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  Author's Note


In "Neither Out Far Nor In Deep," we meet Gwendolyn Richards as a mother in America, struggling to understand her teenage son, Kadeem. But before that story, there was another - one of a young girl in St. Kitts, finding her own way through the sweet and bitter tastes of growing up. 

This is that story.

- Leah T. Williams
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"Gwen, come! De funeral announcement starting and I have to do you hair before you fadda leave for factory!" Her mother's voice carried from the kitchen, mixing with the scent of fresh bread and eggs. 
Gwen dragged herself from bed, instantly spotting her uniform hanging perfect and crisp by the door. Every pleat in the green skirt razor-sharp, her khaki shirt stiff with starch - her mother's handiwork from the night before. Outside, roosters were still arguing about who would announce morning first.
The kitchen radio crackled with the ominous voice reading out the day's deaths while her mother stood ready, blue jar of TCB in one hand and comb in the other. Her father sat at the small wooden table, already dressed for work at the sugar factory, sipping his tea and listening intently to hear if he knew any of the deceased.
"Sit down here," her mother commanded, pulling out a chair. "And stop making dat face before it stick so."
"It too early for all dis torture," Gwen mumbled, but sat anyway. Her mother's fingers were already working through her Jerry curl, each stroke of the comb followed by a generous dollop of activator.
"You tink is torture? Wait till you reach me age and have daughter giving you trouble every morning." Her mother's hands moved with practiced gentleness despite her complaints. "You fadda already heading to factory and you still here making style wit you face."
The mention of her father made Gwen glance his way, but he was focused on his tea, mind likely already on the machinery waiting for him at the factory. Weekends he'd be in his ground farming, but weekdays belonged to the factory's schedule.
"Lord, you hear Betty daughter gone?" Her mother paused with the comb. "Not even forty yet."
"Mmhmm," her father mumbled into his tea. "Life short for true."
By the time Sharon appeared at their gate, Gwen was fully pressed and proper, her hair gleaming, uniform immaculate. 
"Morning, Miss Richards!" Sharon called out. She already had her shirt partially untucked, which made Gwen's mother suck her teeth loud enough to be heard in Sandy Point.
"Sharon, how you mudda letting you leave home wit you shirt hanging so?"
"Is fashion, Miss Richards," Sharon grinned.
"Fashion going get all you in trouble one of these days." 
The morning sun was barely warming the asphalt as they walked to school, their patent leather shoes already collecting dust. The whole island was waking up - market women setting out their wares, fishing boats returning with their morning catch, uniformed students emerging from every corner.
"So," Sharon nudged Gwen's arm as they neared the school gates. "You see him yesterday?"
"Who you talking bout? Girl, you want me mudda kill me?"
"Don't play stupid. Lenwell Turnbull self. De way he watching you in assembly every morning."
"Shhhh!" Gwen looked around frantically. "You want de whole school to hear you?"
"Please, everybody already know. Even Ms. Bridgewater probably see how all you looking at each other on de landing when you tink nobody watching."
"Nobody watching nothing," Gwen protested, but her cheeks burned. Trust Sharon to notice everything - especially things that could get them both in trouble.
They joined the crowd of students gathering for morning assembly. The sea of green skirts and khaki shirts shifted in the dirt yard as everyone found their places facing the concrete stage. And there he was - Lenwell Turnbull, his almond colored skin seeming to glow in the morning sun. He moved with a confident, effortless stride, each step exuding a quiet magnetism that turned heads without the slightest hint of effort. His low-cut hair was meticulously groomed, every edge sharp and deliberate, a testament to the precision that seemed to define him—from the crispness of his clothes to the composed intensity in his gaze.
"You see?" Sharon whispered. "Even de way he walking looking like he trying to show off for somebody."
"Girl, hush you mout' before-"
A shadow fell over them. Ms. Bridgewater loomed silently, her presence more effective than any scolding. Gwen and Sharon straightened immediately, eyes forward, but Gwen could still feel Lenwell's gaze from across the yard. She didn't dare look up, but she knew if she did, she'd catch that hint of a smile he seemed to save just for her.
The headmaster's voice boomed across the yard about proper behavior and high expectations, but Gwen barely heard him. Her mind kept drifting to yesterday when she'd passed Lenwell on the landing between classes. For just a moment, their eyes had met, and something electric had passed between them. He'd opened his mouth like he wanted to speak, but then Mr. Pemberton had appeared with his geography books tucked under his arm, and the moment vanished.
Now, standing in the hot morning sun, Gwen felt that same electricity humming under her skin. First period was Geography, and Mr. Pemberton always insisted on perfect attention during his lessons about longitudes and latitudes. Last week, he'd made Marcus stand in the corner for drawing coconut trees in his notebook instead of copying the map of South America.
"Remember," Sharon whispered as they filed into class, "Mr. Pemberton say we getting test next week on dem river systems."
"Me know," Gwen replied, pulling out her notebook. Geography had always been one of her best subjects - she liked how the world made sense when laid out in neat lines and patterns on a map.
But as Mr. Pemberton began writing on the board, she felt a light touch on her shoulder. A folded piece of paper dropped onto her desk, passed forward through three pairs of hands. Her heart jumped even before she opened it.
Maybe those river systems weren't going to be as interesting as she'd thought.
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Gwen's fingers trembled slightly as she unfolded the paper under her desk. Mr. Pemberton was busy drawing what looked like the entire Amazon River system on the board, his back turned to the class. 
The note was short: "You look nice today." Just four words in neat handwriting, but they made her heart race. She knew that writing - had seen it often enough when checking her answers against his during tests.
"Gwendolyn Richards!" Mr. Pemberton's voice cracked through the air. "Since you find what's in your lap more interesting than the major tributaries of South America, perhaps you'd like to come draw them on the board?"
Heat rushed to her face as she quickly crumpled the paper in her fist. "No sir, Mr. Pemberton."
"No? Then I suggest you focus on what's in front of you rather than what's in your lap."
A few snickers rippled through the class. Gwen didn't dare turn around, but she could feel Lenwell's presence three rows back. She smoothed her notebook page and gripped her pen tightly, determined to focus on the winding blue lines Mr. Pemberton was labeling.
"Copy this down," he instructed. "It will be on your test next week."
Sharon leaned over slightly. "Wat de note say?"
"Later," Gwen whispered, not risking another scolding. But she couldn't stop her lips from curving into a small smile as she carefully traced the river routes in her notebook.
When Mr. Pemberton gathered his books and left, the class hummed with quiet conversation while they waited for the next teacher. Devon was telling some story about his weekend that had the back row trying not to laugh too loudly. Gwen caught a whiff of something that made her pause - a clean, fresh scent that reminded her of Sunday afternoons when her father would come home from working in his ground, shower, and dress for church. Those rare moments when he didn't smell like engine oil or earth, but something else entirely. She turned slightly, just enough to see Lenwell leaning forward to ask Devon something about the History homework. He glanced up, caught her looking, and that hint of a smile touched his lips again.
"You ain't fooling nobody," Sharon whispered, poking her with a pen. "De whole class could see you twisting round in you chair like you neck get spring."
"Girl, hush you mout'," Gwen hissed back, but she could feel her cheeks burning.
Mr. James strode in then, his voice already booming before he reached the desk. "Turn to page 394 - The Haitian Revolution!" He scrawled 'Toussaint L'Ouverture' across the board in his aggressive handwriting. "Today we discussing how one man changed the course of Caribbean history."
The class rustled with genuine interest. Mr. James had a way of making history feel urgent, like it was happening right outside their window instead of two hundred years ago.
"Who can tell me why L'Ouverture's leadership was different from those who came before him?"
Lenwell's hand went up, and Gwen found herself holding her breath slightly. She loved how his voice changed when he was really interested in something - deeper, more confident.
"He understood military strategy," Lenwell said, "but he also understood how to unite people. He got both free blacks and enslaved people to fight together."
"Excellent!" Mr. James launched into a passionate description of the revolution's key battles. Gwen tried to focus on taking notes, but she kept thinking about how Lenwell had sounded, how his words had carried such conviction.
The morning wore on. Ms. Netty swept in after History, her high-necked dress buttoned to her throat despite the heat. "Books away, notebooks out. We're having a pop quiz on Julius Caesar."
The class groaned in unison. Gwen opened her notebook, but her mind wasn't on Roman emperors. She was thinking about the way Lenwell spoke about revolution and justice, wondering what else he thought about when he wasn't being the quiet, proper boy everyone saw.
"Miss Richards." Ms. Netty's voice snapped her back to attention. "I trust you can tell us what Caesar's last words were?"
"Et tu, Brute," Gwen answered automatically, grateful she'd at least done the reading.
"Correct." Ms. Netty's eyes narrowed slightly, as if suspecting Gwen's mind had been elsewhere despite the right answer. "And what is the significance of these words?"
As Gwen explained about betrayal and friendship, she felt something touch her foot. A small scrap of paper had been pushed forward under the desks. With one eye on Ms. Netty, she managed to retrieve it.
"Meet me by the gate at lunch?"
Her heart jumped. She'd seen Lenwell walking to lunch before, always with the same group of boys, always turning left at the gate toward town. She'd gone the other way with Sharon, but today...
"Girl," Sharon whispered as Ms. Netty wrote on the board, "you look like you seeing jumbie. Wat dat paper say now?"
"Nothing," Gwen whispered back, but her hands were shaking slightly as she copied down the notes about Shakespeare's use of dramatic irony.
The rest of the morning crawled by. French verbs and Mathematics formulas blurred together as Gwen watched the sun climb higher outside the classroom windows. When the lunch bell finally rang, Sharon was already standing, coins jingling in her skirt pocket.
"You coming?"
Gwen hesitated, smoothing her skirt. "I... might go different way today."
Sharon's eyes narrowed, then widened with understanding. "Girl! You mean to tell me-"
"Shhhh!"
"Well," Sharon grinned, "make sure you tell me everything after."
Gwen gathered her things slowly, heart pounding. Through the window, she could see students streaming out the gate, breaking into their usual lunch groups. Then she saw him, standing slightly apart from the others, waiting.
She took a deep breath and stood. Whatever happened next would change everything.
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Gwen paused at the gate, her hand smoothing her skirt for the hundredth time. Groups of students were already heading in different directions toward the various houses that sold lunch. 
"We could walk together?" His voice was closer than she expected, making her jump slightly. That clean Sunday scent wrapped around her as he fell into step beside her. "If you want."
She managed to nod, suddenly unsure what to do with her hands. The coins in her pocket felt heavy, reminding her she needed to actually buy lunch, not just float along in this dream-like state where Lenwell Turnbull was walking next to her.
"You usually go by de pink house?" he asked.
"Yeah."
"Me too." That smile again, the one that made her stomach flutter. "Devon and them like going other places, but de food at de pink house better."
They walked in silence for a moment, both hyperaware of the space between them, of other students passing by. A group of fourth form girls whispered and giggled as they passed. Gwen focused on her shoes against the dusty road.
"I liked what you said," she found herself saying. "In History. About L'Ouverture."
"Yeah?" He looked pleased. "Most people think History boring, but Mr. James does make it feel real, you know?"
"Like how?"
"Like..." he paused, considering. "Like how things people do could change everything around them. How one person standing up could make others stand up too."
She liked how his voice got deeper when he talked about things that interested him, how his hands moved as he explained.
"You always so quiet in class," he said. "But I see you writing everything down."
"Just because somebody quiet don't mean they no got nothing to say."
His smile widened. "So what you got to say then?"
She felt bold suddenly. "Maybe you have to wait and find out."
The scent of cooking food grew stronger as they approached the pink house - curry, rice, stew chicken, and the unmistakable aroma of fresh beef patties. Other students were already clustering around the door.
"You ever try de spicy patty?" Lenwell asked as they joined the line.
"Try it? Boy, me does eat two, three at once sometimes."
He raised his eyebrows. "For true? Most people can't handle de heat."
"Most people weak," she grinned. "Me mudda does make pepper sauce that could burn de paint off a car."
When they reached the front of the line, Lenwell ordered first. "Two spicy patty, please."
"Make that four," Gwen added, pulling her coins from her pocket. "Me no come all this way for just one patty."
The woman behind the counter smiled as she wrapped their orders, the paper already showing spots of grease. The patties were still hot enough to burn fingers.
They found a spot in the shade of a nearby tree to eat. Gwen bit into her first patty without hesitation, the spice hitting immediately. Lenwell watched, impressed, as she didn't even reach for water.
"You no playing bout handling heat," he said, taking a bite of his own.
"Me tell you already. But everybody think because somebody quiet, they weak too."
"Nobody who know you going think you weak after seeing you eat these patties like they sweet bread."
She laughed. "You should see me wit pepper sauce. Me fadda does say me born wit steel tongue."
They ate in comfortable silence for a moment, the sounds of other students' conversations drifting around them. The patties were perfect - flaky crust, spicy beef filling, just the right amount of heat to make your eyes water but not enough to overwhelm the flavor.
"You want to walk back together?" Lenwell asked as they finished eating.
Gwen brushed pastry crumbs from her skirt. "Well, yeah. Me no come here by meself, you know."
His laugh was unexpected and genuine. "True true. Me just making sure you no planning to disappear on me."
"Disappear where? School still going on whole afternoon."
"Good point." He stood, offering his hand to help her up. After a slight hesitation, she took it, trying to ignore the flutter in her stomach at the contact.
They walked back toward school, talking about nothing and everything - about how Mr. Pemberton's voice got higher when he was excited about rivers, about the way Ms. Netty's dress always looked like it was choking her, about Sharon's uncanny ability to fall asleep sitting straight up in French class.
"She does drool sometimes too," Gwen confided, making Lenwell laugh again.
"You mean to tell me all this time me thinking Sharon paying attention, she really sleeping?"
"Girl could sleep through hurricane if you let her. One time she sleep straight through de headmaster assembly. Only wake up when everybody singing de national anthem."
At the gate, Lenwell paused. "Maybe we could do this again tomorrow?"
"Maybe," she said, but they both knew she meant yes.
As they headed back to class, Gwen could feel other students watching, could hear the whispers starting. But somehow, with the taste of spicy patties still on her tongue and the memory of Lenwell's laugh in her ears, she found she didn't mind at all.







