twists her head to her extreme left to catch a glimpse of Adam’s face, perhaps to put an expression to the strong arms or with her own look of a desperate plea to convince the mind behind the face to free her. The men continue to strike Adam’s arm, and he switches Trina from his left arm to his right. His grip tightens around Trina’s torso more as a natural reflex to the blows than out of any intention to harm the child. Her cries stop. She slumps in Adam’s embrace. The guards lessen then and cease swinging their sticks. Joyce begs someone to free her child. The preacher in charge of all things at the commune pushes his way to the front of the crowd, which parts for him, and in a soothing voice, he offers Adam one very ripe plantain, the yellow skin streaked with black. Adam grabs the fruit with his left hand. The preacher offers a second fruit, and Adam grabs that one as well. He holds Trina in one arm and two plantains in the other hand, both arms stick out between the bars of his cage.

The cage door opens, and Adam sees a tempting variety of treats, bananas, oranges, breadfruit, a head of lettuce, and mangoes, just beyond his reach. Adam tries to work the child’s slumped body along the bars while maintaining his grip on her so that he can reach the fruit basket. But he loses patience with the trickiness of moving Trina along while supporting her slack body and feeding his arms in and out of the bars as he progresses nearer and nearer the hoard of treats. In his haste to move closer to the basket and keep hold of the child in one arm and the two plantains in his other hand, he tightens his grip and squashes the fruits. Adam keeps his eyes on the preacher, who beckons him to come nearer and nearer. Adam, Adam, Adam, the preacher says in a soothing voice. Adam hardly notices his arms slacken around the silent child. He drops her without looking at how her body falls in a heap, one leg under her, the other stuck out to the side and twisted the wrong way, malleable as wire or clay.

The preacher orders the guards and his assistants to take Trina to the infirmary and wait for his orders. The men and women, Joyce first among them, rush to retrieve Trina. Two of the guards drop their sticks, push Joyce to one side, and scoop Trina off the ground somewhat clumsily because they are partly attentive to her and partly mindful of Adam’s exact location in relation to them. They lower Trina to the ground a safe distance from the cage. Joyce drops to her knees and pulls Trina to her chest and sobs. A nurse and the commune doctor separate Joyce from Trina and begin to examine the girl for a breath and a pulse. Two women restrain Joyce and urge her to let the nurse and doctor help. No one is allowed to approach the circle of nurses, the doctor, the personal assistants to the preacher, and the guards surrounding Trina. A heated discussion ensues in hushed tones.

Adam leaps on the treats and scoffs them. The preacher stands less than three feet away. Adam turns once or twice from the food and growls at his benefactor to stay away. The preacher seems not to care about the gorilla’s threats. Adam gathers his treats and moves sideways to the back of his cage, away from his brazen master, then crouches beside the collection of treats and does not notice the preacher exit the cage. Adam looks at the cage door just as the commune leader loops a chain around the door and the bars of the cage and threads the catch of a padlock through holes in the last two links of the chain. It hardly crosses Adam’s mind that he should ignore the treats, charge at the exit, and escape from the cage. Instead he thinks it wise to watch the children more closely the next time they play in case another child approaches his cage. He plans to grip that child as well and take the beating that comes with it just to earn himself more treats.

The preacher orders his guards to clear the area and his men to brandish sticks and lash at the legs of the children who fail to move away quickly enough. Next he orders that Trina be taken to the infirmary, and he allots two other guards to escort Joyce to the main house. Joyce acquiesces quietly. She knows better than to protest against an order from the commune’s leader, even if it means being separated from her injured daughter. The preacher holds up his arms, and the array of guards in the middle of clearing the compound, as well as the many children and adult onlookers backing away, come to a standstill and hush.

—The child is no longer with us. Get back to your work of serving God.

He turns and marches to the infirmary, his walk an odd mix of soldier and sailor, of rigidity and inebriated spasticity. Joyce screams, No. The men and women around her grab her as she lunges toward her daughter. They lift and drag Joyce away from the clearing and steer her to the main house. One of the women, a personal assistant to the preacher, thrusts her face close to Joyce’s and speaks in a rapid volley that is almost a whisper. Joyce nods as she keeps her eyes locked to the woman’s stern gaze. Whatever Joyce hears from the preacher’s assistant, whatever the nature of the threat or inducement, it is enough to make Joyce assume a cooperative demeanor. She nods. She stops her struggle. Her shoulders drop. She takes the arm of the nearest person to her and barely lifts her legs as she is led back to the house. Her lips move and issue a small sound. It would take someone standing very close to her, as close as it takes to stare into a pocket mirror, to hear Joyce’s lips forming her daughter’s name. Trina, said over and again, Trina.

—Guards! Guards!

A prefect shouts for help to come right away and deal with his rebellious mother. Two guards approach the teenager and his mother. She tries to tell her son to be quiet, that she meant nothing by what she said to him. But the prefect, in keeping with his training to listen and report anything suspicious that he hears, no matter the source, tells the guards that his mother said the child could not possibly be dead, that she had to be in a faint or a state of shock. The guards congratulate the prefect on his loyalty to Father and the commune, over and above any loyalty to blood, and second only in loyalty to the Most High. They grab the woman and march her away. The teenager looks satisfied but not completely so. He looks around for someone else, anyone else, nearby to tell him he did the right thing in reporting his mother to the guards. He did as he was trained to do, as all the children are trained to do: Report anyone who expresses any opinion that goes against the teachings and orders of their leader. Another prefect comes over to the teenager and pats him on the back. The teenager watches his mother for a moment as the guards march her to the infirmary, where the commune leader and his inner circle of advisers and assistants have Trina. The other prefect hits the teenager gently on the arm, gently but with sufficient purpose to jolt him back to the business at hand, and the two plunge themselves into the fray of clearing the compound of idling children.

Guards raise their sticks and swing them at children and shout at others to move away from the area. Ryan and Rose and the other children who share a dormitory with Trina begin to cry aloud and ignore the sticks. Poorly aimed blows, meant for the legs, connect with backs and arms. Rose ducks too low in an effort to dodge a blow, and the bamboo stick hits her on her head and splits the thin flesh. The quick flow of blood heightens her screams and attracts more lashes to quiet her. Ryan rushes forward and grabs Rose, steering her away from the square, and both draw a few more lashes from the guards, who continue in their quest to carry out the preacher’s orders. Parents do their best to pull their distraught children away from the raised sticks. The adults around Joyce wipe their eyes and avoid her empty stare. They fight an impulse to stand and look in the direction of the infirmary. The whole thing has happened so fast that many of the children appear puzzled, and some of them repeatedly ask the older children nearby and the adults they can trust if it can really be so that the girl, Trina, just died in the arms of the gorilla. The same reply emerges from each responsible older child and adult as if learned by rote: If Father says the child is dead, then it has to be so.

And from being a clearing in the jungle where moments ago children ran in wild abandon, the compound converts into an empty mausoleum, no children in the open. Whimpers emanate from the oblong dormitories where the children dived for cover. An older girl soothes Rose while Ryan dabs the cut on her head. Several boys and girls covered in welts from the sticks sit with friends who comfort them and urge them at the same time to be quiet as they struggle to recover their composure. Their cries are discernible only by standing directly outside the dormitory’s log building and listening for signs of distress. Guards practice this act of listening and leaning with an ear against a door only to bang against the door for absolute silence. The guards repeat the trick at other dormitories, and that proves sufficient, for soon the settlement returns to calm and industry, an air overlaid by the metronomic thrum of the power generator and an occasional splash of parrots mapping their flight paths with screeches or the ferocious tapping of woodpeckers pausing to squawk with delight at their progress drilling holes in the trunks of trees.

Adam peers through his bars around the empty compound and up at the sky, where the bales of cloud have all too soon begun to whittle away and become translucent and invisible in the dropping furnace of the sun. Branches on the zinc roof of Adam’s cage deflect the heat and create an illusion of a natural habitat; tarpaulin curtains guard two sides of the cage against the sun’s flame. A pile of bedding furnishes one area, mostly straw, small branches, old clothes, and, for entertainment, a large tree limb on the floor and an old tire suspended from a rope at the center of the cage. Adam avoids the trough of pig swill but tolerates his water bowl. On occasion he enjoys treats of fruit and confectionary.

It was not always like this. At one time the cage was never locked, and he could roam around the compound getting into mischief. Monkey business, the preacher called it. He wrestled with the commune guards, who seemed content to roll around with him on the floor until he clobbered them unintentionally, intending to fend off a blow or beat someone to the punch. This resulted in fewer romps on the floor of huts or in the grass, though there was always someone willing to challenge him and risk getting knocked around. Denied a watermelon, the gorilla became angry and took it anyway, cuffing the commune guard who stood between him and his food. The dismissive wave of his hand translated in human terms into a perfect sucker punch. A couple more guards approached, and he fought them off with a few well-aimed sweeps of his arms. Others arrived to chase him out of the storeroom when he was grabbing at one treat after another, some of which he ate in just one bite. He attracted more guards, and their numbers turned into a crowd. The cheers and smiles turned to jeers and curses.

Adam simply stopped reacting and bent his head and kept his eyes glued to the floor, forgetting half a mango and part of a watermelon, loaves of bread with just one chunk missing, bags of flour, rice, and sugar ripped open and sampled, vegetables scattered about. The guards prodded him with their sticks, and he moved from the storeroom, as directed, toward his cage. They shouted at him to keep moving and move faster. They herded him into his cage and added a chain and padlock, and that was the last day he tasted freedom.

On occasion, he gets scratched by the preacher on his preferred spot between his shoulder blades, just as his mother had scratched him before his capture. Every time he thinks about her he stares at the jungle as if she might walk out into the clearing to end her long search for him.

The preacher scratches him with a hand that feels a bit like hers but through the bars of a cage, and Adam has to offer his back as a sign that he welcomes a scratch and therefore it is a safe undertaking. He held a child in his arms, and that earned him his second beating. The child’s mother screamed at him. He wishes he had his mother. She would scream at somebody to unlock her son’s cage, and she would scratch his back with more affection and accuracy than the preacher.


TWO

The unpainted wooden structures nearest the preacher’s house contain multiple families who are associated with the preacher in some personal capacity or have high standing in the commune. The doctor and nurses and the preacher’s personal assistants and top bodyguards all live with their families in shared houses set apart from the other commune members, whose children sleep together in dormitories. Other buildings serve as the laundry, carpentry, foundry, sawmill, schoolroom, and numerous dormitories, all joined by walkways. Close to dusk, with the low sun filtered by the forest, four guards march to Adam’s cage carrying long poles and a large piece of tarpaulin balanced between them. They spread the tarpaulin on the floor, thread the poles through two ends of the fabric, and hold up the sheet in front of Adam’s cage to block his view of the compound and main house and infirmary. Adam hears a lot of activity coming from behind the screen. He sees, around the sides of the tarpaulin, a number of people approach his cage from all parts of the commune. The activity behind the tarpaulin stops, and the four guards collapse it, pull out the two poles from the ends, and fold the sheet by having two guards walk with their ends to the other two guards. Adam recoils from the scene that greets him. He stops seeing the guards in front of his cage as they untie the ends of the tarpaulin until the sheet shrinks to the size of a suitcase. All four guards drag the folded tarpaulin to one side and come back to the front of the cage, waving again their sticks and rifles, and order the people assembled to take a few steps back. Few people need any further motivation. They comply quickly. They know it is never a good idea to stand too close to an armed guard. Still, the assembly swells, bringing the work of the commune to a standstill. Expressions of astonishment and loud gasps fly around the gathering as new arrivals catch sight of the scene in front of the cage.

An open coffin sits there on a plinth. Two armed guards stand attention beside Trina’s lifeless body. A third person, a nurse, fans flies from the child’s face, powdered into a mask. Trina is adorned in an ornately laced full-length white cotton dress. Her mother pushes past the perimeter of guards in front of the cage and throws her body against the bars and bawls and implores Adam to take her life as he took her daughter’s. Some women in the crowd start crying, too. Ryan and Rose lean on each other in disbelief. Joyce cries and pounds her fists on Adam’s cage. She looks over at the community leader’s house and only incidentally at Adam, and she hardly glances at her decorated child in the oblong box. Adam retreats to the back of his cage, suspicious of her performance. He worries that his proximity to her might get him into some sort of trouble. Perhaps a third beating. A group of the preacher’s personal assistants and guards half-heartedly approaches Joyce, and she surrenders readily to their touch as they coax her away from the cage and the exhibit of her daughter.

Adam stares at Trina. He cannot be sure of his senses. She lies perfectly still. Her face is bone-white. Her lips have darkened with the lids of her eyes. Her hands clasped across her chest: white as well. And yet he expects her to leap onto her feet at any moment and resume her game of running from another child trying to catch her. Adam remembers how his mother grew just as still and how she failed to move no matter how much he implored her to attend to his cries. He thinks the girl might be in the same condition of helplessness. Could his grip have made her still the way his mother was long ago? He held her. Yes. She became still in his arms. Yes. Now she lies in a coffin in front of his cage. He turns away from the coffin and pictures a banana grove and a waterfall and his mother by his side. But his mind comes back to the child in the coffin. He sees himself in that box with his body reduced to the size of a child’s and his mother not there to scream for him. He sees his mother as that child. And he howls and rattles the bars of his cage.

Everyone in the commune wipes away tears of approval at their distant cousin’s display of remorse; sad as they are, they display gladness to see that Adam understands the meaning of his actions. The commune’s spiritual leader stares into the cage through the bars. Adam entertains an impulse to grab the man and keep hold of him just as he grabbed the child and earned a pile of treats. But he shakes the thought from his head and avoids the preacher’s dark, unblinking eyes. He knows this is the only man in the commune who does not fear him. He understands this lack of fear to mean that their fortunes are intertwined. If Adam knows one thing from his beating after he grabbed the girl, it is that his well-being depends on the preacher’s: As long as the preacher leads this community, Adam will prosper with him; just as only the preacher’s word can halt Adam’s beatings, only the preacher’s actions can alter Adam’s fate.

The preacher walks to the coffin and waves his arms over the face of the girl. Two more guards approach, taking turns pushing forward a woman in their custody. She stands beside the coffin, and the preacher announces to everyone that a good prefect, the very son of this woman standing before him, exposed her for expressing doubts about the tragedy that has befallen Trina and her mother, Joyce. He gestures to the prefect, who takes a step forward and bows his head, and the people applaud. The preacher turns to the woman and asks if, in her layperson’s opinion, she thinks the child is not really dead. He wants to know from her lips, because the report from her son, a trustworthy prefect, says that she thinks the child is pretending to be dead. The woman shakes her head. The preacher wants her to check for herself and tell the people gathered around them what she thinks she sees. The woman says she is not a doctor, and if the doctor pronounced the child dead, then it must be so, the child must be dead and gone, since the doctor is the expert. She apologizes for expressing any doubt and explains that her doubts were not said in disbelief but in a refusal to accept the loss of one so young.

The preacher invites various people in the crowd to come forward and see for themselves whether the child is pretending to be dead. He picks out individuals at random. Two guards are among the chosen. Each files forward and looks closely at Trina lying still as a log in her cot-sized coffin. Some start to cry, while others shake their heads in despair and make the sign of the cross, and one woman takes the preacher’s hand and kisses it. The woman who kisses the ring of the preacher lunges for the woman branded as a disbeliever, but the guards block her path and gently restrain her and steer her back into the crowd. The doubting woman cowers. Except for the two guards pulled from the crowd, who take up positions near the preacher, all the other witnesses are sent back to their places. They look at the woman as if she is the devil incarnate. The preacher raises his thick eyebrows and stares at the woman. His act of looking at her lasts no longer than a second. She falls to her knees and begs the preacher’s forgiveness. She tells the assembled crowd that the child is dead indeed. She says through her loud crying that it is a tragedy, but Trina is most definitely in the arms of the Almighty. The preacher nods in approval. He reminds her to keep her faith at the very moment when the devil of doubt and disbelief rears his ugly head. She says repeatedly:

—Thank you, Father. Thank you, Father.

The guards usher the woman back into the crowd. The people standing nearby edge away as if to avoid some form of contaminate. Her son, newly promoted from a prefect to a guard for demonstrating his loyalty to the preacher over loyalty to family, puts his arm around her. She stands there with her son’s arm around her but keeps her arms by her sides and cries. The commune leader returns his attention to Trina in the coffin. Again he waves his hand over her head.

—God’s child, listen. I speak to you as God’s messenger.

He looks at Adam and nods, and Adam returns the nod. For a third time the preacher waves his arms over Trina and places his palms on her face and issues his order to her at the top of his voice:

—Arise, my child. God, rise up this child, release the pangs of death, because it is not possible for one of your children to be held by it.

The crowd leans forward, eyes darting from the preacher to the coffin and back. Adam mimics the movement. Joyce stands at the front of the crowd and stares at her daughter lying in the coffin. Two women flank Joyce and keep their hands on her as if to check any sudden movement.

The preacher stretches his hand toward Trina and pushes with his spread fingers at her head, roughly, the way a hand might make contact with someone who has slept through an alarm and the calling of a name.

—Arise, my child!

Joyce tightens her lips and narrows her eyes. She takes care to lower her head and hide her disapproval of the way the commune leader is handling her daughter. Only the preacher looks away from the coffin. He searches the faces of the crowd for any trace of defiance, and finding his scrutiny met with cowed compliance, from averted eyes to heads lowered into shoulders, he returns his attention to the coffin fitted with Trina.

—Get up out of the coffin, child!

What happens next takes a couple of seconds to begin, seconds that appear to slow down and stall just long enough for the crowd to come to terms with the possibility of an impossible occurrence. Eyes search the sky just in case some external force might actually come into play. The people glance at one another and back to the coffin and preacher. Adam’s eyes chase the people’s stares from the heavens to one another and then the coffin. Joyce keeps her eyes on her daughter. The preacher repeats his action, pushing his fingers against Trina’s forehead as he speaks.

—Arise, my child, and take your rightful place among the living!

A gasp escapes the crowd as Trina jerks awake. She rises staggeringly to her feet. People faint. Small children scream and hide behind their parents. Ryan and Rose cling to each other. Rose buries her face in Ryan’s shirt. The prefect, who betrayed his mother for expressing doubts about Trina’s condition, falls to his knees, and his mother hesitates for just a moment before she drops to her knees beside him. Adam grabs the bars of his cage and thuds his head against them, eyes wide. His nostrils flare as he sniffs the space between Trina and him. The preacher offers an arm and Trina takes it, steadies herself, and steps out of the coffin as gingerly as one might step out of a bath. She curtsies and smiles to ecstatic applause. She leans against the coffin and shades her eyes, looking into the crowd for her mother. Joyce runs to her with open arms and scoops her off her feet and squeezes her nearly as hard as Adam. Mother and daughter sob. Ryan and Rose walk up to Trina and Joyce. Trina sees them and smiles. They stretch out their hands slowly and touch Trina lightly and quickly retract their arms. Joyce pulls them close to her and all four embrace. Rose feels Joyce’s arm around her shoulders and imagines it is her banished mother, not Trina’s, who hugs her. The people keep up their cheering and applause and bow their heads repeatedly in the direction of their leader. Some of the women fall to their knees and forcibly drag their children down with them. Others follow suit, their arms busy making the sign of the cross. Whispers of praise the Lord and Father begin and spread throughout the crowd, and a chant builds and rises to a crescendo of: Hallelujah. Praise Father. Bless Father. The preacher nods at them and looks proudly at Adam and bares his Tic-Tac teeth.

—You are all witnesses of how God works His miracles through me?

—Yes, Father.

—I am flesh and blood like you, but my faith in God is strong, and God feels it and works His miracles through me.

The crowd says over and over, Praise the Lord.

—Repeat after me, my children. We will die ...

—We will die.

—... But we will rise again.

—But we will rise again.

—Repeat. We are destined to die ...

—We are destined to die.

—... And surely we will rise again.

—And surely we will rise again.

—For the kingdom of heaven is ours. Repeat!

—For the kingdom of heaven is ours.

Spontaneous applause and more shouts of hallelujah ripple through the crowd. Several hundred adults hug one another, and the children take the cue and clasp hands and jump up and down. The preacher steps up to the bars of the cage. Adam suppresses an impulse to leap at the bars and grab his master, not to capture him but to feel if he is the same as the girl and the guards, the same soft flesh and pliable bones. Adam notices that the man’s left arm is behind his back. Adam focuses on that arm, interested in whatever surprise might be stored there. The preacher nods again, and Adam copies the nod and cracks his face with a smile. Next, the commune leader produces a banana and pushes his arm through the bars. Adam does not hesitate. He grabs the banana, taking care to touch part of the man’s hand. He finds that the hand is softer than he expects, almost as soft as the proffered fruit. Adam thinks, Father, just like everyone in the commune.

Joyce leads her daughter from the cage through a forest of arms tapping them on the head and shoulders and through a sea of smiles and wet faces. Joyce lifts her dress and wipes Trina’s face with the hem.

—Let’s clean you up and get you out of these clothes.

—Can I keep the dress for a special occasion?

For an answer, Joyce looks at one of the assistants, who nods her approval and tells Trina to go to the house and pick up a brand-new flute. They march inside, and Trina admires the walls hung with masks and carvings of oddly shaped figures and paintings of campfire scenes and spies; propped in one corner is a large glass case that resembles a fish tank, divided into four compartments housing two tarantulas and two scorpions. Trina walks her fingers and thumb along the glass, over one of the labels, Guyana Pinktoe, written in neat cursive, and a tarantula creeps toward her hand before she hurriedly withdraws. She taps on the glass of the Gormar scorpion, and it scuttles to meet her hand, and she withdraws again. She hesitates and reminds herself that even scorpions cannot sting through glass, then reaches forward and presses against the place where the scorpion rests. The guard warns her not to tap or touch if she wants to remain in the reverend’s good books. An assistant appears and hands Trina a wooden flute. Joyce nudges her.

—What do you say?

—Thank you very much.

Trina turns the flute over in her hands and hugs it. She wants to try out a few notes, but she thinks better of it because her lips are covered in dark lipstick. Her mother leads her out of the house and Trina hangs on to the flute with one hand and her mother’s hand with the other. They head from the main house to the infirmary with the nurse and the doctor, who says he wants to make sure the child is all right.

Very few people remain in the wide clearing between the preacher’s house and Adam’s cage. Most have dissolved into the surrounding buildings, back to the kitchen and food hall, the bakery, the schoolhouse, the laundry building, the separate dormitories for adults and children, and the mill with its adjoining incinerator and chimney stack, or else farther out to the fields and outlying pig farm. The preacher retreats from the cage, dips his hands into a basket, and returns to the side of the cage with his hands full of fruit and bread. An assistant carries a bucket of water. Father unlocks the cage. Adam thinks fleetingly that he should dash for the exit and keep running until he is far from this place of sticks and whip and back with his mother among the trees, vines, and chatter of birds, in her embrace before she was knocked to the ground by a nail hole he tested with his finger hoping to wake her moments before a net pinned him down and he was dragged away from her. But his Father cares for him in a way that makes him want to stay in his cage and hope for more gifts of fruit and back scratches, maybe even for his master to return the life robbed from his mother’s body. As his master steps into the cage, Adam holds out his hands and lowers his head to make it clear that all he wants are the treats and nothing else. Nothing bad will happen, no grabbing, no sudden movement, not even a growl. And it works. The preacher hands treats to Adam and pours a bucket into his drinking bowl, and all seems to return to the harmony of before, except Adam remains confined to his cage. No mother for him but Father. Many people visit his cage, and he turns his back, and a friendly hand that is not his master’s scratches him.

The children exercise the utmost care in the vicinity of Adam’s cage. They still stone him if an adult is not nearby to catch them. Not Trina. She walks close by if her mother is not looking, almost within an arm’s length. She asks Ryan and Rose not to pelt Adam. Ryan wants to know why her change of heart. Trina says being locked in a cage is bad enough for the beast. When she looks at Adam, she says she feels lucky to be alive. Adam could have crushed her after she fainted in his arms and the men continued to lash him. But he did not.

—He killed you.

—No, Rose. All Adam did was squeeze me a bit too hard.

—Ryan wants to know if Father really did that to you, Trina.

—Yes. We must never speak about it. I am a ghost.

Trina holds up her arms and shakes her hands:

—Boo!

Ryan and Rose recoil from her and laugh, hands over mouths to stifle the sound, eyes roving left and right for any prefect or adult sure to object to such levity.

Adam likes to watch the children at work or running and screaming with delight. Their missiles puzzle him. He never meant to hurt the girl. He feels sorry that he grabbed her and held her too tight and she ended up in a box on display in front of his cage, lying as still as his mother when she fell with a finger-sized hole in her head.


THREE

The preacher hands Joyce an envelope containing a list of names of government officials with sums beside their names.

—Go to the capital and disperse these funds for me.

—Yes, Father.

—Come straight back. I need Trina and you here.

—Of course, Father.

Joyce and Trina almost break into a run to get to the landing pier, restrained only by the presence of the two guards assigned to accompany them. They see the captain again for the first time in weeks. He is glad, though he, too, keeps his enthusiasm from erupting in front of the guards. Nevertheless, they hug quickly. Each has to wrench away arms that do not wish to let go. Each pulls back from resting a head on a familiar shoulder for too long. The first mate joins in as well. The captain and the first mate shake hands with the guards, Eric and Kevin, who take turns announcing to Joyce within earshot of Captain and First Mate that relations should be seen as more formal between the commune and outsiders, no matter how friendly the outsiders. Joyce apologizes.

The first mate unmoors the boat and throws the two rope anchors on board and hops back from the wharf onto the Coffee. The captain sweeps the vessel around and the river pulls at the craft and the engine goes up an octave as they embark. Parts of the river’s surface capture the faint blue that pushes through thin cloud cover. Parakeets swoop their rainbow banners left and right, moving fast in orchestration and with what might be construed as raucous group laughter.

The captain and Joyce separately ponder the idea of more formality between them. Trina takes out her sketchpad and pencils and sits, looking all around at the shifting scene of the riverbank, the tumble of the water and the slide of sky, two skies to be accurate, and this starts her pencil scribbling, one sky above and another reflected on the river’s glass.

Kevin and Eric look at their charges every now and again but mostly they chat with each other as they play cards for secret stashes of commune-proscribed loot. They confine their exclamations to outward apparel in lieu of mild cursing since none is allowed by the community.

—Jacket!

—Oh, skirt.

First Mate Anthony demonstrates the latest disco moves to a bunch of eager young passengers, moves that he claims rule the clubs in L.A. and New York. He gets the passengers to begin a slow clap while he gyrates and thrusts out his arms and spins on the spot, and without knowing what unfolds there, a viewer might mistake the first mate for an epileptic in the throes of a seizure, being egged on by a set of cruel witnesses.

Joyce launches into an attempt to convince Kevin and Eric of a cool impartiality toward the captain. She winks at the captain before she draws him into a typical debate between a commune devotee and an outside skeptic.

—But Captain Aubrey, all this sensory stuff to do with the boat ride is an illusion.

—What you call an illusion, all this, is all there is, Miss Joyce.

—Paradise is all this and more, everlasting life, but you settle for material well-being, which is transitory, and sacrifice spiritual wealth.

—Food, clothing, and shelter come before pursuit of an afterlife.

—The only true calling is a study of the ways and means to get closer to God.

—I run my boat and mind my own business and live my good life as best as I can.

—Your so-called good life is nothing without a belief in paradise, why settle for less?

—This life is rich and more than enough for me.

—The reverend teaches us that the material pursuit is such a powerful illusion that those who believe in it cannot see beyond what is in front of their eyes.

—I have my charts and a compass, and I know where I am going.

—But you don’t have love in your life, you don’t have God, and you think that the life you see all around you is all the life that there is, and you are wrong.

—No more wrong than those who believe in what they cannot see as the only thing to aim for in the blind belief that they will wake up and find it waiting for them. Meanwhile, they neglect the precious world around them or treat their flesh with disdain.

—What’s flesh when compared with the spirit? Nothing. Spirit is everything.

Both Eric and Kevin cast satisfied glances at Joyce and give the captain a triumphant stare that tells him he has met his intellectual match. They are pleased to have Joyce on their side.

—The captain’s on the ropes, nah, the canvas, and he doesn’t have the grace to surrender.

—Joyce’s our smartest emissary.

—After the reverend.

—Goes without saying.

The Coffee cuts a path through the river, and the wake fans out behind the boat and holds out the promise of permanence, but only for a while, only as long as it takes the current to obliterate that wake and restore the river’s mirror as if the boat never cut through there.

Two guards meet Joyce’s party at the city port. One acts as a driver, the other bears a rifle for their protection. They pack into a seven-seat jeep. The streets of the capital—lit somewhat selectively, since the national grid functions at an historical low—present a tableau of shadows interspersed with islands of luminosity. Most of the big houses operate generators, and the engines make parts of the city sound like an all-night Formula 1 race. The reality is different, few cars and even fewer people on foot. Army jeeps patrol with searchlights that they direct down dark alleys and at pedestrians who shield their faces and answer questions about their destinations and sometimes are searched at gunpoint and relieved of a sizable portion of any currency found on them, which the locals refer to as being taxed, since there is an official dimension to this heist, as distinct from being choked and robbed or mugged by a gang or kidnapped for ransom.

Fights break out between territorial dogs, thin mangy strays as fierce as bulls. The barks and yelps, though sporadic, are as distinct as gunfire in a shoot-out. On a couple of occasions an army jeep challenges the commune jeep before quickly waving them on their way, sometimes even with an apology. The unwritten practice is never to impose an impromptu tax on commune people, because they operate a system of bribes as efficient as any corporate payroll.

The headlights pick up men walking in the dark. The men wear their shirts rolled up to expose their midriffs. They shield their eyes from the glare and wave at the jeep for it to stop and give them a ride. The jeep passes garishly dressed women brushed fleetingly by the foraging headlamps and erased by the pursuing dark. Parts of the women’s bodies appear for a moment to be plucked from anonymity by the sweep of the headlights and thrown back into it, as the headlights move on: a bare thigh or near-exposed breast, a red-lipped smile, a wink. They are watched over by men’s shadows lingering near cars with open doors and loud music.

The jeep pulls up in front of a large building with a wooden sign stating that it is the headquarters of the People’s Commune. Trina sleeps, exhausted. Joyce carries her while Kevin and Eric diligently open and close various doors for Joyce’s smooth conveyance from jeep and street to front door to parlor, into corridor, and upstairs to a guest bedroom. Joyce deposits Trina in bed with a kiss, freshens up with a quick shower and change of clothes, and heads back downstairs for the business of the commune with the names on her list, business that lasts late into the night.

She looks over the bookkeeping for the commune office building with the secretary stationed there and says she cannot ratify the accounts due to several irregularities. She runs her finger on a countertop and shakes off the dust and looks at the secretary for an explanation.

—We had to fire the cleaner. She stole from us.

—Well, hire someone else. This place represents us. First impressions are lasting ones.

—Yes, Miss Joyce.

Cars with ministerial or other official government plates, some with army and police escorts, including the interior minister’s, pull up outside the headquarters in a steady stream. Joyce greets the officials while surrounded by Kevin, Eric, and other commune guards and leads them to a back room where envelopes swap hands and instructions pass from mouth to ears and understandings are understood and little pleasantries lead to warm partings and more greetings for more of the same and the same old same old.

On the early drive back to the port, they meet an unusual traffic jam. A cart has broken down in the road, and it seems the driver might be waiting for volunteers to amass in sufficient numbers to help him drag the cart and horse to one side. But when the jeep pulls almost to the front of the queue of vehicles inching around the accident, it becomes clear that the long cart laden with huge logs looks fine, with all four of its wheels upright on the two axles, but the horse that is supposed to pull the cargo slumps on all fours even as the owner repeatedly lashes the unresponsive beast with a long and very thick stick.

The noise of the beating makes Trina cover her ears. Joyce holds on to Trina to gain comfort as much as to offer it. The stick sounds like it should snap in two or the horse’s flesh tear free or its bones shatter. Each lash seems to reverberate in the jeep. Joyce slams her fist on the front of her seat and orders the driver to unlock the doors. The driver says he knows things out there must look bad, but the commune cannot get involved with the daily life of the city. Joyce tells the driver that unless he unlocks the door immediately, she will break the glass and climb out the jeep’s window. Trina stops cringing, distracted by Joyce’s protest. The driver looks at the other armed guard in the front seat, who avoids his eyes, and so he sends his visual appeal to Kevin and Eric, who shrug. He presses the button and unlocks the doors. Joyce storms out of the jeep. The driver implores her to ignore the melee, which he says is going on right now on every street, and would she want them to solve all of them? Joyce pushes her way to the front of the onlookers and shouts at the man:

—Can’t you see the beast is spent?

—Spent? This beast owes me.

The man is indignant. He turns and again swings his stick at the horse. Joyce hurries back to the jeep and asks Eric for his rifle. The guard looks at her with enough incredulity to stop a charging elephant in its tracks. But Joyce pulls the rifle away from his grasp, through the open window. It is the same incredulity in the co-driver that keeps him from resisting her. Joyce marches back through the crowd parting for her, and she approaches the cart. The horse now lies on its side, and the cart man looms over it with his long stick and swings away. He might be beating dust out of a carpet or driving a large stave into the ground. He grunts with the effort of his lashes. This time Eric and Kevin brandish their rifles and follow Joyce. The crowd ducks out of her way. She aims shakily and fires. People nearest to her dive and run. The man swinging the stick stops and turns to face Joyce. She lowers the rifle and thanks him for his undivided attention and says the next bullet will not be into the air.

—Drop the stick.

Joyce supports the rifle with palms that move about the barrel as if trying to recognize by touch exactly what it is that those hands bear. She aims it straight at the driver of the cart. The man curses and drops the stick.

—Thank you.

The cart owner shrugs. Murmurs sweep around the growing group of bystanders. He glances at them but cannot make out if the whispers condone or condemn Joyce’s actions or his. Joyce hands her rifle to Kevin, who now has two of them to handle.

Joyce snatches the whip from the cart owner. She lifts the stick and brings it down hard on the legs of the cart driver, who skips and moves toward her as if to retaliate but thinks better of it as he sees the guards aiming rifles at him. Joyce hits the man two more times, each blow harder than the one before. She is crying, and the cart driver capitulates and says he is sorry for being rude and promises to take better care of his horse.

—The blasted animal is letting me down. I got deliveries to make; many mouths to feed.

—You’re destroying your livelihood in a cruel fashion.

Joyce hands his stick to him and dries her eyes on her dress and asks the cart driver how much it would cost him to rest the horse for a couple of days and hire another beast of burden to finish his day’s work. The cart driver rubs his bruised leg and names a price. Joyce suggests a lower price. The cart driver throws out a third figure a little above Joyce’s. They agree. Joyce asks Kevin and Eric to hand over the notes, and the crowd applauds and Joyce finds extra notes for all of them, and the cheers follow them as they drive away.

On their way to the port, they joke about the look on the cart man’s face. The guards tell Joyce that she is a true representative of the People’s Commune, and brave. They pass vendors with ripe fruit hanging on string from rickety stalls, a gauntlet of honey and flower smells and loud inducements to stop and taste and buy a little something with wide gestures and smiling, inviting faces. They pass schoolchildren in pressed uniforms with satchels, filing along the roadside with combed hair and neat plaits and oiled faces, elbows, and knees. And sheep and goats meandering into the lane of traffic, some dragging a rope they must have chewed through or pulled free from some pen. Chickens peck at minuscule grub in the roadside pebbles. Dogs trot from shade to shade and eye each other cautiously, more so than the deadlier vehicles passing inches from them. Joyce hugs Trina, and Trina keeps hold of her mother all the way to the port.

The captain and first mate look glad to meet them again, and the return journey includes much respectful trust shown by Kevin and Eric to Joyce. They tell the story of the cart man and his horse, and the captain and first mate nod and look at Joyce with new eyes.

The first mate jumps into the conversation:

—Captain, tell Trina one of your Anansi stories.

—Cousin, you want me to bore the child to tears.

—What’s Anansi?

—You mean who, Trina. He’s a spider character, and he likes to play tricks on everyone.

—Did you make him up?

—No. He comes all the way from Africa.

—Trina, you’re making your mother look bad. Don’t you remember those Brer Rabbit stories?

—I know, Mom. But I want to hear an Anansi story from Mr. Captain. Please.

—The captain’s busy, Trina. We’re almost at the commune.

—I’m never too busy to tell Anansi stories. We could start one and finish it next time.

—Yes, Mr. Aubrey Captain, tell me one.

—Just Captain will do, Trina. So you want to hear about Anansi?

—Yes, Captain.

Trina sits next to the captain as he commands the Coffee, and she listens to one of his Anansi stories, something about the spider having to share a hand of bananas with his wife and four children and he gives one banana to each of them and










OEBPS/images/9780062277343_Cover.jpg
CHILDREN

PARADISE

A NOVEL

FRED D’AGUIAR





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
CHILDREN

OF PARADISE

A NOVEL

Fred D’Aguiar





