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Foul body odor and the faint scent of peppered food riddled the air of the Igbalaian miniature bus. Iyanda clutched her Adire print messenger bag close to her midsection, sipping in small breaths through her wrinkled nose. Omodunni, her onisegun teacher, slept undisturbed in the seat next to her, the older woman’s head resting against the sun-warmed window. 

Not only was it the hottest time of the year for the island of Igbala but also a heavy time for tourists. People would come from around the globe to the Jewel of the Pacific to lounge on the black sanded beaches, visit the hidden waterfalls, tour the Portuguese historical landmarks, and soak in the warm sun until their skin burned. Some, loving the easy surface of the Igbalaian life, stayed, oblivious to the discomforts of the natives. 

Many of the Igbalaian homes wore the bright colors of the jungle parrots, hoping the visitors would keep returning to the tropical paradise. And they would, especially for the annual Bones Festival. A celebration and remembrance for the locals and also a time when the stingrays would come closer to shore, ready to deliver their messages to the spirit world. But for vacationers, the festival was a time of drunkenness and promiscuity. 

The bus bounced over a deep pothole, lurching the unseated passengers forward. A man slammed into Iyanda, knocking her into the seat ahead of her. Grabbing her right shoulder, she stifled a scream through clenched teeth. Sucking in air, she gingerly examined the injured area.

Thankfully, it was still in its socket.

She cradled the arm closer to her side. With narrowed eyes, she scrutinized the fallen man.

Either ignoring or not noticing her, he stumbled to his feet and went back to balancing himself within the traffic weaving vehicle. 

Iyanda didn't expect remorse or apologies during the summer; it was too hot for the typical Igbalaian courtesies. She turned back around. 

“Don’t let it get to you,” Dunni said, her eyes now open. “He had a long day as well. Most of them have. You had it easier.” 

“Easy?” Iyanda signed. “We were up before the sun.” 

Dunni reached inside her large Adire print healing bag and pulled out a small hand towel. She wiped the sweat trickling down her neck, only to have more replace it. 

“Yes,” Dunni said, placing the towel back in her bag, “but you have eaten. How many meals do you think these people have received today? Do you think any of their employers fed them for a job well done?”

Iyanda lowered her chin at her selfish thinking. She ate breakfast before training and a midday lunch prepared by the grateful family of a patient. 

“We always have to remember, Iyanda. Orisha Osanyin gives us the gift to heal the body as well as the soul and mind. As we cleanse ourselves each morning before we present our offering to Him, we must do so with an untroubled heart.” 

Iyanda shifted in the uncomfortable bench chair, the springs of guilt digging into her skin. 

“What troubles you?” Dunni asked. 

“Nothing,” Iyanda signed.

“Today you confused the mango leaf with that of the jackfruit.”

Iyanda’s hand flexed around her bag’s handle, remembering the customer in the marketplace. Dunni’s bell-shaped earrings rushed her thoughts with their tinkling. Taking a breath, she signed, “It was the heat.”

Dunni made a low humming noise as if pondering over what Iyanda told her. “I see. Then maybe it’s a good thing I come with you.” 

Iyanda knew the real reason for Dunni wanting to come with her. Despite her destination being in the opposite direction, the older woman insisted on riding with Iyanda to Stingray Cove. Because of the whispers of young women being attacked by foreign men, this time of the year was not suitable for Igbalaian daughters to travel alone. Unfortunately, for the women, the Council swept the incidents under the rug to avoid negative publicity.

Iyanda needed time with her troubling thoughts. But they were interrupted by the bus’s jolting halt.

The sudden stop propelled forward those exhausted standing commuters, who had forgotten to brace, to the floor. Iyanda sucked in air as her shoulder was struck again. As passengers righted themselves, they claimed the now vacant seats.

Talaka Village. Home to Yoruba and indigenous descendants. 

The door swung open, inviting the odor of burnt garbage and decay to join the cocktail of offensive stenches. 

“It’s strange to look at one’s home, and not wonder if the deities saved you,” Dunni said, the melody in the voice ebbing. 

Iyanda stared out the window at the security shuttered businesses and trash-filled streets. An elderly man dragging a dolly full of groceries shuffled by three women and a flashy-dressed male. The women tried to entice the older gentlemen with their bodies and words. When he ignored them, the younger man taunted his manhood.

Iyanda turned her head from the disgusting display of disrespect. 

“Can you believe it was once the most beautiful village on Igbala?” Dunni asked. “The freshest fish ever caught.”

“I grew up not too far from the fish market,” Dunni said, her voice breaking. “Everyone came from miles to taste my parents’ cooking. They really knew how to make others feel good with their food. Then the first American restaurant opened. Talaka Village was never the same.” 

“My people, my home, were seduced by the extra money. We sacrificed tradition and morals for what we believed would give us wealth.” 

Iyanda touched Dunni’s shoulder, wanting to share her mentor’s pain. 

Dunni sniffled. “It didn’t. First, it was prostitution, and then children robbed their elders. Poverty soon took up residence. I left with my big sister, but my parents stayed. They were willing to work among the garbage, wanting to help restore what once was.”

Dunni sighed. She looked at Iyanda. “Do you know why I heal people in Talaka?” 

Iyanda shook her head.

“It’s because no one else will. Other oniseguns fear being polluted by the people who lived here, my people.” 

Iyanda’s hand slowly dropped to her lap. What Dunni said was true. The majority of Stingray Cove residents refused service to anyone from Talaka Village, much less step over the village border. Those who came from the spurned community tried to hide their accent, a distinct blend of broken Igbalaian Creole and bastardized English. 

People left the bus, insulting and cursing the driver as they descended the narrow steps. 

“You can walk,” he retorted, his lips curled in a surly snarl. He closed the door after new passengers climbed aboard. The rusted vehicle lurched forward before merging back into traffic. 

“I swear they give this job to anyone now.” Dunni leaned her head back and closed her eyes. 

Iyanda rubbed her sweaty hands across her knees, wanting them to stop bouncing. She peeked at Dunni. How could she tell her mentor the news? 

The older woman peeked at her from under lowered lids. Iyanda snapped her attention to the bobbing heads in front of her. 

Dunni used a crooked finger to turn the younger woman’s face toward her. “The person who has nothing to hide should not do anything in secret.” 

“I wasn’t hiding,” Iyanda signed. 

“Oh no?” A small smile revealed dimples in Dunni’s cheeks. “Then why stare at me with sad eyes?” 

Iyanda turned her attention to the back of the driver’s head. He was too young to be balding. Her mind calculated the herbs needed to form the perfect ointment for the man’s condition.

Sweat rolled between her breasts, tempting her to wipe away the irritation. Biting the inside of her lip, she ignored the elder’s eyes boring into her.

Dunni gently touched her hand. 

Tears blurred Iyanda’s vision. A rolling storm formed in her chest as she swallowed the lump in her throat. 

She took a breath. It was now or never. She looked at Dunni. “I can’t come to any more classes.” Iyanda dropped her hands into her lap, wishing they would disappear.

Dunni frowned. “What are you talking about?”

Iyanda paused before signing, “I-I have to stop my training.”

“You have six months left, Iyanda. Why do you give up?”

Iyanda shook her head, the storm within her growing. “I don’t give up. My family-.” 

The bus came to their stop. Iyanda and Dunni stood, brushing past the shoving oncoming crowd. Thankfully they managed to exit the bus without being trampled or tumbling down the loose steps.   

Iyanda inhaled the fresh, salty air of Stingray Cove, a slight breeze cooling her sweat covered body. The streets bustled with tourists shopping, eating, and sightseeing. One brazen couple, beet red from the blazing sun, paused to take a picture of her and Dunni. They smiled at the women as one would viewing a finely carved sculpture and then walked off without a word. Iyanda frowned. They were becoming bolder each year. 

She glanced at Dunni, wondering if her mentor was just as annoyed as she was with the tourists. The older woman studied her, causing a sheepish Iyanda to look at her feet.

Using her toe, she played with a small rock on the paved dirt. They had to go in separate directions. Iyanda took a step forward only to have Dunni stand in her way. Iyanda attempted to go around, but no matter which way she went, the other woman blocked her departure. 

She lifted her head. 

“You are one of my best and brightest students,” Dunni said. “You can be the most successful onisegun on the island and you throw it away, for what?”

Dunni’s pained eyes tore into Iyanda’s soul.

“My family needs the money to finish paying off the building,” Iyanda signed. 

“We have always had an arrangement.” Worry lined Dunni’s brow. “Do you need more time?” 

Iyanda shook her head.

A shadow came over Dunni’s face, her disappointment pinching at Iyanda’s heart. 

Dunni was more than her teacher and mentor; she was family. When Iyanda stopped speaking, it was Dunni who found a way for everyone to communicate with her. 

Bowing her head with a heavy heart, Iyanda walked away. 

She dragged her feet toward her family’s boutique. Waving to the familiar storekeepers, she feigned a smile for all to see. Some waved back, while others frowned at her existence. 

Her with no father. 

Her with no words.

Her mother abandoned by her husband. 

A disease, the shame Iyanda bore, many avoided at all costs.  

Iyanda resisted rushing back and telling Dunni she would continue. Not now. Her family needed every penny to finish paying the building off. Nana B would disagree. She would argue Iyanda could finish the last six months for there was plenty of money to spare and if not, Nana B would find a way. 

Iyanda stood in front of the adjoining stores and focused on the pastel pink establishment called WAISTED. Since her girlhood, loud talking and laughter filled the bright boutique. 

Today was no different. 

The women of her family and a few regular customers move around, their mouths wide in laughter, their faces beaming with joy. The store belonged to her grandmother Nana B. Among the native clothing and carvings, the waist beads took center stage. Her grandmother would say each bead told a story about the wearer, who they were and who they had been. A tradition passed down from mother to daughter since before the Yoruba captives were brought to the island. 

Unfortunately, many young women who left the island neglected the tradition, which hurt Nana B’s and many of the other elders’ businesses. 

Nana B. 

Her grandmother would know something was wrong before Iyanda stepped into the store. The shame the older woman would feel knowing her granddaughter was giving up.

Iyanda shook her head. 

No, she needed more time before going inside WAISTED or even her own store.

Iyanda walked across the street and took a seat on a wooden bench facing the two stores. Shutting her eyes against the merriment, she allowed the tears to flow down her cheeks.

––––––––
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IT HAD BEEN FOUR YEARS since Emiliano laid eyes on the mansion he once called home. School had called him abroad while the death of his father drove him to stay away. 

For two weeks since his return, Emiliano avoided the Petty estate by picking up his sister from school or having her dropped off at his apartment. 

He didn’t recall the mansion being so small. The brick-red exterior was still in good condition, primarily because of the groundskeeper's staff and not by any order of his mother. The chalk-white shutters shone in the mid-morning sun as the freshly washed steps both beckoned and repelled him. 

Getting out of the car, Emiliano inhaled the fresh scent of watered hibiscus, canna lilies, and mature citrus trees in the courtyard. Paved bricks formed a sun shape in front of the house; the courtyard’s threshold to visitors and his childhood imagination. 

His brows knitted at the sight of an Audi parked in front of the garage. He couldn't recall anyone in the area with that make and his mother hated to drive. 

Rushing up the smooth white stone steps, he entered the house, scanning for any signs of his mother and sister.

He called out to them, his voice bouncing off the high walls. 

Nothing. 

Emiliano made his way to the sitting room, where his sister would entertain her best friends or be nose-deep in a book. 

Empty. Still. Cold as the gray furniture and white walls. A simple room Emiliano's mother loathed and his father had loved. 

He strode to the winding staircase, trying to ignore the jittery feeling in the depth of his belly.

He shouldn't have left that day. When she begged him to stay, all he did was promise he would return. Promised she would be fine. 

His throat tightened. He should have taken her with him. It would be his fault if anything happened to Yesenia. 

“Yesenia!” he hollered. 

His jaw clenched when he didn’t receive an answer. 

He called for her again, taking two steps at a time up the winding staircase. Bursting into his little sister’s room, he strode into the vast yellow space and looked up at the white loft bed. 

“Nia,” he said, as he tried to steady the worry in his voice. 

He scanned for any sign she was hiding.

No movement. 

Going back into the hallway, he searched the other bedrooms. Finding no trace of his mother either, he rushed downstairs, hoping to find one of the house staff members. 

Just as he reached the bottom step, the sound of laughter echoed from the kitchen. He followed the sound to the pool patio. His heart rate slowed on seeing his sister and mother safe. 

He frowned at the white man in a business suit hovering over his mother as his sister stood nearby. Yesenia glimpsed over her shoulder when he stepped out into the sun. 

Yesenia beamed. “You’re here!” 

Emiliano looked between the man and his mother. 

“My son,” his mother, Quilla Petty, said in a singsong voice. “I wondered if you were going to visit me.” 

“You say it as if you missed me,” Emiliano said dryly. He glanced at Yesenia. “Ready to go?” 

“I have to get my bag.” Yesenia scooted passed him into the house. 

“Four years is too long for any child to be away from their mother.” Quilla took a sip from her champagne flute. “Of course, being on the island for two weeks without sending word is rude.” She eyed him. “She must be something, whoever she is, to make you forget your manners.”

Emiliano’s jaw clenched. He had taken a woman back to his apartment for a few drinks, but she quickly lost her appeal when she revealed she only dated wealthy men. He allowed her to sleep it off in his bed while he took up residence on the couch. The next morning, he had a taxi take her to wherever she needed to go. 

He narrowed his eyes at his mother. “Still stalking me?” 

“You’re my son. With you being heir to Petty Trading Company, your safety is my first obligation. I know everything. What you do, who you meet. And reliable sources have informed me you’ve been picking up Yesenia from school or paying her driver to bring her to you.”

“You should be used to men disappearing,” Emiliano said with a disgusted snort.

Quilla’s lips tightened. The years had not been kind to his mother, and she was sensitive to it. Her once slender figure was now an ancient mystery hidden within the short, rotund woman reclining before him while her now plump cheeks made her look almost angelical, for once. 

Emiliano glanced at the man, his eyes drifting to the older guy’s hair. Who told him gelled spikes at his age was a good look? 

Following her son’s gaze, Quilla’s face brightened. She reached for the man’s hand. “This is Edward.”

The man bent to kiss Quilla before nuzzling her nose.

Emiliano looked away, clenching his jaw. Her behavior wasn't a surprise to him, but he wished his mother would be more discreet around his sister. 

“May I speak with you a moment, Mother?” 

Quilla glanced at her son then back at Edward. “I must see what my child wants.” 

“Of course, my dear.” 

British. Emiliano scoffed. Of course. 

Emiliano led his mother a few paces away before asking in a low voice, “Who is this man?” 

“I told you his name is Edward,” she said, fluttering her ridiculously long eyelash extensions. 

Emiliano pressed his lips together. “Don’t play games. Who is he to you?” 

Quilla smiled up at him, the apples of her cheeks becoming rounder, making her fat face almost innocent looking. “He’s my lover.” 

“You would bring a strange man around your daughter?” 

“She’s a big girl. What I do and with whom is my business.”

“Coming from the woman who can’t mind her own,” Emiliano muttered. 

“Emiliano, I’m ready.” Yesenia waited at the door.

“Anything else, son?” Quilla’s brow raised, her eyes daring him to continue.

Emiliano smirked. “Yeah, remind your boyfriend he can’t stay the night unless you get my permission.”

“Make sure you two are here when I return,” Quilla said, a strained smile evident on her face. 

Pleased at knowing his mother wouldn’t try him, he turned on his heels and made his way to his waiting sister.
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E

miliano Petty eyed the pink boutique WAISTED. Like most of its neighbors, it was a hole in the wall disguised as an upscale trinket shop for tourists. It didn’t impress him, but Yesenia insisted on coming to the store since he received her wakeup call. 

After treating her to a birthday lunch and shopping in Pleasant Heights, he made the twenty-minute drive to the boutique. 

Approaching the store, sonorous laughter and talking echoed into the streets. Igbalaian women. Their laughter remained full and rich even through struggle.

One of the few stores in the area with an AC unit, cold air welcomed them in from the sweltering afternoon heat. Emiliano shivered as the sweat on the back of his neck turned cold under his locs.

Eyes settled on them as the women greeted them in unison with a song of warm reception. His nostrils detected a faint scent of licorice beneath the smells of freshly churned Shea butter, lavender oil and pure black soap.

“Emiliano?” 

Emiliano smiled at the familiar face. Meeting her halfway, the scent of jasmine blossoms tickled his nose as he hugged her tightly. It comforted him to once again see the woman he considered to be more of a sister than a friend. On more than one occasion, she came to Emiliano’s rescue from playground bullies or false rumors in middle school. Giving a final squeeze he released her. 

“Lily Poe, how long has it been?” Emiliano asked. 

“High school graduation,” she said.

“What are you doing here?” 

“Buying some waist beads and getting a new outfit. Adeyemi always knows how to get my clothes to fit just right.” She glanced at a dark brown woman straightening shelves.

“Still looking good.”

It wasn’t a lie. Lily Poe Tuboson had always been a bit on the chunky side, but time had distributed the curves into the right areas, and, as always, she loved every ounce of her size. She smiled at the compliment and with a couple of pivots, giving him a full view of her assets, which were covered by the brand new green Adire skirt and yellow blouse. 

“What are you doing back?” Lily Poe asked. “For the Bones Festival?”

“No. For this charming young woman,” Emiliano said, putting his arm around Yesenia.

Yesenia playfully pushed Emiliano away. 

“She demanded I be back for her fifteenth birthday,” Emiliano said. 

Lily Poe smiled at Yesenia, shaking her head. “You’ve always had your brother wrapped around your fingers.”

“Toes too, if I allowed it,” Emiliano said, chuckling.

Lily Poe and Yesenia smiled, rolling their eyes at his teasing. 

“What brings you to our side of town?” Adeyemi asked in Yoruba.

Emiliano focused on the deep, clay brown woman before him. She wore the classic make-up common among the women of Stingray Cove. With her youthful appearance, he wasn’t sure how to address her, but he felt she was of his mother's age group. Her full, glossy red lips curved into a brilliant white smile as her dark brown eyes focused on him.

“My sister,” he responded back in Yoruba, “heard about this place and had to come here. Since my mother won’t be back until later today, I wanted to grant her request.” 

“Did you want to buy waist beads or something else?” Adeyemi asked. 

“I’m not sure what she’s interested in buying.” 

Yesenia disappeared among the racks of colorful clothing. 

“I will help her, Sir.” The woman trailed after his sister. 

Emiliano leaned against one of the counters. Out of the corner of his eye, he spied an older dark-skinned woman. With her round frame sitting erect on a stool, she was a lioness overseeing the movement of her offspring. Her dark, steely gaze followed, Yesenia and the other woman. 

Sitting in a corner not that far from her was a freckled-face young woman with a cream complexion. She batted her lashes in his direction, making him shift against the counter. An older woman with similar skin tone and French features nudged the younger one and scolded her for not working.

“How long have you been back?” Lily asked.

“About two weeks,” he said, turning his attention to her.

“Plan on going back?”

Emiliano shook his head. “If I do, it’ll be when she graduates.”

“It’s time you came home. The island needs you. Not enough progressive members on the Council.”

“What makes you think I want the position?”

Lily Poe leaned on the counter next to him. “Because if I know you, and I do, you won’t let your father’s work go unfinished.”

The corners of Emiliano’s mouth turned up. She was right. His father, Jack Petty had once been one of the many men who made decisions for the island. With each being able to trace their lineage back to the original generals of the Rebellion, their position on the Council was their duty as well as their birthright. He had once dreamed of sitting in the chair before his father’s death, now the time was here, and he shook with the thought of claiming it. Would he be able to complete what Senior Petty had started? 

He paused upon hearing Yesenia’s broken Yoruba, praying it was the word perfume he heard. Her American accent revealed her lack of study of their father’s native tongue. 

The freckled-face woman, Tambara’s eyes bulged out of her mousy face. She grabbed the attention of the other creme-colored woman, who approached him with somewhat of a regal air.

“We don’t sell things like that. If you want it, go to one of those American stores,” the older woman said in broken English. 

Emiliano’s jaw tensed at the harsh tone directed at his sister.

“Ola, don’t be rude,” the dark-skinned matriarch scolded in Yoruba. 

“We don’t sell it,” Ola repeated in the same unkind tone. 

Yesenia’s head tilted to the side, averting her eyes from everyone which was her way of internalizing the words said to her. Watching her blink fast made him want to shake the perfume out of the woman. Did she talk to all of their customers like this, knowing the penalty if one of the tourists were to report them? 

He felt sixteen again. Barely able to defend himself, he had been completely helpless to protect his baby sister against their mother. She had ignored the hungry cries of the toddler, angered at the little girl for earning a shade of brown skin. When he had tried to feed the young Yesenia, Quilla threatened to throw him out. He couldn’t risk leaving his sister with the woman. 

“We don’t sell popular perfumes,” the red-lipped woman from earlier said. “We make them from herbs.” 

She took his sister’s hand and led her to a door at the back of the store which had a sign hanging on the top jamb: IYANDA’S EWE.

“She hasn’t come in yet, ma’am,” another woman said, coming from a backroom behind the counters. 

Emiliano took a double take of the woman behind the glass counter. Even with a pixie cut, she had a familiar smile and round face. He knew her. He just couldn’t remember where from. 

Adeyemi let out an exasperated sigh. “Thank you, Gaiana.” She smiled at him and Yesenia. “I’m sorry, our herbalist is not in. Come back another time.”

Emiliano nodded. After saying goodbye, he led his sister out of the store.

“Will you bring me tomorrow?” Yesenia asked. 

Emiliano walked to the driver’s side of his car. “Even if I have to gag Mother to get you out of the house.”

A movement across the street caught his eye. Three men crowded a woman sitting on a bench. She wore the traditional garb and headwrap of an Igbalaian woman. She avoided eye contact with the men. Emiliano wanted to believe she was playing hard to get, as some of the women in Stingray Cove tended to do, but then she pulled away from the touch of one of the men. 

“Emiliano?” Yesenia asked. 

“Stay here,” he commanded, making his way in the direction of the group. 

The man who was rejected, grabbed her arm and pulled her close. 

“You think you better than any of these whores around here?” the man hollered at her in American. 

Emiliano shoved the man away from the woman, making sure to use his body as a shield between her and her attackers. The three men, almost as tall as him but bigger in body, threatened his personal space with flaring nostrils and hard eyes. 

Emiliano locked gazes with the tough guy. The man’s red face expressed the possible explosion if Emiliano didn’t vacate the premises. 

Emiliano smirked. “You gentlemen seem to be lost.”

“We were having a friendly conversation with our friend,” Tough Guy said, his eyes darting to the seated woman. 

Emiliano followed his gaze. The woman kept her head down and was visibly shaken. He glared at the head punk. 

“I think the lady wants to be left alone,” he said. 

The men laughed. 

“Who does this dude think he is?” one of the other men jeered. 

“I think he wants her for himself,” the other said. 

“Well,” the tough guy stepped closer to Emiliano, their noses almost touching “We saw her first. Get missing or we’ll do it for you.” 

Emiliano squared his shoulders. “Get back on the ship that brought you or I’ll have you banned from the island.” His eyes narrowed when he saw Yesenia heading in their direction. He didn’t want to have to kill anyone if something happened to his little sister.

“Let’s just kick his ass and finish with her,” one of the men said. 

Tough Guy’s eyes couldn’t hold their hardness. His once defiant gaze was wavering. 

The crime for any tourist causing trouble and being involved in anything illegal was to be banned entry into the island. But that only happened if someone in the higher social class reported the offender. 

Emiliano wasn’t sure at first if they were tourists but the ringleader’s change in attitude verified it. 

“Let’s go,” Tough Guy commanded. 

“Dude,” the other men objected. 

Tough Guy walked away, not looking back at his companions. “I’m not missing out on some fun before the ship leaves.” 

The other men glared at Emiliano and the seated woman then followed after their friend. 

“What the hell, Brother?” Yesenia exclaimed at his elbow. 

Emiliano gave her a stern look. He would address her language later. “I told you to stay at the car.” 

He looked down at the woman. “Are you okay?” he asked in Yoruba.  

She gazed up at him. Her eyes, unnaturally innocent for a woman her age, were large obsidian stones threatening to envelope her face. Sweat glistened on the tip of her flat, Nubian nose. He had seen a face similar to hers in WAISTED. She gave him a small smile, her eyes moist with tears. 

Before he could say a word, Yesenia collapsed to the ground. His heart dropped to the pit of his stomach. “Nia!” He knelt at her side.

The woman, getting up from the bench, rushed to his sister as well. Unsure of what her intentions were, Emiliano pushed her hand away from Yesenia’s unconscious body. As he did so, their gazes met and her unnatural dark eyes pleaded with him. 

Emiliano frowned. Certainly this woman didn’t mean any harm, but could she help? Panic gripped his stomach as people passed, oblivious to his unconscious sister’s body. Were they so wrapped within their enjoyment they didn’t notice when others needed aid? Sizing up the woman, his heart told him to trust her. 

He let out a slow breath of resignation. He was willing to take the chance.

“Help her, please.”

––––––––
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IYANDA HANDED THE YOUNG teen a small teacup. 

The girl raised a brow at the appearance of the dark reddish-brown liquid inside the cup. 

Iyanda smiled. Placing her hands under the girl’s cupped hands, Iyanda urged her to drink. 

The girl downed the concoction then pushed away the empty cup, her sweet face twisting in disgust. The floral scent of hibiscus and chamomile flowers always threw off customers from the surprisingly bitter taste. 

“I hope I don’t throw it back up,” she said. 

Iyanda placed the teacup down and picked up a nearby miniature chalkboard and piece of chalk, she scribbled on it. 

The girl frowned at the writing.

“She can’t read Yoruba very well.”

The man’s voice sent vibrations through her. Iyanda took a cursory glance his way, lingering on his face longer than she should. His eyes reminded her of the sun setting behind the ocean’s horizon, warm and magnetic. A couple of stray dark brown locs framed his handsome angular face. He and the girl carried the same Igbalaian Yoruba features except where the teen’s complexion was of a rich reddish brown, his was of a warm yellow brown. 

Lowering her gaze, she handed him the board.

He scanned it before handing it back to her. Her heart skipped a beat as his penetrating gaze threatened to hold her hostage. 

“What did she say?” the girl asked.

His eyes bore into Iyanda. “You need to drink the tea for three days. It’ll help with dehydration.”

The girl groaned.

“Does it also help with cheating girlfriends?” the man asked in a humorless manner. 

Iyanda grimaced at the flippant joke. 

The girl used her hand to hide her face and groaned. “You are so embarrassing.”

Iyanda scribbled some more on the chalkboard. 

“Can you not talk?” the girl asked. 

“Nia,” the man said in a chiding tone.

Yesenia waved a hand in Iyanda’s direction. “She keeps writing. Can she talk?” 

Iyanda shook her head. Her knees weakened under his scrutinizing gaze. Even though he said nothing, Iyanda knew the man was thinking the same thing, judging her and coming to a decision about something he knew nothing about. Dropping her chin to her chest, she inhaled, needing to control the internal trembling. 

“You must get all the guys’ attention,” the girl muttered, smacking her lips.

Iyanda internally laughed. To be so young again and believe a boy was the beginning and end. 

The man made a tsk-ing noise. “Excuse my sister. She forgets her manners.” 

The girl waved him off. “It’s true. Guys always want a quiet girl. That’s what mama says.” 

“You think I’m like that?” Emiliano asked. 

“You’re different, Emiliano. You’re, like, cool. Minus what you said earlier.”

The girl focused back on Iyanda. “You have a lot of plants. Can you make me a perfume? I want one to catch my crush’s attention. It has to be different, once you make it, you can’t make it for anyone else.”

Iyanda nodded then scribbled on the board. 

Emiliano leaned over and read it. “I will ask the Earth for what you request. It will be ready in three days.” 

The girl held out her hand. “I’m Yesenia Petty and this is my awkward, big runaway brother, Emiliano Petty.” 

Iyanda smiled, took Yesenia’s hand and gave it a light shake. She gave a slight head nod to Emiliano.

Carrying the bag of loose herbs for her tea, Yesenia took the lead and together they walked to the door. 

Iyanda’s heart quickened as Emiliano cast a final glance her way. When the door closed behind them, a sense of quietness settled over the room. She sighed and placed the board on the counter. 

“You’re here, Iyanda?” Gaiana said, sticking her head into the store. 

Iyanda gave a wispy smile and signed, “Were you late again?” 

Gaiana giggled. “I promise I won’t be late tomorrow, boss lady. Did you need anything?”

Iyanda shook her head. Gaiana’s head slid back into WAISTED, shutting Iyanda back into the quiet of her store. 

Going to the back room, she stopped in front of a small mirror. She unwrapped her brown headwrap, each fold of the cloth falling at her feet. She trembled at the memory of the tourist men who mistook her for a promiscuous woman. They had touched her. 

No one came to her aid, except him. 

Her mass of thick, black coils spilled over her shoulders. She raised her hand, running her hand through the tangled softness. 

Soon it wouldn’t be her property to touch anymore. Sure, now she could fashion it in the traditional halo braid, but the moment the vows were spoken, her husband could decide whether she would have a head full of black coils or shaven to his delight, even down to what color headdress she wore could be his decision. All she knew, it was a traditional law that she was okay with not following if possible. 

She began to braid one side of her hair. Tears burned the back of her eyes as she locked each strand in its prison, forming them into the halo of her promise. 
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E

miliano joined his sister and mother for dinner later in the evening, claiming his father’s chair as his own. 

Quilla stared him down. “What makes you think you can sit there?” 

“I’m sure he wouldn’t mind me keeping his chair warm until you find some other man to do it for me.” 

Quilla pursed her lips. “Where were you two today?”

“Birthday shopping,” he said in Yoruba. 

He smirked as his mother’s eye twitched. She hated the language. It wasn’t her native tongue and while married to an Igbalaian man years ago, she never bothered to learn the native or Creole tongue, thinking it beneath her. 

“Emiliano, you know I hate when you do that.” 

“Shopping,” he responded in Spanish.

“And where did you take her?” she asked. 

“Does it really matter?” he answered in a short tone. Did she not realize he was a man and didn’t have to answer to her anymore? His mother did have a right to know where he took Yesenia. If anything, his sister was safer with him, but he held his tongue. Not wanting to fight with anyone else for the day, Emiliano wished to recharge instead of having to deal with his mother’s adolescent attitude.

“She came home with grass!” 

The brown-skinned herbal woman came to his mind. What was her name? They had not even bothered to ask. An average beauty with large, dark innocent eyes. Her brown skirt hugging her round, shapely hips and her narrow waist....

He shifted in his chair and faced forward. “Take your seat, mother.”

Quilla scowled at him before sitting in her chair at the other end of the polished dining table. Seconds later a butler and two maids placed before the three diners a bowl of chowder.

Emiliano peeked over at Yesenia. She gave him a small shrug before placing her cloth napkin on her lap. He stared at the thick soup, chunks of potatoes poking out of the white milky substance. 

“When did we start eating chowder?” he asked. 

“Mother’s new boyfriend likes it,” Yesenia said, her lip curled in disgust. 

Quilla shot Yesenia a warning look which caused the young girl to avert her eyes back to her bowl.

Emiliano leaned back into the chair, wanting to keep his distance from the bowl. His mouth watered at the memory of his late grandmother’s soft beans, garri and baked chicken.

“Now another man can make decisions in this house?” he asked.

“What are you implying?” Quilla asked.   

The sound of approaching footsteps brought a smile to her lips.

Seconds later, the tall, gray-haired, lightly tanned man from earlier walked in wearing a dark blue suit and brown winged tipped shoes. 

A little overdressed in Emiliano’s opinion. He viewed the others at the table. His mother wore a low cut, form fitting gown while his sister wore a pastel pink ruffled dress.

Emiliano frowned. 

They never ate dinner dressed up unless there were guests. And his sister certainly didn’t wear ruffles. 

Edward walked over to Quilla, kissed her forehead then made his way to the other end of the table, mumbling his excuses for why he was running late. He stopped short upon noticing Emiliano sitting at the head of the table. 

He raised a brow.

“Young Master Petty. We weren’t formally introduced.” His accent was thick and heavy with sarcasm. “Home on holiday. You are welcomed here.”

“I know.” Emiliano placed his elbows on the table, leaning forward with crossed arms, he cocked his head to the side. “This is my house,” he said, raising his brows. He wanted the man to challenge him about this fact. 

The man’s smile became strained. “Yes, of course.”

The two men stayed frozen in their spots, Emiliano in his father’s chair, the strange man standing and waiting for Emiliano to move. 

Emiliano studied the man. He had to be older than Quilla. The lines etched deep in his skin reminded Emiliano of the ugly pugs his mother used to keep as pets. Too incompetent-looking to be a lawyer and definitely not straight-laced enough to be an accountant. Whatever the position, Emiliano guessed the man had some experience in acquiring other people’s assets. 

Emiliano smirked. Too bad for the man Quilla had no money to give. 

The man rocked on his toes before clearing his throat. 

Emiliano gestured to one of the waiting staff members to give the gentleman a drink
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