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			Chapter Eight

			[image: snell.tif] 

			Hilda observed the veterans’ arrival with little interest. Her feet hurt and Nelson was clearly in no hurry to go home. There was sand in her hair and in her teeth – God only knew how it got there. Nelson whispered in Dolores’s ear, his mouth up close to her glossy black hair. They looked like two thoroughbred horses together. Dolores flung her head back to laugh, exposing the strong lines of her throat. Hilda pictured them in the back of the Caddy, Dolores’s toned legs wrapped around him, his hands at her narrow waist, his mouth on hers. The pain was overwhelming, like she was drowning in it.

			Her eyes rested on the veterans’ leader, the one with the big scar on his neck. He was clearly in command, carried himself straight and tall and the others followed. Hilda recognised him. She struggled to focus. Harold? Horace? No . . . Henry. Selma’s brother, been away a long time, back now with the veterans to build that bridge. He had done some work at the house to make extra money, repairing one of the hurricane shutters. A good-looking man, or he would be, she thought, if he got some decent food in him. An idea began to crystallise.

			 

			Henry stooped to kiss his sister’s cheek. The atmosphere hummed with electric tension, like there was a great big generator buried in the sand beneath their feet. ‘Jesus, Selma,’ he looked around, ‘what’s been going on here?’

			‘A black jackass attacked a white jackass. Same as every year, but then you wouldn’t know about that, would you?’ Before he could reply, she said, ‘Henry, your boys better not make no trouble. We had our fill for one night, I can tell you.’

			‘Don’t you worry about my boys,’ he said, with a sideways glance at the men. Sonny twirled a petite, giggly woman to the music on the gramophone. Franklin was in conversation with a pretty girl too, showing her some of his driftwood carvings. Everyone was behaving like civilised people. So far. ‘They just here to have a good time. Any food left?’ He patted his flat stomach. ‘I’m starvin’.’

			She regarded him through narrowed, tired eyes. ‘Henry Roberts, what the hell’s wrong with you?’

			‘What you mean, sister?’

			Selma gestured towards the figure of Missy, down by the surf. Her dress glowed against the dark blue of the water, which was streaked with the orange and red fragments of the sunset.

			She looked so pretty. Had he been anywhere else, had she been anyone else, he most certainly would have been intending some private time with her. He could feel her waiting, but did not want to disturb the picture she made.

			‘I don’t know, Selma,’ he said, suddenly at a loss. Unused to polite company, after so long on the road, he had forgotten how to be with people. Everything felt temporary, like it could all be washed away by the next wave. His former friends and neighbours studied him with guarded smiles. Their curious stares tingled on his back. ‘I don’t think it’s a good—’

			Selma planted her feet, folded her arms, and leaned very close. Her breath, scented slightly with beer, was hot in his face. ‘You listen to me now. I put up with you coming back here after so long, with barely a word for me or your mama, the good Lord rest her soul. I put up with you livin’ out at the camp, showin’ you care more for those . . . men,’ she fairly spat the word, ‘than for your own people. But I will not,’ she leaned even closer, her finger pushed into his chest, ‘I repeat, not, put up with you breakin’ that girl’s heart for a second time.’ Her voice went quiet. ‘You read me, Henry?’

			‘Now, Sunny, you just—’

			‘Don’t call me that. I ain’t in the mood.’

			‘All right, Selma.’ He looked again at the figure in the yellow dress. ‘The whole truth is I ain’t the person she remembers.’ He recalled that little girl, who believed him capable of anything, who trusted him completely. The way she used to look at him, like he was some kind of hero because he knew stuff and could read stories . . . it made him believe too. All that was gone, everything she knew of him, burned away at a shanty town in Washington. He had nothing to offer someone like her. ‘You don’t realise how I’ve changed—’

			‘We all changed, Henry!’ Selma’s nostrils flared and her hands spread wide, taking in the whole beach, Missy included. ‘S’what eighteen years will do to a body. She been waitin’, all that time. For you. Now go on, say whatever you got to say. But be a man. It time you take responsibility for what you done.’

			 

			When Dwayne returned to the beach, having settled Ike in his cell for the night, he was greeted by an unexpected scene. A group of veterans chatted amiably with the townspeople and everyone had a beer in hand, but no one was obviously drunk. A big guy with a goofy grin was doing a shambling jitterbug. Even the rather scary one with the eye patch seemed to be getting on well with Violet and some of the white folks had drifted over to get a better look at them. Maybe Doc was right, and it will be OK after all.

			Something akin to disappointment settled over him. A good fight would be a welcome distraction from the words overheard earlier, which had twined around his brain like a strangler fig: baby Roy’s daddy . . . Henry, Henry Roberts. They slithered through his consciousness to the point where he could barely wrest his thoughts away. Could that be the answer? After so long, wondering, torturing himself and Noreen, was the answer as simple as that?

			He forced himself to focus on what he could be sure of:  Mabel was the worst kind of fool, and an inveterate gossip. She slavered over a hot rumour the way he did a sirloin steak. Yet he also knew that, in small towns, this was exactly how news got around. It was often just a kernel of truth, wrapped in layers of speculation and even pure fantasy.

			He jabbed the toe of his boot into the sand, hands sunk deep into his pockets. The timing of Roberts’s arrival at the camp fitted. Everyone knew the coloured soldiers got a taste for white women overseas, and he was well aware of Roberts’s reputation for causing trouble with his ideas. In every way, Roberts was the kind of man who could do such a thing.

			The sand spilled over his boot, millions of grains of it, in only a few inches of space. Was there even the tiniest grain of truth in what Mabel said? He had to find out.

			His eyes were drawn to the other side of the beach, where Roberts was deep in conversation with his sister. The man clearly thought a lot of himself, just from the way he was standing, back straight, shoulders square. Like he was in charge of something. Dwayne could not help himself, despite all the rational arguments against it. He studied Henry’s face, looking for the resemblance. The longer he looked, the more uncertain he felt. There were things that reminded him of Roy, in the shape of Henry’s face, the tilt of his head – but nothing definitive, nothing that would serve as conclusive proof.

			More confused than ever, he was about to turn away, determined to master the turmoil in his head, when he saw something that fixed him to the spot. Henry and Selma were arguing and from their posture, Dwayne could tell it was about something important. Then Selma’s lips formed the words that made up Dwayne’s mind. She said to Henry, ‘Now go on, say whatever you got to say. But be a man. It time you take responsibility for what you done.’

			 

			Hilda watched and waited for Henry to finish talking with his sister. When he set off down the beach, she saw her chance and rushed around to meet him. She hugged him with a cheery, ‘Welcome home, Henry!’

			With deliberate care, he removed her hands and stepped away. ‘Evenin’, Missus Kincaid.’

			‘Call me Hilda, silly!’ She gave him a playful slap.

			‘Now, Hilda, I mean Missus Kincaid—’

			‘Dance with me, Henry, c’mon.’ And she began to shuffle around him in a stumbling approximation of the beat coming from the gramophone. She tried to put his arms around her but he held her away stiffly, his smile taut. She was acutely aware that everyone had stopped to watch the display.

			The shocked stares on both sides of the barrier fuelled her determination. Now she had their attention. Now they would see. She was not someone to be mocked and ignored. After all, she had been Miss Palmetto – two years running. ‘No one else will dance with me,’ she said, loud enough for Nelson to hear, ‘not even my own husband.’ She switched to a stage whisper. ‘’Cause he likes those other girls better.’

			Nelson flung his cigarette aside, separated himself from the group and strode towards her. He took Hilda by the arm and began to drag her back across the barrier. His fingers dug painfully into the soft flesh of her arm and she caught Henry’s eye.

			Henry said mildly, ‘Hey, you don’t need to hurt the lady.’

			‘You,’ growled Nelson, ‘keep your hands off her. And keep off our property.’ To the crowd, he said, ‘Pay no mind, my wife’s not used to being in public.’ Quietly to her, he said, ‘You’re embarrassing yourself. Quit it.’

			‘Oh,’ she jerked free, ‘pardon me, I meant to embarrass you.’

			They stood there, glaring at each other, breathing hard. Nelson broke away. ‘Fine,’ he said, and turned to go. ‘Do what you want.’

			‘I want,’ she said, with a tremor of the lips, ‘to go home.’

			‘Feel free,’ he said, over his shoulder.

			‘When – when will you be back?’

			‘When I damn well choose to, woman,’ he said, and returned to the group on the other side. One of the men patted his back. Dolores just shrugged at Hilda and sent her a look that said, ‘Game, set, match’.

			Hilda looked around at the faces, black and white. She saw sadness and disgust there, compassion and disapproval. Her pretty sandals were stained and stretched and her dress was awry, caught in the sweaty folds of her stomach. Damp hair stuck to her forehead. There was only one thing left to do. With a last look at Nelson, she began walking towards the road, and home.

			 

			Down at the water, Missy affected an air of cool at Henry’s approach, just like in her daydreams. She thought of the last time she had seen him before he left, in his uniform with his duffel bag, waiting for the train that would take him somewhere she could not imagine. He had shown her the place on the map: Iowa. It was a funny shape, surrounded by other funny shapes, several shapes away from the finger-like projection she knew to be Florida. She had hopscotched her fingers across the map. It didn’t look very far away. She and Mama could go visit him, bring him some of Mama’s cornbread, which he loved so much. He had said there was no ocean in Iowa. She had frowned at this.

			‘That crazy talk,’ she had said. ‘Crazy’ had been her favourite word at the time. ‘How the people go fishing?’

			‘No fishing,’ he had said. ‘They eat other stuff, Missy. Cows, mostly.’

			To which she had responded with a disbelieving huff. No one ate cows, she thought, else where would the milk come from?

			‘I’m gonna be an officer,’ he had said. ‘You know what that is?’

			From the weight of the word in his voice, she had known it was important. ‘Means you the boss?’

			He had laughed at that, head thrown back. ‘The day a black man is the boss won’t come in my lifetime, but yes, I will be in charge of some stuff.’

			‘Like story reading?’ There could be no job more important than that, she had thought.

			‘Like story reading. Officer in charge of story reading, reporting for duty, ma’am.’ He had saluted and placed his cap on her head, where it dropped over her eyes.

			She looked out from under it. ‘Who gonna be in charge of story reading here, till you come back?

			‘That you, Missy,’ he had said, and retrieved his cap. ‘That you.’

			He had looked so strange that day, so grown-up, his uniform beautifully pressed by his mother, Grace, who stood close by, her hands shaking with the effort not to cry, flanked by Selma and Mama. She whispered something in Grace’s ear. Henry sweated in the heat, unwilling to loosen his tie or roll up his sleeves as some of the others had done.

			The train had lumbered to a stop in a blast of steam and a shriek of brakes. Day-trippers and returning shoppers filed off, with curious glances at the black man in uniform.

			Henry bent down until their eyes were level. ‘You be good, Missy, and mind your mama.’ She flung her arms around his neck.

			‘Come away now, Missy,’ Mama had said, with a hand on her shoulder. ‘Time for Henry to go.’

			Grace had gripped him to her, bunching the uniform in her fists. Gently he separated himself, flung the duffel over his shoulder, and boarded the train. Just as it pulled away, Missy had run after it and yelled, ‘When you comin’ back?’

			The wind had whisked his words away, but it sounded like he said, ‘summertime’. Well, she had thought, left alone at the platform, waving until the train shrank to a black speck that got swallowed by the sky, that’s not long. Already been my birthday, which comes in April. Already plenty hot. Summertime not far away. Won’t be long.

			Eighteen years. Eighteen summertimes later, and here he was, at last.

			She had waited. Grace and Selma had waited. Mama had waited. When the war had ended, and Doc Williams and the others came back, Grace had fainted right there on the same platform when Henry was not among them. There was no explanation, no dreaded official telegram from the army. They knew he had left France at the end of the war and sporadic postcards had come from Texas, California, Washington . . . enough to confirm he was alive but little else. The years passed and Grace died, like she had been holding on to something and one day just decided to let go. Selma blamed him for that, Missy knew, and a reckoning would take place, at a time of Selma’s choosing. But for now, she was just so glad to have him back.

			In the meantime, there had been suitors for Missy, the few not put off by her reputation for being headstrong. After all, she was a hard worker, had learned her cooking from Mama, whose food was famed over the whole county, and she had a good, steady job. Her rounded, sturdy build, inherited from Billy, was suited to heavy lifting, and her ample hips, swaying beneath her white uniform, had prompted more than one hopeful local fella to ask her for a stroll on the moonlit beach. But after a few such outings, which always ended in sandy wrestling matches, she had declined the propositions of Heron Key’s young men.

			And then, finally, the moment arrived, the one she had waited for all that time. He stood there, just a few feet away, hands in his pockets.

			‘Hello, Henry,’ she said, ‘nice to see you.’

			He had a rather sheepish, tentative look, and she wondered what Selma had said to him. Probably told him what would happen if his boys acted up tonight.

			‘Hello, Missy. You look very pretty.’

			She felt his eyes on her. For so long, she had dreamed of him being there, right where he stood, looking at her like that, on a beautiful night like this. Only now did she realise she had absolutely no idea what to do, or what to say to him. ‘Oh, this old thing . . .’ She laughed self-consciously, thought of all the high-toned fancy women he must have known, and felt very, very foolish. Was it true that the white women in France went with the coloured soldiers? An image of Henry in a creamy-limbed embrace sidled into her thoughts.

			‘Let’s walk,’ he said, and took off his boots. He kept his eyes on the surf that curled white around their toes.

			They strolled to the end of the beach where the fishing boats were pulled up on the sand, washed by the waves and the warm light from the torches.

			‘Is Missus Kincaid always like that?’ he asked.

			‘No, she used to be gorgeous, like a movie star. Then Mr Kincaid came along and knocked her up. She started to eat, and ain’t really stopped. She pretty much stays in the house since Nathan was born, and in the meantime, Mr Kincaid . . . well, you seen it. She been good to me, though, and Nathan is a little cutie.’

			They sat on the end of an upturned boat and let their feet dangle in the water. The breeze brought the sound of laughter, children whining, the clink of beer bottles. The soft tones of Larry Adler’s St Louis Blues came from the gramophone. It all felt so normal and yet so strange, like waking from a dream to find it was real.

			All the lines she had prepared to say just melted away like her footprints in the sand. Heat radiated from his skin, and a musty smell he never used to have. Like something washed but not clean. His eyes, with those same curled-up lashes she’d always envied, were fixed on the horizon and his arms were corded with thick veins. He rubbed the scar on his neck. There was tension in his shoulders, and she realised he was nervous too. The scene suddenly struck her as too funny.

			She laughed out loud. ‘Look at us, Henry Roberts, acting like we two strangers!’ She squeezed his hand.

			He exhaled. ‘You right! How you been, girl?’ He squeezed back, friendly-like.

			She had held his hand so many times in the past, but this was different. ‘Oh, you know, nothin’ ever changes in Heron Key. You could come back in another twenty years and the place still look the same.’

			There was an awkward silence, occupied by the lumpen truth of his long absence. All those summertimes he had missed. She felt the empty years collapse inside her. His hand was rough, criss-crossed with shiny scars.

			‘Yeah, but not the people,’ he said. ‘The people ain’t the same, none of us.’ His expression darkened again.

			‘Oh, I don’t know.’ She jostled his shoulder. ‘Maybe on the outside, we different, but not on the inside; that don’t change, not really. We still the same people.’

			‘You is, Missy,’ he said. ‘You still the same sweet girl that I left, but I different. Don’t you see?’ He turned to face her, his features twisted in shame. ‘I messed it all up. Got nothin’ but the clothes on my back, nothin’ to show for all those years – nothin’ to offer . . . anyone. I let everyone down, Selma, my mother . . . you.’ He turned his face to the sea again.

			‘Henry Roberts,’ she said, ‘look at me. I said, look at me.’ He turned back, and in his eyes she saw lost years and infinite loneliness. ‘I ain’t the same,’ she said. ‘I ain’t a girl no more. You think you the only one who messed up? I done nothin’, been nowhere. I wasted my whole life so far, and ain’t nobody’s fault but mine. I still take a damn encyclopedia to bed with me every night.’ Missy never cussed and the word felt good in her mouth. It unlocked other words, long held back. She sat up straighter, tried to make him see what she saw. ‘You been to war, you been to France. The way those boys looked at you tonight – they’d walk right into the mouth of Hell if you were leadin’ them. You got them home, Henry. The rest, that don’t matter. I proud to know you.’ She suddenly felt embarrassed. It was more words than she had spoken together for quite a while, perhaps ever. ‘I talk too much. You didn’t come all this way to hear me flappin’ my gums.’

			There was a long pause. The waves whispered to the sand, tickled her toes. Only at this moment did the realisation strike her, with the force of a hammer. All these years, she had thought of herself as powerless, no more than a leaf on the wind, but the truth was a lot worse than that. She was scared, pure and simple. Scared to take a chance, scared to leave behind the familiar contours of Mama’s house and Heron Key. Just plain scared. The things she might have done, the places she might have seen . . . they flickered before her now like an old-fashioned lantern show.

			He stared at the surf where it nudged the boat. The tide was coming in fast. When he looked at her again, something was different. It was like he saw her, really saw her, as she was now, for the first time.

			‘You think . . . ?’ he began, then stopped himself, and started over. ‘You think it might not be too late? For an old soldier to make a new start?’

			‘I know it ain’t too late.’ She looked at the water, where the moon made silver ripples on the waves. ‘Only too late when you dead.’ Another thought came to her: maybe it ain’t too late for me, neither.

			Another silence while he thought about this. ‘Why there ain’t no Mr Missy?’

			Don’t you see? It only ever been you. Only you. ‘Oh, I just ain’t found the right fella, I guess,’ she breezed, ‘and I is really, really fussy.’

			‘Well, I’ll have a think about that for you. I might know someone.’

			‘Much obliged.’ She had to look away.

			‘In the meantime,’ he seemed to choose his words carefully, ‘what you say we get reacquainted, away from all . . . this?’ He cast his eyes up the beach, where Selma had them under surveillance. ‘You can show me what hasn’t changed around here? We could go for a walk one evening?’

			She knew by rights it was a mistake to make it too easy, but didn’t care one bit. Her mouth opened to accept, but the sound of breaking glass and a woman’s cry of fright startled them both. They ran back up the beach to find a scene of destruction in progress.

			 

			Dwayne stood at the edge of the mayhem, thumbs hooked in his belt, assessing the situation. A big, sunburned guy with malice in his pale eyes was engaged with six pals in a spree of demolition. They smashed a bunch of bottles and turned over picnic tables, then they helped themselves to the booze with the clear intention of draining every last drop. One of them pushed Mabel’s bowl of potato salad into the sand. Women pulled their children close, men shuffled around impotently. It was exactly, down to the last detail, what he had expected to happen.

			He had left the extra manpower back at the jail with a case of beer as a thank you, figuring the night’s main event was over after the fight, and although he was armed, he did not like the odds against him. The wild look in the veterans’ eyes told him that he might have to shoot every one of them. He sighed. He was perfectly prepared to do this, but it would mean endless paperwork.

			‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ the big one with the pale eyes announced, as he kicked over a table covered in glasses, ‘on behalf of all of us who fought for you in the filth of France, we have this to say,’ and he belched long and loud. Another doubled over with laughter and his pal drained a bottle of rum and smashed it against a palm tree. The others dispersed to find their own amusement, amid more sounds of destruction.

			Henry raced up to him. ‘Enough, Two-Step. You got no cause to act like this.’

			‘You in charge of these men?’ asked Dwayne. ‘You best get them under control or it’s on you.’

			‘Him? He ain’t in charge of jack shit,’ sneered Two-Step. ‘Nobody owns us, not any more – right, fellas?’

			One of Two-Step’s crew tried to pull a struggling woman into an embrace while the others slurped down more liquor. Dwayne figured he had maybe sixty seconds before the whole situation got completely out of hand and he had no intention of letting that happen.

			An odd assortment of men approached Henry: a big man with a lazy eye, another guy with only one eye, a shambling fellow with a Bible clutched in his hand, and a little guy who looked about twelve years old.

			‘Trouble, sir?’ asked the little one.

			‘Nothin’ we cain’t handle, Jeb,’ said Henry. ‘These,’ he said to Dwayne, ‘is my men. Sonny, Franklin, Lemuel, Jeb.’

			‘We’ll swap business cards later,’ Dwayne said. He stared hard at Henry, tried to focus on the job and only the job. He considered what the sheriff would want him to do but he had had one hell of a day and really, really wanted to hit someone.

			‘Looks like you need one more, Henry.’ A well-muscled veteran with very short blond hair approached.

			‘You sure, Max?’ asked Henry, with a glance at Two-Step. The outcome of the next few minutes was only half of it. What mattered was later, once they were all back at the camp. Things would go very badly for Hoffman.

			Max shrugged it off. ‘I reckon so.’

			‘You siding with the niggers, Kraut?’ growled Two-Step. ‘Why ain’t I surprised? Well,’ he said, and rolled up his sleeves, ‘I’m gonna enjoy this even more.’

			And with that, fists began to swing.

			They were fairly evenly matched, and neither side seemed to make much headway. Although Two-Step’s gang had the weight advantage, Jeb was surprisingly effective for a small person. And for a guy with only one eye, Franklin had a vicious right hook. Lemuel was yelling random Bible verses, timed with haymaker punches while Sonny sat calmly but firmly on top of someone, like the man was a park bench. Max and Henry each had their hands full.

			Dwayne was just about to resort to his pistol to bring things to a close when a strange sound came towards them from the water. It was a loud hissing, like a dozen bad-tempered snakes.

			The explosion was enormous, deafening, brilliant as all the rockets fired at once. The sky was filled with a cacophony of coloured light and huge blooms of red, orange, blue, green and white covered the tree tops and rained down little sparks everywhere. Along with the big bangs were pops that sounded exactly like rapid gunfire. Children broke out of their parents’ grip to race with delight down to the water, squealing with excitement.

			The explosions had a different effect on the mass of fighting veterans. A big pile of Two-Step’s men were suddenly undone and Stan threw himself to the ground, hands over his head. Tec could be heard to whimper softly.

			‘Gentlemen,’ said Dwayne, as he slipped the handcuffs on to Two-Step, ‘y’all are under arrest on account of ruining our party.’

			‘That ain’t illegal!’ gasped Two-Step.

			‘It is now.’

			‘Thank you,’ panted Henry, wiping blood off his nose.

			Dwayne hauled Two-Step to his feet, shot a hard glare at Henry. ‘Don’t mistake me for your friend,’ he said, and marched away.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Nine
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			Three hundred miles to the south, a tropical storm passes over the Bahamas. On the verge of dissipating, it receives a sudden, mammoth infusion of energy from the super-heated waters below. It gorges on this energy, gaining momentum from the very Earth’s rotation, spinning harder and harder, sucking air into its empty heart. It howls towards the hot, still waters of the Straits of Florida, in search of more food.

			 

			Doc Williams was dreaming of Cora, as she was that day when Leann took her away. She wore her sundress with the frogs on it, her face shadowed by a white hat. She reached out her arms to him crying, ‘Daddy, help me.’ He was running after her, on all fours like an animal, but faster than any animal, through the palmetto scrub. Branches flayed his face, his hands propelled him over the sandy soil, and still she flew ahead of him, just out of reach, her face a dark emptiness beneath the hat.

			Something shook him awake. He was sweating, his breath coming in ragged gulps.

			Dwayne’s voice: ‘Doc, wake up!’ Another shake of his shoulder, harder this time. ‘Come on, wake up.’

			‘Wha . . . time?’ It was still dark. I must have dozed off for a few minutes. After he stitched up Ronald’s cheek, Doc had had no desire to return to the party. The evening was soured for him and he figured someone would fetch him if he was needed. Instead he had finished the night on his porch, with only a bourbon bottle for company. The last thing he remembered was the fireworks, which seemed to happen later and more colourfully than usual. Cyril normally only managed a few disappointing fizzles, whereas this was a full-blown spectacular. He had raised his bottle to the lights in the sky, but could not think of a single thing to wish for, and passed out in his chair. Probably Dwayne was there to tell him someone had cut himself on a beer bottle. And if Mabel had poisoned them all again with her potato salad, he was going to read her the riot act.

			‘A little after three-thirty,’ Dwayne said. ‘Get up.’

			‘OK, OK, I’m coming.’ He struggled to his feet with Dwayne’s help. ‘Need some coffee. You want some?’

			‘No time for that, Doc. It’s Hilda.’ The big man’s face looked matt white in the porch light, his eyes sunk into shadows. ‘She’s been attacked. Lionel found her on the road. She’s in my truck. Doc, it’s bad.’

			His tone cut through the alcoholic fog. Doc’s brain cleared, his eyes focused on Dwayne. He had never seen him look so worried, not even that time when the Klan announced a rally nearby. ‘What happened?’

			‘We don’t know yet. Lionel was walking home, thought it was a deer in the road. She’s been beaten, mostly on her head and face.’ A pause. ‘I haven’t checked for other . . . injuries. Leave that to you. She’s been unconscious since Lionel found her.’

			Doc felt around for his medical bag. ‘What was she doing walking alone at that time of night?’ he asked, his sleepy brain two steps behind. ‘Why didn’t she go home with Nelson?’

			‘I’ll fill you in later. I called Nelson, he’s on his way.’

			‘Where was he?’ Something was very wrong about this. It made no sense.

			‘Where do you think?’ Dwayne said, on his way back to the truck. ‘Help me get her inside.’

			 

			They laid Hilda on her back on the examination table under a bare bulb haloed with moths. A fan in the corner moved the air in feeble bursts. It took all of Doc’s training to resist the impulse to gasp. She could have been anyone, a stranger, such was the damage to her face. Both eyes were swollen shut, nose obviously broken, one lip torn and what looked like teeth marks coming through the other. There was a strange pattern across the bridge of her nose. Blood had turned her blonde hair dirty brown.

			She moaned softly, her breath came in uneven gurgles. He leaned in close to catch the words but only got, ‘Make . . . stop . . .’

			‘It’s over, Hilda,’ he said into her ear. ‘You’re safe.’

			His professional eye catalogued other details. The soles of her feet were cut but a slim, expensive-looking gold watch was still on her wrist and a diamond engagement ring was still on her plump finger. Her nails were torn and bloody and there were bruises on her arms. She fought back.

			‘Excuse me, Dwayne, while I examine her. Hilda,’ he said gently, ‘I’m going to undress you now.’

			Her eyes were tiny slivers between swollen lids. ‘Doc,’ she said. Her damaged mouth formed the words clumsily; her teeth were stained red and there was a gap in front where one had been knocked out. ‘I—’

			‘Quiet, now, Hilda,’ said Doc. ‘You’re OK. We’re gonna get you fixed right up. Nothing but a few scrapes and bruises. You’re gonna be fine.’

			Headlights swept through the room. Outside, the scrape of tyres on gravel, the slam of a car door. Nelson entered, dragging with great intensity on his cigarette. From his over-precise movements, Doc could tell he was still drunk.

			He was nearly overwhelmed by the urge to punch Nelson right in his pretty mouth. To have been blessed with a treasure such as Hilda, and leave her to walk home alone late at night . . . He forced himself to focus on the examination. Gently he unbuttoned her dress and noticed that that her silk drawers were in place and undamaged. He carefully palpated her limbs, listened to her lungs, tested her abdomen for soreness. The damage seemed to be confined to her head and face. Who hates you enough to do this? Someone who wanted you never to be beautiful again.

			Nelson cleared his throat. ‘Is she . . . will she be OK?’

			‘I don’t know,’ said Doc. Where were you, when she needed you? He studied the battered woman on the table. His skills with the needle were adequate for patching people up on the battlefield, but not for fine plastic surgery, and she might have brain damage, but the nearest hospital with the right facilities was ninety miles away, over small, rough roads. His best would have to be good enough. ‘If she pulls through, she will be . . . different.’

			Dwayne entered, with a curt nod in Nelson’s direction. ‘How is she?’

			‘There’s a nasty bruise on her temple. Need to keep an eye on that.’ Doc wiped his hands, pushed his glasses higher up his nose. ‘Broken cheekbone, broken nose, and a bunch of cuts that need stitches.’ He glanced at Nelson, who seemed extremely calm for someone in his situation. ‘She wasn’t . . . violated. I’ve sedated her. Got to keep her here for treatment and observation.’

			‘For how long?’ asked Nelson.

			‘I don’t know,’ Doc said again. He could not fathom Nelson, not at all. Most husbands would be focused on what could be done to help; they might pray, or cry, or beg Doc to save her; they might be filled with murderous rage. He looks like he has somewhere else to be. ‘She should really go to the hospital, but I don’t want to move her just yet, she’s still in shock.’ And yes, he admitted to himself, there was another reason: she needed someone who cared about her. ‘Nelson, send Mama to me. I need her help.’

			Nelson nodded. ‘Did she say . . . anything?’ His eyes were bloodshot and stubble darkened his normally smooth jaw.

			‘No, she said nothing.’

			‘When can I talk to her?’ asked Dwayne.

			‘In another twenty-four hours, I’ll know more.’

			‘So if you don’t need me for nothin’, I guess I’ll go—’ said Nelson.

			‘Where were you?’ shouted Doc, hands clenched together. ‘Why was she walking alone? At night? What’s wrong with you?’ Anger suffused his muscles with electric tension. He had never been a fighter, always looked for a way to go over, under, around a conflict. Even as a boy, he would run away, much to the disgust of his father. But at that moment, he could have cheerfully dismembered Nelson without the need for any tools.

			‘Doc,’ said Dwayne, with a hand on his arm, ‘there was an argument, after you left, between the Kincaids. They—’

			‘My . . . wife,’ said Nelson quietly, picking tobacco out of his teeth, ‘was drunk, and when she’s drunk, she’ll go with anybody.’ He said to Dwayne, ‘You saw her, dancing with that . . . that—’

			‘Henry Roberts,’ said Dwayne evenly. ‘She tried to dance with him, Nelson, but he refused.’

			‘Yeah, but you could see it in his face, he wanted to,’ said Nelson. ‘That’s what they all want, all of them who’ve been away. They come back thinkin’ they’re better than they are. That’s what they all really want.’

			‘It’s a fair question, Nelson. Where were you,’ asked Dwayne, ‘while your wife was being beaten?’

			‘At the club,’ he said. ‘We went there after you carted off those idiots from the camp.’

			Dwayne crossed his arms, said nothing. Doc had seen this before. The big man used silence as an interrogation tool. Few people could withstand the power of it, or resist the urge to fill the vacuum with words. And so it proved this time.

			‘What?’ asked Nelson, as he lit another cigarette from the butt of his last one. ‘Why you looking at me like that? You think I . . . ? My own wife?’

			‘Plenty worse things been done by a man to his wife,’ said Doc, deliberately avoiding Dwayne’s eyes.

			‘There’s at least five people who’ll tell you where I was,’ said Nelson, ‘’cause they were with me.’

			‘I’ll need those names,’ said Dwayne.

			‘Sure, sure,’ said Nelson, with a bitter laugh, and a shake of his head, ‘and then once you’ve wasted enough time talking to the good, upstanding people of this town, you’ll maybe go and look for the nigger bastard who did this. Ain’t got far to go, Deputy. Just follow the smell.’ And he went out into the night, leaving a cloud of smoke that hung in the air long after he had left.

			 

			Hilda was floating, floating, not on water but on clouds. The clouds were soft but supported her weight easily. She felt light, free. Pain was there too, but like a bell ringing far, far away. She could ignore the ringing if she chose, and just float. Before, the pain had been close, oh so close. It had filled her up in a blaring, pounding symphony of pain. And then Doc’s face had appeared and it moved away. Someone had held her hand. She let the soft clouds take her . . .

			 

			Dwayne arrived back at the station just as the darkness of night was giving way to a pinkish grey dawn. A burst of noise greeted him when he opened the door.

			Two-Step yelled, ‘We got rights! I want a lawyer!’ 

			His pals, crammed with him into one of the holding cells, shouted their agreement, along with slurs about Dwayne’s parentage. Stan banged the water ladle on the bars. ‘And you got to clean this up!’

			Ike snored in the other corner of the cell, despite the racket around him, a pool of congealed vomit at his feet.

			The visiting cops were sitting around a card table between the cells. They were several hands into a poker game, judging by the pile of pennies on the table. One of them said, ‘I’ll see your five cents and raise you a— SHUT THE HELL UP!’ he yelled towards the cells then tossed a handful of pennies on the table.

			‘Everything under control?’ Dwayne asked.

			‘Yep,’ said the cop. ‘Goddammit, Floyd! You keep cheatin’ and you ain’t gonna play with us no more.’ To Dwayne, he said, ‘Guy in charge of the camp, Superintendent Watts, is on his way over to take charge of those animals.’ He indicated Two-Step’s cell with a sharp jerk of his head.

			‘Who you callin’ animals, pig?’ asked Two-Step. ‘Oh, you mean the animals that bashed in that lady’s head tonight?’ He leaned forward through the bars, hands folded casually. ‘Those animals?’

			‘How do you know about that?’ said Dwayne. ‘Maybe you managed to fit some assault and battery on to your dance card tonight too? From what I hear, it’s your specialty. And there was plenty of time,’ he consulted his notepad, ‘between when she wandered off and you turned up to ruin the party. Maybe you made a little detour.’

			‘I know all about it,’ said Two-Step, ‘thanks to The Four Stooges here.’ He nodded towards the cops at the card table. ‘They must think locking us up makes us deaf too. But I tell you something,’ he lowered his voice, beckoned Dwayne closer to the bars, ‘if my boys did get hold of her, she’d be a whole lot more messed up than she is – if you get my meanin’.’ The pale eyes in the plump, sunburned face gave him the appearance of a malevolent cherub.

			Dwayne was forced to acknowledge the truth of what he said. There was no way that Two-Step’s gang would have confined an attack to just her face. ‘If you know something, Two-Step,’ he said with quiet intensity, ‘you’d better give it up.’

			‘All I’s sayin’, is look, and ye shall find.’ His slow, sly grin chilled the air in the room.

			‘I’ll deal with you later.’

			Dwayne went into his office to begin the paperwork and was interrupted an hour later by the thick-necked, mean-eyed camp superintendent. He entered the office, an unlit cigar between his teeth. Trent Watts had a well-deserved reputation for strict discipline bordering on cruelty. I would not want to be in Two-Step’s shoes when they get back to camp. The poker game had broken up, the visiting cops gone home.

			‘On behalf of the US government,’ said Trent, ‘I assume responsibility for these . . . men.’ He spared barely a glance at Two-Step and his gang. ‘I assure you, they will not venture into town again without supervision.’

			‘In that case, Trent,’ said Dwayne, unlocking the cell door, ‘they’re all yours.’

			The men filed out into the grubby early morning light. Over his shoulder, Two-Step called, ‘Missin’ you already, Deputy.’

			 

			Missy was feeding Nathan his breakfast of mashed banana. She and Mama had stayed all night with him, waiting and talking, getting more worried with every hour that the Kincaids stayed away. To pass the time, Mama made her recount every word that had passed between her and Henry, especially the part about going for a walk together the following night.

			‘And what you say?’ Mama had asked.

			‘I told him I might be able to fit it into my busy social calendar, between the cotillion dance and the mayor’s ball.’

			Mama was snoring now, head propped on her hand. Mr Kincaid came in and let the screen door bang shut. He looked like someone run over by a steamroller.

			‘Good Lord,’ said Missy, ‘what happened? Where is Missus Kincaid? We been so worried.’

			Mama had woken with a start and a ‘Whuh?’

			He said nothing for a moment, and she thought he had not heard. Then he said, so low she had to lean in to hear, ‘Missus Kincaid has . . . there has been . . . she was attacked, on the road. She’s hurt bad. Last night, after the party.’ He sat down at the kitchen table. ‘Doc is taking care of her. He don’t know how long, or if . . . It may be . . . a while.’

			‘Attacked!’ exclaimed Missy. ‘Who did it? Oh, Mr Kincaid, who would want to hurt her?’ Nathan began to whine, sensing the distress in her voice, so she gave him more banana while she fitted the pieces together in her mind. Hilda had no friends, no social circle at all, since she had shut herself away. The only people she saw were her family and the folks who did for her: Missy and Mama, Selma and Lionel, and a few other workers. Workers like Henry, who had fixed the hurricane shutter that banged in the wind. Missy shuddered. It felt like someone had filled her stomach with ice and started to twist, although the morning was already hot.

			‘I think you know very well who did it,’ he said, but calmly, like it was purely incidental.

			Mama poured him a cup of coffee. Her eyes flashed a warning to Missy.

			‘Can I go see her?’ Missy asked, wiped her hands on her apron. ‘She’ll need her things, I’ll make up her bag.’

			Mr Kincaid sat with his head in his hands. Then, quietly, ‘Wilma, you need to go help Doc.’

			Missy exchanged a look with her mother. Everyone in town just called her ‘Mama’. No one ever used her real name.

			 

			In Hilda’s bedroom, Missy hurriedly pulled a bag from the top of the closet. Her hands were clumsy as she put in fresh underwear, just ironed from the day before. The day before, when everything was different. She paused, stroked the fine silk. She imagined Hilda in Doc’s office, without all her pretty things around her, hurt, alone, confused. Her husband had lost interest and didn’t care who knew. She a silly, selfish, vain woman most days, but she don’t deserve this.

			‘Missy,’ said Mama sharply, ‘get a move on. Get me her toothbrush, her slippers—’

			‘She need her make-up,’ said Missy, ‘she cain’t be seen in public without her rouge, her lipstick, her face powder.’ Missy felt the tears come, blinked hard. As Hilda got fatter and fatter, she had put more and more effort into her complexion, her hair, her jewellery, curling her lashes just so. As if everything below the neck was someone else’s department.

			‘Missy,’ said Mama more gently, ‘she ain’t at a hotel. Just the necessaries.’

			‘Mama, could she die? Could that happen?’

			‘Doc won’t let it,’ she said, shoving a hairbrush into the bag. ‘Why Mr Kincaid think we know who did this? What went on last night at the barbecue?’

			‘All kinds of foolishness. Those country club ladies were hanging on Mr Kincaid like ticks on a dog and Missus Kincaid, she got so drunk, she even tried to dance with Henry – can you believe that?’

			‘She what?’ Mama froze, mid-zip.

			‘Yeah, she sashayed up to him, but he was just polite and respectful to her. No harm done.’

			‘No harm done,’ repeated Mama to herself, pulled the zipper closed. ‘We see about that.’

			 

			Across town, Selma lay awake next to Jerome and watched the stars fade into the blueness of morning. It was not his rumbling snores that deprived her of sleep – she was well used to them. All through the night, she had replayed the events of the barbecue in her mind. Images flashed like the glint of Ike’s knife: the glee on his face when Ronald’s blood flowed, almost the same colour as the lake of sauce around the big, fly-covered mound of pork; that ridiculous barrier down the middle of the beach, utterly flimsy yet imbued with such power. Might as well divide up the sea, or the sky. Will there be one gate for coloureds, and one for whites, when we get to Saint Peter? And then the veterans had to come and smash the place up. She could not understand Henry’s attachment to that bunch of crazy winos in their stinking huts. As time went on, she reckoned, things got no better, only worse, always worse. Folks never tired of coming up with ever more inventive ways to hurt each other – seems they had endless energy for that. It sickened her, all of it. At times like these, she felt the best thing for Heron Key would be to sweep it all away – the stupid grievances, going back nearly a hundred years, and the more recent ones. The coral beneath their feet was soaked in these old hatreds; it needed to be scraped clean, and then maybe they could make a fresh start. Yes, that’s what we need. A fresh start.

			It was time to act.

			She pulled on a robe, shuffled around the partition to the kitchen, and lit an oil lamp. No need to worry about waking Jerome, he had put away enough beer to keep him out until noon. She set the coffee pot on the stove to heat. Morning sounds came to her through the open door: chickens squabbled, the palms rustled in the stiff breeze, and the ever-present surf shushed in the distance. Sure enough, the racoon was at the cistern again. She just caught sight of his backside disappearing under the lid. She would retrieve him later. Her grievance was not with the animals – they would be spared, as far as she could manage. But the people . . . they would learn a hard lesson. She opened the Bible to a random verse, as she often did when needing inspiration, and was rewarded: We rejoice in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces endurance, and endurance produces character, and character produces hope, and hope does not put us to shame. It was a sign she was on the right path. That’s what we need around here, she thought, more hope. And less shame.

			It would be her biggest, most complicated spell ever, and she wondered if her powers were up to the job. It would be better if Grace were there. She would call on her spirit to help. Together, they would do what needed to be done.

			As the first warm rays of daylight fell in through the open door, she retrieved the battered book of spells and went to work.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Ten
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			Jenson Mitchell, proprietor of Heron Key’s general store, closed his Bible and poured himself another cup of coffee. His morning routine never varied: Bible, breakfast, barometer. It was his favourite time of day, before the store was open, when he could be alone with his thoughts, before customers and deliveries started to arrive. The neatly stocked shelves pleased him with their order and purpose. His mother, Trudy, had cleaned the window at the back where he served the coloureds so it sparkled in the early light.

			He blew on his coffee and surveyed the little town with pride. It gave him satisfaction to think that he knew every inch of it. The store occupied the geographical centre of the town, which seemed right; well back from the beach but in earshot of it – like everything else in Heron Key. His eyes roamed towards the south end where Zeke’s shack was camouflaged by the mangroves, past the marina in front of him, towards the country club and public beaches to the north. The Kincaids and their wealthy neighbours had their fine houses close to the water, to get the best of the sea breezes. Poorer whites and all the coloureds had more modest dwellings, further from the water, separated from each other by the Key lime grove. The town had been nothing but a speck until the railway joined it up to the rest of civilisation in 1906. And now the veterans were building that bridge, folks rich enough to have cars would be able to drive right across the cut instead of waiting for a ferry. His family had seen it all, having lived in Heron Key for generations, and were proud to be of original ‘Conch’ stock. Mitchell’s store had stood in the same place all that time. The heavy wood construction, tied together with massive steel bolts, fixed the structure down into the coral of Heron Key itself. In a way, he liked to think he was the same, embedded solidly in the town; he was comforted by solid things, things he could see and touch. And all was in order on this fine day.

			He dusted some flour off the floor, straightened the measuring scoop inside the sack, stepped out into the morning with the last of his coffee. The sky was deep sea blue, crossed with great swooping plumes of mare’s tail clouds. The sight of their distinctive, feathered arcs stirred a distant memory from his childhood. His daddy used to say, ‘Mackerel scales and mare’s tails make lofty ships carry low sails.’

			He stood very still, closed his eyes, and focused on the feel of the wind. He had been following the barometer’s descent for a few days. There was news of a storm off the Bahamas. He took his coffee around to the back wall of the store where the barometer was fixed – and promptly scurried inside to call the weather centre eighty miles south in Key West.

			His old friend, Fred Simpson, was now chief meteorologist at the weather centre. Hard to believe, since they had grown up together, and Fred had never shown the least interest in, or aptitude for, science.

			‘Fred? Jenson Mitchell here. The storm that passed through Andros last night. How bad was it?’

			‘Good to hear your voice, Jenson. Not a picnic, but not a hurricane. They had eighty-five.’

			Jenson could picture Fred, in his Key West office, feet up on the deck. Eighty-five mile-per-hour winds . . . it wasn’t trivial for the little Bahamian island of Andros, but they had seen much worse.

			‘Did a fair amount of damage,’ said Fred, ‘but not catastrophic. We’re watching it.’

			‘Where’s it heading?’

			‘Can’t tell yet. It’s playing games with us. Ships are reporting that it moves, then stops, then moves again, in a different direction. Like it can’t make up its mind – reminds me of my first wife.’ A dry chuckle. ‘We expect it to hit the Straits next – unless, of course, it blows itself out.’

			Jenson had seen many a big storm do exactly that. They were highly temperamental creatures. Even small changes in pressure could eviscerate them. Often in the past, the town had been put on high alert, only for the roaring lion to come ashore as a fussy kitten.

			Even so, Jenson hung up the phone only mildly reassured. The warm waters of the Straits of Florida were a breeding ground for hurricanes. And he trusted his barometer more than anything that Fred’s science could tell him.

			His mother, Trudy, pushed open the screened door with her generous backside and turned to reveal a fresh orange cake, made with fruit from their grove.

			‘Brought you a little something to brighten your day, it’s getting ugly outside,’ she said. The early promise of a fine day had quickly faded. Fat thunderheads squatted on the horizon, blown on by a fractious wind. ‘What’s wrong, Jenson?’

			He thought for a moment, considered whether to share what he had learned from Fred. After all, there was still every chance that the storm would be little more than a squall by the time it reached Heron Key. And his mother was fragile underneath her confident, competent exterior; had been ever since his father’s death from Spanish flu. One day, he’d complained of a sore throat, and Trudy had teased him while mixing up some hot lemon and honey. The next day, he was dead. It seemed that his father’s childhood polio had weakened his lungs.

			Trudy used to be so active in the community, had played the old upright piano in church and led the PTA since forever. Now her only solace seemed to be cooking. She still made enough at every meal to feed several people, did not seem capable of reducing the quantity. He must have gained ten pounds since his father’s death.

			‘I’m fine, Mom, just got a lot on my mind.’

			‘Jenson Mitchell,’ she said firmly, and placed the cake down on his desk, ‘you’ve never been able to lie to me. Remember that time you broke my anniversary vase?’

			‘You’re right.’ He smiled. ‘I told you a seagull flew in and smashed it.’

			She perched on the edge of his desk. ‘You even claimed to be able to identify the bird, as if we were gonna put together a line-up for you. Now, what is it, son?’

			He stood and studied the map of the Florida Keys, which covered most of one wall of the office. ‘There’s a storm coming. Pass me the pins from the drawer, please.’ He fixed a pin over Andros in the Bahamas. ‘It’s just passed through here.’

			‘How bad was it on Andros?’ Trudy had lived through many hurricanes, including the one in 1906, which destroyed her house and carried off her mother, whose body was never found.

			‘Not too bad. I’ve been on the phone with Fred. They’re watching it carefully, can’t say yet whether it will hit here.’

			‘Are you going to tell Dwayne?’ she asked.

			Dwayne had come by at first light with news of Hilda, asked Jenson if he could remember seeing her leave the barbecue. The man looked done in. He didn’t need any more problems just now. ‘Dwayne’s got enough to worry about.’

			‘True. And even without that awful business, he won’t thank you for getting everyone all flustered for nothing. Besides, everyone in town knows what to do. Won’t take us long to get ready, if it does head our way.’

			Jenson knew she was right. Most people kept a shelter stocked for such events, with ready access to supplies for securing windows and heavy objects. Within a matter of hours, the town could be boarded up, streets emptied, shelters full. Even so, he had a feeling, deep inside, which would not go away. It niggled at him, like a stone in his shoe.

			‘OK, here’s what we do,’ he said. ‘Keep an eye on the barometer and stay in touch with Fred. Any big changes from either, and we put out the emergency warning.’ He paused. A terrible thought presented itself: what about the veterans?

			 

			Out at the camp, Trent Watts opened his newspaper, brought down especially from Miami. The Heron Key Bugle might suffice for the Conchs, but he needed a real paper. A man had to have some elements of civilisation in this godforsaken swamp. He had been a professional soldier before taking on the veterans’ camp, and thought he had seen everything one human being could do to hurt another. But the combination of squalid living conditions and back-breaking work in a brutal climate topped even his extensive experience of misery. He settled down to read the paper in his cabin. It was going to be hot as hell again – no point in trying to get clean. Before he
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