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Chapter
One

 


Lucie Claire was the prettiest girl in
twelfth grade. I envied her blue eyes and her wavy blonde hair. I
wanted to be as popular as she was and walk with the same kind of
bounce. I wanted to have the same dimpled smile. I wanted her to
like me, and I wanted her to drop dead at the same time. I was in
love with the boy she was dating, but he wouldn’t even look at me
if I bumped into him in the hallway.

I said “Hello” to them when they were
standing together, but my voice came out a whisper and she didn’t
hear. He did, but his gaze slid off me like water and I hurried
by.

His name was Brett and he was the
handsomest boy I’d ever seen, although my older sister Sadie said
he looked like a spic. She liked blond surfer types who could
barely spell their own names, much less write a love-letter
correctly.

It didn’t bother Sadie if ‘eternal’
was misspelled. She received love-letters from a boy named Murf who
thought the word romance had two s’s.

Brett was the smartest boy in our
class. He also played football and broke his collarbone in time for
the mid-term exams when he scored the winning touchdown against the
All-Saints team, our school’s archenemy.

The whole class cheered when he came
in to school on Monday. His arm was in a sling and his face was
paler than usual. Lucie ran up and took his books from him. He took
his history exam orally in another room while the rest of us
perspired over our papers. It was abnormally hot that week. The
exam room smelled of nervous sweat. I had long hair then, down to
my waist. It was thick, heavy, and drenched by the end of the day.
I cut it all off Friday morning, the day of our algebra test. There
was a huge storm. I came to school with my head shorn and strangely
light, the back of my neck white as milk and feeling
fragile.

There wasn’t a breath of wind, but
clouds piled up on the horizon. The ocean became agitated suddenly.
Whitecaps dashed across the harbor and spilled over the waterfront.
Just as we sat down, a huge bolt of lightning shot across the
darkening sky and thunder shook the building.

Lucie gave a scream and leapt into
Brett’s arms. I dropped my books, as did several other students,
and we bent to pick them up, glancing nervously at each other. Rain
started to batter the tin roof and soon the electricity went off.
We sat in the darkness. The sky was black as deepest night and the
only light came from the lightning bolts that blinded us when they
flashed. The pounding rain deafened us. We couldn’t hear ourselves
talk, so we sat in uneasy silence. We jumped each time the thunder
roared.

I caught sight of Lucie and Brett in
the split second of a lightning bolt. She was still cuddled in his
arms. His shoulder must have been hurting though, because he was
grimacing.

I thought the tempest would never end,
but it blew over quickly like most of our tropical storms. The
thunder grew faint and the sky became gray, then white. The sun
came out and steam rose from the roofs and the blacktop roads. The
palm trees shook themselves like shaggy dogs and the parakeets
fluttered back into the sky like flocks of bright
gemstones.

After our algebra test, I ate lunch
with my best friend, Andrea. She was pretty, but she still had her
baby fat and it depressed her. She couldn’t tell yet that someday
she’d be stunning. All she could see were her fat cheeks and
braces. She was a cheerleader, along with Lucie, and she told me
all about Brett’s heroic touchdown. She also said Lucie had
hysterics on the field and almost got taken away in the ambulance
with Brett after his accident.

I listened while eating my goat-meat
stew, one of the only things the cafeteria cooked up right,
although its color was enough to put anyone off—bright
fuchsia.

Andrea wrinkled her nose as she
watched me eating, then she asked me why I had cut my hair. With it
long I’d looked a bit like my mother. Andrea thought my family was
sophisticated because my mother was a model, my father a painter,
and my sister had earned the admiration of the whole school by
getting accepted to Harvard. Actually my family was the envy of
most of my classmates, but I only wanted to be the envy of
Brett.

I wasn’t at all sophisticated. My
father called me ‘Miss Misery’ and my mother said, “If only you’d
smile you’d be presentable”, fifty times a day. My sister Sadie was
‘a fox’. Boys whistled when she walked by. I thought she was silly;
she thought I was a bore. Sadie blamed hormones for anything she
did wrong during her adolescence. When my parents wanted to punish
her, she’d launch into detailed scientific jargon that left my
mother with a slight frown on her lovely forehead and my father
with a look of smug pride.

I don’t think either of them even
finished high school. My mother started modeling at age twelve in
Puerto Rico, where she was born. My father ran away from home when
he was fifteen, sailed around the world on a charter sailboat, and
swam ashore one night in St. Thomas after getting into a fight with
his boss. He set up as a painter on the beach. My mother came from
Puerto Rico one day to do a shoot and fell in love with my father,
who was something of a rake as he was fond of saying. She continued
to model, went to New York and made a fortune, then she came back
to the islands to marry Father and buy a decent house for them to
live in. My father at that time was sharing a fisherman’s cabin
with three drunks and a dog. Mother said she didn’t know which one
smelled worse.

Father is well known now as an artist,
thank goodness.

Mother stopped working when she had
Sadie and me. She rather liked being a mom. Sadie thinks she’s a
beautiful, sweet idiot. For once, I agreed with her.

We lived in a house perched on a cliff
overlooking the wild north side of the island. My father insisted
on the north side for his painting. Mother would have preferred the
calm Caribbean side where the capital, Charlotte Amalie, was
located.

St. Thomas is a long, skinny island
three miles wide and fourteen miles long. It’s nearly the same size
as Manhattan, but that’s the only similarity between the two
islands. To drive the three miles that separate our house from
Charlotte Amalie takes us nearly an hour. St. Thomas is made of
steep mountains that leap from the sea straight up to the
clouds.

On the Atlantic side, water and wind
have carved deep coves and there are jagged black cliffs that
stagger out into the ocean and collapse in huge jumbles of
boulders. The north side is rough and rowdy. The tides are
stronger, the fish are bigger, and it is ruled by the mighty
Atlantic Ocean. Meagan’s Bay is there; a perfect, white, sandy arm
of a beach stretching three miles long, bordering an old coconut
grove. It forms the biggest, shallowest bay on the island. National
Geographic has called it one of the three most beautiful beaches in
the world, and you have to believe them.

My mother would have loved a house
overlooking Meagan’s Bay, but my father chose a house on a tiny,
uninhabited cove. The house perched on a cliff overlooking the
ocean, and there were no neighbors for miles around. To get to the
small beach one glimpsed to the right of the bay, we had a choice:
we could take the rutted, red dirt road which twisted down the
mountain-side like a raw wound in its flank, or we could hike down
the goat path that led from our back yard through the scrub forest
to the top of the cliffs. There we had another choice. We could
either climb down the cliff and make our way along the tide-line
over boulders and coral reef, or continue along the goat path right
at the dizzying top of the cliffs, weaving in and out between
slender acacia trees until we got all the way down to the beach.
The decision was always made according to the tide or the weather.
The road that led to the beach was godforsaken. The angle of its
decent was so precarious that only a very tough jeep could ever
contemplate coming back up it. Sadie, Mother, and I usually walked
down the road, picnic baskets swinging from our hands and father’s
three mongrel dogs; Rogue, Cad, and Strumpet trotting beside us.
The dogs would dash into the ocean and proceed to bark at each
other until we shouted at them to stop. Then they’d flop down in
the shade of a sea-grape tree, pant loudly, and doze until we
opened the picnic baskets. Father detested the beach. He would
climb down the cliffs directly under our house and go swimming
among the boulders and waves in our own private cove.

He would take Sadie and me along, too.
Mother was terrified we’d all be drowned or killed falling off the
cliff.

Sadie and I scrambled like little
goats down the mountainside. The path was good and we weren’t
afraid. The dogs followed us down, but they stayed in the shade of
the trees and wouldn’t venture onto the sharp obsidian
rock.

I did have a nasty accident there one
day. The rocks are volcanic and quite jagged. We wore sneakers to
swim. The waves are big and the trick to swimming in the cove is to
correctly judge the size and strength of the waves when you want to
get out of the water. Too strong and you’ll be dashed against the
rocks, too weak and you’ll miss your hand-hold and slip
back.

Father and Sadie were bobbing on their
backs just outside the cove, and I was snorkeling along the side of
the cliffs when I spotted something huge and dark moving slowly
through the water. I came up to the surface and screamed to my
father that a sea-monster was going to eat us. He dipped his head
under to see and came up laughing. “It’s a manta ray,” he
explained, and Sadie laughed too.

But I was frightened. The creature
must have been ten feet across from wingtip to wingtip and it was
coming straight towards me. I panicked. I screamed and headed for
the rocks. Misjudging the wave that carried me in, I hit the cliff
head-on and knocked myself unconscious.

Sadie said she’d never seen so much
blood. Father was furious, and frightened for me. He knew the blood
would attract sharks. He took me under his arm and climbed up the
cliff to the house. Mother drove me to the hospital while Sadie and
Father cleaned up the blood.

I was seven at the time, Sadie ten.
She said the accident ruined my looks.

My mother was devastated. I was the
one in the family who looked the most like her. I think she had my
modeling and acting career all planned out. The accident left me
with a hideous scar down my face and a broken nose that didn’t get
set right.

“Those damn doctors!” My
mother swore, and she took me to Tortola to see a famous plastic
surgeon who promised to do his best, but told us he’d have to wait
until I was eighteen to operate. My mother was distraught. She’d
started modeling when she was twelve, so she knew how brief a
model’s career was. I think she simply gave up on me then. I was
ruined in her eyes. She didn’t have any other dreams lined up for
me.

The accident only stopped me swimming
for a month. Then I was down in our cove again, no longer afraid of
anything. I’d survived an encounter with a sea-monster and I felt
invincible.

Once I saw a hammer-head shark. I was
clinging to a boulder, the one furthest out to sea from our cove,
when I noticed a shadow moving through the ocean in front of me. I
put my head under the water and saw him. He was magnificent. He was
moving up the current that flowed past our coast out in the
Atlantic Ocean. We were on the North Equatorial current, coming
from the coast of Africa and sweeping in a huge circle, joining the
Gulf Stream further north in the Sargasso Sea on its way to
Greenland. The whales migrated along it and sometimes a huge shark
would drift by. I stayed hidden behind the rock and watched him
until he was out of sight. His huge head swept back and forth as he
swam. I told my father he must have been fifteen feet
long.

A few days later, a racehorse was
attacked by a hammer-head shark in the harbor. The trainers would
often exercise their horses in the water, swimming them back and
forth along the waterfront. The shark had bitten off the horse’s
chest in one massive bite. The trainer said he’d never been so
scared in all his life. The shark was at least twenty feet long he
claimed.

The same shark tipped over a boat with
two fishermen in it. The men escaped, but the boat sank. The
governor posted a five-hundred dollar reward for the capture of the
shark. For weeks the harbor and surrounding sea were full of blood
and chum bait. Finally the shark was caught, not far from Water
Island. The happy fisherman was photographed for the Daily News in
front of the monster. He held a check in one hand and a fishing
pole in the other. I saw the newspaper with the picture in it and
gasped. The fish was measured at twenty-two feet in length with a
head nearly five feet wide from eye to eye.

Sadie and I went down to the marina to
look at the shark. It was impressive. She took a picture of me
gingerly touching its fin. I took one of Sadie kissing
it.

“Hey Sadie!” A boy from
her class yelled out to her. “Why don’t you kiss me that
way?”

Sadie flipped him a finger. She was
twelve, but what a beauty already.

“If only Sadie had grown
taller, she could have made a fortune modeling,” Mother had said
with a sigh. Sadie was blonde, like Father, and had his blue eyes.
She had Mother’s sensual mouth though. I thought she looked like a
pug dog, but Mother compared her to a baby Brigitte
Bardot.

Father painted many pictures of Sadie
and me. I used to pose for hours without moving, but Sadie was
restless; she’d yawn and fidget.

My father did a painting of me the
year I turned sixteen. I was looking out the window, so all the
light fell on my ruined face. The scar tissue pulled one side of my
mouth awry, but in my father’s painting it looked beautiful, not
awful. My hair was still long—I hadn’t cut it yet—and it hung like
black water down my back.

I liked my eyes best. Father painted
them with the sunlight streaking through them. They are light
brown, almost amber, but in the painting they were pale as honey. A
dark gray circle rings the outside of the iris. My mother’s eyes
are the same, though hers are quite famous. They graced the covers
of magazines for years. My broken nose was softened by father’s
brush, and I was wearing a white tee-shirt, several sizes too
big.

Father had a big exhibit in New York
City soon after he painted the portrait. Mine was to be the central
painting in the exhibit, and I was excited. I thought, naively,
that I would be allowed to go with my parents to New York, but
Sadie and I only went as far as Puerto Rico to stay with our
grandparents while our parents went to the city.

Pépé and Mémé are quite nice. They are
not originally from Puerto Rico. Pépé is Cuban. He’s Mother’s
father and he’s very funny. His English is pretty bad, so we all
speak Spanish with him. Mémé is his second wife. Our grandmother
died when Mother was fifteen. She was a Russian woman. She’d met
Pépé in Cuba, and they’d run away together. Something in my
family’s genes I suppose; they all seem to run away. Pépé and his
Russian bride eloped to Puerto Rico where they lived for fifteen
happy years. My mother has two brothers and two sisters. They’ve
scattered all over the globe like dandelion seed. One lived in
Germany, one in Tokyo, one in Alaska, and one in
Uruguay.

Pépé married Mémé five years after his
first wife died. Mémé is American. She got off a cruise ship in
Puerto Rico and never got back on. She said Pépé swept her off her
feet. She dressed as if always on a cruise ship vacation; wide
straw hats, ice-cream pastel colored pants, and flowered shirts.
Her sandals had little plastic jewels on them. I love Mémé, she’s
awfully sweet, and I didn’t mind her dyed red hair a bit. Sadie was
more critical, she had Mother’s impeccable taste, but I thought
Mémé’s clothes suit her.

We spent two weeks with our
grandparents. We went sightseeing in Old San Juan and Pépé bought
us each a leather purse. We went to the horse races, and Mémé won
fifty dollars betting on a horse named ‘Old Pépé’. We watched
television every night. A TV was something our father swore he’d
never have in the house. “Why watch TV? Just get a lobotomy!” So we
were enthralled with this one. We watched everything from game
shows to the news, and all of Mémé’s soap-operas. She knew all the
characters and their stories by heart.

Our grandparents came to stay with us
every Easter, but each Christmas they traveled to another part of
the world to visit one of Mother’s siblings.

Of our father’s family, we knew
nothing. He ran away when he was fifteen. He let it slip, once,
that he was from Tennessee, but we would never know from where. I
didn’t know if he had any brothers or sisters, where he grew up, or
what he was like as a child. His life started when he swam ashore
to a St. Thomas beach one hot night.

I can picture him as a boy though. He
must have been a beautiful child with wide, dreamy blue eyes and
hair so blond it was white. He must have had the same mischievous
grin and the same way of running his fingers through his hair,
making it stand all funny.

I have a picture of him when he was
seventeen. He was on the beach as usual, surrounded by a group of
pretty girls. One of the girls was my mother. She was in the
background, unusual for her, and a bit blurred—as if she’d turned
her head at the last second towards my father. All that showed of
her was dark hair floating around her shoulders and her white arm,
outstretched.

Father was standing next to his easel
grinning unabashedly. His hair was uncut and down to his shoulders.
He was tan and thin, with cut-off jeans sitting so low on his hips
you could see a dark line of pubic hair. His stomach muscles were
beautiful. His arm was around his painting, not a girl. The photo
was in “Vogue” magazine; I pulled it out of my mother’s picture
box.

I have another one of Mother and
Father on their wedding day. My father was dressed this time. He
looked hung-over, and he was. His grin was skewed and his hair was
still wet from a cold shower. He forgot his cufflinks, so he’d
rolled up the sleeves of his shirt. Mother was wearing a white lace
dress and holding a bouquet of white hibiscus. She was trying to
look like she wasn’t angry, but I could tell, by the tiny line
between her eyebrows, that she was absolutely furious. Pépé was
there, in top hat and tails. He hadn’t met Mémé yet, so there was
no bright splash of color in the picture. Except for the blue of my
father’s eyes, you’d think the picture was in black and
white.

Mother stayed with my father for one
week after their wedding. Then she went off to New York to pursue
her career. She would come back and forth to the islands. Usually
they would spend three months out of the year together, she told
me. Father said it was the perfect marriage. He said he couldn’t
understand what made her come back here and settle down. Mother
explained she wanted to have children and to buy a
house.

Sadie was born in New York City.
Mother didn’t trust the St. Thomas doctors. She gave birth to Sadie
in December. She said Father came to visit in shorts and sandals.
He said he was so excited about having a baby he just got on the
plane. He didn’t stop to think about the weather. “I forgot about
winter,” he said. The nurses must have loved him.

I was born in Puerto Rico. Father and
Sadie came to welcome me. Sadie was sick the whole flight. Father
said he’d hold me on the way back. Unfortunately, I was the one
throwing up then. He said he’d never travel with us
again.

After I was born, Mother sold her
apartment in New York. She stayed home with us, only going
occasionally to the States to model.

Life was sweet when I was growing up.
Our house on the cliff was big and sunny. People were always
dropping in. We had many guests; Mother sent out invitations in
droves. Sadie and I were spoiled by everyone. Father was always
home, and we had a nanny. She was a hideously ugly woman from
down-island. She had one gold tooth in front, and most of her other
teeth were missing. Her hair sprang straight up on her head, and
she was stocky and squint-eyed. Despite her fearsome exterior,
Nielsa, for that was her name, was a kind-hearted woman and an
excellent cook. Her voice was deep and melodious and although she
spoke English, it was an English molded and melted into a singsong
dialect that tickled the ear.

“Wan, two, tree!” She
would tell us, and Mother would say, “Three, Nielsa,
three!”

“Lordy but yo’ momma’s dee
prettiest woman on da island!” Nielsa often said. “But she doan’
know a t’ing about cook’n!”

This was true. When Mother went into
the kitchen, we usually made reservations to eat out. Nielsa cooked
for us, and Luz cleaned. Nielsa lived with us, in her own apartment
downstairs. Luz came by bus at eight a.m. every weekday and left at
four. There was a friendly rivalry between the two. Luz was from
St. Thomas, and looked down at Nielsa, who came from St. Kitts.
Nielsa, however, had the home front advantage and never let Luz
forget it. They got along well though, and would often compare
recipes and home remedies. Nielsa was interested in all herbs and
spices and could concoct potions for all occasions. Luz told
fortunes with tea-leaves and was amazingly astute. To me they were
family, and I couldn’t imagine life without them.

Andrea was my best friend all through
grade school. Sadie had many friends and was always spending the
night at someone’s house. I had Andrea. We’d been enemies in
kindergarten, but adored each other by first grade. She was my
opposite, petite and blonde. She had a pretty smile and dimples on
her rosy cheeks. My parents nicknamed her ‘Sunshine’. Her parents
owned a shop on Main Street where they sold duty-free perfume and
fine crystal. I loved going into their store; the crystal twinkled
like diamonds in the glass cases and the perfume smelled divine. We
would walk in and pretend to be customers, trying on the samples
and looking at the prices of the crystal until Andrea’s parents
shooed us out. Most of the time, Andrea came to my house. There
were always people about: Mother and Father, Nielsa and Luz, and
the house-guests who would wander in and out on their way to and
from the beach or town.

Andrea was not a very strong swimmer,
so we rarely went down to our cove except on very calm days. My
father refused to make any kind of stairs or change the cove in any
way so it was still a wild place. So we’d whistle for the dogs and
walk the long way down the road to the beach. Mother would pack us
a picnic, and Father would tell us to be careful. He never said
that when we went to the cove, but the beach, he said, made him
nervous.

At the beach we could do any number of
things; on one side there was a coral reef to explore with goggles
underwater or on foot, and there was a pretty white sand beach to
lie on or to build sandcastles with. There were two stone jetties
forming a deep lagoon that led to a pond where two or three wooden
fishing boats were anchored. The jetty nearest the beach was the
shortest. It was made of rough, blue granite boulders and reached
maybe forty feet out into the bay. The furthest one was huge. The
boulders were enormous and the jetty must have been a hundred feet
long. Crabs lived in the rocks and there were thousands of them;
big and small, red, black and deep green ones. We loved to catch
them and put them in our buckets, or in the dog’s water
dish.

The pond had been dug out of a salt
flat; it was shallow and filled with sea cucumbers that grazed like
miniature cows on the sea-grass. We would catch them and squirt ink
at each other. The salt flat would turn into a sea of mud when it
rained, and we would run down to it and slide and slip and roll in
the mud, then rush across the beach to plunge into the waves and
wash ourselves clean. Mother said people spent hundreds of dollars
in spas to get covered with sea-mud. We had ours for free, and
acres of it.

The one place we didn’t go was to the
big stone jetty. To get to it, one had to swim across the lagoon.
It was deep and green, and large fish patrolled it. Once I saw one
that was ten feet long and torpedo shaped. Andrea and I mostly
stayed on the beach. The sand was white and fine, and we loved to
make drip-castles and do gymnastics where the beach sloped down to
the sea. In the afternoon, when the sun was the strongest, we would
sit in the shade of the acacias and eat the lunch Nielsa fixed for
us and watch the white egrets in the mangroves.

One late summer’s day the waves were
enormous. The white foam from the surf made the whole bay look as
if it were full of snow. Andrea and I sat on the beach, not daring
to brave the fearsome undertow or the waves that rose ten feet high
and smashed straight down onto the sand. We wore jeans and
sweatshirts; the wind was very strong that day. Most days the waves
came into the bay obliquely. They would first hit the large jetty,
which would break them and slow them down. Then second jetty would
tame them completely, so that most of the time the beach was barely
caressed. However, this day the breakers came straight in. They
tumbled into the bay like so many rowdy, wild horses, bucking and
leaping onto the sand. One wave rose so suddenly that a school of
fish was caught in it. They were silhouetted against the sky, as if
the water was some sort of fantastic, free form aquarium. They rose
twelve feet up into the air, then the white foam cascaded down and
they disappeared in a lacy tumble.

Andrea and I didn’t hear the car that
drove up behind us, and before we could shout a warning, two small
boys, luckily with life vests on, ran past us and jumped into the
water. Immediately a huge roller, like a cat’s paw, reached over
them and swept them out to sea. The children shrieked, but their
parents were too involved with parking their car in the meager
shade to notice.

Andrea and I clambered out along the
small jetty, almost to the very end. I tried to grab the boys, but
they were just beyond my reach. Cursing, I kicked off my sneakers
and peeled off my jeans and sweatshirt. Ignoring Andrea’s terrified
screams, I dove into the water. The undertow caught me and dragged
me straight out to the boys. The waves carried them towards the
beach, but the back-pull was so great they couldn’t make it to
shallow enough water to get their feet under them. I dove under the
waves and pulled myself along using my hands to grab the rocks and
coral underwater. I came up beneath one boy and grabbed his legs. A
wave tossed us towards the beach, but we were still out over our
heads when the undertow sucked us back towards the open sea. The
jetty whooshed by me and I angled myself towards it. Another swell
lifted us up, and I pushed the boy straight to Andrea who caught
his hand and hauled him up onto the rocks.

By now the second boy was nearing the
very end of the jetty, and I knew that once past that point, the
waves would cease to push him in, but the undertow would continue
to pull him further and further out. I dove underwater again and
scrabbled frantically towards him. My lungs were bursting, but I
had to reach him. A wave crashed overhead, and I came up for air
after it swept by. The boy was close. I ducked under another wave
and came up next to him. He clutched at my head, so I pushed him
away. Then I grabbed a strap on his life jacket and dove to the
seabed to grasp a rock and keep us from being sucked out to sea.
The waves were our allies and our enemies at the same time, first
sweeping us to the beach, then pulling us away. I swam steadily
sideways and tried not to worry when the breakers crashed over our
heads, somersaulting us head over heels. I twisted the strap around
my hand. When we tumbled, I tried to grab whatever I could
underwater and hold us under despite the boy’s life jacket that
wanted to buoy us up. Finally Andrea’s hands were in front of us,
and she grabbed the boy by the hair when the current threatened to
sweep him away.

I let go then, and a wave took me
instead. It tossed me like a rag-doll along the jetty, and I
bounced off six boulders before finally I caught hold of one. I
clung like a limpet, not daring to open my eyes. Andrea pulled me
out of the water. The boys were sobbing, but I was beyond that. I
felt as if I’d been beaten by giant fists and then hurled down
cement stairs.

The boys’ parents, who’d watched
helplessly from the beach, drove us to the hospital. They were
tourists. They kept swerving into the right lane, although we drive
on the left in St. Thomas. Andrea gave directions. I sat in the
back with one of the boys, the other one vomited salt water all
over his mother’s lap. At the hospital, they diagnosed a concussion
for the boy who’d thrown up. The other child was fine, just a few
bruises. Miraculously, I had nothing broken. I took six stitches in
my left foot and nine in my left hand. I had a black eye, a cut in
my scalp, and scrapes all over the inside of my arms and on my
legs.

Andrea called my father, who came to
pick us up. The boys’ parents nearly fell over themselves thanking
me. They wouldn’t stop talking. About how high the waves were, how
frightened they’d been, how brave I was. Their father called me a
heroine. They wanted to give me money. They wanted my picture. I
cringed. The attention made me feel awful. I couldn’t understand
it. In all the books I’d read, the hero basks in his glory. I just
wanted everyone to stop looking at me and to stop talking about me.
Then the doctor was patting me kindly on the head, telling me not
to cry, and Father scooped me up into his arms and carried me out
to the car.

“I know how you feel,” he
said kindly.

“Thank goodness I learned
how to swim in the cove,” I finally said.

Mother took a shivery breath and
hugged me hard when I came home. Nielsa had prepared a ‘mending
tea’ for me. I couldn’t resist limping out to the balcony and
looking down at the bay. I could see the huge swathes of white
water the waves dragged in after them as they came into the bay
from the deeper ocean. The whole bay was white. The jetties were
nearly obscured by spray. Clouds were piling up on the horizon. The
rainy season had come. School would start soon. It was the autumn
of 1989, and I was sixteen years old.


Chapter Two

 


Sadie was a senior now in high school.
She smoked cigarettes in the girls’ room and shortened her skirts.
She often forgot her bra, a mandatory piece of clothing in our
school. I hated my bra. It was Sadie’s hand-me-down-trainer-bra.
Just the name made me sick, as if my flat chest needed
training.

The first days of school were always
the same. My nerves would be so bad I couldn’t sleep, and when my
alarm rang I’d be exhausted. The odor of school had to be gotten
used to, the smell of desks and chalk, of books and hallways. Our
school was built around an open courtyard, in the midst of which
was a huge flamboyant tree. Our classrooms were large and airy,
with a tantalizing view across the town’s rooftops toward the
beaches and the blue Caribbean beyond.

Andrea and I were not in the same
group that year. I was in group ‘C’, she in group ‘B’. We tried to
be cheerful about it, but it was the first wedge between
us.

I was shy in school. My ruined face
made me terribly self-conscious, and I hid behind a curtain of
hair. Sadie had a reputation; she was called ‘Sexy Sadie’. For some
reason this mortified me. I couldn’t get used to peoples’
incredulous expressions when they found out we were
sisters.

Brett was the new boy in school that
year. I noticed him right away as I walked into my homeroom. My
God, he was beautiful. He was sitting in the front row watching the
students as we walked in. He was probably nervous, but he looked
calm. He turned as I walked into the doorway. I was silhouetted
against the light. Then as I came in, he saw me clearly. Saw my
face. I thought I saw him flinch, but it might have been my
over-sensitive imagination. The teacher called him up in front of
us all and introduced him. I thought he looked a lot in Lucie’s
direction. I was right. They started dating a week
later.

It had rained and the cement stairs
going down to our art class were slick. The banister was slippery
too. It was made of wrought iron, and when Lucie tripped there was
nothing for her to hold onto. She took a terrible fall, all the way
down the stairs. Brett was at the bottom and he ran to help her. I
was there too, and I remembered thinking it was awful, and how it
must have hurt, and my first reflex was to smooth down her skirt
which had flown up around her waist, exposing her panties—pink
underwear with little rosebuds on them. I hurried to straighten her
skirt just as Brett hoisted her up in his arms.

“Get her books,” he said
to me curtly and then carried her off to the office.

I picked up Lucie’s books and
dutifully carried them to the secretary who was calling an
ambulance to come for Lucie. She had a cut on her head that was
bleeding freely. Brett sat with her and held her hand.

The next day they were a couple. Lucie
had a little white plaster above her eye, and Brett had his arm
protectively around her shoulder.

I was right behind them in line for
lunch when I heard him say to her worriedly, “I hope it doesn’t
leave a scar.” She dug an elbow into his ribs, and he turned and
saw me. He had the grace to blush, but it hurt all the
same.

I still loved him though. He was from
Tennessee, and had an accent that dripped like honey. I wanted to
lick his words off his lips, and I would turn crimson when those
thoughts, quick as moths, fluttered through my head in
class.

We read Romeo and Juliet, and he was
Romeo. He had dark brown hair and green eyes. Sadie teased me to no
end about him; somehow she’d guessed. But she was sweet, she told
nobody else, and I didn’t even confide in Andrea. It seemed that
hopeless.

The poster on the wall
proclaimed: Be a Cheerleader! Support Your
School’s Team! Tryouts Next Wednesday After School! See Sharon to
Sign Up!

Andrea was determined to be a
cheerleader. She cajoled me into signing up for the tryouts
although it was not something I’d wanted to do. “Don’t be a wimp.”
She scoffed. “It’ll be a lot of fun. And we’ll get to see all the
football games.”

“Well, that’s obvious,” I
said dryly.

“You know what I mean.
Brett’s going to be on the team, did you know that?”

Actually I did. Almost all the boys in
our class were on the team. It was the varsity team, and everyone
was excited. Our school had always had a good football team, but
we’d been beaten in the finals five years running now by our
arch-enemy, All Saints.

“This year,” said the
coach, “we’re going to win!”

Sharon, a senior and varsity
cheerleader, was in charge of recruiting and training the new
cheerleaders. She took our names down on a terribly long
list.

Andrea smiled bravely, but I could
tell she was impressed. “I didn’t know so many girls were going to
try out,” she said with a whisper.

We spent the next weekend together on
the beach trying out cheers and jumps, and practicing our splits
and handstands. The tryouts were on Wednesday.

On Monday, Andrea told me she was sure
she’d make it. “And you too, you did really well this weekend,” she
said reassuringly.

Tuesday night came, and so did my
first period. I hadn’t thought about it in a long time. When I was
twelve, Sadie had gotten hers. It had seemed a momentous thing
then, and I’d spent months fretting. But Sadie never let her period
get in the way of anything. She never had cramps or felt depressed.
So matter of fact was she that I soon forgot all about it, and when
I saw the little spot of blood after school it didn’t bother me. I
just told my mother. We rummaged around in the bathroom and came up
with everything I needed. Thanks to Sadie I knew what to do, so I
just took a box of feminine napkins to my room and prepared to
forget all about it.

Around midnight, I was woken up by
horrible pains. I was doubled up in bed moaning when my mother came
in. She’d heard me cry out. She turned on the light and blanched.
There was blood everywhere. The light woke up Sadie who looked over
and screamed.

“Hush, Sadie. It’s
nothing. Go back to bed.” Mother was firm. She helped me wash up,
and changed the sheets. She gave me aspirin for the pain and yelled
at my father to go away when he stuck his head in the room to see
what was the matter. She rubbed my aching back and told me that it
had been the same for her, but it would get better, and not to
worry. I had to get up twice more that night to change napkins that
were soaked.

The next day was the tryouts. Mother
worried whether or not I should go to school, but things seemed to
have calmed down. I felt very weak, and nervous, but Sadie told me
she’d help if I needed anything and to wear shorts under my skirt.
I thought that was good advice, and put on shorts, over the triple
layer of underwear I’d already worn. I stuffed my purse with
sanitary pads and begged Sadie to carry some for me, just in case.
I felt awful, but I looked worse. My hair had gotten greasy
overnight and there were dark circles under my eyes.

Andrea and I huddled together at the
tryouts. Individually we had to go out into the middle of the
courtyard and present a cheer that we’d practiced. Then we had to
perform the required jumps and end in a split, all this in front of
a crowd of curious students, teachers, and Brett.

Lucie was perfect. Her hair bounced,
her voice sounded musical, and her movements were quick and clear.
My mind suddenly became numb. It was my turn next. I felt my
stomach knot up and cramp, but I thought it was just nerves. I
cleared my throat and tried to remember the words to my
cheer.

“To the goal all the way!”
I cried. “Come on, boys, make our day!” I moved like a puppet, and
even to me my voice sounded shrill and silly. “Rah, Rah!” I yelled,
and did my ending leap.

“Okay. Now the jumps!”
said Sharon from her perch on the stairs. She held a notebook in
her hand and waved it at me in a commanding way.

I looked at Andrea, but I knew if I
didn’t go through with this, she’d hate me forever. I did the jumps
as fast as I could, praying that three layers of underwear plus my
shorts would save me, and that nothing would show. The split was my
undoing. I got up too fast and my head spun. I fainted right in
front of a group of teachers. Two of them carted me off to the
office.

I didn’t see Andrea’s tryout. Sadie
said it looked really good, especially after mine. I didn’t make
the squad. Andrea did.

Andrea told me later, I think out of
sheer pique that I didn’t see her wonderful cheer, that I looked
like a fat cow with the bulky shorts under my skirt. I didn’t mind,
at least they’d saved me from being embarrassed.

I spent the rest of the week at home
in bed with a hot-water bottle on my tummy. Mother and Nielsa took
turns bringing me tea and rubbing my back. Luz, who’d had nine
children, was sympathetic, but practical. “When you goan’ to have
the chill’drens, den it jus’ go away. I ain’ suffer none since I
had my first child. Tis so.”

I tried to forget Brett and lose
myself in my studies. It wasn’t easy. I was changing. Hormones were
doing their worst to make me crazy. Some days I wanted to just curl
up in bed and die, on others I was euphoric. At night, I fantasized
about Brett.

I suppose I was a late bloomer. Andrea
told me, matter of fact that she’d been dreaming about boys since
she was ten. That was during one of our slumber-party conversations
when we were all trying hard to have an adult conversation and not
dissolve into helpless giggles using ‘adult’ words. We’d already
discussed drugs, which we were all against, except marijuana, which
most of our parents smoked anyway. Then we’d talked about boys, and
sex.

There were eight of us. Two of the
girls were smoking cigarettes. One of the girls, Darlene, asked
about our fantasies. We all turned red but were determined to see
the conversation through to the end. Debbie, her big sister, had
read several ‘Brava’ books. In a nonchalant voice, she cited
passages from the most sexy books she’d read using words like
‘heaving bosom’, and ‘turgid manhood’. They sounded pretty hot to
me. The sexiest book I’d read was one of Mother’s romance novels;
steamy without being explicit.

So, via books we all claimed to have
read, technical matters were discussed. Every girl seemed to have a
different way of going about it, but all had fantasies. We were all
supposed to say our piece. When it was my turn, I didn’t dare admit
I dreamed about Brett. I made up a beach scenario with a popular
actor and threw in some of the hottest scenes of the romance
novels. That seemed to satisfy everyone. The conversation turned to
less delicate matters, and we all relaxed and passed the bowl of
popcorn around.

 


Andrea loved being a cheerleader, but
it meant I saw even less of her than before. She had practice once
a week and games were every Saturday. I went a few
times.

Andrea was in the back row, next to
Lucie, and she looked good in her short, pleated skirt and blue
jersey. Andrea had a better figure than Lucie, but Lucie had a way
of moving that was crisp and clear.

Our team did well. Brett played
halfback and was terribly effective. He scored tons of touchdowns.
Andrea fell in love with the quarterback, but he didn’t notice her
until the day he was sidelined with a sprain. He limped over to the
bench, and suddenly he was mesmerized by Andrea’s luscious,
bouncing body. When she cheered all of her bounced. She was rapidly
losing her baby-fat. She was turning into a beauty at last. The
quarterback, a Frenchie named Claude, was not immune to her charms.
Andrea started dating Claude, and I stopped going to football
games. The sight of Andrea and Claude, and Brett and Lucie, going
off arm in arm after the game, resplendent in their respective
uniforms and glowing with young love (and lust) was too much for
me. I stayed home and returned to the cove.

Autumn in the Caribbean is the rainy
season, and it was awful that year. Twice heavy storms washed out
our road, and we got a hole in our roof that leaked rain into the
dining room and ruined Mother’s favorite throw rug. The only happy
person was Father who loved painting the storms moving across the
ocean. The light after the storm fascinated him. He claimed that
everything, even the air, looked scrubbed clean. He painted
feverishly, getting ready for his new show. I moped around getting
in his way, or pestering Mother to take me to the
movies.

Since we had no television, I was
understandably hooked on movies. Usually we went to the theater in
Tutu, a poorer section of the island. Once, while waiting outside
for my mother to come and pick me up after the movie, a group of
native children started calling me names. I didn’t know any of
them, but I asked them to stop.

Then they picked up rocks and pelted
me. It was the first time someone had tried to hurt me. I fled down
the street and took refuge among a group of woman patiently waiting
at a bus stop. The women chased the children away and tried to
comfort me, but I was shocked.

The mere fact that someone had thrown
a rock at me, with intent to harm, only because I was white, was
bad enough. But the children had been my age and their eyes had
been filled with
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