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one 

  

For most of her childhood, Zhoulie had preferred the caress of the padded asylum 

walls over her family's itchy sympathies. Tonight was no exception. She watched the 

back of her uncles’ heads while the jeep pulled into the parking lot of a dilapidated 

apartment building. She didn't know what she was going to find inside, but her body 

cooled and then began to perspire. Desmin spoke from the front seat without turning 

around.  

“There is a young woman who is in the most critical stage of the plague. We just 

want you to try and talk to her.” 

“What am I supposed to say?” Zhoulie asked, attempting to swallow the spiky 

spur in her throat.  

“Try to make her feel comfortable,” Ralbon suggested. “She’s very close to your 

age, just turned eighteen I believe. Maybe you have something in common.” 

She peered at the jumbled graffiti on the exterior walls of the building. It was like 

trying to read a foreign language and she could barely make out the words. What she 

noticed was how some used color while others did not. Some wrote in all caps, others 

squiggly cursive script. Most looked rushed and sloppy, but one word stood out like the 

artist had been meticulous in its design. Careful in its creation to ensure there was no 

mistake. DEVIL, was all it said, but that was enough for Zhoulie. Her heart pounded like 

low heavy bass. 

“I don't think I can do this,” she said. “What if I hurt her?” Both uncles turned 

around to look at her.  
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“We'll be with you,” Ralbon said. “We need you to try just this once. She won't 

let us help her, but we think she'll speak to you at least.”  

Her grand aunt, Dame Saige, watched her closely and her eyes were piercing. 

“God is with you, child,” she said with a hypnotic flourish of her fingers. “I can see him 

all around you.” She had been brought in to ease the transition for the females into the 

Sisterhood. Zhoulie did not feel at ease. She moved to get out of the jeep, trailing behind 

her uncles across the parking lot to one of the lower level doors, the one that had DEVIL 

written on it. Somewhere a baby's cry and a dog's bark were singing a similar tune. She 

heard the faint sound of a plate crashing against linoleum, the rugged tempo of calypso. 

Someone must have knocked or signaled that they were at the door, but she never saw it 

happen. It just opened when they approached.  

The front room was brightly lit. Two tall, slim-necked lamps, minus their shades, 

burned near to bursting. She had to look away quickly before she began to see colors 

dancing in front of her eyes. A small man, or he may have been old and bent, led them 

into the hall. She could hear the crackle of salt beneath her sneakers once she stepped into 

the apartment. A cocoyea broom leaned in the corner, well used. The reheated scent of 

red curry clung to the ceiling. 

“She in there,” the man said, pointing at a rough hole about adult eye level. “We 

cut a hole here.” It looked like someone had slung a hammer against the door.  

“We can’t leave her alone, have to watch her even when she sleeping.” The little 

man shook his head slowly. His large, wet eyes followed their faces until he saw Zhoulie. 

He paused before again looking at her uncles.  
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“Still wild with the back chat. She can’t control herself.” That last part had been 

nearly a whisper. Saige nodded toward Zhoulie and the uncles stepped aside. The door 

opened without a creak. The room was only lit by the dim glow of a candle. It was a fat, 

waxy candle with small imperfections all over, possibly handmade. She recognized those 

candles. Her mother used to keep them around her brother’s room right after he died. 

They were scented, usually some holy aroma like frankincense and myrrh. The intense 

sort of smell that choked her when it filled her head.  

Many people tied a plain black ribbon around them and Zhoulie always noticed 

how soon the ribbon would become striped from the wax melting in wavy lines across it. 

That candle meant death and the thought made her shiver. 

“What do you want now?” A voice demanded. Zhoulie turned her head at the 

sound of the raspy question. She had thought the room was empty because the woman 

had been so still, so quiet that she hadn't seen her standing there. The woman stared out 

of the doorway at the uncles. Her expression was distorted, like she'd been punched in the 

face, long ago. 

“Leave,” the woman said, chest heaving like she couldn’t catch her breath 

completely. “Now.” She turned to the little man. “Why you bring them here?”  

The man didn’t respond, only watched her closely. 

“GET OUT!” She sounded like her throat was filled with glue. Her inflection 

swerved then returned to normal again. She began to retreat into the room, then stopped 

and turned around. She was wearing a gray shirt that bared her midriff. Her stomach was 

swollen, red and round. There were long scabbed fingernail scratches all over it.  
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Zhoulie felt sick, but couldn't look away. The woman's eyes were deeply veined 

like she had not slept in weeks. The room had a musk smell that had settled into the 

walls. Suddenly, the woman began to scream incoherently. Her tongue was pulpy and 

dry. Saige and the uncles began to recite a prayer. The rhythm of the words was 

hypnotizing, but the woman reacted like acid had been thrown in her face. Her scream 

turned to a long wail and her arms began to flail like she had suddenly grown a pair of 

wings.  

Saige and the uncles took a step backwards, but the little man was far braver. He 

was speaking close to her ear, calming words to try and control the outbursts. He shielded 

her violence by constantly moving his body between her hands and the place where they 

were meant to make contact. The woman shook her head the way a cow does when it 

wants to be rid of flies, then began to wildly tear at the flesh on her stomach.  

The pace of the prayer rhythm increased, there was a faint splash of some sacred 

water, and the little man's darting began to blur. A panic began to form in Zhoulie’s body 

and the sensation moved down her forehead and onto the bridge of her nose. The feeling 

was unbearable and she wiped at her face to dislodge it, but then it fell onto her lips. She 

looked behind at her uncles, back at the woman, and screamed “STOP!” 

The room went silent, only the sound of the woman's fingernails running across 

sandpaper could be heard. Zhoulie's moved forward, across the threshold of the doorway, 

pushed the little man aside and grabbed the woman's hands. All of that happened while 

she had no feeling in her arms and legs. The woman's body jerked, and like an electric 

current, the movement passed through the woman’s fingers and into Zhoulie. A sudden 
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rush to her eyes was like wind blowing through the back of her head. The walls concaved 

around her. The candle flame danced in her peripheral. The uncles’ faces slid into each 

other like wet paint. 

She staggered and that was the last thing she remembered. 

When she opened her eyes they were again riding in the jeep, her head propped on 

Saige's lap. Her great-aunt was singing softly and had one hand across Zhoulie's 

forehead.  

“Are you okay?” Saige asked. She wanted to nod, but her head was heavy like her 

skull had been crushed. She winced and something like a tear rushed to her eye although 

nothing ever came out. 

“You bumped your head,” Saige said, in an island melody similar to that of her 

uncles, but prettier. Her complexion was darker like Ralbon’s, her skin of wrinkled 

reddish-brown clay, but her eyes were the hazel color of the lake water in Ackee Hollow. 

No one else in the family had such eyes. Her smile was the most familiar part, though. 

Her smile reminded Zhoulie of her father.  

“Just lie still, don't try to move.”  

But she didn't have to move. The motion of the jeep against the road hurt like she 

was banging her head directly against the ground. Her arm was bandaged and blood had 

only recently stopped seeping through. 

“What happened?” she asked slowly, her voice hoarse and rough like she’d been 

yelling for hours. 
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“You exorcised her demon,” Saige said. “Your uncles had tried and failed, but 

you cured her.” 

“Why does it hurt so bad?” she said, feeling like she wanted to cry. 

“Darkness is painful,” Saige said, moving her hand to caress her hair. “But it will 

go away.” 

“How did I do it?” she asked even though she was afraid to know the truth. Saige 

hesitated and in the silence Zhoulie could hear her heart beating. The pace of it was 

uneven. 

“You spoke to her,” Saige said slowly. “You grabbed her and whispered words 

that I could barely hear. She stopped moving like your touch had frozen her. When you 

shook her, I could hear bones rattling. After that, she looked around like she had no idea 

who we were, like awaking from a long sleep.”  

“How can you be sure the plague is really gone?” 

“When she looked down and saw her protruding stomach, all puffy and bleeding, 

she began to cry. Devils have no tears.” 

“And how do you know it won't return?” 

“There is no way to be certain,” Saige said. “But the power of the exorcism is an 

excruciating force that rips and tears the demon away from the soul. It is meant to destroy 

them. I don't believe they are able to survive such torture.” 

The pain in Zhoulie's head was slowly becoming nothing more than a dull ache 

between her neck and shoulders. She sat up and rubbed her hand over the back of her 

neck, squeezing until a bit of the pressure was released. Saige hummed the melody of a 
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healing song that Zhoulie found familiar. She could smell the musk of that woman's room 

in her uncles’ robes. She hadn't intended to give them what they wanted, but she had lost 

control of her brain back in that apartment.  

The uncles were uncomfortably silent. She couldn't remember doing most of what 

was said, but something had changed. She sensed their satisfaction, their pleasure 

beaming from behind quiet faces. Before the induction ritual, Desmin had been the most 

hesitant about her joining the Sisterhood, but Ralbon had defended the uncles’ decision 

because he’d witnessed what had happened when she was thirteen.  

That first time was different, though. There was no maniac pregnant woman 

peeling her skin away. It had been a nine-year-old girl unable to speak, who threw herself 

into violent spasms until her mouth foamed. Zhoulie had been told to remain in the 

auditorium while her father and uncle disappeared into a session room, but the muffled 

voices roused her curiosity. She peered through a crack in the doorway and she saw the 

little girl convulsing on the cot.  

The girl's mother had tried to hold her still, but the force of the girl’s spasm had 

tossed the mother to the floor. Zhoulie didn't recall stepping into the room. The only thing 

she remembered was the overwhelming need to stop her. Stop her suffering. Still her 

body. She had tried calling out, but never heard a sound leave her lips. Words jumbled in 

her brain and she coughed to shake them free. Then they tumbled out as an Arawakan 

chant for healing, words she had no understanding of and had never been taught.  

They said she pushed past her father and uncle, grabbed the girl’s hand and 

whispered in her ear. The girl had responded, I will go. It was spoken so effortlessly, that 
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if not for the strange voice that pushed through the mute girl's lips, the demon’s presence 

might have remained a mystery. And then she had gone limp only a second after. Her 

eyes curved in Zhoulie's direction and her neck was bent at an odd angle.  

It had frightened her so much that she'd become hysterical. She had killed her. 

She was the worst kind of murderer, one who had no idea how or why she was doing it. 

Her mother was forced to sedate her. After that, she had forgotten everything except that 

dark, motionless stare. She had drawn those eyes so many times that a knot had formed 

on her finger where the pencil pressed against while she drew.  

She had decided then that she no longer wanted to dream of staring right into 

those little girl's empty eyes. So she'd cut herself in a way that the bleeding would flow 

until there was nothing left inside. 
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two 

Demon Whisperer nonsense filled the headlines. Some of it was true, but most 

was not. Before Zhoulie realized, nearly the entire summer had passed, including the 

seventh anniversary of her brother’s death. Because they were so far away from the 

cemetery, her family did little more than light candles for him. His name was never 

mentioned in any prayer or conversation, but she still saw him in her dreams.  

The pages of her sketchbook quickly filled with images, some recognizable and 

others completely unfamiliar, revealing a hidden world inside her head that she was sure 

she only visited while sleeping. She had nightmares of her father turning from man to 

beast. Of Lors, repeatedly dying in even more horrific ways. Of an old, unrecognizable 

woman, breathing fire and casting a dragon’s shadow. Of herself, sucking the blood from 

everyone around her until she swam in a dark sea of bodies, drunk on plasma and rage. 

The only way to lighten the darkness around her was by getting the thoughts out of her 

head. Her family had no idea she was avoiding sleep so that she wouldn’t dream. 

Because of the insomnia, she could barely decipher between being a dream and 

reality. Although the rituals had become less of a strain on her physically, she felt the 

darkness growing. It was not going away as everyone had promised. It was becoming 

stronger and she feared it would eventually take over completely. When the walls started 

to tighten around her, she knew she needed to get away from the estate, from her family, 

and from the ministry.  

The uncles relented to a small break from her duties. Zhoulie hadn't ventured out 

in Angler Cove much. The summer had been too busy for movies or beaches. The 
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cousins who dared to invite her along had a look of hesitation so she always turned them 

down. During a stroll to clear her head, she'd come across a nature trail near the 

mountainside that was only about four miles from the estate. It had been cordoned off a 

few years prior due to some intoxicated teenagers racing mopeds and three-wheelers 

through the twisting mountain trails and leaving four of them dead and two seriously 

injured.  

It wasn't guarded by police; there was only a makeshift fence at the opening of the 

trail with a large, bright red, black and white 'danger, do not cross' sign attached to it. 

Zhoulie wasn't reckless, she just craved solitude, so she jumped the flimsy fence and 

found a new favorite spot, since the hill was hours out of reach. Sometimes she'd walk 

and other times she would ride her bike to the trail, occasionally stopping to sketch the 

wildflowers. Those were the only times darkness was an afterthought. Flowers were the 

things she and her father bonded over. She had been really little then, following him 

around the greenhouse while he taught her about nature.  

Now, she sat in the middle of a caccachat patch, but couldn't sketch. She was so 

tired that she couldn’t stop yawning. She chewed on a flower petal then wondered if it 

was poisonous. She spit out the chewed up petal and looked up at the sky, wanting to cry. 

She pulled the knife from her bag and examined its strangeness in the sunlight. 

She plucked apart the hem of her shirt sleeve, playing a game with the string to see how 

long it would get before she accidentally cut it. It didn’t matter how hot it was outside, 

Zhoulie never showed her arms around other people because the scars revealed too much 

about her. After the drink of dreams some of her scars began to bleed. Scars that should 
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have been long-healed simply opened and blood began to flow every time she performed 

an exorcism.  

She usually wore nylon sleeves, but when she was alone she rolled them down 

until they made donuts around her wrists. She traced the knife along the erratic map of 

scars on her right arm and wished she could think about something else besides death, 

until a voice from behind startled her. 

“You think it easy?” he said, shaking his head. “Poison faster, painless. There 

some jumbie parasols behind that big tree over there.”  

She didn't reply. She had no idea how long he'd been watching her. She hurried to 

hide her arms, the knife, and the sketchbook. When the boy moved into her line of vision 

she recognized his face. He had shown up at ministry service, trying to speak with her 

father months ago. He plucked a morning glory and sucked on the stem.  

“Maco,” Zhoulie said, squinting. “You spying on me, kid?” 

“Nuh macocious,” he said. “I mind my own business. I see you go past the 

warning sign, curious what you do up here all by yourself. This the first time I follow 

you.” 

“You were following me?” Zhoulie wasn't repulsed, just curious. 

“Guilty, yah.” The boy threw up his hands like he was waving a peace flag. “My 

name Desh.” 

“Zhoulie.” She hated her name, some botched attempt at being a namesake. 

“I know you. You kind of famous, eh. All them things they say true?” 

“Nothing is ever all truth,” Zhoulie said.  
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He watched her silently. She felt observed, but she didn't really mind it for a 

change. He had to be about twelve or thirteen years old, definitely younger than she was 

but not by much. He reminded her of Lors in the oddest way. He wasn't lanky, instead he 

was stockier. It could have been left over baby fat or maybe he was just one of those kids 

that were bigger than the average. The set of legs extending from his knee length jean 

shorts made him look like a kick boxer.  

He had a strange sort of muscular definition in his arms that was perfect for 

swinging on monkey bars. He wasn't yet as tall as she was, but Zhoulie was tall for a girl. 

She hadn't grown anymore in the past year and a half, but boys hit their growth spurts late 

sometimes, so there was hope for height although she didn't think he needed it. His 

complexion was a crispy brown, like cinnamon, pulled tightly over high cheekbones and 

almond-shaped eyes. His black hair was coiled into slender, ear length braids.  

But what reminded her of Lors was the way Desh's hair fell over his eyes and the 

motion he made with his hand to move it out of the way. He sat down by her without 

asking and she didn't object. 

“So you ever get your situation handled?” Zhoulie asked. 

“You just get right in it, oui?” Desh responded rather quickly. 

“Usually. Does it offend you?” 

“Nah. I see how your family look at me coki-eyed. I just feel silly round all you 

Fresh-Water Yankees. I nuh wanna be a mook in front of all you.” 

“A mook?” Zhoulie said with a frown. “Why do you even care what I think?” 

“I just do. You nuh care what people think about you?” 
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“I can't afford to.” She leaned back against the tree and again stared at the clouds. 

“I've been trying to figure out if that looks more like a rabbit or a monkey,” she said 

changing the subject.  

“Is a kitten,” Desh said after taking a peek. 

“Really? A kitten. I didn't take you for the soft and cuddly sort.” 

“What you think I should say?” 

“Dunno, maybe that it looks like a bull's head or something really mannish,” 

Zhoulie said without a hint of sarcasm, but Desh rolled over in laughter anyway. Her lips 

twitched, but smiling was too unfamiliar to them to figure out any strange 

transformations so suddenly. 

“Girls,” he said with a playful smile. When she didn't laugh he added, “Something 

tells me you different than most girls.” 

“Yeah, but I'm not so sure I wanna be. It just is what it is.” 

“You mother and father nuh tell you to be whatever you wanna be?” 

“No, that's a bunch of crap. Almost everything adults say is crap, especially if it’s 

your parents.” Zhoulie glanced over at Desh who was twisting two blades of grass 

together. 

“I know nuh thing about that,” he said without meeting her eyes. 

“You don't have parents?” 

“Nah.” 

“How can you not have parents? You a runaway? An orphan?” 
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“Nah.” Desh remained cryptic. Zhoulie was intrigued. It was an unfamiliar 

emotion for her to be interested in someone else’s story.  

“So spill.” 

“You first,” Desh said, grinning.  

“Did you ask me a question?” 

“I asked you several, you nuh answer them and that’s the problem.” 

“Well, what was the question?” Zhoulie said. “I've forgotten.” She knew what he 

wanted to know, but suddenly their little game was entertainment for her. She was 

enjoying herself. 

“You nuh forget. I think you secretly like the sound of my voice, oui?” Desh 

laughed.  

“I don't.” 

“Yah.” 

“You're like twelve-years old, a kid really. Why would I care what your voice 

sounds like?” Zhoulie rolled her eyes. 

“Thirteen. But what difference it make how old I am? I nuh try and kiss you, just 

chatting.” Desh tossed the braided blades of grass over his shoulder and it thumped 

against her nose before falling into Zhoulie's lap. She picked it up. 

“Fair enough. So you wanted to know what? If what the news reports say is true?” 

“Eh-heh and more things.” 

“Sometimes.” 
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“Sometimes?” Desh said, raising his eyebrow. “So you telling me you make grand 

charges part-time?” There was that boyish giggle again.  

Zhoulie bit her lip. “No, I'm saying only sometimes does the news get it right. 

Sometimes people make things seem much bigger than they really are.”  

“Maybe.” Desh shrugged. “But I wanna know about that first one. The pregnant 

woman. You remember that?”  

Zhoulie pretended to think about it. “Uh—” 

“The same day I first saw you, she called you out in service. You nuh look like 

you happy. The attention or anything. I wanna know if is true. Could this teenage girl 

really cast out demon bad man, or is this French Creole family playing social for us low 

class peoples to get our money, eh?”  

It was the first time Desh didn't sound like he was smiling. Zhoulie supposed that 

she should have been offended that Desh made her family sound crooked, but the thing 

was she sort of believed it too. 

“Oh right, the pregnant woman. I remember her now.” She wasn't sure if telling 

him the truth would change his mind about her family. She wasn’t sure if that was even 

her purpose, but she felt compelled to be honest with him. 

“I just teasing,” Desh said. 

“No, you weren't,” Zhoulie said. 

“But wait now, all you nuh hoytee-toytee like that, maybe only some.” 

“Never apologize for what you believe.” 

“Is that what you learn at the Soaring Chi Ministry?” The chuckle returned.  
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“No, it's something I had to learn the hard way.” 

“For true,” Desh said. 

“And we’re not French Creole. My family claims native rights to this land as the 

only surviving full-blood Arawakans remaining. The Nepoya tribe was here long before 

the rest of you.” 

“Now everything begin to make sense,” Desh said with a nod. 

“Anyway, my father and uncles believe it. I guess that’s what matters.” 

“You nuh believe it true?” 

Zhoulie shrugged. “All I know is that there are things that happen around my 

family that most people have no clue about.” She leaned forward like she was about to 

share a secret. Desh’s eyes stretched open while leaning in toward her.  

“That woman, the pregnant one...it was true,” Zhoulie said in a low voice. 

“How you do that, eh?” Desh’s voice dropped to a whisper too. “I mean, your 

father really obeah man? You worship orisha or into that shango stuff or something?” 

“No and using black magic to exorcise demons is a little counterproductive don't 

you think?” Zhoulie asked. 

“Nah. I think that if it really real and it take black magic to kill dark magic, then 

matter fix. So how you do it? Is a secret, oui?” 

“Not a secret,” Zhoulie said. “I guess it's just hard to explain. It's not really 

something that I do, it just happens. I'm not so sure I'm even controlling it.” It was the 

most honest thing she'd shared about herself since her psychiatrists had asked to see her 

sketchbook. 
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“Coskel.” 

“Yea,” Zhoulie said. “Exactly.” 

Suddenly Desh sprung to his feet. “I wanna show you something,” he said and 

reached for her hand. She ignored it and stood up on her own. He moved quickly and 

Zhoulie struggled to keep up with him, but she managed it. He led her farther than she'd 

ever been away from the estate.  

He took them along the bank of a secluded serpentine river and stopped at a set of 

very old, weed-infested railroad tracks. They led to nowhere, ending abruptly on both 

ends. There was one abandoned train car. The weather and elements had attacked it, 

leaving it rusted and vulnerable to decay.  

He led her around to the opposite end and pointed at the side of it where a large 

drawing of a young girl with wild, dark hair and wearing a ministry robe had been drawn. 

The deep swirling maroon and feathers must have taken quite a bit of time. “Shepherd of 

God” was scrawled beneath her. 

“And who is that supposed to be?” Zhoulie asked. The girl in the drawing was 

way more glamorous than Zhoulie could even hope for on a good day. 

“You know your face when you see it, eh.” 

“I don't wear my hair loose and wild like that. My parents would have a heart 

attack.” 

“I bet if you let that giant bamboo braid loose, you look exactly like this!” Desh 

expressed himself with wide eyes and a laugh that had a contagion much stronger than 
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the plague. Zhoulie smiled. It nearly hurt her face and she stopped almost immediately, 

but she couldn't deny that it had been there. She hoped Desh hadn’t seen it. 

“Did you draw this?” Zhoulie asked, afraid for a moment that the kid was too 

infatuated with her. 

“You making joke!” Desh said. “Nah, I see it one day strolling, but somebody got 

a crush on you, oui?” he said, drawing out the word somebody really long. His mouth 

was formed into a perfect “O.” His eyes twinkled mischievously.  

Zhoulie moved to thump him on the head. Not viciously, but playfully, the way it 

had been with Lors. Desh dodged it as boys usually do, then took off running. But she 

stayed close on his heels. It was dark before she realized. Luckily, her bundle and 

sketchbook were still abandoned beneath the tree where he had found her. 

“I've gotta go,” Zhoulie said. “Duty calls.” She felt an unexpected sadness at their 

departing. 

“So when you come back?” Desh asked, falling into step beside her.  

“Soon. Besides you owe me one. I answered your question already.” 

“Papa yo!” Desh snorted. “You nuh answer all them. But I keep my promises. 

Tomorrow. Same time, same place,” he said with a bit of a wave.  

“Later,” she said and watched him walk away. 

Back at the estate, the family was not especially thrilled about her tardiness and 

unkempt appearance. The horseplay had frizzed her braid and she had dirt on her face and 

hands. But once they realized she was okay, they said nothing more. In fact, her father 

barely said anything at all, only moving like a ghost around her, speaking in silent rages 
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that his only son was gone. She hardly recognized him anymore. His prophetic abilities 

had made him one of the most revered people on the island and their ministry had flooded 

over with members. His mellifluous voice was like a song and around him people were 

ecstatic like God himself had stepped down from the heavens to lead them.  

But now he leaned hard on a cane and wore purplish tinted glasses. He looked 

older and dark stubble colored his sandy taupe face. His hair had grown longer when he 

used to wear it short. He was magga-magga, the way Lors had been, except now he was 

frail, brittle like she would crush him if she hugged him. 

She wanted to ask him why he didn’t visit her, why he pretended that she didn’t 

need him just as much as anyone else he tried to help. The words had hung from the tip of 

her tongue that very same moment Desh had raced through the cathedral auditorium 

shouting her father’s name. He had gotten up to leave them, right in the middle of their 

awkward conversation. She had called after him, unsure if she was truly making a plea 

for the kid or her unasked questions. When he stopped but didn’t turn around, she had 

mumbled something incoherent and watched him go. 

Since then, there had been only silence. 
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three 

Zhoulie’s grandmother had always called her a rare bird. At birth, her feverish 

skin had been so red that they said she looked like a scarlet ibis. The heat had remained. 

Her normal body temperature stayed around a hundred and six degrees. She couldn’t cry, 

her sweat glands overflowed instead. She hadn’t smiled or laughed since her brother’s 

death. After years of psychotherapy, they found no true signs of the plague.  

Her head had constantly floated in a medicinal haze until she learned to deceive 

the doctors, pedaling her pills away like a drug dealer. But even without the prescriptions, 

they had no idea how much her dreams used to torture her. They’d never understand just 

how bad she wished she’d died with Lors, because the only thing worse than death was 

living. There was a dark, aching hollow in the place where her heart should have been. It 

had become a permanent part of her anatomy. 

At first she remembered nothing about that night her brother died and was so 

traumatized that she could barely speak in complete sentences. But after the first few 

electroconvulsive sessions, the images slowly returned to haunt her dreams. They called 

it a prolix memory. They said she recalled impossible things. Under hypnosis, she had 

replayed long, umbilical trails of her memory from embryonic to the present.  

She had always had strange dreams, never realizing they had been much more 

than that. Her parents had confirmed that they were truths she could not have known, had 

never been told, and the shock on everyone’s faces made her warm inside. And now there 

was a major reason she needed to go back to her hometown. She needed to visit Lors’ 

grave, and find the things she’d buried there. 
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She removed her sketchbook from the unpacked duffel bag that had been shoved 

under the bed. She held it on her lap, then sat waiting for permission to open it, then 

changed her mind and slid it between the mattresses. She contemplated rearranging 

things to make the room better fit her personality, but then reminded herself that she 

wasn’t staying long. 

Over the past week, her plan to run away had become more complicated, maybe 

even impossible. How was she to escape with everyone watching her every move? She 

didn't have any money, only a vague destination in her mind. She felt no passion for the 

ministry life or the Sisterhood. In fact, after seeing her father she was sure that it was 

hazardous to her health. But the ministry didn't know any other way, the plague was 

spreading, and they were desperate for results only she could provide.  

While she had been institutionalized, the entire family had relocated from Ackee 

Hollow to Angler Cove, almost two hours north. The rocky mountainside city was much 

larger than the small town where she grew up. She wasn’t sure she would ever get 

accustomed to the steep, winding roads, the looming baroque cathedral, or to the Spanish 

Colonial estate the entire Brotherhood ministry leadership now called home.  

If not in her room, she would hang around the courtyard fountain their grandfather 

molded in his youth, when he had been known for the artistic ability that she had 

inherited. It was in the shape of a steed sipping from a pond, where a red-tail hawk 

clutched a blue bonefish in its talons that was half emerged from the water. Time had 

caused cracks, missing pieces, and faded most of the color, but it was still one of the most 

beautiful things Zhoulie had ever seen.  
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 Hearing the meal chime, she followed the sound to the common dining area where 

three of her aunts were serving dinner. The scent of garden-grown herbs and spices being 

chunkayed in oil filled the room with scintillating aromas. The room had a high ceiling 

with low burning lights. It held about eight wooden picnic tables with the bench seats and 

one long table across the front of the room that was only intended for the uncles and 

special visitors. It was the way the dining hall at the old church had looked. In fact the 

furniture was the same.  

A few kids pushed past her in a whir while she hesitated in the doorway, looking 

around for her sister, Ruma. They’d always been the type of family that lived in close 

quarters and shared meals together. It was like she had five sets of parents watching her 

like hawks. The difference was that the old house had felt more like a home. The new 

place was no different from the institution except everyone was blood related to her. 

Most of them didn’t notice her and whenever she came home she avoided everyone as 

often as she could. She didn’t want to feel them staring at her.  

Sauntering closer to the front where the food was set up buffet-style, a familiar 

smell made her stomach churn: Pastelles. They usually only had it during the holidays. 

She stood over the dish inhaling the memories of cornmeal dumplings stuffed with meat, 

vegetables and spices then boiled in banana leaves. Her mouth watered. It had always 

been both her and Lors’ favorite meal. Her mother never cooked much anymore and it 

surprised her that any of her aunts would pay that much attention to her tastes. 

“I told you she’d eat that if you made it, Tanty.” The syrupy ooze of her sister’s 

voice was right in Zhoulie’s ear. Her hand had been midway to connecting with the plate, 
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but Ruma’s comment stilled her motion. She had vowed to Lors’ dead body that she 

wouldn’t enjoy anything without him that they had shared together. If she were to eat his 

favorite meal, that would be the same as breaking her promise. Her hands dropped back 

to her sides. Her aunt still stood there with a smile that Zhoulie thought looked plastic. 

Ruma took the plate and pushed it toward her. 

“This is your favorite,” she said to Zhoulie. “I know you must be starving, you’ve 

barely eaten a thing since we got home.” Ruma wasn’t wrong. Zhoulie’s stomach had 

begun to growl long before the dinner bell, but especially since she smelled the pastelles. 

“I made it just the way your mother said you like it, doux-doux,” her aunt offered 

before moving on to the person behind them. Zhoulie wanted a sign from Lors that it was 

okay. All she got was a little pinch from Ruma. 

“C’mon, there’s a lot more to pick from,” Ruma said, pointing at plantains, bhaji, 

pelau, callaloo, tomato chutney, pholourie and dhalpourie roti. “You want something else 

to go with that?” Zhoulie shook her head from side to side and Ruma thrust the plate into 

Zhoulie’s chest. She really wanted it, but was too ashamed to admit the truth. Hopefully 

Lors would forgive her. 

Ruma agreed to take her to Ackee Hollow after dinner then abandoned her to sit 

at another table. Every so often she could feel someone staring or hear murmurs of her 

name. Most of the uncles and her grandfather eventually sauntered in and sat down, some 

of them still wearing the Brotherhood robe of dark, swirling maroon and gold painted 

quail feathers along the collar and sleeves. Their food was served to them by the eldest 

daughters like they were kings.  
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When her sister motioned for her to follow, she swallowed the last of the sweet 

Mauby Fizzz beverage without comment and left the dining hall. In the car, the 

conversation was mostly one-sided while Ruma chatted about ministry training and the 

gossip surrounding Zhoulie’s most recent exorcism.  

Their mother had spoken to them both about how they needed to build a stronger 

bond because they were more than family, they were sisters, but the side effect of her 

therapy was that now Zhoulie had a hard time forgetting anything. Their relationship had 

always chafed, even at eight when she had not understood such hate. Ruma had been 

jealous of the relationship she had with Lors. And she knew that if her sister had her way, 

Zhoulie would have decayed inside the institution until nothing was left but bones. 

She stared through the window while familiar surroundings registered in front of 

her. The once widely used fish market across the street from the boat shop, now deserted. 

Zhoulie remembered countless times sitting on the boat docks with Lors, watching the 

mas bands parade procession pass through Main Street on Carnival Monday. The 

partying didn’t end until well after the Road March Queen was named late Tuesday 

evening. It was a title her mother had once carried in her youth. Ash Wednesday would 

find the streets swimming with colorful garbage. Now the streets were so bare it was hard 

to imagine it ever being a source of fun.  

The snaggletooth primary school looked like a battlefield. Soot covered the bricks 

and the grass was charred. It no longer had a complete roof or glass in any of the 

windows. Zhoulie couldn’t believe that seven years ago she’d skipped happily through 

the playground, singing parang and pichakaree songs, and giggling with other girls like a 
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normal kid. Even the partly defunct lake where they’d spent copious amounts of 

recreational time as children was nearly dried up.  

Ruma pulled into the parking lot of their first family church. It looked the way 

Zhoulie felt; neglected. The white paint had yellowed over the past few years and the 

grass grew wild between the cracks of the pavement, transforming it back to its native 

habitat. Once the plague spread to Ackee Hollow her family had been forced to abandon 

it. In fact the entire place was like a ghost land.  

“Ten minutes?” Zhoulie asked. She pulled the lever to open the car door. 

Ruma bit into a slice of papaw, chewed carefully, and looked hesitant. “I’m not 

supposed to leave you alone.” 

“But wait now,” Zhoulie said. “Things couldn’t get more worse, you know. My 

belt ain’t long enough to hang myself from a tree or anything, eh. Ease up, girl, don’t 

swell up your face. I see the rain set up. I just go down the islands. I bust a lime two or 

three minutes, and I come right back.”  

Ruma didn’t smile. Creole patois wasn’t approved speech for the family. The 

Brotherhood had determined that outside of their native language, only proper English 

should be taught to the children. Lors had been the one to reveal such hidden wonders to 

Zhoulie. It was a slang language she later heard daily within the institution walls.  

“O-yo-yoy! I just want to say goodbye, okay? I’ll probably never have another 

chance to do this.” 

“Go ahead, but keep in mind it’s about to get dark and I don’t want to be caught 

in this demon town during a full moon.”  
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Zhoulie nodded in agreement and pulled the hood over her head, zipping it all the 

way to her chin. It was lightly drizzling in town although it had been raining a bit steadier 

back in the city. She spotted their big old house across the street shaded by a protective 

blanket of poui trees. It wasn’t boarded up, but it appeared as useless as everything else. 

There were no sounds of life in the neighborhood. Even the air smelled different, like 

dying vegetation.  

She walked across the church grounds remembering the silly games they played 

back then. Faint traces of hopscotch lines wore like scars on the sidewalk. The sparsely 

wooded field to the west of the building where they’d had youth camps and other 

adventures whistled knowingly at her. Swatting away rain flies, Zhoulie remembered 

how they use to decorate themselves in roukou; stomp on bachac, trap crapaud, torture 

god horse insects, and have tamarind and pomelo fights.  

As she passed what was left of the greenhouse in back, her mind was overloaded 

with images. She circled behind the church building where a rusty iron gate separated it 

from the cemetery grounds. There were many more headstones there than she 

remembered. Obviously the plague had done a lot of damage to her town since she’d 

visited two years ago. 

Her mother had mentioned how dire the situation had become in Ackee Hollow 

during her visits, but their time had been limited and the psychiatrists wanted them to talk 

about the things that could help facilitate her release, not drive her deeper into depression. 

Some of the headstones had names of people she recognized, but most didn’t.  
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The one for Lors was easy to find. She’d come there often enough to know its 

exact location. It had always been her escape when she was home. His headstone was 

sandwiched between her maternal grandfather and some guy nicknamed Beechnut. 

Zhoulie didn’t feel her brother’s spirit there as usual. It always called to her from the hill 

instead. 

Glancing over her shoulder, she could still see the blue Honda parked in the lot 

and Ruma’s arms in motion like she was explaining something important. Zhoulie 

assumed she was on the phone, reporting every word of their conversation to her parents. 

She looked at her watch and knew the final six minutes were idling away standing there, 

so she jogged the rest of the distance.  

She moved past the bulky collection of enormous silk cotton trees that separated 

the hill from the cemetery. The trees were the only survivors left in Ackee Hollow. They 

were feisty foes with heavy thorned branches and massive roots that often grew above 

ground as well as below. Lors used to say that the biggest tree of them all was the castle 

of the devil.  

She continued to run until she reached the very spot she’d held Lors in her arms 

while he died. It was almost like she could still smell his blood and feel it spattered across 

her nose, eyes…lips. She could smell it, feel its warmth tracking down her arms. She 

could hear his final breath pass through his lips like a wet whistle. An overwhelming 

sense of longing captured her and she sunk to the ground, clinging to the dried out 

calabash bush. 
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She’d already apologized over and over again to Lors. Of all the people in the 

world, he was the only one she wished was still with her. She believed with all of her 

heart that he forgave her. There was no way she could have intended to do what she’d 

done to her best friend. And there had always been a nagging sensation surrounding the 

events of that night. Like there were details missing. But the scene had never come to her 

with such clarity as when she had the drink of dreams. 

She had gone over it many times before, it was the real reason she wanted to stop 

there that time. That final piece had clicked and she knew she had to retrieve the items 

she’d buried there seven years ago. She had never told anyone about the strange glowing 

thing Lors had gripped in his fist the night he died. She had buried that and the knife 

before her screams brought her family and police to the scene. 

He had been trying to tell her something, his mouth opening and closing like a 

fish. So her instinct had been to protect everything. From her family. No matter how 

many times they forced her to replay the events of that night, she’d never said a thing. 

The knowledge that she had them was the only way she maintained her sanity. They 

would one day prove her innocence even though Lors’ blood still stained her skin. For so 

long, they’d fed her their interpretation of the past like sour black pudding and she was 

forced to accept it as truth. She was not mentally and emotionally unstable. Not anymore. 

She dug frantically into the moist earth with her bare hands. The hole was much 

deeper than she thought, nearly a foot below the surface, but she’d used the knife to help 

her dig it. She remembered her heart beating wildly and fear choking her. She 

remembered the handle of it feeling slippery between her palms and had to keep 
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tightening her grip. There had been strength in her that she’d never known was there. The 

rage that had enveloped her was unfamiliar.  

Her hands touched the soft nylon material of the jacket she’d wrapped the items 

in. She had not come prepared for such things. It was now tattered and covered in mud, 

but otherwise still rolled into the shape the way she remembered it. Inside, they were still 

softly emanating a strange glow just like in her dreams; the knife and the broken shards 

of something the same size as her hand.  

She touched the handle of the knife that still preserved her bloody, child-like 

fingerprints and traced the outline of the bone shards lightly. How was it possible that 

they felt hot enough to burn when she touched them? She looked at the burn scars on the 

fingertips of her right hand and remembered how difficult it had been to pick it up. It was 

the other reason she'd rolled it up in her jacket.  

The knife, too, looked exactly the way it did in her dreams. It had a straight, flat 

blade like any normal hunting knife, but the edges on both sides were serrated in an 

unusual way. It looked more like a key, with jagged square teeth, like it was the key to 

some weird skeleton closet. Upon closer inspection, the blade also looked like it was 

made from bone fragments, but had been dipped into something that streaked it with a 

green-gold metallic iridescence. At the tip was a square form with spikes shaped like 

thorns all over it. Like a square sun. An uneven break indicated that one of those spikes 

had broken off. Still, it looked really dangerous so she handled it carefully. 

Just at that moment, the sound of her name on the wind interrupted her thoughts. 

Her sister was searching for her and the rain was coming down much harder than before. 
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Glancing at her watch she realized it had already been fifteen minutes. She quickly re-

rolled the bundle and stuffed it inside of the jacket she was wearing, and then did her best 

to fill the hole and wipe the dirt from her hands. 

“Here I am,” Zhoulie said jogging back into the cemetery where her sister had just 

entered. Ruma held a black and tan checkered umbrella over her head. She made no 

motion to share. 

“Don’t put your feet in the seat,” Ruma said. “You have dirt all over your shoes.”  

Zhoulie knew she noticed the lingering mud on the knees of her jeans too, but she 

said nothing about it, only stepped swiftly in her path back to the car, leaving her to 

follow. 
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four 

Saturday, Desh beat Zhoulie to their spot. He leaned against her favorite tree 

twisting blades of grass together. It was the first time her family would allow her to do 

something besides work or study on the weekend and since she had sounded really 

excited over the phone, they planned to meet early. Still, he woke up before dawn, 

thinking of things they could do together, while feeling a little embarrassed for being so 

enthusiastic. He hoped it didn’t show too much. 

When he saw her walk up, his smile was so wide that he could imagine his teeth 

glinting in the sun. She didn’t smile back, but he knew she wanted to. 

“Hey, kid,” Zhoulie said, claiming the spot next to him. 

“Aye!” he said. “What happening? They vex with you again?” 

Zhoulie shook her head. “No, not this time. Sometimes I think they could care 

less about where I am unless they need me to work.” 

“Yah, I see that.” Desh pointed to the sketchbook sticking up out of her backpack. 

“What you got, eh?” 

“I draw sometimes. Mostly dreams.” 

“I nuh draw anything. Can I see it?” 

“Sure,” she said, passing it over to him. Surprisingly, there was no hesitation. He 

flipped carefully through the pages, turning them at the corners with delicate swipes. He 

made no verbal comments, just admired the detail of the artwork. She had a way of 

expressing death and pain, he could feel it rising off the picture of the mangled bodies, 

dripping with tar, and drowning in Pitch Lake.  
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The infamous lugarhoo beast in island folklore had always been frightening, but 

in Zhoulie’s drawing its demonic eyes and blood spattered fangs were nothing compared 

to how closely it resembled her own silhouette. If his own brain were filled with such 

images, he’d never get any sleep. In some of the drawings she had worn deep grooves 

into the paper with her pencil. When he finished looking through it he handed it back to 

her. 

“You pretty decent with the sketch arts,” he said, sticking the pinkish stem of a 

coral vine between his lips. “So, the parent thing, you still wanna know, oui?”  

Zhoulie nodded. 

“My mother been a vegetable since I born,” he said. “And my father run off 

before I turn thirteen.” Desh was pretty sure that meant he was dead, but was unwilling to 

say it aloud and manifest it. Nearly nine months had passed without a sign of him. Some 

people had already stopped asking where he was, like he’d begun to fade from their 

memories. It was getting more difficult to remember little things about him, like the 

sound of his voice. He tried not to think about it as much as possible. 

“Who takes care of you? What happened to your mom?” 

“That’s two more questions,” Desh said, chuckling. “I take care of myself, but I 

nuh do so good a job, cause my tooth aching bad. Pretty soon they all fall out.” He turned 

away from her. “I nuh tell anyone he gone ‘til now.” 

“Just between you and me, kid, I won’t say anything.” 

“For true,” Desh sighed. He told her how his mother had worked at one of the oil 

refineries and there was some kind of accident that caused a corrosive explosion. She was 
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pregnant, but it wasn’t quite time for delivery. They did everything, they said, to save 

both her and him, but he was stillborn and she fell into a coma. His father had explained 

to him how his respiratory system failed during the emergency caesarean and that his skin 

was cold and blue from the moment they pulled him out.  

Legally, he was dead for thirty-three minutes, revived, and remained in a 

comatose state for a little over two weeks. There was a photograph his father had taken 

where he and his mother lay side by side, with tubes stretching from their mouths, eyes 

closed. Looking at the picture made him feel something inside he couldn’t explain, 

something that frightened him. He hid it in the bottom of his father’s old chest. He had 

never been given the true details of how he’d been resuscitated only saying that it was 

what his mother had wanted.  

“They think I get brain damage, but I read a lot, keep my mind active. My mother 

nuh so lucky.” He felt tears coming, but refused them with a sniff. “She been on the life 

support my whole life. I nuh see her eyes.”  

“Woah,” Zhoulie said. She had an unreadable look, but at least it wasn’t the blank 

expression she normally hid behind. 

“For true. Especially if my father nuh come back then soon it be on me to decide 

if I keep my mother like that.” 

“Maybe you should look for him. That stuff with your mom shouldn't have to be 

your responsibility,” Zhoulie suggested. 
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“When he first leave I call every day. I hear nuh thing. Where to start looking, eh? 

Nuh know if he still on the island. And if I say he missing, I end up in the system.” 

“You don't have any other family?” 

“Nah. My grandfather, grandmother, all dead. I nuh have aunties, uncles, cousins. 

If there someone out there, they nuh call or visit. You lucky to have a big family.” 

“I'm not so sure it’s lucky really. I haven't had a charmed life or anything.” 

“So that stuff they say about you true?” Desh asked, changing the subject. He had 

seen the news reports. Someone had dug up her past and splashed the fact that she had 

been in a mental institution all over the papers. He figured they were trying to discredit 

her abilities and make her family's ministry look bad, but from what he saw in service 

that one day, it made more people come. There was standing room only back then and 

according to Zhoulie her appointments had tripled. It was the reason she’d been so happy 

to have a day off.  

“They believe it’s all truth.” 

“Eh?” Desh lay on the ground and propped his sneaker against the tree trunk. 

Zhoulie looked down at him, her face twisted up. 

“What I mean is,” she said, taking a deep breath and then another one. “My 

family says that it was a failed exorcism that killed my brother. They convinced the 

police that he was a plague victim and blamed it all on me to prevent everyone from 

thinking my father was a fraud. My brother was not possessed, but no one believes me. 

They think I'm crazy. Maybe I am. I’ve been having these dreams of a woman. At least I 
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think it was a woman. I can see her face clear as day when I close my eyes. I think it’s 

possible she was real.”  

Zhoulie reached deep into her backpack and pulled out the sketchbook. She 

flipped to the sketch of what could have best been described as a monster. Something 

breathing fire like a dragon, but had human features. Their bodies were fused together so 

that one half of her was human flesh and the other was not. She pulled something else 

from the bag and he turned his head to see what she was doing.  

She carefully unrolled a bundle, carefully stacking shards of bone on the grass. 

Next to them she placed a strange glowing knife and his eyes were instantly drawn to it. 

His palm itched. He didn’t understand why. 

“This is all I have left of him,” she said. “And this is the only clue I have to help 

me figure out what happened.” 

“I remember seeing this the first time I meet you,” Desh said, trailing a finger 

along the ancient looking script engraved on the knife's handle. He had no idea what it 

said; the letters were different from anything he'd ever seen. It was faded in places and a 

slight line of rust decorated the edge of the blade. It looked either rare or valuable and 

really old.  

“Why you nuh give this to the police?” He picked up the knife and closed his fist 

around it. He felt a shudder pass through him.  

“I didn't trust them. I don't trust them.” 

“For true,” he said, pointing at the bone shards with the knife. “I nuh trust them 

either. So what is this?” 
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 “My brother had it in his hand when he died,” Zhoulie said, showing him her 

fingertips. “It burned me.” 

He lightly pushed the bundle back in Zhoulie's direction, careful to avoid touching 

it and then laid the knife down beside it. 

“You see that, oui? The way they glow like that?”  

“Yeah.” Zhoulie shrugged. “I wish I knew where he got it. He used to love 

animals, so at first I thought it was like squirrel bones or something that he carried around 

for a lucky charm. I mean, the island does have some unique species and I even 

convinced myself that maybe they were a part of some rare bird.” 

“Yah, is true,” Desh agreed. 

Zhoulie shook her head. “But he and I were aces, he would never have kept a 

secret like that from me. Then I started having the dreams and they tell a completely 

different story. I have a lot of questions,” Zhoulie said, re-rolling the bundle. She put it 

back in her bag. “I’ll never find out the answers if I stick around here.” 

“Me too, eh, I need to find my father. I need to know how my mother really get 

hurt and how they save me. There’s a lot more than people tell me. Them all act coskel if 

I ask questions ’bout the accident, even my father. In fact, them all act coskel around me. 

I nuh have friends besides you.” 

“Yeah, right.” 

“Nah, girl, for true. When I was three, I fell from one of them big silk cotton trees. 

They think I break something. But I get up, walk away like it was nuh thing.  
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Them say only demon bad man do that. One walk through my neighborhood and 

you see what I mean.” 

“Okay,” Zhoulie said. 

“Okay, what?” 

“Let’s walk through your neighborhood.” 

“I nuh mean it literally,” Desh said. “Just saying.” He had never taken anyone to 

his neighborhood or to his house. He had no idea what she would think. 

“Well I mean it. You came to the ministry for help and they turned you away. 

Maybe there’s something I can do if I understood your situation better. Maybe helping 

you will take my mind off of my own problems.” 

“Eh?” Desh sat up straighter. “All you say that nuh plague affect me. Nuh demon 

possession, nuh symptoms, matter fix, oui? So what can you do for me?” Even though he 

knew he sounded hesitant, he was eager. She had exorcised plenty of demons. People 

said that she and her family had some kind of special powers, but they also said her 

father’s abilities had recently become shady. Perhaps she was the one he should’ve been 

looking for in the first place. 

“Do you believe that?” Zhoulie stared at him closely.  

“I nuh feel sick,” Desh said, scratching his leg distractedly. “But people think I 

got the plague. Kids at school nuh talk to me. Them old folks think I going north. I 

overhear my teacher tell them she think I need special attention. ‘The sort of thing that 

ministry place and its Prophet specialize in.’ That’s why I come looking for your father.” 

Desh untied and retied his shoe, avoiding her eyes.  
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“About that—” Zhoulie said, waiting for him to look up again. “Something’s 

wrong with my dad. For some reason they don't want anyone to know, but I don't think he 

has the gift anymore.” 

“The gift?” Desh asked.  

“That's what my family calls these strange abilities we inherited. Anyway, he 

can’t help you now, but I’ll do what I can.” She stood, zipped her backpack and slung it 

across her shoulder. “So let’s go.”  

Desh nodded and pushed bits of grass and dirt off of his shorts. After reclaiming 

their bicycles, she followed him down the path toward the residential neighborhood 

nearby. It was nice, big sprawling lawns, lots of flowers spreading color over the yards 

like paint. She would probably be shocked at the grayness on his street.  

About two miles from the trail, he came to a halt at a bus stop. Once the bus 

pulled up in front of them, he helped her load her bicycle on the rack and they boarded. 

He used one of those travel cards, but gave Zhoulie a crumpled ticket to pay with. It 

looked like it had been shoved deep in his pocket through several washes, faded, so he 

hesitated, but the bus driver just nodded her on.  

She took the window seat. He had seen it all too many times and preferred to 

watch the people get on and off the bus, imagining where they were coming from and 

where they might be going. He pulled a tiny ball on a string from his pocket and bounced 

it on his knee. He was quieter than usual and appreciated that she didn’t push him for 

conversation. Once they got off the bus, they pushed their bicycles along beside them and 

he waited to see what she would say first.  
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Trees and grass were scarce in his neighborhood. The area was an industrialized 

section of the city that was crowded with steel buildings and factories. Grayish-white 

smoke puffed into the air from one of them. The air smelled oily and the grinding of 

metal filled his ears with familiar noises.  

He led her down a couple of blocks until they reached a section of row houses that 

all mimicked each other with siding painted in similar dreary colors. He pointed to a 

small brick building across the street where children were playing basketball on an 

outside court. The hoops didn’t have nets and the concrete looked cracked and rough. 

Cable lines played crisscross over the top of the school and disappeared between two 

buildings next to it.  

“That’s my school,” he said. He then pointed to one of the buildings pushing large 

clouds of exhaust into the air. “And that’s the refinery where my mother worked.”  

Zhoulie nodded, taking in the scenery without a hint of any emotion in her face. 

“What did your dad do?” 

“He used to be one them factory men too, but I nuh saw him work a day in his 

life. Him say he hurt him back, and the bastards nuh pay him a dime. Just sat around 

drinking the brewsky. Them all say he live off my mother.”  

He led her up the short stoop to his front door and opened it with a key that hung 

on twine around his neck. The house was dark inside from the heavy, opaque shades that 

covered the windows. He gave her a mini tour, explaining there wasn’t much to see.  
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There was only one bedroom that he said had been his parents’ room. When he 

outgrew his bassinet, his dad had bought a used sleeper couch and the living-room had 

become his bedroom. 

The bathroom had one of those sinks without a cabinet, so everyone could see the 

fat pipe poking into the wall beneath it. The tub was hidden behind a clear but grimy 

shower curtain and the toilet seat was covered in an ocean of blue fuzz that was tearing at 

the seams. He hated cleaning the toilet, among other things, but he had responsibilities 

now. He couldn’t let on that he was living there alone. Just in case. 

The kitchen was so tiny that they would’ve needed to stand side by side in order 

to have any maneuvering room. A small table with three chairs, the sofa, a bookshelf, two 

end tables with lamps and a medium sized television on a wooden stand shared the 

living-room space.  

Desh smiled and shrugged. “So this my home. Nuh as nice as what you used to, 

eh.” 

“At least it’s yours alone,” Zhoulie said with a shake of her head. “There’s like 

fifty people in my house. There’s always noise and stuff being moved around. I barely 

have any privacy. I miss the place in Ackee Hollow.” 

“Yah,” Desh said. “That’s too many peoples. You want a pop?” 

“Sure.” 

Desh pulled two generic colas from the bottom drawer of the fridge. The cold 

aluminum was a drastically different temperature than the room. He didn’t have a central 

heating and air conditioning unit.  
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He thought she might be hot, so he turned on all the fans: the two on the ceiling 

and a couple of box fans that he kept either on the floor or on a chair. 

“Good, no death candles,” Zhoulie said, turning in slow motion. She closed her 

eyes. He imagined that she was trying to get a sense of something in the house that would 

explain his suspicions. He froze, soda can midway to his lips and watched her, afraid to 

disturb whatever she was doing. Maybe that was how the exorcism ritual began. After a 

moment, she turned to him and held out her hands. He put down the can and took them. 

She stared so intensely that it felt like she was looking through him. She squeezed his 

hands a bit and he felt the tenseness in his shoulders start to ease away. Perhaps that was 

part of her gift, to put everyone at ease. When his cat brushed against the side of her leg, 

she shattered the silence with a small yelp. Their hands slipped apart. 

“Oh, that’s my kitten, Marble,” Desh said, reaching down and scooping the 

smoky gray ball of fluff from the floor. Marble purred. “She follow me home after I save 

her from that maco pit-bull down the way. She nuh have collar, so I keep her.” He 

pointed at the pink scars around Marble’s left ear and the small patches of hair that were 

permanently missing.  

“The next door lady say she a Turkish Angora cat, cause she got different color 

eyes,” he said, lifting the cat’s face by the chin. When Marble looked at Zhoulie, she 

hissed, forcing her to step backwards. Desh soothed the cat with soft words and caresses. 

“Is nothing. She just protective like that when she nuh know you. You wanna pet 

her?” 
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“That’s okay, I’ll pass.” Zhoulie said. Desh nuzzled Marble and then put her back 

on the floor. It amused him to see someone who faced demons on a daily basis act afraid 

of a kitten.  

“She deaf in one ear too. So you know, be careful where you step. She nuh hear 

you come in the room sometimes.”  

Leaving their bicycles chained to his stoop, Desh led Zhoulie through the small 

town neighborhood. He explained that most of the inhabitants called it Old Oil Town. 

The markets and businesses on the small main strip were all individually owned instead 

of being a part of a larger chain. The busses emptied large crowds of mostly Afro-

Trinidadians onto the sidewalk and there was a sort of rugged look to them.  

The majority wore steel-toed boots and the heavy clothing required at their 

factory jobs. Their faces held tired and grim expressions. Just like he’d forewarned, 

people stared at him with discomfort. Once, an old woman moved clear across the street 

to avoid walking past them and a car was forced to screech to a halt, leaning hard on the 

horn and yelling profanities out the window. They looked at Zhoulie like she was crazy 

for walking beside him. 

He went into the corner store. Zhoulie trailed behind him touching different items 

on the shelves. He placed a large pack of hops, a carton of eggs, a box of cereal and a half 

gallon of milk in a hand-carried basket, lingered in front of a rack of fruit before selecting 

two Julie mangoes and three king oranges then moved toward the check-out lane.  
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At the register he grabbed two halays and dropped them into the basket. The 

cashier was a middle aged man wearing a stained butcher’s apron and had a half-smoked 

cigar tucked behind the right ear of his mostly bald head. 

“Three times a month like clockwork you come in here and buy the exact same 

things…where that good for nothing macumere man father of yours?” 

“I tell you nuh call him dat,” Desh said, cringing. “Same as always you ask me 

that. You know is his back. He nuh really leave the house.”  

“You tell him he still owe me that money. I generous fella, but this has gone on 

long enough.” 

“I got your money, you nuh take it.” 

“That’s because I know that you mother’s money, oui? You gonna need it for her. 

I know your father ain’t helping much being out of work this long. Them say he oyster 

man now. I ain’t seen not one oyster pass this way, man,” the cashier mumbled, ringing 

up Desh’s items. “Spit in the air it gonna fall in your face. Like my back don’t hurt me, 

but I here, open daily. The government can’t feed all me pickney too.” He shook his head 

in disgust, bagged the items and pushed them across the counter to Desh. 

“I tell my father ’bout the money.” 

“Yeah, you do that,” the cashier said, poking the cigar between his smoke-

darkened lips and walking toward the back of the store. On the way back to his house, 

there was more of the same general avoidance by people on the street around them.  
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No one besides the cashier even made eye contact with him, even though he could 

feel their eyes following them once they’d passed. 

“I see what you mean,” Zhoulie said finally.  

Desh nodded. “They nuh like my father much either, but least them still pretend 

around him.” 

“I’ve seen the ones infected by the plague. You’re nothing like that. I don’t smell 

death in your house or sense anything weird. I think it’s stupid that they’re treating you 

like this.” 

“My father say people nuh like things that are different, things that don’t fit. He 

say that cause I return from the dead, it shake people up. They nuh understand it.” 

“How would everyone even know that anyway?” Zhoulie said, leaning against the 

stoop rail when they stopped in front of his house. “It’s been years.”  

“Old Oil Town nuh big as it looks. People ’round here mauvais langue, gossiping 

all the time,” Desh said with a shrug. “Or maybe is true, they really get bad feeling 

’round me, oui?” 

“I don’t feel anything and I’m around you all the time.” 

“Yah, but you different.” Desh sat down on the top step and fiddled with the lock 

on his bicycle chain. “Remember the teacher? The one I overhear?”  

“Yeah, what about her?” 

“She get all merasmie anytime she talk to me, you know, like she see a duppy. 

One time she pop them Japa Mala prayer beads after I touch her arm. Halfway through 
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the school year she ask for a transfer. Most say she already going north, but I think 

there’s something else.” 

“Sounds to me like she’s the one we need to talk to,” Zhoulie said. “If she knows 

something, then she should tell you. Do you know where she is?”  

Desh shook his head. “Some say she in the coo coo place,” he paused, 

remembering the stories about Zhoulie. He hoped he hadn’t offended her. When she 

didn’t say anything, he went on. “I hear too she teaching at some Catholic school 

downtown. I nuh know if is true.” 

“Only one way to find out.” 

“Yah,” Desh said with a hopeful little smile. “Is worth a shot at least, eh.”  

“At least that,” Zhoulie agreed. 

The sun was beginning to slide westward and he offered to ride back with her so 

that she wouldn’t get lost, but she was confident that she could make it without a 

problem. She promised to meet him at his house the following day after her ministry 

lessons were over so that they could go look for the crazy teacher. 

They waved goodbye at the bus stop where a small group of people were already 

gathered carrying paper bag lunches and bottles of soft drinks. He went back into his tiny 

house, with his cat, and his silent thoughts. It was silly to think, but watching the bus 

grow smaller in the distance had made him wish he go home with her. It was already so 

full of people that no one would notice an extra kid around. Besides, she got him. No one 

had ever been a confidante to him or tried to truly understand what was going with him, 

until he met Zhoulie. And that meant everything. 
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five 

It took nearly two weeks for them to track down the crazy teacher. Desh had tried 

asking his current teacher, but she claimed not to know anything. She promised she’d 

find out from some of the other staff, but had never come back to him with any 

information. When he asked her again she claimed she’d forgotten. 

That’s when he and Zhoulie decided to track her down themselves. They looked 

in the phone listings, but none of the Bughatays had the right first name. After that they 

planned to call all of the schools downtown and ask for her. They got lucky on the fourth 

one. So the psych ward rumor had been exactly that. She was teaching Literature, but it 

was at a public secondary school, not private. They had waited near the teacher’s parking 

lot until he spotted her. When he pointed her out, Zhoulie suggested he stay back, giving 

her a chance to get the teacher to talk and feel comfortable before bringing him over. 

Mrs. Bughatay wore a pair of loose fitting jeans and a plain white Polo style shirt, 

her usual style of dress, but she had changed one important thing. Her black and silver 

hair was cropped close to her head and if not for the large, bright costume jewelry she 

might have looked like a man. The orange hoop earrings bounced against her face while 

she walked and the coral and orange stone necklace glinted in the sun. She was an Indo-

Trinidadian and almost as thin as Zhoulie. They looked like they could be related. She 

carried two bags, one on her shoulder and the other clutched in the opposite hand. 

“Mrs. Bughatay,” Zhoulie called out, waving before she approached. The teacher 

peered across the lot then threw up a hand. She probably assumed it was one of her 
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students. Desh ducked beneath the camouflage of a tinted car window. He was just close 

enough to see her expression change from one of confusion to mild recognition. 

“Hi,” Zhoulie said a bit out of breath from sprinting. “I’m sorry to bother you, but 

I wanted to ask you a question.” 

“Um, okay,” she said. “Wait, I recognize you from the tv commercial. You’re that 

exorcist girl they call the Demon Whisperer, aren’t you?” Her East Indian accent blended 

with the island lilt. Desh had always liked her voice. 

“Yeah, but that’s not why I’m here.” 

“Oh?” Mrs. Bughatay gave a nervous little laugh. “I thought, oh, never mind. You 

wanted to ask me something?” 

“It’s about a friend of mine.” 

“One of my students?” 

“Former student. He overheard you say something that concerned him. We 

wondered if you could explain what you meant. Do you mind?” Zhoulie asked. Mrs. 

Bughatay took a step back, pursed her lips, and shifted the weight of the bag on her 

shoulder. 

“I suppose, as long as it’s quick. I have to pick up my children by five.” 

“It will only take a second. Here, let me help you with that,” Zhoulie said, 

reaching for the bag in her other hand. He thought about the date and knew it was 

probably filled with diyas in various sizes and several bottles of coconut oil. She used to 

teach them about holidays celebrated in other countries, like Diwali. He noticed Mrs. 

Bughatay allowed Zhoulie to take the bag, but kept her eyes on it.  
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Zhoulie turned and waved him over. As he walked toward them, he could just 

hear her intake of breath when she recognized his face. She wavered in the spot where 

she stood like she wanted to take another step back, but didn’t. 

“This is my friend, Desh. Do you remember him?” Zhoulie said, lifting her voice 

so to Desh, she sounded like she was cooing at a baby. 

“Aye, Mrs. Bughatay,” he said with a little smile and she tried to smile back, but 

the muscles in her face twitched.  

“Hello, Desh,” she said. “What brings you so far from home?” 

 Zhoulie nodded toward him. Giving him the nonverbal permission to ask 

whatever he wanted. 

“You leave our district cause of me?” 

“What on Earth would make you think such a thing?” 

“You the only one nice to me,” he said. “Then one day you nuh nice anymore. 

You look at me coki-eyed too. What I do?”  

Mrs. Bughatay’s eyes darted between him and Zhoulie and she tried to force a 

smile, but he knew that something was wrong. 

“I’m a religious woman, okay, I’m not crazy or anything.” Mrs. Bughatay 

swallowed and gulped for more air like she was trying to stop from crying. She looked 

past them for such a long time that they exchanged confused glances. “I’m not sure I 

should even tell you this.” 

“Please, Mrs. Bughatay,” Zhoulie said softly. “Tell us what happened. It would 

help a lot if you’d explain.”  
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Other teachers leaving the school walked in random lines across the parking lot 

toward their cars. One man leaned against his van and lit a cigarette. Mrs. Bughatay 

sighed.  

“I don’t think I’m really the right person to talk to about this. There are plenty of 

others who seem to think they understand it better than me.” 

“But it’s you we trust to be honest,” Zhoulie said. “I promise we won’t say 

anything to anyone about what you tell us.”  

Mrs. Bughatay’s face relaxed a little. “It’s just that sometimes my dead mother-in-

law visits me. It’s a feeling I get when she comes around. She always hated me and 

thought I was the wrong woman for her son. I feel like she’s watching me to make sure I 

do things properly. I told a few people about that in the past and it backfired. The rumors 

spread all throughout the staff. They treated me differently too and I tried to ignore it. But 

when I realized the students were also talking about it, I decided to change schools.” 

“But what does that have to do with Desh?” Zhoulie said and he nodded. 

“It didn’t until that day—with the beads. I was particularly agitated that morning 

already after feeling her presence strongly lingering. And when Desh came up to me and 

touched my arm, I opened my eyes and saw their faces together, bathed in a kind of 

ghostly light—like he was projecting her or something. Even when I blinked it didn’t go 

away.” Mrs. Bughatay picked at the button on her sleeve. 

“And every day after that it would happen randomly again and again. I'd heard 

what happened to Desh as a baby and with all the plague stuff going around I just started 

feeling anxious...so I had to take some time off. I know it sounds silly, but even now, 
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after more than a year, I still see her when I look at him. I’ve heard others say they get 

this chilly feeling around him too. Some say he’s a jumbie or a duppy. I know that sounds 

like crazy folklore, but—”  

She turned to Desh. “I’m sorry. I guess it wasn't very mature of me to act that way 

in front of you.” 

Desh shrugged. “That’s why you tell Mr. Laran I need help?”  

“I shouldn't have said that—I guess I hoped that there would be something or 

someone that could make it stop. I felt really sorry for you.” Mrs. Bughatay looked at her 

watch. “Sorry, but that’s all I know. I really need to go,” she said, taking the bag back 

from Zhoulie. 

They watched her get into her car and drive away before they said anything to 

each other. Desh had never heard of anyone actually being able to project dead people. 

That was the stuff of movies and it wasn’t supposed to be real. He didn’t know what to 

believe anymore, but if other people saw things like that when they looked at him, no 

wonder they chanced a car accident to run to the other side.  

The Brotherhood had been dismissive, like he was worth little more than bird 

poop, but they had not seemed afraid of him. And Zhoulie had never reacted that way 

either. Either Mrs. Bughatay had already gone north or demon whisperers couldn’t talk to 

ghosts. It was ridiculous that such crazy thoughts were even going through his head. 

Ghosts and demons weren’t real anyway.  
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“Well, matter fix,” he said with a shrug. They headed back toward the bus stop.  

“I think we learned something valuable,” Zhoulie said. “I mean at least you know 

exactly why she acted so strange.”  

“Yah, but I still wanna know something to fix me. I nuh wanna be an outcast 

forever, eh.” 

“Honestly, kid, I don’t think there’s anything to fix. You’re not weird or sick or 

any of that, and I know because I see weird and sick every single day.” 

“For true?” 

“Yeah, and another thing. They’re the ones who are crazy and superstitious. That 

teacher said herself that she was getting haunted or whatever before she even knew you. 

Stupid adults,” she said, snorting. “They think they know everything, but they don’t. I 

mean, you beat death. Death, kid!” she said, stretching her eyes wide. “How many of 

them can say they did that? I think that makes you special.” 

“Yah, I dunno bout special, different maybe, eh.” 

“Same thing. You know yourself and what you’re capable of. You’re living on 

your own at thirteen. Stop caring what people think about you. Just forgeddaboudit.” 

Desh laughed. “Forgeddaboutit.” 

One corner of Zhoulie’s lip curled up. “Yeah, and once you forget about it, then 

you realize the only real things you need to worry about are finding your dad and taking 

care of your mom, right?” 

“For true.” 
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“And if we find your dad, and he’s…you know, sick, I can help. I promise you 

that, kid. Got it?” 

“Nuh get too use to calling me that!” Desh laughed. “I ’bout to be fourteen in a 

few months.” 

“Yeah? When?” 

“March.” 

“Well, I'll be sixteen in January,” Zhoulie said. “Which is in three months. That’s 

a few, five isn’t. That's practically half a year away.” She punched Desh's arm. 

“Aye, what that matter?” he said and punched her back. “I say you nuh call me 

that.”  

“You’re still a kid to me, Kid!” Zhoulie shrieked and Desh chased her. He liked 

that she was fast. He even liked that she was a little bossy. It’s the way girls were 

supposed to be. It’s the way he imagined his mother had been. They stopped to get their 

breathing back under control.  

“I’m not joking about what I said before and I really am leaving when I turn 

sixteen. I have to get outta here.” Both Zhoulie and Desh leaned over, hands on their 

knees, panting.  

He sprung upwards. “I come with you. You right, I done palancing, eh. I gotta 

find my father before they find out ’bout me living alone.”  

Besides, it would hurt him more if she left him behind. Being alone made him feel 

like a loser and after everything she just said to him he knew she was the one person who 

didn’t believe that. He just needed to believe it, too. There was an excitement to their 
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conversation as they created a plan. A real plan that he thought might actually work, 

because Zhoulie was sure that if they could get out of Angler Cove quickly, no one would 

be able to find them.  

She had studied the ground maps and routes and knew the exact bus to take to 

Port of Spain. She had even thought of posing as plague survivors searching for family so 

that the authorities wouldn’t be suspicious. For him it might even be true, and being able 

to use his father's name would be an asset. He secretly hoped though, that whatever he 

found, it wouldn’t be his father sick from the plague. Even if Zhoulie could fix him, after 

what happened to his mother, he wasn’t so sure he could handle seeing that. 

In the last decade, more often than not, people who went missing were victims. 

One thing they were sure of was that every city had a medical office set up that provided 

the names of victims treated there and whatever information was available on that 

person’s living relatives. 

“So you're sure about this?” she asked him. 

“Yah, more sure than anything,” he said and she did it again. She smiled. He 

hadn’t been completely positive the first time that he’d seen it, but now it stayed a little 

longer on her face. She just refused to hold onto it for too long. She suddenly took off 

running again and it became an unspoken race between them. He knew she had no idea 

where she was going, but downtown was an easy maze of cross streets and frequent bus 

stops. If they passed one, there would always be another.  

She came to a stop in front of a music store. His father used to bring him there 

and talk music to him. Desh had always felt like music was their bond and he often 
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imagined them in a recording studio together. Except that never happened. Instead his 

father had walked away and never come back. 

“That felt good,” Zhoulie puffed. 

“For true,” Desh agreed, shaking his head to loosen the thoughts of his father. He 

watched her peer through the dark glass of the storefront. 

“You wanna go in here?” 

His first instinct was to say no, he didn’t want to be reminded, but she’d already 

pushed open the door. He told himself he’d make new memories here with Zhoulie and 

forced the other thoughts deeper down in his brain. They walked around comparing their 

musical tastes. She explained to him that because of all the time she'd spent in the 

institution, she had become more accustomed to hearing many kinds of music that her 

family wouldn't let her listen to. She loved American hip-hop and reggaeton. And 

because of one cellmate in particular who only listened to all-female, hard core metal 

bands, she had a soft spot for that too.  

Desh frowned at most of her music picks. He liked that she was into music like 

him, but he felt like she was a sell-out for forsaking her Caribbean roots. He would just 

have to school her. Back at his house, he played some of his father's reggae clashes, 

sound system battles, and dub mixtapes for Zhoulie. His father had been a big collector of 

the underground music scene, from the Bahamas all the way down to Trinidad, and it was 

the main thing that never made sense to Desh. He’d left it all behind. Every vinyl, every 

cassette, every disk…all of it.  
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They listened to music while eating leftover alloo pie, benay balls, and drank 

canned cola. His next door neighbor was always giving him food because she knew his 

mother was sick and she assumed he wasn’t eating well. However, her fear of him was no 

less than the others in the neighborhood. She would leave the dishes on the stoop just 

before Desh came home from school. Sometimes he'd feel her watching him through the 

blinds. 

Zhoulie did her best to stay out of Marble’s way, although once she accidentally 

clipped the end of his kitten’s incredibly long tail with the edge of her shoe. She had 

pretty big feet for a girl and it made him want to chuckle, but he resisted it. Marble’s 

claws came out then and he had to take her into the bedroom, releasing the laughter he’d 

swallowed earlier. It was the most fun he'd ever had until he realized how soon her bus 

was scheduled to arrive. She grabbed her backpack and threw a goodbye over her 

shoulder and he watched from the stoop while she pedaled hard toward the bus stop. 

 Whenever she went home, he worried about her. She didn’t like to talk about it 

and he didn’t have the nerve to ask, but her scars shook him. He didn’t understand how 

she could cut herself that way. All that blood. And the pain. He had no idea what it felt 

like to be carried away in a straitjacket and accused of doing horrible things to the one 

person he cared about the most. What was worse? No family at all or family that could 

make him want to be free of them forever?  

Sometimes her stories made his life seem easy. He remembered when he’d first 

seen her in that strange cathedral decorated in artwork of deities he’d never even heard 

of. She was staring at her feet while everyone ogled her. Their whispers were callous and 
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he’d felt sorry for her then and especially later when that pregnant dougla woman she had 

recently exorcised came strutting up the aisle. 

 The service began to really buzz after that. Her uncles orating and flapping their 

robes, some of their speech switching from English to whatever tongue it was they 

claimed to know. He had felt so uncomfortable, looking around at all the cultish people. 

He saw Zhoulie fidgeting in a way that her emotions must have mirrored his, but she 

would never make eye contact with him. And the way he had been treated afterward; well 

he had vowed then he would never go back to that place. Nothing made him happier than 

knowing they were making plans to leave it all behind. Her sixteenth birthday couldn’t 

get here fast enough.  
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six 

In her hurry, Zhoulie didn’t notice the familiar jeep or anyone trying to get her 

attention until she collided right into one of her uncles. Ralbon grabbed her by the arm to 

keep her from falling. The bicycle lay sprawled against the curb right where Ruma was 

standing next to their father. She had a disgusted look on her face. 

“We’ve been looking everywhere for you,” her father said in an even tone. 

“What for? I didn’t have any duties today.” She folded her arms across her chest. 

“Why are you following me?”  

“No one was following you,” Ruma said with a huff. “Some old lady from this 

neighborhood called the ministry. She said you were in trouble.” We tried the cell phone 

mom gave you, but you never answered it.” 

“What old lady?” She had completely forgotten about the phone buried at the 

bottom of her backpack. It must have been on vibrate. 

“Does it matter?” Ruma started to say more, but their father stopped her.  

“Is there truth to you hanging out with one of those troubled teenage boys in this 

part of town?” 

“No there isn’t,” Zhoulie said, feeling her breath quicken. She was starting to get 

upset. 

“Which house did you come out of?” Her father’s voice smoldered. He was 

wearing the Brotherhood robe, but it was open like he’d been in a hurry. He was still 

wearing the dark glasses, but he didn’t have his cane and Ruma wasn’t holding his arm or 
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anything. She had missed the obvious improvements in her father’s health over the past 

few weeks. 

“A friend’s.” 

“What friend?” Her father’s voice rose an octave. She hadn’t heard him yell since 

she was a little girl. 

“Just someone I met. Why am I being interrogated?” 

“Zhoulie, stop this defiance immediately and get in the jeep.” Her father pointed 

to the bicycle and Ralbon silently picked it up. She didn’t move until Ruma came over 

and pulled her by the arm.  

“Your safety is my concern,” her father said, staring down at her. He watched 

until she was completely in the jeep and then closed the door. He climbed into the front 

seat then twisted his body sideways to look at her. 

“I’ll ask you once more. Who is the person you were with today?” 

“Desh. His name is Desh.” 

“And what were you and this Desh up to today?” 

“Nothing, just liming.” 

“You know how I feel about the slang.” 

She rolled her eyes. “We were only listening to music and stuff, just hanging out.” 

“The woman made it sound like there was more going on than that.” 

Zhoulie sighed heavily. “What woman? Whatever she said is a lie. We’re just 

friends.” 

“How old is this boy? Were his parents at home?” 
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“Um…not exactly. He’s almost fourteen.” 

“Thirteen?” Ruma snorted. “Where did you meet him?” 

“I can handle this,” their father said to Ruma.  

“Where did you meet him?” he asked, turning his attention back to Zhoulie. 

“At the cathedral, if you must know.” Her reply had been aimed at Ruma.  

“I have not given you permission to hang out with any boys, especially not any 

that I haven’t met. You won’t see this boy again.” Her father tapped on the armrest with 

each syllable for emphasis. Once he finished speaking, he again faced the road and 

remained silent for the rest of the ride. 

“You have met him,” she mumbled under her breath.  

Ruma stared at her wide-eyed and then smirked with a slight shake of her head. 

Back at the estate, Ralbon stopped long enough for Ruma and Zhoulie to get out of the 

jeep and then they were off again. Zhoulie watched the jeep drive away. 

“I can’t believe you have a boyfriend,” Ruma said. 

“Shut-up! You have no idea what’s going on. Leave me alone!” 

Ruma ignored her. “You’re in serious trouble this time. Dad is really mad.”  

Zhoulie stomped across the courtyard to the door of their private unit. “Just, leave 

me alone.” 

Ruma caught up with her and grabbed her by the elbow. “That old lady told dad 

that you’re always at this boy’s house. She said she recognized you from the tv 

commercial and she’s been keeping an eye on things for a while. She said she knows for 

sure the boy is trouble. Mom and dad are never going to let you see him again. I’m trying 
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to help you. So get that together in that stubborn head of yours.” Ruma let her elbow go 

and Zhoulie ran the rest of the way to her bedroom. 

She dropped her backpack on the floor and flung herself across the mattress. She 

wanted to cry, but her eyes were so dry that they burned. She balled into a fetal position 

and lay there silently screaming inside her head until she finally drifted off to sleep. She 

didn’t wake up until the next morning when her mother brought her a cup of sorrel tea 

and tried to smooth Zhoulie’s wild hair. 

Every time she looked in the mirror, she wanted to cut all of her hair off. It was 

the most unruly thing she'd ever seen. The texture on top and at the roots was curly while 

the back only had a slight wave to it. She constantly fought tangles and split ends. There 

was only one thing she hated more than her hair, and it was the fact that her feet were so 

large. Lors used to tease her and call her “yam foot.” 

“Doux-Doux darling, you’ve got dark rings around your eyes. Didn’t you get any 

sleep?” 

Zhoulie shook her head.  

“Well, you stayed in bed all the way through breakfast. I even made buljhol 

because I know how much you like it, but it’s cold now. Why don’t you let me braid your 

hair for you?” 

“Desh is my only friend, mom,” Zhoulie said with a pleading look. “You can’t let 

dad do this.”  

“It’s not easy to change your father’s mind.” 

“Can’t you at least try?” 
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“Why didn’t you answer the phone?” her mother said. “It would have helped, but 

now I have to take it away.” 

“I didn’t hear it.” Zhoulie watched her mother’s brow wrinkle in confusion. She 

wasn’t surprised. In fact, her assistance in the first place had been the surprise, but 

obviously her generosity was limited.  

“Perhaps if you went back to the ministry and helped out like before, he’d be 

more lenient with you.”  

Of course. Zhoulie had been waiting for that to come up. In fact, the entire 

situation had happened the way it did because she hadn’t been the ministry superstar 

lately. It seemed that no matter what, she’d never be happy. Her mother tried for a second 

time to braid her hair, but Zhoulie refused. For the moment she wished she could just be 

alone like Desh. She sipped the tea while staring out of the window and tried to will her 

birthday to come faster. 

She changed into proper ministry training attire and brushed her hair down as best 

she could before bunching it into a bun. She came out of her room at the same time as 

Ruma, but she still wasn’t speaking to her, so she lingered behind to avoid walking 

together. They eventually met up with four other female cousins and rode to the cathedral 

for training.  

She went through the motions of the day like a robot, feeling nothing but dread 

for what she knew she was going to have to do. She lingered around after the training was 

over until Dame Saige noticed her still sitting there staring at the invocations book in her 

lap. 
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“Something on your mind, Zhoulie?”  

She watched Saige tidy the books on the shelf and examine a thin layer of dust in 

the window sill. It reminded her of the window in her psychiatrist’s office. The plastic 

flower on the sill of the double paned window that always had a smudge in the middle. 

She remembered how the feeling had suddenly fallen on her, just how bad she wanted to 

leave the institution that last time. Leave the corridors that smelled strongly of bleach and 

faintly of vomit. Leave the windy echo of the atrium where the patients spent recreational 

time staring into each other’s eyes, looking for a reflection of crazy that affirmed their 

reasons for being sent there.  

But more than leaving the institution, Zhoulie wanted to leave her family too. The 

more time passed, the more they felt like strangers pretending to be her parents, sister, 

uncles and cousins. For a split second, Zhoulie wished she could truly confide in Saige, 

who smiled at her the way her father used to. She was the leader of the Sisterhood, but 

came across less intense than her nephews. Maybe it was her age or maybe it was the 

maroon robe she wore. It was cut differently than the Brotherhood’s and was not adorned 

with feathers. Where the uncles looked like dark, powerful wizards, she looked like a 

nun. Especially the black comfortable shoes jutting out from the bottom. That had to be 

why she seemed more approachable. 

 Zhoulie wasn’t allowed to use the phone or leave the premises without 

supervision. And without having Desh to talk to, things could get pretty bad. She wanted 

someone to understand her predicament, but she was sure Saige couldn’t truly help other 

than offering comforting words because her father never allowed anyone to change his 
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mind, not even his brothers. Besides, she had the tendency to see their point of view more 

often than not. 

“I’m ready to work again I guess,” Zhoulie said a little reluctantly. 

“I hope the break helped you relax and have a little fun,” Saige said, walking over 

to Zhoulie to squeeze her shoulder. “But you are right in your decision. God’s duty 

always calls us back. I’ll inform the Brotherhood. Don’t worry so much. You’ve been 

doing well in your studies. You know the text and you understand the purpose of those 

words much better than you did when this all began. I’m sure it will only get easier.”  

Saige moved back toward the cabinet where she kept her personal things and 

returned with two stones. “I have something for you.” She handed Zhoulie one of them. 

“These are donkey eyes. They are a symbol of prosperity and luck. When your 

father and I were children, we use to run up and down the beach combing for these. I 

always keep them with me.” 

She stared at the odd looking dark, reddish-brown seed in her hand. She’d heard 

people talk about them, but she’d never had one of her own. She wasn’t even sure if they 

resembled actual donkey eyes. Saige smiled like she’d offered her the answer that would 

fix everything. 

“Thanks,” Zhoulie said, pocketing the gift, and left. At dinner, Seran came for her 

and they visited a very old woman. In fact she admitted to being over a hundred years 

old.  

The old woman's great-great-great-grandparents had been Chinese immigrants 

who chose to stay behind after their indentureship ended. There were almost six 
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generations of her family on the island. Most of them had never seen China. Her eyes had 

the familiar slant and the wrinkles hung from her face like her skin were made of putty. 

She had no teeth and her eyes were so filled with cataracts that she couldn’t see anything.  

Zhoulie had seen her before, quite a few times. She had been a member of the 

church in Ackee Hollow and for as long as she could remember the woman had always 

been both old and toothless. When she smiled, her lips curled over her gums in the way 

that made all toothless people resemble each other. It was the sort of smile that as 

children they would try to mimic. 

She knew immediately that the old woman was not a victim of the plague. The 

only strange thing about her was the way she smelled, like she bathed in some ancient 

ointment. She wanted Zhoulie to hold her hands and pray with her. Her speech was so 

garbled by the missing teeth that all Zhoulie could do was just nod and go along with it. 

Seran gave her a questioning expression after a while, so she stood and pulled the old 

woman to her feet.  

As they held hands, she waited a few moments, almost hoping something would 

happen. But when she felt no change, she pulled the old woman toward her until they 

were chest to chest and whispered into her ear the Nepoyan incantations she’d 

memorized in training. The old woman immediately fell to her knees, spittle flying as she 

spoke, in what she liked to call broken puzzle pieces.  

The words in the old woman's sentences were all out of order, or the ones she 

understood anyway. Some people called it speaking in tongues, but Zhoulie thought they 

were insane. The woman’s body jerked so hard that she was forced to let go. She looked 
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about to fall over, but then she suddenly clasped her hands together and started praising 

God over and over again. She kept her eyes closed, listening to the old woman’s religious 

rants until they fizzled out.  

She could hear Seran’s footsteps cross the room. She knew he would help the old 

woman to her feet. He would assist her to a comfortable chair, offer her a glass of water 

and words of praise then collect the payment. Afterwards he’d return and help her to the 

car.  

That’s the way it always went when she was conscious. At first she felt silly 

pretending she’d changed anything, but the people she touched really believed she had 

exorcised their demons. They were so free of the torment that they showered her with 

compliments and her ministry with money.  

When the first Sunday passed without being able to talk to Desh, she'd hoped he’d 

show up to service looking for her. She'd peered all around wishing their eyes would 

connect. But he hadn't been there. In fact he hadn't set foot in the cathedral since the first 

time she saw him. His absence should have been a sign that all would not be well. That 

everything would get much worse.  

The first week back to work had gone so smoothly, her exorcism sessions not 

triggering any unbearable nightmares, so she had been able to get a little sleep. It almost 

made her believe that Saige had been right and it was getting easier. She tried to convince 

herself that she could make it to her sixteenth birthday. But she was so wrong. By the 

following week, the dreams had started again. Craziness painted the walls of her mind in 

hellish images, but after waking and sketching, she could push them aside and move 
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through her days on auto-pilot, congratulating herself for finding a way to organize her 

dreams and reality separately. 

The vibe changed when she realized that all of the uncles, her father, and her 

grandfather would accompany her to the next session. Her stomach begin to flip-flop and 

she was going to be sick. She couldn’t remember the last time an exorcism session 

required the entire group of Brotherhood leaders. Zhoulie began to swallow knots of air 

when their small caravan of jeeps pulled into the prison parking lot.  

Fayel was sitting next to her and must have noticed the fear on her face because 

he squeezed her hand. The six of them together in crimson robes and feathers was an 

impressive sight. They were not small men in size or stature. Their shadows loomed and 

surrounded Zhoulie’s own shadow in the yellowed glow of the prison yard flood lights. It 

gave her a small comfort. 

But that comfort waned when they brought the plagued prisoner into the room 

where she and the Brotherhood waited. A room of pale green walls and smelled of stale 

bread provided no barrier between her and the prisoner. They'd removed everything in the 

room except for one chair. Instead of shadows, he was flanked by stern guards with large, 

black guns.  

The prisoner was the largest man she had ever seen. He was nearly as tall as her 

father, but three times as wide, his prison uniform ripping at the seams like a hulk. His 

albino skin was pale as Tunisia beach sand and he had kinky, persimmon-colored 

dreadlocks sprouting wildly from his head like jungle tree limbs. His hands were 
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handcuffed in front of him with a chain connecting those cuffs to the ones clamped 

around his ankles.  

He stared at Zhoulie’s father with recognition, but he said nothing. He didn’t look 

angry, but he didn’t look happy either. He moved to the chair the guards motioned toward 

and sat down. Her father and uncles remained standing in front of him. The whites of his 

eyes were dim, almost pink, the irises a startling red that matched his hair. 

The guards stepped back, still tightly gripping their weapons. The paint peeled 

away from the stone walls and she noticed that there were flakes of paint all over the 

floor. The guards' bodies blocked her view of the door. Before she even moved toward 

the Red Man, she could already feel something inside of her pulling, aching to make a 

connection with him. Her feet felt like they were bound in cement. Her father looked 

back and motioned his head for her to take her place in front of them. The harvest 

recitation began. 

Saige taught Zhoulie that the chant was the harvesting of ancestral seed. It was 

how they called forth the spirits of their ancestors. The harvest was the Brotherhood's 

shield of protection from evil. She could not recite the words that time. It was like her 

throat had been robbed of sound. She lip-synced instead. Her body moved forward at a 

pace that caused the uncles' robes to flutter.  

“This life smells of rotten blood,” the Red Man said in a voice that sounded like a 

drill against concrete. “Running blue in the veins of walking carcass. It reeks of 

impurities that turn black with mold and grow vile with diseases. And you think you can 

chant the words of that vain one they call Jah in my presence?”  
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When Zhoulie stood directly in front of the group, his expression changed to one 

of disappointment and his lips curled up into a grimace. 

“What is this? A sacrifice? Human children smell of intestinal waste. This 

sacrifice insults me.” The Red Man's head did not move. He stared straight ahead, 

dismissing her, his stare locked on her father.  

But then his eyes swiveled toward her and sniffed the air in front of him. “But 

wait now, you no ordinary human child. There is something different about you, I can 

smell it.” The Red Man clenched his jaw, making the square shape of it more 

pronounced. “Still you no equal match for me virility.” 

Zhoulie’s body continued to move toward him even though she wanted to stop. 

He watched her curiously when her hands reached toward his own. Once she and the Red 

Man clutched hands, she noticed his fists were so large that they swallowed hers. He 

smiled without showing any teeth.  

His grip tightened until she could feel the pressure against her bones. His arms 

were covered in red tattoos that were all designed to be dripping with blood. The one on 

his left arm was of a macajuel whose throat was filled with its latest prey, its blood 

dripping from the snake’s fangs. In her mind she tried to pull away, but any actual motion 

she made only forged them closer together. 

The veins in his face pressed against his skin like blue ivy trying to escape. The 

Red Man moved in slow motion. His head leaned to the right until his ear touched his 

shoulder. Then the angle of his head moved forward until his chin pointed upward. His 

eyes rolled down until he was staring straight into Zhoulie's eyes. 
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Suddenly, he stood, which caused Zhoulie's arms to be yanked upwards. The 

muscles pulled, trying to rip jaggedly at the shoulder. She grimaced. The guards took a 

few steps forward, but when the Red Man looked back over his shoulder at them, 

something about his expression stopped them in their tracks. His head never changed its 

angle even while it swiveled on his neck. The Brotherhood moved forward as one unit. 

They began to recite the words of the Exorcism ritual, calling forth the wrath of God to 

cast out the demon from the soul of the victim. The Red Man's attention once again 

turned to them.  

“I have taken the souls of many humans in this world. You stink of fear and 

despair. You taste of an animal ripe with juvenile naivety and poisoned with emotions. I 

should not ingest such worthless nutrients, but if you do not cease this useless droning, I 

will be forced to devour you whole.” 

Zhoulie’s neck bent and her head moved into a position that mimicked the Red 

Man. Her consciousness slid backwards, like gravity was yanking it down into her neck. 

Everything looked far away, like peering through the opposite end of a telescope. The 

room turned gray. She saw nothing except the Red Man's face.  

Something like hot lightning pushed up along her spine until it reached her neck. 

Piercing both skull and brain, it drove a flash of heat from the back of her head to her 

eyes and they began to throb. Every muscle in her body tightened and even with their 

fists clutched together, she was able to yank her arms down.  

Reversing their roles, she lifted the Red Man off the floor and slammed him 

against the wall, pinning his hands back against his chest. He fought, tugging them both 
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to the floor. Knees bent, they faced each other, clutched fists quivering against the 

resistance. The sound of triggers cocking behind him seemed to break his concentration 

and Zhoulie gained the momentum by leaning into him so hard that his back nearly 

touched the floor. She rose from her knees, robe buttons ripping open and crimson cloth 

floating behind her like wings of fire.  

Red streaks covered her arms when every scar she’d ever made opened up and 

bled. The angle of her head changed until she was looking right into the red of his eyes. 

She pushed her head in close enough that their lips were nearly touching. 

“I command you now,” she said in a whisper that was not the tempo of her own 

voice, even though the speech had passed through her lips. “You will leave this body.”  

She had spoken in a language completely unfamiliar to the human tongue, but she 

still understood its meaning. The pounding of her heart grew fainter until she felt nothing. 

She struggled against it, but lost control. The messages from her brain were not being 

delivered and she became the spectator of her own actions.  

She could barely grasp consciousness, like she was being squeezed tightly into a 

space inside her body, one so small that she couldn't move. If she blinked, she would 

disappear, but the overwhelming sense to close her eyes still took over. 
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seven 

When Zhoulie awoke, the sun had just risen. The sky was a soft navy near the 

western mountain tops, but lightened to white-gold in the east where it met the sun. The 

brightness of it was like knife tips at her eyeballs. She leapt from the bed and snatched 

the curtains closed. Her body was tense and stiff and it hurt to walk. She moved across 

the floor and a shuffling sound followed. Her feet were so heavy she could barely lift 

them. She wanted to call out, but her voice was absent of sound.   

The creak of her bedroom door was deafening. There were rarely times the estate 

was completely quiet, but she was certain that she could hear the splash of the Habio 

Waterfalls nearly twenty miles away, so she knew something wasn’t right. There was no 

one in her family's unit or in the courtyard. There were no baby cries, even though there 

were at least three of them that lived there.  

She moved toward the dining hall and sensed movement behind her. She looked 

back and nothing was there. Her gums were swollen and her tongue tasted of dried blood. 

Her skin was on fire, her thirst almost unbearable, so she headed straight for the sink, 

stuck her lips beneath the faucet and swallowed the thick stream of water it released.  

Her grandmother had always been an early riser and could usually be found 

smoking a pipe somewhere outside. Zhoulie checked the front and back gates, but there 

was no one there. However, the scent of burning tobacco was strong near the rear 

entrance. The scent trailed back to the courtyard and she saw her grandmother sitting next 

to the herb garden. She was sticking her middle finger into the soil in different places and 

tasting it.  



72 

 

How had Zhoulie missed her when she walked through the courtyard the first 

time? Her grandmother had worn her hair in the same style for the last forty years, 

braided across the top of her head in a spiral that resembled a crown. Her hair was 

grayed, but streaked a faded black hue in places. Even her eyelashes had turned gray. She 

had skin that looked pleated instead of wrinkled. Her eyes were clear. In fact the only 

thing that robbed her grandmother of any spryness was the fact that she had only one 

foot.  

The other had been lost in an accident that she refused to recount. She had worn a 

prosthetic foot since before Zhoulie was born. It was crude in design, shaped more like a 

kickstand than an actual foot. She rejected her cane and moved with a slight limp. She 

was a proud woman, always reminding the family that not only had her father’s father 

been a great chief of the Nepoya people, but she had also given birth to two daughters 

and five strong sons of the Brotherhood.  

The baby of nine sisters, she was one of three who were still alive, and claimed it 

was because she was a woman in tune with nature, often preferring to sleep outside. She 

never took medicines and was also a vegetarian. The story was that she was born in a 

garden. The first thing her head touched was soil. Her body scent was like damp, fertile 

earth and that was the same smell Zhoulie associated with home.  

“What you doing up so early, girl?” Her voice was high like the chirp of a 

hummingbird, wrapped in a Caribbean sing-song of patois that her uncles never 

corrected.   
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“I don't remember falling asleep.” Zhoulie's voice was so hoarse that it was nearly 

a whisper, but at least she was finally able to say something. Still she would be surprised 

if her grandmother even heard what she said. When she swallowed she could feel the pain 

all the way in her ears.  

“You come in ’fore day morning, acting all bazodee. Them say there be trouble 

and them put you right to bed, eh.”  

“What trouble?”  

“No one speak of it, but I hear them talking. Something vie-ke-vie. That patron 

dead, oui? Him behind God back now?”  

Zhoulie again felt the beat of her heart and it was racing. “I don’t remember what 

happened.”  

“Girl pickney, you nuh look in the mirror this morning? Him lamblass you.” Her 

grandmother wiped the dirt from her hands onto her skirt and stood up. “You need to go 

lie that head down, oui. Rest up.” 

Zhoulie looked down at her hands. They were covered in scratch marks that 

trailed from her wrist to her fingertips. Bandages wrapped her arms. “How did he die?”  

“You fight back,” her grandmother said, patting Zhoulie on the head. “Him heart 

stop and him drop dead. Is a miracle you ain’t dead too, eh. Him kill thirty-seven people 

’fore they catch him. Him kill eleven more in prison. Him is sentence death penalty, but 

no method of death them got can kill him. When I tell you, you be stronger than you 

look, oui.”  
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Zhoulie felt anything but strong. In fact, everything was strange. The air around 

her was wet like perspiration, the absence of other sounds frightened her, and even her 

grandmother's voice was different, softer than usual. “Where is everybody?”  

“Them prepare for the feast.”  

“What feast?” Zhoulie sniffed and the odor of charred flesh rotating on a spit 

drifted toward her. 

“You see soon enough, eh. You go rest, girl.” Her grandmother guided Zhoulie 

back to her bedroom and left her there. She sat still for a moment, but something was not 

right. She couldn't put her finger on it, but she knew something was wrong. The bloody 

taste in her mouth reminded her that she needed to brush her teeth. In the bathroom 

mirror, her reflection was shocking. Her neck was covered in bruises and both of her eyes 

were puffy and bloodshot.   

There were marks on her cheeks that resembled the ones on her hands. When she 

opened her mouth, swollen gums and blood stained teeth shocked her. Her hair stood out 

like she'd been electrocuted. Knotted bunches of hair were like barbed wire on her head. 

Sweat stained her t-shirt and her skin was clammy. Thoughts clambered against her brain, 

competing to be the first to spill out. She hurried from the bathroom and pulled out her 

sketchbook.   

Vicious scribbling poured from her. Even she couldn't decipher it, but she couldn't 

stop sketching. Shadows kept passing by her window, but every time she looked up, she 

saw nothing. A dark landscape materialized on the page. It had a marshmallow-like 

surface and skies that twisted the clouds into its grayness like wrung rags. Trees either 



75 

 

melting or dripping with dark liquid were windblown, their branches pushed against the 

wind. Dark puddles surrounded the tree trunks like ponds of tar. The ponds were filled 

with eyes.  

Zhoulie fell asleep against the headboard with the sketchbook across her chest and 

the pencil still hanging loosely from her fingers. In her dreams something chased her 

through fields peppered with eye puddles like landmines. She ran, slipped and fell. Dark 

liquid spewed into the air like a geyser and painted her arms with eyeballs. She screamed 

until her mother shook her awake.   

Her sister stood behind her mother holding a syringe. Someone held her arm 

tightly while her mother rubbed a cold, wet swab of cotton across the biggest vein in her 

arm. Her mother stuck her hand out and Ruma laid the syringe in her palm. Zhoulie tried, 

but couldn't move or say anything. She saw that in her sister’s other hand was her 

sketchbook. She tried to sit up and take back what belonged to her, but her mother eased 

her body back down to the pillow.  

“Just rest, Doux-Doux. You're going to be okay. Just try to sleep.”   

Zhoulie felt her mother's lips press against her forehead and then they left the 

room carrying the one thing that revealed everything about her she preferred to keep 

hidden. Zhoulie’s eyes stung with tears that could not be summoned before sleep 

overtook her.  

It was still daylight when she opened her eyes, but she wasn't in her room. She 

was at the top of the hill in Ackee Hollow. She lay on the ground looking at the sky. The 
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clouds were thick and mushy and moved across the sky at such a pace that it was like 

watching a cloud parade. 

“Yah, I see that bunny there, but you see that uzi aim at the bunny face?” a voice 

asked. Zhoulie's head popped up so quickly. She couldn't believe her ears. She looked 

over at her brother's face. It was exactly the way she remembered it. Tears sprung to her 

eyes.  

“Lors? Is that really you?”  

“Yah, silly girl,” Lors said, moving the hair out of his eyes with one thumb 

poking out like a hitchhiker. “Who else know ’bout our secret place, eh? You tell 

somebody?”  

“No, I wouldn't tell, not ever...but I need to tell you something, okay, don't get 

mad.” 

“What's that? The suspense killing me,” Lors said with a chuckle. It was a phrase 

he always used.  

“First promise you won't get mad.”  

“I promise.” Lors reached across, holding out a pinky to swear, but then snatched 

it away and tickled her. She laughed, hesitated then stopped the motion of his hands.  

“I ate the pastelles. I know I broke my promise and I'm sorry. Are you mad?” 

Zhoulie asked and held her breath waiting for his reply. His eyes rolled skyward and he 

pretended to think about it.  

“Well that depends. Who made it?”  

“Tanty Asha.”  
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“Okay...is good as mom's, oui?”  

“Yeah.” Zhoulie nodded.  

“You yam it down?” Lors rolled his head in her direction and looked at his sister. 

His hair was sprawled across the grass. She wanted to touch a lock of it. She wanted to 

keep it.  

“Two helpings,” Zhoulie said, swallowing the guilt that threatened to make her 

cry. 

“You hungry or greedy?”  

“Starving.”  

“Here’s what I think, you had to eat it. You can’t wait for me, so matter fix. We 

aces still. I not come down the hill again, you know that.”   

Zhoulie nodded, trying to dislodge the lump in her throat. She rolled onto her side 

and put her head on Lors' shoulder. She knew by the nearly identical lengths of their 

bodies that something was wrong with that picture. She usually hated when she could tell 

she was dreaming while still dreaming. But this time, she didn't want to wake up. 

Nothing else existed. Lors suddenly began to laugh.  

“What's so funny?” Zhoulie said, even though she was already laughing with him.  

“Them yam feet getting bigger,” he said and laughed again.  

She giggled so hard that she snorted and anytime she did that, he had to tickle her. 

But to tickle her, he had to catch her first. She jumped to her feet and took off running. 

Around and around they ran until she headed toward the slope. It wasn't until she was at 

the bottom of the hill that she realized he was no longer behind her.   
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She looked up and he stood at the top of the hill smoking a cigarette. He tapped 

two fingers against his heart, as he always did, turned and walked into the sunlight. She 

watched him until he disappeared and then fell to the ground crying, clawing at the dirt 

where his blood had soaked through, begging for God to return him to her.   

The next time she opened her eyes someone was going through her drawers and 

haphazardly tossing her things on the floor. The body shape was one of the twin uncles, 

either Fayel or Desmin. She wasn't sure which because the person never faced her before 

leaving the room. Although she could see that nothing restrained her, she still couldn't 

move. She wasn't sure why they had drugged her and the anxiety was quickly turning into 

fear. The darkening of the sky meant the sun was setting. Her stomach was so empty that 

it was sinking inward. Her pulse was slow and ragged. She tried to call out, but she barely 

made a sound.  

The air sizzled like electricity and buzzed around her ears. There were loud voices 

coming from the direction of the courtyard. She focused on sitting up and after nearly ten 

minutes her legs began to obey. She swung them across the side of the bed and slowly 

stood. The shadows again raced by her window. As she moved toward the door she heard 

running footsteps. There was so many that she could feel the floor shaking.   

Her door flung open by a motion from the other side and someone stood there 

wearing one of the heirloom ceremonial masks that usually hung on the walls. She 

stepped back and tripped against the bed. The face of some beast-like god of the earth or 

heavens snarled at her from the doorway. Whoever was wearing the mask had also 

decided to dress in the primitive leaf and straw body coverings of a previous era.  
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His body had been decorated in symbols that were drawn using roukou powder 

and ash. There were others, adorned similarly, standing in the hall behind him. He 

growled and rushed toward her, several others in tow. They swooped her across their 

shoulders like a log and carried her into the courtyard. No amount of energy she used to 

fight could help her to break free of their grips.   

She was able to knock the mask aside of one of the men in the rear of the line 

before they put her down. It was Seran's face she saw before he recovered it and she 

recoiled in surprise. They placed her on her feet in the middle of the courtyard where 

someone had built a considerable-sized bonfire. The entire area was crawling with anolis 

lizards, their throats all grotesquely extended. A rush of bile regurgitated in her mouth 

and she tried to look away. People were everywhere, but she couldn't see any of their 

faces and they surrounded her in a way that left no opening for her to escape.  

The crowd began to circle her, chanting the Exorcism ritual. Hands slapped 

drums, sticks banged against pavement while the crowd moved in a methodic frenzy. 

Bodies contorted. There was jumping and kicking. Arms flailed and voices moaned in the 

background. Some of the ones in the front of the crowd were children, by their small size, 

but they still mimicked the adults' movements and chants without error.  

The tempo of the drums increased. The movement of the crowd began to vibrate. 

Zhoulie felt fear like nothing she'd ever experienced. She searched frantically for a 

weakness in the circle, a penetrable spot she could fit through if she was fast enough. The 

chant grew louder; their speech patterns were in a hurry to reach the end of the chant just 

to begin again.  
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She looked up and the sky opened like the funnel of a tornado. When she looked 

down again, someone about the same size as she was approached her with a knife pointed 

at her chest. It was a familiar knife with a knowing glow. He charged at her like a bull 

and it took everything to force her body sideways, but she wasn't able to avoid the knife, 

only death. The tip of it had sunk a number of layers into her shoulder and made a deep 

gash more than halfway across her chest. She fell to the ground with a thud.  

When she opened her eyes she was back in her bed. The sun had just risen. There 

was an odd silence that blanketed the estate. Her body ached, her feet shuffled and the 

door creaked loudly when she opened it. Fear clutched her chest and squeezed so she 

changed her mind about leaving the room. She closed the door and ran into the bathroom. 

The mirror was splintered, but she could see that her eyes were still swollen and the 

scratches were on her face and hands. Her fingertips were stained with roukou and ash. A 

gash on her chest had soaked a large amount of blood through the front of her t-shirt. She 

moved back into the bedroom, noticed that blood had dyed her sheets from pink to red to 

brown in places.  

She went straight to the hiding spot in the window sill. The knife and other items 

were still there. They looked untouched. Her sketchbook was sprawled across the floor 

along with a lot of the clothing from her drawers. A syringe cap lay forgotten, half under 

her bed. She lifted the sketchbook carefully from the floor and it was obvious that some 

of the pages had been torn and bent, but they all remained, including the one she was 

certain had been a dream. The landscape with the pools of eyes. 
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This was ten times worse than when death haunted her before. Before her 

thoughts had swirled at the possibilities of death. Now they were trying to execute their 

plans. The darkness draped around her like a heavy fog. She felt it swaddle her body and 

her mind. She couldn’t shake it. Bad thoughts materialized. Her family was trying to kill 

her. Death was again stalking her shadow, waiting for her to let her guard down. 

The fear and hatred mounted inside her, poisoning her white blood cells until they 

turned black. Her vision tunneled once more until the room suffocated her. She needed 

air. She needed to get away immediately. She couldn’t wait for sixteen. Zhoulie grabbed 

her backpack from the floor and tossed in the items from the windowsill, her tattered 

sketchbook, the donkey eye and her hidden bank of money. 

She slipped into sweatpants, hoodie and Converse sneakers. With a bit of effort, 

she forced the window pane up and tossed her backpack through to the ground outside 

then climbed out behind it. The family rarely used the front entrance. The street was still 

unfamiliar to Zhoulie. There was no way she could sneak her bicycle out of the back 

without running into someone else. She would have to walk. No, she would have to run.  

The world looked different in the tunneled way that she was being forced to 

perceive it. She felt so small and insignificant. Her body led her in directions her mind 

was completely unaware of choosing. She wandered through residential neighborhoods 

for an hour without realizing she was lost, following a trail of scents.   

It was at first the greasy aroma of chicken foot souse and cowheel soup that 

pulled her north of the estate into the neighborhoods that bordered the mountain range. 

But when she identified their source after peering through windows unseen, she didn’t 
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stop there. Another scent would take over. Even the stench of a dying animal made her 

mouth water. She was hungrier than she'd ever been in her life.  

She came to the nature trail by accident. She had no idea that was where she was 

headed until she arrived. It had been over a month since she and Desh had hung out there. 

The decomposing corpse of a corbeau was sprawled beneath her favorite tree. Her feet 

carried her past it, farther up the trail, higher into the mountain and through a break in the 

cover of trees. It gave way to a sunny landing where the trail wound precariously close to 

the edge of a cliff. 

She couldn't take another step. Some leftover rainwater had settled around the 

base of one of the trees. She scooped the murky water into her palm and slurped. That's 

when she saw the light-brown manicou crab, one claw in the water. It was easily bigger 

than the entire span of her hand. She grabbed a rock and killed it with one strike.  

Squatting down, she ripped the hard outer body from the slightly sweet flesh on 

the inside and dug into it unapologetically. The crab's body fluids dripped off her chin 

and slid between her fingers. After devouring the crab she drank again, hand to mouth 

until she couldn't lift her arm anymore. She then lay down on her side and drifted off to 

sleep.   

When she awoke, the sun was past high noon and she was perspiring profusely. 

She pulled off the backpack and hoodie and the awkward jerk of her tender muscles 

reminded her that she was in physical pain. She groaned aloud. Her intestines twisted 

around until she was sure they'd pop. She couldn't stand up, instead crawling away from 

the puddle toward the edge of the cliff.   
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She stuck her head over the edge and felt a sudden wind blow against her face. 

The wind carried the remnants of afterbirth and death. She vomited, then dry heaved in 

long stretches before again collapsing completely to the ground. Her breathing was 

labored. And since she'd already peered over the edge once and felt an unusual 

exhilaration, her mind was trying to convince her to do it again.   

She dragged her body and felt the heaviness of her shoulders and arms. She wiped 

the back of a dusty fist across her cracked lips and then slowly pushed herself to her feet. 

She wavered at the edge, the toes of her Converse sneakers nearly half an inch past the 

ground. The wind continued to nudge her and she imagined a jump, an Olympic 

somersault into the air that unwound into a perfect dive.  

She imagined soaring sixty or seventy miles per hour toward the ground, her body 

smooth and curved like a silver sabalo. But only feet from her demise, she sprouted 

wings. She spread her arms wide to feel the massive flesh-colored feathers and the 

sinewy movements of the new muscles there. The breeze gave her a gentle push. She 

leaned forward with purpose and stepped one foot into the air.  
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eight 

Desh sprinted onto the landing, finally spotting her. His chest ached from running 

up the mountainside. “Zhoulie!” he yelled out. “What you doing, eh?”  

He watched her flap her arms like she was trying to fly, but then she lost her 

balance. She turned awkwardly and began to drop, feet first. He didn’t think about it, he 

just ran to catch her. For a few seconds no part of her body had a connection with the 

ground. A scream escaped her lips and he was just able to grip onto her arms before she 

was out of reach of his grasp. The top half of her body landed on the cliff’s edge.   

He fell to the ground hard. His hands, quickly becoming sweaty, slipped from her 

arms to her hands. Her eyes rolled toward his like she suddenly realized he was trying to 

save her, but then she again struggled against him, prying at his hands so that he would 

let her go sail with the wind. He almost lost her when one hand finally broke free and her 

body swung sideways. Something flashed and he blinked rapidly. He had seen something 

he didn’t have time to decipher. 

He tightened his free hand onto her wrist above his other hand and held on. She 

ceased struggling against his efforts and that allowed him to get his footing then slowly 

pull the bottom half of her body back onto the cliff’s landing. Beads of sweat popped up 

on his temples. He was still holding onto her hand. He panted heavily and took a long 

time to finally lift his head from the ground. She jerked her hand away. She sat back on 

her heels and peered into his eyes. 

“We got plans, girl,” Desh said out of breath. “Remember that, oui? Find your 

brother’s killer, find my father. Why you nuh call me before you do this?” 
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She sniffed. She moved her head down until the tip of her nose touched his 

forehead and inhaled deeply. He looked up and could’ve sworn her irises were spinning. 

She sniffed again, moving her nose across the top of his head until it was buried in his 

braids. 

“What you doing, eh? You okay? What happen?” he said, using his last bit of 

strength to finally sit up.  

She reached back, grabbed a rock and lifted it into the air. He watched her arm 

rise over her head and the moment he realized what she intended to do, he rolled out of 

the way. Her arm swung toward him and he jumped to his feet. She came to her feet too, 

grabbing him by the neck with a clutch so tight that he could feel her thumb pressing 

directly on his larynx. Her fingers were cold against his skin. His pulse thrummed 

rapidly. She lifted him up by the neck until his feet no longer touched the ground.  

He was high enough that he could see over her shoulder. He could barely breathe, 

let alone speak. He clawed at the hand around his neck. He looked around frantic for a 

way to get free. He tried to grab the nearest tree branch, but the wind pushed it just out of 

reach. An object flew from her backpack and bumped against his hand before falling to 

the ground. He kicked his legs wildly until she finally dropped him. His neck throbbed. 

He was lightheaded and disoriented.  

Zhoulie’s shadow had stretched beyond his own like it was growing right before 

him. Looking up at her, she was unchanged over the past few moments. Still tall and 

slim, her hair was loose and crowned her head like a curly bush on fire. The dark 

silhouette behind her should have reflected that, but it didn't.  
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It stretched to monstrous proportions, reflecting limbs protruding from her head 

like antlers. Her arms curved into muscled trunks with talons for fingernails. And the 

shadow pulsed like it had a heartbeat. The detail was clear as water. The sight of it was 

dizzying. Desh wasn’t sure if he should scream or run.  

He didn’t have the energy for either. Zhoulie’s eyes were so focused on his face 

that he never saw her blink. The black of her pupils had crystallized into frost that spread 

across her irises until they looked like dirty ice-cubes. The chill spread to her eyelashes 

and they turned to icicles. She stared straight at him, so intently, that he thought she was 

reading his mind. Her hands came toward him and he flinched back, realizing that the 

knife lay on the ground, out of reach. He moved to grab it, but she pulled him to his feet 

and clutched his hands roughly, pushing his knuckles inward like buttons. 

“I want to devour you, but I cannot. And what I cannot eat, must die.” 

Zhoulie’s lips moved. Desh was sure of it, but the voice he heard didn’t belong to 

her. It was hoarse and thick like a throat full of phlegm. Vapor puffed from her mouth. 

And even though she whispered, the voice was still decidedly male. 

“Your scent is dark and sweet like tree roots soaked in heart blood.” 

“I nuh wanna die or be eaten,” Desh said. He tried to pull away, but her grip only 

tightened. Tears sprung to his eyes. Her head shifted to a crooked angle, ear touching her 

shoulder and chin jutting toward the sky. Her eyes rolled down until she was staring 

directly into his. 

“Those tiny human ears can hear the words that I speak or am I dreaming?” 
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“I can hear you, I can hear you. Let me go, eh, you hurting me.” His teeth 

chattered with every word. The grip loosened. He again tried to pull away, but she kept a 

secure grip on his hands. The shadow still loomed behind her pulsing like it was trying to 

bust out of her skin. 

“You are the first in this world to ever hear me. I have lost my voice many times 

trying to speak.” 

“Who...who you? Are you demon bad man?” he asked.  

“What is demon? I am called Benaachbohem. I am from the sixth world of 

Ne’Bul. What are you?” 

“I nuh understand.” 

“What manner of being are you? You’re not human, are you?” 

“Yah, I human,” Desh said. The more the voice spoke, the better he could 

understand it. “I from this island. Why you do this thing to my friend’s body?”  

Zhoulie contorted further. She bent backwards at the waist like her bones were 

made of rubber then slowly returned to standing without letting go of his hands. Her 

shoulders and neck moved in two different directions and then she pulled back heavily on 

his already weakened arms. His bicep muscles cramped painfully from trying to support 

her weight against gravity. She looked to be trying to climb out of her body.  

“I am trapped.” 

“Please nuh do that. I think you hurt her.” 

“It is a host and nothing more. I am the one in pain.” 
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“She. Nuh it. She my friend.” Desh feared his defiance would not last under such 

pressure, but the need to be protective was strong enough to speak his mind for the 

moment. 

“This host has trapped and blinded me. I cannot see anything on the outside. I am 

wounded. I feel death near. Forgive me if I do not share your sentiments.” 

Benaachbohem’s voice filtering through her lips sounded serious.  

“What ’bout Zhoulie, eh? What happen to her if you die?” 

“I know not. We rarely speak of such things where I am from.” 

“I can nuh let her die,” he said in a panicked tone. “I go get her father. He know if 

you demon bad man. He get you out.” 

“What is demon?” 

“A disease that make people do bad things, vex them,” he said. “Make them sick 

and die.”  

The voice laughed. It reverberated off the tree branches and Zhoulie’s body shook 

from the force of it. The muscles in her face were not shaped into a smile. She still looked 

to be in pain. 

“It is I who has been weakened with sickness, not the other way around. This host 

has always been much stronger than me, preventing me from experiencing your world. 

Until now. I taste, I feel, I hear. My sense of smell is much more acute than before. Now 

death mocks me in its approach.” 

He didn’t believe it. If it wasn’t demon then nothing made any sense. “What 

happen? What you do to her to get all this now?” 
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“Enooskueenezan.” 

“What is that?” 

“That was the underling of a ruler of the second world of Ne’Bul. I have 

swallowed his existence. I have absorbed his essence and power. I can still taste him on 

my tongue like smoldering granite. It saddens me to take one of my own so young. It is a 

crime on Ne’Bul to do such a thing. But I am not on Ne’Bul. I am trapped in this inferno 

of a host and I must do what I must to survive.” 

“Eh?” he gulped. “What that mean?”  

“It is beyond your comprehension.”  

“Let me go,” Desh said and again tried to free his hand from Zhoulie’s grip. She 

clutched tighter until his bones were rubbing together. He sunk to his knees in pain and 

moaned aloud. 

“No. I do not trust the sound of your voice. My time is short; I’d rather die in my 

birthplace than in this wasteland. You will take me to the Crux. You will take me there 

now.” 

“Crux?” he grimaced. The pain was shooting into his wrists that were bent 

backwards unnaturally. “I know nuh thing about that.” 

“You must take this host back to the Crux where we first joined. There I—the host 

and I can be free of the other. That is the only way. You must do this. You are the only 

one able to help me.” 

“I know nuh thing about this Crux,” he whined in frustration. 

“You get me close and I will know it when I smell it.” 
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Desh continued to try and wriggle free. “Let me go. I can nuh find it if you hold 

me.”  

“Then you will do it? You will take me there?” 

“I will try, but I need Zhoulie. She the only one can find this Crux. You must 

promise you nuh hurt her.” 

“And you must promise. I find that I must trust human. I do not like it, but there is 

no other choice. You have my word, but if you fail, I will destroy you both.” 

“Yah, I get it.” 

Her grip suddenly released him and he fell backwards on the ground. He scurried 

out of her reach, grabbed the knife and jumped to his feet. He stared at her curiously. Her 

body collapsed as well. She lay very still. So still that he started to believe something was 

wrong. The beast-like shadow was still there, so he was afraid to approach her, but he 

needed to make sure she was breathing. 

He got as close as he dared, holding the knife between them, but still couldn’t see 

the rise and fall of her stomach. Her body was sprawled on the ground awkwardly and 

she was so still that he even noticed the mountain woods weren’t daring to stir with life 

either. No god horse or crapaud. No birds. No small furry mammals scurrying across 

dried leaves looking for food. 

He tried to move in closer without making a sound, but the ground betrayed him. 

Leaves crunched, twigs snapped. Even his pants legs brushed against each other noisily. 

Desh moved closer until he could see her face. He thought he could see the vein in her 

neck pumping with a pulse, but he wouldn’t be sure unless he knew she was breathing. 
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His hand shook when he reached out to feel if warm air was coming through her nostrils. 

There was, but her body emanated a wintry chill as well. 

He crouched there on the ground, just inches away from the point where, if her 

arm was extended, it wouldn’t reach him. He clutched the knife for protection. He didn’t 

know what to do. He couldn’t get her down the mountain trail on the handlebars of his 

bicycle if she was unconscious. And he couldn’t leave her there like that either, but he 

was certain that he was too afraid to try and wake her because he didn’t want to wake the 

other thing. His heart raced with dread.  

Ever since the beginning of the plague, scientists at the Ministry of Health had 

been convinced that it was simply a disease: hysteria. A conversion disorder that had 

morphed into an airborne toxin and was spreading like wildfire. They refused to admit 

the symptoms of the plague were demon possession. Most of that was above Desh's level 

of understanding, and without witnessing the beast’s presence he would still be just as 

ignorant as everyone else.  

Now that he'd seen it, it had begun to change the way he understood everything. 

Especially when it applied to his mother. If there really was some sort of life after death, 

life other than death, what was the point in holding her in this one any longer? The 

thought of it unsettled him.  

Suddenly Zhoulie stirred. He sprang to his feet and braced himself to run. 

Standing over her, he watched her beast-like shadow vibrate slowly then began to 

diminish back into something that looked more normal. He had to blink twice to be sure 
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it was gone. She curled into a ball, moaning. She rolled her head from side to side until 

she saw him standing over her. 

“Where am I?” she asked. The icicles on her eyelashes began to melt and drops of 

water rolled down her cheeks and it looked like she was crying. 

“Near our spot on the mountain trail,” he said, hiding the knife behind his back. 

“How did I get here?” 

He shrugged. “This where I find you.” 

“You were looking for me?” 

He nodded, shoving one hand in his pocket. “The next door lady tell me how to 

find Obeah man.” 

“Huh? I don't get it.” 

“She talk crazy, say someone tell her to give me that information. I look for you, 

but I go alone when I nuh find you.” 

“What did he say?” 

“That I nuh jumbie or duppy.” 

“We already knew that.” 

“Oui, but that nuh everything.” 

Zhoulie struggled to sit up, failed and let her head bounce against the ground. 

“What else?” 

“Obeah man say I got a light. And that you got a aura. I ask him what that mean 

and him say my light and your aura make a humming sound when them near each other. 

Him say one of us nuh of this world and one of us nuh meant to leave it, but we nuh 
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suppose to be apart. Him say you in trouble and I have to save you. Then I find you 

here.” 

“That sounds crazy,” Zhoulie said, making a second attempt to sit and was able to 

push up to her elbows. “How does he know anything about me? I have no idea what he’s 

talking about.”  

When she looked down at her shirt, Desh also noticed the dried blood. She pushed 

the collar of her t-shirt aside and a blistering gash was drawn across her chest.  

“Who do that to you?” he said, taking a step forward. She sounded normal again, 

just with a scratchy throat. He wasn't sure though if the voice was really gone. Unless 

he'd imagined the whole episode. Maybe he was the crazy one. But then why was his 

neck aching? 

“I dunno,” Zhoulie said. “I woke up like this. I thought I was dreaming, but this is 

real.” She motioned to her chest.  

“I take you to the hospital,” Desh said. He looked up at the sky. The sun was 

rolling westward like it was in a hurry. It was late afternoon. It would be dark soon. He 

didn't want to be in the woods alone with her if that thing came back out. She began to 

shake her head. Desh was confused. 

“I can't. I—I’m not safe there.” 

“You can nuh stay here. You need stitches and medicines.” 

“No, they'll call my parents. I don't want them to know where I am.” Zhoulie 

looked down at her hands. Desh saw the scratches covering them. He watched while she 

touched her cheeks and saw the jagged lines of skin that had been ripped apart.  
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“Take me to your house.” 

Desh paused. Truthfully he was scared, but he didn't have the nerve to tell her 

that. She had never been afraid of him. They were friends. Plus there was the demon’s 

warnings to consider.  

“Yah, okay.” 

He pushed the knife into his back pocket and approached her carefully, holding 

out his hands to help her up. When she grasped them, a flash of light passed before his 

eyes. Zhoulie's body jerked and slumped over for a second. When she opened her eyes, 

the ice had returned.  

“If you fail, I will destroy you b--” 

Desh dropped her hands and she continued to speak, but in a whisper that was 

closer to her own voice. No, it couldn't be. Zhoulie stared directly at him without a blink 

or a flinch. A thin layer of ice shined around her brows. Her face looked like it would 

crack into ice chips if she were hit. He reluctantly took her hands again. When their 

palms met the voice returned. 

“You promised. Take me to the Crux--” 

Desh released Zhoulie's hands and they fell limply into her lap. It baffled him that 

he could hear that voice speaking only while touching her hands. Her head still lolled for 

a few seconds more and then she looked up at him.  

“Help me up,” she said weakly. He grabbed her by the forearms and pulled her to 

her feet. She wavered a little, so he released her arms only when he was sure she wouldn't 

fall.  
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“Can you walk?” he asked. 

“I think so,” she said. “But not fast. It hurts.” Desh nodded, picked up her hoodie 

and backpack, and then waited for her. She pulled the hoodie over her head with some 

effort and then took his arm. They headed down the trail. Desh wanted to believe that 

what he'd just experienced wasn't real. It was like she had split personalities. 

But that wouldn't explain her insane strength. How she lifted him from the ground 

like that. How she changed her voice, its tone and inflection. The ice in her eyes, the cold 

words leaving her lips. Something enormous had control of her. Zhoulie was really sick. 

She had caught the plague. How was he going to say that to her? If he hadn't seen it with 

his own eyes, he would never believe it to be true.  

Zhoulie limped. Desh allowed her to lean heavily on him, toying with the 

thoughts in his mind. He hadn’t had time yet to concentrate on how he’d had the speed 

and power to save her. One moment he’d been watching her teeter on the edge of the 

cliff, the next he’d stood between two images of her. The living one had been trying to 

claw his hands off so that she could fall to her death. The dead one, gray face, eyes 

closed, hung limp from his clammy grip and he hadn’t been sure he could hold on.  

He’d felt a strange rush of electricity in his arms and he’d forced the two images 

into each other, slamming them back together. Later, that same electric sensation had 

passed through him right before the knife jumped from her bag. He still had it in his 

pocket and had no idea how he was going to put it back without her seeing it. For some 

reason though, he knew he couldn’t tell her about that stuff. There were so many other 

things that needed to be said. 
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“I need to tell you something.” 

“I know,” Zhoulie said, touching her tangled hair. “I’m a mess.”  

“Is nuh that.”  

“What then?” 

“You nuh get vex, eh,” Desh gulped. “But I think you um—sick, real sick, like 

plague sick…I see something.” 

“That’s impossible. See what?” 

“A great beast in your shadow.” 

“What?” Zhoulie stopped walking and let go of his arm.  

“You see this?” Desh said, pointing at the bruises and swelling on his neck. “You 

try to kill me.” 

“I wouldn't.” 

“For true.” 

“Oh God,” Zhoulie said. 

“Yah, something take over you, girl. You nuh yourself. This voice come from 

you, but it nuh really you. It say crazy stuff to me. All I know is it wanna go to the Crux. 

You know where that is?” 

“I have no idea what you're talking about. Are you saying I have a demon? 

There's something alive inside me? How is that possible? When? Where did it come 

from? How long has it been there?” 

“All it say is, it can nuh get out.” 

“You're not making this up, are you?”  
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He saw her shiver. “Nah, this serious.” 

“I hate to say this,” Zhoulie said, sighing, “but if this is true, my dad is probably 

the only one that can help me. Even though I don’t really want to go back there.” 

“I say that too, but it gonna destroy us if we do anything like that. It make me 

promise.” Desh moved his head from side to side and looked down at his feet. “I just 

make a deal with a devil.” 

“But where is this Crux? I've never heard of it. Did it at least tell you which way 

to go?” 

Desh shook his head. Zhoulie started walking again, without Desh's arm.  

“This is insane. What you're saying is insane, but I know you wouldn't lie to me, 

right?” 

“Nah, I wish is a lie.” 

They walked in silence until they reached the blocked opening of the trail on the 

residential side. His bicycle was lying sideways in the dirt on the opposite side of the 

fence. The blockade was so insubstantial that it only took a little effort to bend it low 

enough for Zhoulie to jump over, even in pain. He sat the backpack down on the ground 

then immediately grabbed it up again, unzipping it in a hurry. He pulled out her 

sketchbook and flipped quickly through the sketches, less careful than the first time he 

saw it. He stopped on a page very close to the beginning and placed his finger on an 

image. He looked up at her. 

She came closer to see that he pointed at the lugarhoo beast she’d told him she’d 

dreamed about long ago. She had said that image used to visit her every night when she 
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first was taken to the institution. It had been right after her brother’s death. “This kinda 

what I saw in your shadow,” Desh said. “I think this the voice that spoke to me from your 

mouth.” 
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nine 

Zhoulie stared at the drawing. Her dreams had begun to blur her reality again. She 

didn’t know what to believe. “I’m sorry,” she said and stood there quietly staring at the 

ground. Desh took the sketchbook from her hands and put it back in her backpack before 

slinging it across his shoulder. “Why you say that?” 

She watched him pick up his bicycle. “Because I did something to you and I don’t 

remember any of it,” she said, feeling miserable. “I didn’t mean to. I don’t want to hurt 

you. What if I can’t control it?” 

“I know you nuh do it on purpose, so we gotta find this Crux and get rid of the 

demon then matter fix, oui?” He touched the center of his handlebars. “Can you ride up 

here?”  

“I think so,” she said and climbed onto the bicycle. She noticed they were headed 

in the opposite direction than she usually traveled.  

“Where are we going?” Her voice was trying to compete with the wind blowing 

directly at them. 

“People look for you everywhere. You say you nuh want to be found, so I go the 

back way, eh.”  

Zhoulie nodded and pulled the hood of her hoodie over her head with one hand. 

They passed the abandoned train car. The uneven ground made her bounce around and 

she hoped they’d hurry and get there because the jostling was causing more pain. When 

he finally came to a stop, they were at the bus stop in front of an empty lot that had once 
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been a used car lot. The signs still hung, although a bunch of letters were missing or 

defaced so that whatever the name of the place had been was unreadable.  

There was only one other person waiting there and she kept her back to him. She 

didn’t want to take any chances at being recognized. Desh held onto the bicycle with one 

hand and kept his arm across the backpack hanging from his shoulder with the other. He 

was being quieter than usual and after what he’d said happened on the mountain, she 

really didn’t know what to say to make it all better. When the bus screeched to a stop, 

they took a seat as far away from others as they could manage. 

“What happened back at the ministry?” she asked. “Who exactly is looking for 

me?” 

“Everybody. After I see Obeah man, I go to the cathedral to make sure you okay. 

I figure them vex with you again, that’s why you nuh call or visit. But them cancel 

service. The usher say you missing and they think you hurt yourself. There was even a 

police car outside. All them look worried.”  

Zhoulie tried to imagine her family frantic over her whereabouts and her mind 

was blank. She was surprised because she couldn’t really imagine them caring enough to 

start a city-wide search. A hope tickled her brain when she realized the escape they’d 

been planning for weeks had suddenly become real. 

“I think my family are the ones who hurt me,” she said, wrapping her arms around 

her body. “I know it sounds silly, but I think they were trying to kill me. I’m really 

scared. And because of the stuff you told me, I’m pretty sure they must know I’m 

possessed. They might’ve been trying to exorcise the demon. I just can’t be sure what 
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parts of that were real.” She replayed for Desh the dreams and the drawings and the 

drugs.  

“But before all that. What happen, eh?” 

“I just woke up and it felt like someone had tried to beat me to death…No wait, I 

had a conversation with my grandmother about a feast.” 

“What feast?” 

“I dunno. She told me that…oh my God! The Red Man.” Zhoulie squeezed her 

body tighter. 

“Enooskueenezan,” Desh said with a whisper. 

“Huh?” she looked over at him. 

“That what the voice say happen. It say it devour this thing. Nuh a coincidence. 

Something happen with this Red Man. Something make the voice in you stronger.” 

“Really?” 

“For true.” 

She detailed the events for Desh. She told him how the fatal flaw in the night was 

that she remembered it. How she never remembered it unless they were faking, unless it 

wasn’t real. But she’d known the Red Man’s sickness was real. That she hadn’t needed 

anyone to confirm that for her. That she’d felt the demon inside him. She said before she 

went unconscious it had scared her so bad that she almost wet herself. After that, she’d 

woken up bruised and bloody.  

Her throat hurt when she swallowed and that urge to cry was strong. She wasn’t 

sure how to come to grips with a demon inside of her, but one thing was for sure. It had 
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somehow saved her life. She stared out the window. The cluster of factories in Old Oil 

Town came into view. Desh moved to stand and she grabbed his arm. 

“Is there another way to your house?” Zhoulie asked. “A back way?” She told 

him about the woman who had ratted her out. “I don’t know who she is, but I don’t want 

her to see me go inside. Maybe we should hide out somewhere until it’s dark.” 

“Nah,” he said. “I know a better place.”  

She nodded and retreated into herself. She had lost all sense of time. Every inch 

of her body ached, even her hair. As hard as it was for her to convince herself it was all 

true, it was also the only thing that made sense. If she had the plague, it would explain 

everything that had happened to her and how she’d ended up in the mountains.  

She swallowed and bile bubbled in her chest. Her mouth tasted like dirt and 

stomach acid. Maybe the dream she just had was more a premonition of what would 

happen if her family found out she had the plague. Maybe it was somehow a warning that 

she would die if they went through with an exorcism. Perhaps that was why she’d been so 

frightened. 

She still couldn’t shake the strange way Desh had looked at her back on the trail. 

Like he was afraid to come closer. And even though he was helping her now, she thought 

perhaps he had changed his mind and didn't want to run away with her anymore. If he did 

that, she'd be alone. Well she was used to being alone, but not since Lors had she not 

wanted to be. 

They remained on the bus for another three stops before Desh led them off. It was 

good to take some of the pressure off of her feet, since even her toes were stinging with 
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pain. They dismounted in a less populated area with dirt roads. Most of the homes were 

hidden behind snarly bushes and trees and sat far back from the road. Only the mailboxes 

were proof that people lived there. 

“This what I call the country. This where Obeah man live.”  

She stared down the road, hesitating. Maybe it would be better to get completely 

out of Angler Cove, now instead of later. She didn’t want them to have time to find her 

the way they’d done when they caught her leaving Desh’s house. 

“Is okay.” He pointed to Zhoulie’s chest wound. “Him can fix that too.”  

“But will he turn us in?”  

“Nah, Obeah man nuh get involve in people business. Him keep to himself. You 

see.” 

They rode down the dirt road for half an hour. The grass grew wild in that part of 

town. Long stalks of sugarcane sprouted everywhere like weeds. Desh helped her over a 

fence and then through the fields of sugarcane until a swamp appeared out of nowhere.  

They walked around it, Desh pushing the bicycle next to them until they came to a 

small wooden cabin with its back to more fields of sugarcane. They were surrounded by 

it. An old man with dark leathery skin and a thick white-gray beard rocked back and forth 

on the porch. He was shirtless and wore a pair of ragged camouflage pants. The same 

thick white hair in his beard sprouted wildly from his sharply muscled chest and arms. 

There was a bamboo horn swinging from one of the belt loops and a stump of sugarcane 

in a brown paper bag on his lap. He stood when he saw them emerge.  
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“I wait for you. Knew you be back this way soon, oui. Got the maca fouchette. 

Some ox tail stew in the cauldron, some fry ochro on the flame. Veni mange.” He smiled 

toothily at Zhoulie and Desh and ushered them inside of the house. The smell of cooked 

food was powerful. Her stomach responded with a deep growl.  

“Yam it down, cuff down,” the Obeah man said, placing steaming bowls in front 

of them. He stood there watching like he wanted to make sure they actually ate. She 

scooped it into her mouth so fast that she thought she might swallow her tongue. He 

refilled her bowl and again watched while she swigged it down. A large tin cylinder of 

water was on the table in front of her and she gulped that down too without breathing.  

When Desh finished, the Obeah man pointed out the window over the sink. She 

followed the direction of his hand and saw that dusk was quickly approaching. Purples 

and oranges splashed across the powdery blue and white background. The sun had 

already begun its western descent behind the mountain peak. She took a deep breath and 

held it.   

“Go now,” the Obeah man said. “Pack your grip. You got a journey.”  

Desh glanced over at her.   

“She be alright. I take care of things till you come back. Bring her something, 

clean shirt clean pants. Go now,” he said again. Desh lifted his eyebrows. She nodded so 

he left.  

“In these parts, them call me Papa Bois or just Papa. You call me whichever you 

like, girl.” He examined her closely for a minute. She wiped the remainder of stew from 

the bowl with her finger and licked it.  
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“Yah, I see the aura all over you. You feel that?”  

“No, Papa,” she said. “I don’t feel anything now except pain.” She winced when 

she tried to stand.  

“You nuh feel a thing in a moment, eh. I put the roots in your stew. Them make it 

all better in the morning.” The Obeah man led her into the living room and he motioned 

for her to sit on the couch. “Come, let me see ’bout that wound.”  

He peered at her for a minute then went into the back where she could hear the 

sound of cabinets opening. There was a plant that looked like a mix between a bonsai and 

a cactus on the table next to the couch. It leaned toward her. She stuck her hand out.  

“Nuh touch that bush, it have poison picka,” the Obeah man said, returning with 

several bottles. She took off the hoodie and he looked at the blood on her t-shirt, but 

didn’t say anything. He took her arms and removed the dirty bandages there. The skin 

beneath it looked to have been burned with acid like her father’s eyes, except her arm 

was still red and the puffy scarring was fresh.  

The Obeah man poured some pulpy lavender liquid on her arms and then rubbed 

it in. It had a minty cool scent. He wrapped fresh bandages around her arms then pointed 

at the bottle of lavender and her hands. She understood and rubbed the liquid over the 

scratches there. It tingled a lot, but it didn’t necessarily hurt. He then covered her hands 

with thin gauze pieces and patted them gently. He pointed to her cheeks and she again 

rubbed the liquid across her face. She felt sleepy. 

He motioned for her to lay back and he cut the collar of her t-shirt open wide 

enough so that he could treat the cut on her chest. Instead of the lavender pulp, he opened 
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the jar of thick brown salve and applied it to the entire cut. She flinched at how tender the 

area was when he touched it, but the salve was somehow already working its magic.  

She had also been favoring one foot while walking. Zhoulie had no idea how the 

Obeah man had known one of her ankles was in pain. He moved toward the end of the 

couch and massaged her foot gently, speaking a string of words she found hard to 

understand. He then covered her with a crisp blanket that had a camouflage print, and lit a 

pipe. Whatever he smoked had an earthy scent like her grandmother. 

“You wanna ask me something, girl,” the Obeah man said. There were all sorts of 

questions popping up, but really she just wanted to cry. She didn’t. Her tear ducts had a 

weird dry feeling.  

“What is the Crux?” 

“That can be a lot of things, you know. Some them old Indian tales say is the 

point where the stars meet the Earth. Where the spirits cross over after we die.” 

“You mean a cemetery?” Zhoulie yawned. 

“Nah, girl. That’s just the resting place for them old skin and bones. Dust to dust. 

Them say the spirit rise or fall through the Crux on the way to heaven or hell. What you 

know about that?” The Obeah man blew ring-shaped smoke into the air. 

“Nothing. I just need to find it.” 

“I nuh know if that be easy. Them say the Crux only open when there’s birth or 

death. If you can see the spirit when it go you could follow it, eh,” the Obeah man 

hesitated before finishing his sentence. “Them say no human survive the crossing. Only 

spirit. It a dangerous thing.” 
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“But I have to get it out of me,” Zhoulie said with a bigger yawn.  

Her eyes were closed and the lids were too heavy to reopen them. The corners of 

her mouth stretched until she felt they would tear. Everything was so out of control. She 

was scared they wouldn’t find the Crux, or worse, they would find it and what the Obeah 

man said would turn out to be true.  

She didn’t know anyone who could see spirits. But she had to try because she 

didn't want to carry the dead soul of some demon inside her either. She had been carrying 

enough darkness for three lifetimes ever since she was eight-years-old. And she definitely 

didn’t want to die. If the Crux was the only way for her to have a normal life, perhaps she 

really had no other options.  

She turned into a fetal position. The couch was soft, made of clouds. The Obeah 

man patted her hair. 

“Don’t worry your head now, eh. I put that old beast to sleep for you.” 
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ten 

When Zhoulie opened her eyes she was startled by her surroundings. Everything 

was unfamiliar. The shelves filled with jars. The smell of wet animal fur. The wooden 

walls were all bare except for the one leading into the hall mounted with all different 

types of knives, daggers, and medieval swords. She looked up and saw an oddly designed 

ceiling fan that looked to be made of those same weapons. It turned slowly. Her gaze 

locked on one blade and she watched it go around and around until she was dizzy. 

She sat up and saw Desh asleep on a pallet on the floor, then remembered where 

she was. His mouth was open. She had always wished she was one of those open-mouth 

sleepers who woke with dried drool on their cheeks like him. Lors had been the same. 

They slept so deep that she envied them.  

Under Desh’s right arm was a mound of gray fluff that she recognized as Marble. 

At least asleep she could admire the cat’s beautiful coat without being hissed at in 

response. She didn’t dare touch her though, she wanted to avoid a repeat of the last time.  

Across the way, she could see dishes in the sink. The bowl she’d eaten from the 

night before still sat on the table. An early pink sun illuminated the window pane. For the 

first time in days, the pain in her body meshed into the background of her mind. When 

she stood her feet felt normal. The cut on her chest no longer throbbed. It was sort of a 

settled ache that could be ignored with minimal effort.  

Her cheeks and hands were itchy. She removed the gauze and saw that the 

scratches on her hands were starting to heal. She pulled the bandages off her arms and 

noticed the burn wounds were still raw. She recovered it and looked for the bathroom. 
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When she passed the weapon wall she trailed a finger along the fine printed name etched 

into one of the leather handles and wondered if he’d fought in some war with them or if 

he was just a collector. The blades shone as if they’d recently been polished. There 

wasn’t a speck of dust anywhere on them. Or anywhere in the house for that matter. In 

the bathroom, a black Nike t-shirt, white socks and a pair of boys’ faded black and red 

sweatpants were draped across the towel bar next to a shopping bag with a toothbrush 

and some girly deodorant inside.  

After washing her underwear in the sink, she avoided the mirror and instead ran 

water in the tub for a bath. It was long overdue. She ducked her head beneath and let the 

water and soap soften the knots in her hair.  

The pants were too big, but she tightened the drawstring with a knot and rolled the 

waist over a couple of times then pulled them down around her hips. The t-shirt was too 

small. It hugged her body like those tiny tops the girls at the institution liked to wear. An 

inch of her midriff was showing and she yanked at the bottom of the shirt until it covered 

her stomach completely. Everything fit well enough that it wouldn’t fall off. 

Finally she braved her hair. It was a mess, but a controllable one while wet. She 

smoothed it down as much as possible and held it back with a tan rubber band she found 

around the lid of a jar in the cabinet. The Obeah man had left the lavender pulp and 

brown salve on the floor next to the couch. She reapplied it as best she could, but didn’t 

put on any more bandages. When she stepped over Desh the second time to return the 

towel to the bathroom, Marble stirred and woke him. 
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“How you feel now? Better, oui?” he asked, stretching his arms high above his 

head and squeezing his eyes shut. 

“A lot better, thanks,” she said. “Listen I’ve been thinking,” she said, pulling the 

backpack into her lap and took the bundle out. She unrolled it and noticed the knife 

missing. She peered into the pack and found it wedged between the pages of her 

sketchbook. She wondered how it got there. She put it back with the bone shards and 

rerolled the bundle, then handed it to Desh.  

“I want you to keep this. I can’t be held accountable for what I do if I flip out and 

start scaring you and everybody again. Just promise that if something happens to me, 

you’ll try to find out the truth about what happened to my brother.” 

“Nuh thing gonna happen to you,” he said, pushing the bundle back toward her. 

“We find the Crux.”  

“How will we find it?” she insisted, still holding the bundle out. “We have no idea 

where it is.”  

“We know one thing,” he said, finally taking it from her hands. “Is a place you 

been before. How else could this happen, eh? Where did that Red Man live?” 

“Prison.” 

“Then we go there first.” 

“I’m not so sure they’ll let me in after, you know, what happened,” she said. 

“Wait a minute—didn’t you say the voice told you it devoured the demon inside the Red 

Man?” 

“Well, I nuh say that.” Desh chuckled. “But something like it.”  
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“Wouldn’t that mean the demon inside me was already there?” 

“Yah, maybe so.” 

“Then I need to retrace my steps. It has to be one of the exorcisms I performed 

before I ever met the Red Man. Dame Saige said that our work kills demons, but maybe 

she’s wrong and one of them infected me.” 

“No,” the Obeah man said from the front doorway. Their heads turned at the 

sound of his voice. She hadn’t known he was standing there.  

“You listen close to your heart, girl, you know the truth. You and that beast share 

the same body for long time. It settle in like old lover.” His hands were full of chopped 

sugarcane stalks. His expression was grim. “It a part of you the way identical twins share 

metaphysical things.” 

“How is that possible? Wouldn’t I have known if I had a demon inside me for 

longer than a few weeks? Wouldn’t I be dead?” 

“Yah, for true. That the way it take them life ’round here, oui. But you different, 

been that way since birth. You know that.” The Obeah man put the sugarcane stalks in a 

barrel and took a sip of something from a mug on the table that released ribbons of steam 

into the air. 

“Then where? Where do I look?” 

“I think you go back to where you born. You start there and you find the answers, 

eh.” 

“Ackee Hollow? How will I get there?” 



112 

 

“I know,” Desh said. “The oil carriers run down south to the Gulf of Paria for 

export, back and forth all day. We hitch it. I nuh think they stop in Ackee Hollow 

anymore, but them can get us close.” 

“Veni mange,” the Obeah man said, pointing at the table. The same as the 

previous evening, ox tail stew and fry ochro, but Zhoulie nor Desh complained. They 

came over and ate it just as he instructed. It was still filling and it tasted delicious. 

“I burn the shirt—too much blood, but this dry now.” The Obeah showed her the 

black hoodie she’d been wearing when she arrived. It hung on a handmade clothesline 

over the kitchen sink. He must have washed it. She thanked him and pulled it down. 

Through the window, she thought she saw a silver rush of fur dashing through the sugar 

cane field. 

It looked like it could’ve been a man, but there was no telling what sort of animals 

were hiding in the cover of the woods. The country was wilder than where she’d grown 

up. She dropped the hoodie over her head. It had that air-dried stiffness and smelled like 

fresh cut grass. The dirty pants had been stuffed in her backpack after her bath. She tried 

to offer the Obeah man money, but he wouldn’t take it; instead he handed her a baggie 

with dried, crushed herbs in it. 

“If the pain get too bad, put this potion in something warm and take it. It help the 

beast to sleep.” He also gave her the lavender pulp and brown salve then turned to Desh. 

“Watch yourself, oui. That pouyont look dangerous.”  

“Pouyont?” Desh said. 
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“Yah, that weapon the girl give you to put in your grip. That a dangerous thing in 

the wrong hands.” 

“You’ve seen one of them before?” she asked, glancing over at the weapon wall. 

In fact, she couldn’t stop looking at it. She was impressed at how perfectly aligned they 

were with the wooden boards, how symmetrical the arrangement seemed to be. A part of 

her wanted to take them all down and put them back up again in their correct places by 

memory, impressing Papa Bois with her precision. When she looked back at him, she 

thought she saw him smile a little. 

“That one only in dreams, but yah, them all instrument of death. Be careful, eh.” 

The Obeah man put various pieces of fruit in a large bag and handed it to them on 

the way out the door. Desh nuzzled Marble one last time and handed her to the Obeah 

man, who agreed to care for her until they returned. She didn’t hiss at the Obeah man the 

way she did with Zhoulie. Marble looked content as he scratched behind her ear. She 

rolled wet amber and blue eyes around in ecstasy and purred softly.  

Desh led them back around the swamp, through the sugarcane field and over the 

fence. Soon they were back on the same dirt road. The Obeah man’s house faded into the 

past. The farther they moved from it, the less real it seemed. Zhoulie wondered briefly if 

her family was still looking for her.  

The Obeah man didn’t have a television so she didn’t know if they’d given up the 

search for her or not. It probably wouldn’t take long. Ruma would be overjoyed that she 

was gone. Her mother might be worried, but her father would easily take her mind off of 

that. He always needed things from her mother and she lived her life to please him. 
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On one hand, Zhoulie felt exhilarated to be free. On the other, things were more 

than uncertain and she hadn’t planned on being sick with the plague once she actually left 

town. Death could seriously get in the way of finding out why her brother was murdered. 

But she trusted Desh to carry the torch, the items were much safer in his hands than hers. 

Desh pedaled the bicycle at a steady pace. The back roads were less used. Every 

now and then a large oil carrier would move swiftly by them, but there were few 

passenger cars and even less people walking around. They’d only passed one street 

vendor and he was just setting up. That was good because there was less of a chance of 

anyone recognizing her in case there was an ongoing search. 

They finally turned into a hub that looked like a truck stop for the oil carriers. 

There were so many large carriers with their engines running that it sounded a lot like 

Desh’s neighborhood. Zhoulie pulled the hood up over her head. Desh motioned for her 

to wait outside of the food station with the bicycle while he went to find them a ride 

down south.  

She looked around. Oil spots decorated the pavement with grease stains. The 

drivers of the carriers looked busy and serious. Some were stuffing food in their mouths, 

others pumping fuel. There were a couple of drivers off by one of those old phone booths 

smoking a cigar and laughing like they’d just heard a dirty joke. One of them stared in 

her direction, said something to the other, and they laughed again. She looked away. 

“Okay, I find one to Fullarton and one to Morugo,” Desh said, meeting back up 

with her. “Which one closer?”  

“Morugo.” 
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“Yah, okay,” he said, nodding. “I be right back. Let me do the talking, eh.”  

When he returned there was a man with him. Middle-aged, well dressed. His hair 

was cropped very low and he was graying at the temples.  

“This my step-sister, Ayana,” Desh said. “We go down to see our sick 

grandmother in Morugo. We really appreciate you giving us a ride. We got money.” 

“Is nothing,” the man said. “Is nothing, I nuh mind helping. Follow me. My rigs’ 

right over here. Oh and just call me Fetch, everybody does.”  

She looked up at the oil carrier. The tank was painted a black color so shiny that it 

looked new. The large carrier cast a shadow over the ground where she stood. She 

shivered. Fetch helped Desh push the bicycle into the back of the carrier and then they 

climbed in. He talked about weather and sports with Fetch while she sat watching the 

scenery out of the window. 

“Your sister don’t talk much?” Fetch asked, motioning his head toward her. She 

looked over and offered an almost smile. A lip press like her mother was so good at 

doing. 

“I nuh mean to be rude, eh. I just worry ’bout my grandmother.” 

She knew her creole sounded authentic. Desh looked at her, eyes twinkling, and 

bumped her lightly with his elbow. She watched the ear buds hanging from the rearview 

mirror swing back and forth. There was a picture taped to the dash of a woman and two 

little kids. She wondered if they were Fetch's family. They looked really happy.  

She looked out the window at the trees and there was an odd stir in her heart. 

When the discussion changed to music, Fetch turned on the radio. Some soca music 



116 

 

rocked softly and eventually drowned out the conversation. Zhoulie and Desh ate the 

mango vere and pomelo the Obeah man had given them.  

The ride was long, but it passed without incident until they reached the carrier 

weigh station outside of Morugo. While they were pulling the bicycle off the rig, an 

announcement on the radio about a missing girl in Angler Cove played. It began to 

describe her and she subconsciously tightened the hood around her neck. She avoided 

Desh’s eyes, but she saw him stiffen in her peripheral view.  

He yanked at the bike and it bounced down on the ground. They thanked Fetch 

quickly, offered him some bills and then walked swiftly across the parking lot without 

even mounting the bike. She wasn’t sure if the sound of a voice calling across the wind 

was real or just in her head. She was too afraid to confirm it. 

When they were out of earshot, she exhaled. “Do you think he heard it? You think 

he knows it’s me?”  

“Nah, nobody come this way,” he said. “But best for us to get outta here quick, 

eh.”  

She took off running, faster than she’d ever run before. He jumped on the bicycle, 

calling her name until he caught up with her.  

“Hop on,” he said.  

She stopped long enough to climb onto the handlebars and then he started 

pedaling again. She forced herself to trust the silence around them that they were not 

being pursued and didn’t look back. She could hear his hard, fast breaths while he pushed 
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it as fast as he could. Her heart beat the same pace as the pedaling. She pulled the strings 

to her hoodie tighter. 
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eleven 

It was windy and slowly becoming overcast, but Desh didn't slow down until the 

weigh station was nothing but a dot in the background. They followed the rusted signs 

toward Ackee Hollow. Twelve more miles. Only when he was sure that they were at a 

safe distance did he stop to take a break. His heart beat rapidly.  

“I just thought of something,” Zhoulie said over the wind. “I spent a lot of time at 

the institution just outside of town too. What if what we need to find is there? Desh, I 

don’t want to go back to that place.”  

He didn’t say anything at first, just punched the pedal with his foot and watched it 

spin. It was the first time she had ever called him by his name instead of referring to him 

as kid. He knew that meant she was worried. He was too. The closer they came to her 

town, he could see that most of the buildings had been demolished. The wind clicked and 

shrieked like an oilbird and an unfamiliar stench moved toward them. He hadn’t heard 

anything good about Ackee Hollow.  

Jumbie Hollow was what most people called it these days. After yesterday’s 

incident with the demon, he saw shadows lurking everywhere. Not normal ones either. 

They crawled on four and six legs, sometimes more. They wrangled with the ground like 

they wanted to break through it. When he tried to sleep, he had nightmares where they 

were trying to choke him. Fear crawled into his throat and he was fighting it, but right 

now fear was winning. 

He would be good if he never saw another weird thing, especially whatever could 

come slinking out of a mental institution, but he had to help Zhoulie. She didn’t have 
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anyone besides him. He still avoided touching her, though. He wanted that cold voice to 

stay very quiet.  

“We find what we look for in Ackee Hollow, oui,” Desh said. “That’s the place 

you born. That’s where Obeah man say go.” He looked around when they crossed into 

the town limits. Most of it was rubbish, but a few of the main streets were still intact. He 

hoped her birth hospital was still standing. 

 “I was born at home like all of the other kids in my family,” she said after he 

asked her the name of it. “They don’t believe in hospital births. Some of the girls are 

picked to be midwives after they turn eighteen.”  

She showed him the way to the old house. They left the bicycle at the gate where 

she said a flambeau used to burn. Now the glass part of it was broken. There was nothing 

left but the stand the flambeau sat on and a dried up oil wick. He saw how the grass had 

ceased to grow. The yard was speckled with brown patches of dirt. It looked like 

someone had dug up some of the poui trees. He was curious where they would’ve taken 

them.  

Within the gates was a huge piece of land, uncultivated acres that rolled far 

beyond his scope of vision. Several houses were scattered across it. Paved walkways led 

to each one like washed-out yellow brick roads. The one closest to the center was where 

she was headed. It was the biggest of all the houses and one of the only two with an 

upstairs level. Ivy vines had claimed its outer walls and upper decks. Some of the 

windows had no glass and no one had bothered to board them up. There were probably 

all sorts of animals living inside. 
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Zhoulie twisted the front door knob. He half expected it to be locked, but it 

opened rather easily. The hinges creaked and the inside was lit only by the daylight. A 

nest of trogon birds was perched at the top of the built-in bookshelf. He saw that there 

were some things her family had left behind. A deck chair leaned against the kitchen 

counter. A cracked picture frame was propped in the corner. There was no picture in it, 

but she picked it up and stared at it for a long time. She said it had been one of her 

maternal grandfather. 

 “This nice place,” he said, “big. I can see myself living it up here. You have your 

own room, oui?”  

“Upstairs. C'mon I'll show you.”  

She led him up the stairs. There was a brittle crunch sound in the wood beneath 

their feet. The second level had a moldy smell. The bathroom faucets were rusted and 

some of the doorknobs had fallen off. At the doorway of her room, she stopped. He was 

sure she had gone down memory lane. He peered farther down the hall, allowing her a 

moment of silence. 

“This used to be mine,” she said, motioning around the room with her arms. “My 

bed was here and my dresser there by the door. I stumped my toe on that thing so many 

times.” She bounced on a loose floorboard. “Lors and I would lie here and listen to what 

the adults were talking about after bedtime.” 

“Yah, my whole house can fit here, oui,” he said, nodding. She looked down at 

her feet. 
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 “Well, it’s nothing but junk now,” she said, moving into her parents’ empty 

room. “This is the exact place where I was born.”  

A medium-sized hole in the ceiling was outlined in black mold and wind whistled 

through it. She stood very still. “What now? What's supposed to happen?” 

He shrugged. “The voice say it smell it or it would know by the smell I think. You 

smell anything?” 

They both stood there silently staring at each other until Zhoulie shook her head. 

“So either we're doing it wrong, or this isn't the place.” They waited longer for a sound or 

a movement, but none came. 

“Maybe nuh just the house, maybe anywhere in this town, oui.” 

“Good point. Let’s try the church,” Zhoulie said. “I know a demon crux inside a 

church sounds sacrilegious, but if I wasn't home, that's where I'd be. We should at least 

check there.”  

He agreed. They walked around the house a bit more, kicking up dust that fell like 

dingy snowflakes in the sunlight. They both sneezed several times and he laughed. She 

peeked into what she said was Lors’ old room. A balled up sock had been left on the 

floor. There were a couple of soca and reggae artist posters taped to the walls, but ripped 

at the corners like someone failed at trying to take them down.  

He followed her across the street to the church. A stray dog rested on the porch. It 

looked thirsty and tired so it didn't move when they walked up. He acknowledged the dog 

with a pat on the head and was kind of surprised that the church was literally right across 

the street from their old house. The flapping sound of a large sheet of quarantine plastic, 
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still partly attached to the building, caught his attention. He looked at the boarded up 

windows and doorways in confusion. 

“How we gonna get in there?” 

“Take a board down,” she said. “It can't be that hard, can it?”  

He looked at the two by four planks across the doorway and snorted. “Yah, it nail 

down. We can nuh pull it off with our bare hands.”  

“We have to try.”  

He grabbed one side of the board and Zhoulie the other. They pulled hard and she 

was able to separate the board from the frame on her side. His side was unchanged. He 

wondered if there was dry rot on her side or if that superhuman strength she’d shown on 

the mountain had returned. Her demeanor didn’t change suddenly to the beast, he saw no 

shadow, so he assumed he was still safe. But just out of precaution he maintained a little 

distance from her. 

The space was just wide enough to squeeze through. Inside, it was really dark. 

Only the light that managed to sneak in between the boards shone. It took his eyes a few 

minutes to adjust while she walked through the foyer. The pegboard that was used as a 

bulletin board still had some papers tacked to it, others had already fallen to the floor. 

They stepped over prayer requests and death announcements then pushed open the left 

swinging door that was still on the hinges.  

The smell of wet wood and animal droppings was so robust beyond the doorway 

that he could taste it. It made him want to spit. His eyes adjusted to the darkness. There 

were army cots with mildewed sheets and blankets piled on top. There were file boxes 
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filled with papers and near the window on the right side was a long table that had needle 

dispensers and empty pill bottles still on it.  

The room looked like it had doubled as a shelter and a sick bay. The scurrying 

sound of tiny feet disturbed him, but she didn’t seem to notice. She kept moving slowly 

to the center of the auditorium and held her arms out wide. 

“Is anything happening?” she asked. “Do we have to call it or something?” 

He sighed. There was nothing out of the ordinary. She walked back to the main 

door and squeezed through the boards. She jogged down the steps. He followed her to the 

greenhouse. It was filled with stray grasses that had discovered the richness of the 

fertilized soil left behind in the pots and troughs. It had grown wild and begun to sprout 

stunning black and dark purple wildflowers. The breed was unfamiliar to him. She leaned 

in and sniffed the small perforated petals.  

She spun around, looking up at the ivy that crawled across the open beams. He 

watched her and wanted to laugh because she looked like a little kid. There were still no 

signs of the Crux. He trailed behind her toward a cemetery where the grass was higher 

than the headstones. She walked to a particular spot and kneeled down. 

“You would have liked my brother,” she said, transferring a kiss from her lips to 

her hand and laid it against her brother’s name on the headstone. He was the coolest kid 

in the world.” 

“Yah,” he said. “If him anything like him sister, then him cool breddren, oui.”  

Zhoulie smiled. It was the biggest smile he’d ever seen on her face. And there had 

only been a few. He’d been keeping count. The grin spread from cheek to cheek. 
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“For true,” she said, imitating him. 

“For true,” he echoed.  

She looked up and he followed her gaze to the tip of the hill poking out of the silk 

cotton trees. She had told him about the hill, the secret place she and Lors had hung out 

together, planning their future trips to other countries, to other worlds. She pointed 

toward it. 

“There’s the hill,” Zhoulie said. “My heart is pounding really hard. That’s it, I’m 

willing to bet anything.” 

Something inside him felt the same. The ground shadows had grown in number 

since they’d reached the cemetery and he could see a trail of them climbing the hill. He 

didn’t think Zhoulie could see them, she hadn’t mentioned it. They were less menacing 

than they’d been in his dream, moving like they were on a mission. If that wasn’t where 

they found the Crux, then it probably wasn’t in Ackee Hollow or maybe didn’t exist at 

all.  

There was an odd sense of dread and excitement causing his body to tingle. He 

followed her out of the cemetery, through the field of trees, and up the hillside. The 

closer they came to the top, the more she looked like she was struggling to walk. Gravity 

seemed to be trying to throw her back down the hill, but she fought to keep moving. 

“You okay?” he asked, catching up with her. She stood very still, and then slowly 

her head turned in his direction. Her pupils had already iced out her eyes. The hillside 

area became shaded by a growing beast-like shadow. Her body twisted unnaturally at the 

waist and she held out her open palms toward him. He shook his head and took a few 
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steps back. Not the beast. Not so soon. He was not eager to relive that. But his hope was 

short-lived. The longer he stayed away from her waiting hands, the more the beast 

twisted her body around.  

“Stop that!” he yelled to the sky, the open air, to something he couldn't see. “Stop 

doing that.” Her body continued to contort and the sound of cracking bones grated 

against his ears, until he ran toward her and slapped his palms to hers. A familiar flash of 

light passed before his eyes before she slumped to her knees, head leaning backwards. 

She looked down her nose then up at him. 

“We're close. So very close. The scent is strong in this place.” 

“You promise to nuh hurt her,” Desh said loudly, voice squeaking.  

“I have kept my promise. You have kept yours. Nearly. Perhaps humans are not 

as ignorant as it is said to be. However, we are not at the Crux yet. You must go higher.” 

“Okay, but easy, eh, her body nuh meant to do that.” 

“Yes, yes, you should hurry. I am hungry.” 

He let Zhoulie's hands go and grabbed her arms to help her to her feet. She still 

hadn't regained consciousness. He shook her. The hungry comment sounded like a threat 

coming from that steely voice; it sent shivers up and down the back of his neck.  

“Zhoulie, wake up, eh?” he said and shook her again. “Please wake up.”  

The shadow receded and Zhoulie closed and then opened her eyes. The brown and 

white had returned. Icicles melted down her cheeks. 

“Get up, quick. Get up,” he said in a huff.  
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She finally snapped too and grabbed her back like it was hurting, then stood up. 

He began to run to the top of the hill and kept looking back to make sure she was keeping 

up with him. But he suddenly stopped when he saw the funneled kaleidoscope abyss 

spinning on the ground in front of him. He didn’t have time to warn her and she must not 

have noticed because she barreled right into the back of him and he fell over. He reached 

out to grab her hand, trying to pull up, but instead yanked her in with him.  

It was like some unearthly hand had flipped the hourglass the way the ground was 

collapsing in on itself. It sucked at the bottom of his feet, pulling him down farther into 

earth's open, suctioned mouth until he was buried at knee level. The sinking stopped. He 

tried to wiggle and pull his legs free, but the ground held onto him tightly like barnacled 

claws. Then the sinking started again, like it was sucking him down the drain.  

The pressure that dragged him beneath the earth was relentless. Heat rushed to his 

eardrums, causing them to swell. The pull was so strong that it felt like the earth would 

suck in everything from the trees to the people to the gallons of ocean, leaving it bone-

dry. He sunk even lower, unable to fight against the force of it. His heart pounded with 

such a force that it felt it would punch straight through his chest.  

Then he stopped sinking again. The dirt had buried him up to his shoulders. With 

his arms above his head, both he and Zhoulie scratched furiously at the dirt, trying to 

latch onto something solid and pull themselves free. Their efforts were futile. The earth’s 

bowels rumbled and shook them like rag dolls. Everything rapidly dropped into itself like 

an insatiable black hole, an inward avalanche similar to free-fall. They were both taken in 

completely. Only then did he think to scream. The dirt flowed liberally into his throat. 
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The ground squeezed them into each other and continued its swallowing motion until 

their fingertips disappeared into nothing.  

 

 

 

 




