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Lake Wales, Florida

 

 

It’s as if you’ve asked me to build an ark. Only this . . . this is even stranger. It’s not that I don’t believe you, and obviously it’s not the money.”

Edward shielded his eyes against the gleaming, glaring afternoon sun. Below the hill where he stood, the scorched gray-green tops of live oaks and winged elms stretched as far as he could see in every direction. Here and there, the view was pocked with low, swampy places and trailing streams of tepid water thick with algae.

“It’s just this place. And I should tell you,” he continued, “this is the highest point on the peninsula. Can you believe that? This little mound is as high as the landscape ever climbs away from the ocean.”

He rubbed at the grass with the shiny black toe of his shoe, pushing past the topsoil and into the gritty red dirt just beneath it. “But you say this isn’t clay? It looks like clay. Except . . .” He jabbed at a clod and it disintegrated like sand. “Except it’s awfully dry. And that color, it’s much redder than clay.”

The broken clod looked like an injury, there on the ground.

“It isn’t clay,” his companion said. “It’s iron.”

Edward nodded. “Iron,” he echoed. “Through and through. A small mountain made of it, and God knows why. But this is the place, you say?”

“This is the place. Build it here, as tall as the earth will stand it. Send it into the sky. Make it a sanctuary.”

Edward tugged at his collar, wiping at the sweat he found underneath it. He gazed across the landscape and then back down at his feet. He did not look over his shoulder. It was one thing to hear that voice made of gravel and mulch; it was another thing to see the speaker, both oddly shaped and terribly misshapen.

Edward found it easier to listen than to look. “And you’ll be here? You’ll stay here, I mean?”

“I’ll stay, and I’ll watch. I’ll wait in your sanctuary.”

“I like the sound of that, yes. A sanctuary. I’ll buy out the land as far as we can see from this point, and we’ll reshape it. I know a man who does great work with landscaping.” Edward was warming to the idea, building momentum as he pushed it around in his head. “We’ll make it into a proper garden. We’ll plant orchards. We’ll have birds, and butterflies, and how do you feel about swans? We should have at least a pair of them. There’s plenty of water to keep them happy, and we could import fish, too. Do you like fish?”

For a long moment, there was no answer. “It depends.”

Edward was afraid that he’d asked an inappropriate question, but his escort did not offer a formal objection or complaint. “Well, all of that—the fish, the swans—it’s all a ways off yet. This will take several years, if not longer.”

“A man with your resources should be able to speed things up considerably.”

“Money can accomplish only so much. You’re talking about tons upon tons of stone and metal. I’ll need to hire workers, arrange for the transport of materials, and contact my friend the landscaper—and that will only be the beginning. I’ll do my best, I assure you. But I’m only human,” he said. “Perhaps there’s something that you could . . .”

“I’ll assist you any way I can. But my abilities are better suited to breaking things down than building them up.”

“But there are others like you, aren’t there? Is there someone else who can help?” Edward had always wanted to know, and here was a perfect window for asking.

His companion laughed, and it was a bitter, raspy sound. “Yes and no. There are none who would answer any call of mine, if that’s what you want to know. The ones who remain despise me. I chose this exile because I was tired of their scorn. I was exhausted by their contempt, and I would rather bury myself in the Iron Mountain than endure it another day.”

Edward Bok did not know how to respond. It had been several years since he’d first met his strange friend, and in that time he’d rarely heard anything so revealing or personal. He was acutely aware that he knew precious little about the creature that stood behind him.

But he was not a stupid man, and he’d inferred a thing or two. He’d gathered that the creature was alone, and that it was angry. He’d surmised that it was very old, and that it was suffering terribly as a result of some punishment. But the thing was selective about the questions it answered, and Edward had grown careful about what he asked.

“Exile,” Edward repeated, wondering how best to ask more.

“They won’t come after me here, if that’s what’s bothering you.”

Edward shook his head. “No, I’m not worried. I trust you.”

“Why is that?”

“I beg your pardon?” Edward wanted to turn around, but only shifted his head to peer over his shoulder.

“Why would you trust me?”

“Do I have a choice?”

“Everyone has a choice. You have more at your fingertips than most people do.”

“Because of the money?” Edward frowned. “I do my best to share the wealth. I build libraries and fund schools. I—”

“Don’t defend your expenditures to me. I’m not your god, and not your accountant. I don’t care where or how you spend your funds, so long as we agree in this one great venture.”

“We agree,” Edward said quickly. “Of course we do. I gave you my word, didn’t I? I’ll build your tower, and I’ll cast your bells. I’ll make your sanctuary according to whatever directions you see fit to give me.”

“Don’t do it for me, you ridiculous man. Do it for yourself, and for your children and grandchildren. You have a grandchild now, yes?”

“I have two.”

“That’s twice the reason to build the tower, then. You’re building it for them, and for everyone else you love. You’re preparing to save the world, Bok. Don’t behave as if you’re doing me a favor.”

Edward withdrew a handkerchief from his pocket and used it to swab his forehead. The air was dense with humidity, and the sun felt too close; it cooked the sweat on his face and seared pink burns into his skin. “I didn’t intend it that way. I only wonder, sometimes, why you’re going to the trouble.”

From behind him, there came the muffled crackling noise of rocks being tumbled in sand. And when he finally twisted on his heels to look, he saw no one and nothing there.

“All right,” he told himself. “I’ll get started.”
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He began by purchasing fifty acres, including the Iron Mountain itself. He declared his intention to create a wildlife preserve; he arranged for the pipe-work and water system installation, and imported nourishing topsoil by the ton. The iron-rich sand and dirt could hold only so much life, and it had to be supplemented. The landscaper, Frederick Olmsted, would not even visit the site until that much had been prepared.

In 1924, once the groundwork had been established, Olmsted came down from Massachusetts with an army of gardeners, stocked with native and imported flora of every stripe. He believed deeply in conservation, and he applauded Bok’s plans.

Mr. Olmsted also wanted to save the world.

The landscape architect plotted the grounds, set down trails, and laid out the gardens. He arranged the oaks, pines, and geometrically styled orange groves. He planted date and sabal palms, papyrus, creeping fig, and hollies. Wafting up through the clattering ruckus of construction and digging came the sweet, light scent of jasmine and camellias.

So when the land had been cleared, and the pipes had all been laid, and the gardens were under way, Bok turned his attention to the sanctuary’s centerpiece: the Singing Tower. His friend Milton Medary designed it.

Medary drew his inspiration from the best of art deco and Gothic overindulgence. He looked to the great European cathedrals and he liked what he saw there; he wondered how it might be shaped to better fit the heat, the sun, and the shifting, sandy earth of the peninsula.

He brought cream and lavender marble from Italy and pink coquina from St. Augustine by the cartload, by the truckload, by any kind of load that would carry it deep into central Florida, through heat that could bake or kill anything that breathed.

It wasn’t easy. It wasn’t quick.

Foot by foot, year by year, the ornate tower stretched itself up to the clouds.

While the tower grew, and while the gardens sprawled, and while tidy rows of orchards were groomed around the Iron Mountain, sixty great bells were cast in bronze. Shaped like cups and designed to work with a special clavier, the bells ranged in size from sixteen pounds to twelve tons.

The largest bell could have hidden a horse.
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On February 1, 1929, Calvin Coolidge dedicated the property as Edward Bok’s “gift for the visitation of the American people.” The ceremony was well attended and highly publicized, but only one spectator watched from the very top of the carillon.

It watched in silence, and in pain. The bells burned its skin, and the noise of the crowd made its head itch. But it watched, and it was pleased with the results.
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Less than a year later, Edward Bok died. He was buried at the foot of the tower, directly in front of the big brass door, in accordance with his final request.
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The Orchard and the Island

 

 

According to Marjorie’s letter, her daughter, Bernice, was not adjusting very well to the move. Marjorie was aware that Bernice and Nia had barely seen each other in recent years, but since they were cousins—and almost the same age—they might enjoy each other’s company for a few months.

And wouldn’t Nia like a break from working in the orchard?

She could come out to the island, where the new house was only a few yards from the beach. She could have her own room, and swim at her leisure. She and Bernice could even catch the ferry over to Tampa and see the Gasparilla parade if they liked. The city was not so far away.

Nia’s mother and grandmother balked at the idea, but Nia was tired of climbing ladders and picking oranges like a field hand. A sunny beach on a distant island sounded like a much better way to spend the summer than working for free on the family farm; and anyway, she was eighteen and she could go if she wanted to.

She didn’t remember much about her cousin. When she thought on Bernice’s name, all she could muster was a memory of someone small and fast with curly blond hair and a smile that could cut glass.

She knew that her cousin was beautiful, and that she’d been living in New York ever since Marjorie had remarried ten years earlier. She knew that her cousin was a little “wild,” or so her grandmother said with a tight little grimace bunched at the side of her mouth.

“Marjorie lets Neecy run too fast. She doesn’t keep that girl close enough,” Grandmother declared during the living room gossip session that began as soon as Marjorie’s letter had been read by everyone present. “She’s never whooped the girl, not even once . . . and Bernice has deserved it plenty more than once. Lord help me, but it’s true. If she came up here instead of tempting Nia down south, I’d do it myself. Better late than never.”

“She’s too big for that now, Momma,” Nia’s mother said. She twisted her lips around the sewing pins she held there while she worked. “She’s a couple years older than Nia, even.”

“She isn’t too big to beat. She’s just too far away.”

Nia held the envelope hard in her fist. “I want to go,” she said. “Aunt Marjorie invited me, and I want to do it. It sounds like a nice house they’re building, right on the beach.”

Grandmother grunted and said, “I’m sure it’s real nice. Marjorie’s married money both times.”

Nia’s mother pulled a pin out of her mouth and folded it into the skirt she was rehemming. She mumbled around the remaining pins, “Nothing wrong with falling in love with a rich man.”

“No, but she could’ve picked one who wasn’t a crook.”

“What’s that mean?” Nia asked. She squinted down at the letter, which she was fairly certain contained no mention of her uncle Antonio being a crook.

“He’s a Yankee—and an Italian, to boot,” her mother said with teasing cheer. “Your grandmother thinks they’re all a bunch of crooks.”

“No,” she argued. “Not all of them. But this one in particular, yes. He’s a crook, and a carpetbagger, too.”

Nia’s hands were going sweaty around the bunched letter in its crushed envelope. “I don’t care if he’s so crooked, he’s got to screw his socks on every morning. I want to go. And I’m going to.”

Grandmother spoke around Nia, as if she weren’t there. “Marjorie’s let that girl go native, too. She’s practically a Yankee herself now. She’ll be a terrible influence on yours, I’m telling you. If I were you, I wouldn’t let her go.”

“You can’t make me stay,” Nia insisted.

“I can’t really make her stay,” her mother agreed, talking to Grandmother past Nia’s head, “if she wants to go. We could use the help, but I think we’ll be all right. It might be good for her—getting out of town, doing a little traveling. You used to like traveling, Momma.”

“I’d enjoy it now, if I didn’t have a grove to run. Last time I traveled anywhere was with your daddy, back when that one”—she cocked a thumb at Nia—“was just learning to read. But that’s neither here nor there. I still don’t like Marjorie’s tone in that letter.”

“What’s wrong with her tone?” Nia demanded.

“It’s bribery—that’s what she’s doing,” Grandmother answered. “She’s trying to bribe you with her money, and with the way she lives. She’s tempting you with how you won’t have to work, and you can swim in the ocean like a little heathen if you want, and you can stay in her nice big new house over there . . . like what you’ve got here at home isn’t just as good.”

Nia’s mother shook her head. “I don’t think she means any of it like that.”

“Maybe she don’t. But that’s how it reads to me. Go on down then, if that’s what you want, girl. We’ll get along without you, if you want to spend the season getting picked on and run ragged by that wild girl. She’s older than you, and she’s been around a lot more, and she’s not going to let you forget it. Bernice didn’t write that note, and I promise you she didn’t ask her mother to write it, either.”
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Grandmother’s words were still humming in Nia’s ears when she finally arrived on Anna Maria Island, a small strip of sand that jutted into the ocean, south of Tampa.

After a long trip by truck, by train, and by ferry, a servant escorted her to the brand-new house at the edge of the beach. After he left her, she made her way into the courtyard behind the house, where two women were shouting at each other.

Nia poked her head around the wall’s edge and flinched as a plate shattered just a foot or two away from it.

“Hello?” She used the quiet word to announce her presence, and it almost didn’t work; but Marjorie spied her niece and threw up her hands as if someone were pointing a gun at her.

The brunette woman in the tailored white suit smiled spontaneously, and stiffly. “There you are! Welcome, dear. I’m so glad you came. I assume Roger took your things to the cottage. . . . Did you have any trouble finding us?”

“Oh, no,” she said, and she resisted the urge to add that she’d found her way by following the racket. Nia tiptoed into the yard to give her aunt a hug. “Roger’s directions were good. And Bernice, it’s real good to see you again, too,” she said to the sharply dressed, blondly curled beauty with a fistful of expensive porcelain.

“Bernice,” Marjorie said through clenched teeth. “Nia is your guest. Say hello.”

“My guest? I didn’t invite her.”

Marjorie pried the bit of china from her daughter’s hand and set it back on the long covered table before Bernice could throw it. “Yes, I know, but it’s been a long time since you’ve seen each other. Since . . . since your grandfather’s funeral, I think. Or no, we all went to Gasparilla that next year, didn’t we?” The last part came out thoughtful, as she tried to count back the years.

But then she turned to Bernice and her voice dropped. She breathed the next part in an exhausted whine, and underneath it, Nia could almost hear a long-buried accent that sounded like her mother’s. “Just for now, please? Let it go. Take Nia over to the cottage and help her get settled in.”

Bernice liked the begging well enough to release the remaining plates, but even Nia could see that her truce was a temporary arrangement. “Fine,” she said. She relaxed and folded her arms across an expensive ivory suit jacket. “And hello, Nia. So Roger took your things to the cottage already? I’m ever so glad we won’t be forced to carry them in this dreadful heat.”

Nia stepped aside and let Bernice take the lead. “Yes, your father’s assistant took care of it. He met me at the ferry.”

“My stepfather’s assistant.” She casually lifted another glass and smashed it into the wall as she walked past it.

“Aunt Marjorie,” Nia dragged her heels and called over her shoulder, “will you be joining us?”

“No, dear. I’ll stay and finish setting up for the party. Mr. Coyne doesn’t think it’s going to rain tonight, so we can leave everything out in the open. I want it to look nice for tomorrow. And don’t go far, girls. Supper will be ready at eight.”

They left her in her perfectly trimmed garden behind her new house, carefully picking up shards of glass and arranging the surviving cups and cutlery.

Nia wondered how they’d ever have enough settings left for the party; but she knew her aunt had plenty of money, so there was probably more dinnerware waiting wherever the broken plates had come from. It must not be a problem.

She let Bernice lead her out of the courtyard, and together they wandered among the jungle-thick trees back out to the dirt strip that passed for a road.

“Nee-uh,” Bernice said her cousin’s name with an exaggerated snap. “That’s a weird name. I don’t like it. I want to call you something else.”

“Then I guess you don’t expect me to answer.”

Bernice reached into a pocket in her skirt and pulled out a silver cigarette case. “You’re my guest. I’ll call you whatever I want. Nia,” she said again, not calling the name but turning it over in her mouth as if she were trying to tell how it tasted.

“It’s short for Apollonia. Use that, if you’d rather,” Nia suggested. Then she said, “Give me one of those, if you don’t mind.”

“Certainly.”

Nia accepted a skinny white cigarette and let Bernice light it. They stopped together in a patch of shade and puffed together in silence until Bernice spoke again. “Now where exactly are you from?”

Nia checked a nearby tree for large insects and, seeing none, she leaned against it. “Tallahassee.”

“Where’s that?”

“Up north, on the mainland. Up in the panhandle.”

“Is it like this island?”

She thought about it. “Yes and no. We’re in the middle of a forest there, and we’re a long way from the beach. But it’s hot, and the greenery’s the same.”

“But it’s a city, right?”

“A city? It’s barely a town.”

“Hmm.” She acted like she was going to say something else, but instead she twitched her head and swatted madly. “Could you—something’s stuck in my hair!”

Her arms flapped like a wet dog’s ears while Nia held her head steady enough to detangle a buzzing beetle. When it was free, Bernice fluffed and combed her short shiny hair with her fingers.

Nia played with the bug and tried not to act jealous. She’d never had the nerve to cut her own hair short; it was kept off her neck with a limp brown braid. Her mother would have a fit if she ever cut it; and besides, she didn’t have any curls to fluff anyway.

“What is that thing? Will it sting me?”

“It’s just a june bug,” Nia said as it launched off her hand with a hum. “They don’t sting anybody. And they’re not nasty like the palmetto bugs.”

“What are those?”

“They’re roaches bigger than your thumb. And they fly.”

Bernice shuddered and clutched herself. “I’ve seen big roaches before. We have them all over the place in the city. I just didn’t know they lived anywhere outside. Forget this. Let’s go back to the cottage. The less time I spend outdoors, the better. Then again—” She scowled and changed her mind. “—Antonio’s in there. That son of a bitch.”

“You really don’t like him much, do you?”

“I haven’t got the words.”

They crushed out their cigarettes in the sandy dirt and meandered along a path that alternately widened and tightened to accommodate the trees that no one had yet cut down.

“That’s funny.” Nia dusted her hands off on her skirt. “I thought I heard a bunch of good epithets back there at the courtyard. What was all that about, anyhow?”

She grunted something between a cough and a chuckle. “Epithet,” she said, like she hadn’t heard the rest. “What’s that, a curse word or something?”

“Yeah. A curse word or something.”

“Then just say ‘curse word.’ I thought you came from a farm. You don’t talk like it.”

Nia said, “Sorry I’m not as dumb as you expected,” and she waited for Bernice to change the subject again. Their arrival at the cottage gave her plenty of opportunity.

“This is it,” she announced. “This is where we’ve been staying while the house was getting finished. And that’s Antonio. You don’t have to talk to him if you don’t want to.”

“Hello,” Nia said to the alleged crook, but she couldn’t muster a smile to go with it. He was hidden in the screened area that kept him shadowed and relatively cool, and all she could see was the shape of a man in a hat, holding a drink in his hand.

Bernice reached for one of the handrails that flanked the wooden steps. “On second thought, let’s not go inside. We might as well get a nice view for the smell.”

Antonio nodded passing acknowledgment at Nia and disregarded Bernice with skill born of long practice. Nia mumbled that it was nice to meet him, and he responded in kind, with a similar level of enthusiasm.

He leaned forward to set down his drink, and for a moment his face slipped into a patch of sun. Nia thought he was good-looking, with deep-set eyes, dark-slicked hair, and a strong nose. Or perhaps he only looked handsome because he was well-dressed.

Bernice turned away from the porch and wobbled on tottering high heels back down into the dirt-rut road. Nia quit staring at her uncle and followed her.

“Let’s go out to the dock.” She peeked down at her watch. “It’s almost seven thirty, but we’ll be back in time for supper. It’s not very far.”

Nia had never seen such an expensive watch before, and certainly not on someone her own age. She thought it was pretty, but it looked weird on a half-deserted island.

Bernice reached for her cigarette case again and offered her cousin another before she even asked.

Nia fell into step beside her. “Are you sure we’ll get back in time?”

“I’m sure. You ever been out here before?”

“No.”

“Well, I have, and I’m telling you it isn’t very far. Welcome to the middle of nowhere.” She took a particularly long drag on her cigarette, using the time to think or plot. When she finally spoke, her words were dry and a tiny bit menacing. “There’s going to be a party tomorrow.”

Nia tried not to wonder why the simple statement sounded like a threat. “The courtyard looks nice,” she said. “Your mother did a nice job of putting it together.”

Bernice nodded. “It’s all real nice,” she agreed with a scowl that guaranteed she didn’t mean it. “It’s their anniversary. Mother and Antonio have been married for ten years. Tomorrow will be their first day in their new house, and ten years together. Hoo-ray. At least someone’s happy to be here.” She kicked off her shoes and climbed onto a rickety gray pier, dropping her feet into the water and twirling them around. The hem of her skirt trailed in, too, but if she noticed, she didn’t care.

Nia glanced up at the sky and observed, “We’re on the wrong beach. If we wanted to watch the sun set, we should’ve gone to the other side of the island.”

“It doesn’t matter. We’ve got all summer, and then some.” Bernice stirred the water with her toes while Nia settled down onto the dock beside her and let her own feet dangle. “You know what?” she said. “You smoke like you’ve done it before, not like you’re trying to show me how smooth you are.”

“I’ve smoked before,” Nia admitted. The men who worked the farms smoked on their breaks, and if her mother wasn’t watching, sometimes she’d smoke with them just to taste it. If they were going to treat her like a hired hand, she figured she’d act like one.

The girls sat and smoked while the sun sank behind them.

Nia was about to mention the time again when she saw something strange in the water. At first she dismissed it as a trick of the moonlight, but it seemed to come closer, so she nudged Bernice. “Who’s that?” she asked.

“Where?” Bernice strained and stretched her neck.

“There, did you see her? Someone was . . . swimming.”

Bernice frowned. “I don’t hear any splashing.”

“She’s gone now,” Nia said. “I didn’t hear the splashing either, but I swear, I saw someone. It was a woman with long hair.”

“You’re crazy.” Bernice pulled her feet out of the water and shook them dry. “There’s no one out there this time of night except those big damned fish. What are they called . . . dolphins.”

Nia lifted her own feet out and felt around for her shoes. “Dolphins aren’t fish,” she said.

Bernice was already walking away.

Nia glanced back at the water and saw the mystery woman again. This time, the woman didn’t duck away, but she stayed there, her naked torso rising up out of the water. She was much closer to the pier, only a few yards out in the bay, and Nia could see her more clearly. Her skin was dark, and her hair hung so long that it floated around in the water at her waist.

Somehow, Nia suspected that Bernice would not turn around even if she called out again—so she did not tell her cousin that the woman’s silvery, empty eyes followed them both until they were back in the trees.
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At supper, Marjorie seated Nia between Bernice and Antonio, who scowled and spit at each other around her, or through her, if she leaned forward too far. Occasionally, Antonio made a vague stab at conversation; but Bernice would not let the smallest comment go unattacked.

“It’s not so hot tonight, is it? Not as bad as it has been,” Antonio tried.

Bernice laughed sharp and loud. “How would you know, you lazy bastard? You’ve been sitting inside all day on the porch.”

Antonio squeezed his fork and lifted it to his mouth, where he unlocked his jaw long enough to snatch a mouthful of fried plantains. Marjorie stared at her plate and fiddled with her food. Under the table, her thigh lurched.

“Honestly, Mother. If you want to say something, have out with it. There’s no need to get violent. Besides, that’s the table leg you kicked just now, and the last two times you hit Nia in the shins—only she’s too nice to say anything.”

“You could take a lesson from her.” Antonio swallowed his plantains and picked up another forkful.

Marjorie stumbled into the conversation. “Please don’t antagonize her, dear.”

“Yeah, Antonio. Don’t antagonize me.”

“Now you stop it, too,” Marjorie fussed.

“This is my house.” Antonio almost shouted. “I paid for it, and I’ll antagonize anyone inside it if I damn well please.”

“We’re not in your house yet.”

“Sweetheart, please don’t talk that way to your—”

“Shut up, Mother.”

“Don’t tell your mother to shut up!”

Bernice jumped to her feet and wadded her napkin. “Nia, let’s go.”

Nia froze, fork poised midair. “I’m sorry? What?”

Bernice snorted. “Didn’t you hear me? Or were you still daydreaming about your new friend, the mermaid?”

All was suddenly quiet.

“What? No. What mermaid?” Nia took another bite, and while she slowly chewed, she played with her fork. It made faint screeching noises as she pushed the tines around, following the pattern around the dish’s rim.

Bernice stood behind her own chair, hands planted on the seat back. No one spoke, and all eyes were on the visitor, so she quit scribbling on the china and tried to explain herself. “When we were outside, I thought I saw a woman swimming by the dock. But I probably didn’t. It was awful late—right before supper. What was it you wanted again, Bernice? Where did you want to go?”

“Outside. Mother, Nia and I are going for a walk.”

“We are?”

“We are. Now.” She pushed her plate away and dropped her napkin with a flounce and a flourish.

Marjorie smiled like she was too tired to muster more of a reaction. “Go ahead. But it’s dark out there, and there are hardly any people. I don’t want you getting lost. You could get bitten by a snake, or worse. Take one of Mr. Coyne’s lamps.”

“We won’t need it.” Bernice leaned over and whipped Nia’s napkin out of its place on her lap. She squashed the small cloth and threw it onto the table. “There’s plenty of moon. Come on, Nia.”

Nia stood and gently shoved her chair under the table. “Well . . . Aunt Marjorie, Uncle Antonio. Thanks for supper. We’ll be back before long.”

Bernice grabbed Nia and pulled her out the door.

Once they reached the porch, Nia reclaimed her arm with a swift yank. “For future reference,” she grumbled, “don’t talk for me, and don’t tell me what we are going to do.”

“You’re full of shit,” Bernice complained. “If you really had a backbone, you’d have used it in there. You’re just as pathetic as they are.”

She turned on her heel and strutted down the stairs, trying to let the porch’s screen door clap Nia in the face. Nia caught it, and then caught Bernice by the sleeve of her jacket.

She glowered at Nia, arm flexing and curling. “Let go of me,” she commanded, squaring her feet and ripping her arm away. “This jacket cost more than you’d earn all summer flinging oranges into a bag.”

She tripped with the effort of escaping but recovered at the last second, just in time to skip lightly down the stairs and out into the yard, as if she’d meant to do it that way all along.

“You’re an idiot for wearing it out here, then,” Nia told her. “But I bet you didn’t bring anything better.”

“Better? I’ve got more expensive stuff than this by a mile.”

“No, not more expensive. Better. Clothes you can wear outside without worrying you’ll mess them up. Look around, would you? You’re in a forest, practically a jungle. Hardly anybody lives here, so who are you trying to impress?”

She glared, then changed her mind and flashed a gorgeous grin. “You’re right. And you’d know better than I would, wouldn’t you? Maybe you can loan me something. I bet you’ve got stacks of clothes for wearing outside.”

“I don’t think we’re the same size,” Nia said. She didn’t think Bernice would be caught dead in cotton, anyway. “You’re a lot skinnier than me,” she added.

It wasn’t very true, but it had the right effect. Nia meant it as a little bit of an insult, and Bernice took it as a compliment.

“Aw, aren’t you a sweetie! Look,” she said, pulling out the cigarette case again. “Let’s just have a smoke, huh? Let’s be friends again; I like it better when we’re friends. I’m sorry for being such a pain.”

“I believe you. Really. And I don’t want to smoke again, right now. I’m too hot. Let’s just walk, okay? Isn’t that what you wanted?”

Bernice shrugged. “Sure, we can walk. There’s nowhere to go, but I couldn’t stay in there. I can only put up with those guys for about an hour a day. I guess we could visit the new house again. The beach out at the edge of the lot is quiet—there aren’t any weirdos fishing or swimming . . . or anything else. And I think it’s low tide now, so we can look for sand dollars.”

“We should definitely get a lamp.”

“I told you, we don’t need one.”

Nia scrutinized Bernice’s sharp, hollow face.

Her cousin was right. The moon was high and full, and she could easily make out the trail to the house. It was a straight shot across the narrow part of the island, and she could find her way back by herself if she had to . . . in case Bernice pulled something funny, which looked like a distinct possibility to Nia. No one goes beachcombing in high heels.

She relented. “Just for a little bit. I’ve had a long couple of days, with all that traveling, and I want to get some rest.”

“Don’t worry.” Bernice pushed a long lock of moss out of her path. “This won’t take long.”

“What won’t take long?”

“You know. Our walk. I want some fresh air, or the closest thing to it. This whole island feels stuffy, like it’s some kind of place where they keep plants. Like one of those big glass buildings that smells wet inside.”

“A greenhouse?”

“Yes. It’s horrible.”

“No, it isn’t.”

Bernice kicked at something in the dirt and stomped sourly forward. “You only think so because you’re from around here. You’re used to it. To everyone else, this place is hell on earth.”

Nia kept her gaze locked on the back of Bernice’s head as it bounced in front of her. It was awkward to talk when they were walking single file, so they didn’t speak again until they passed beneath the thick, heavy willow that marked the entrance to her aunt and uncle’s new property.

“We’re back,” Bernice declared with a dramatic, silly stretch of the vowels that proved their grandmother right. The girl had gone native up there in the big city. “It’s just a few more yards to the beach, right over there. You can hear it, right? Go on over the dune, down to the water if you want. I’ll be there in a second. I think I left something in the courtyard. If I don’t see it right away, I’ll worry about it later. Go on. I’ll catch up in a minute.”

“I don’t know.”

“What are you, a scaredy cat? Afraid of the dark?”

“No,” Nia said. But she didn’t want Bernice out of her sight, because she didn’t trust her—even the slightest bit. She looked out at the dune and over at the dark house with its prettily laid-out courtyard behind it. “Don’t be like that. I’ll go. You promise you’ll catch up in a minute?”

“Sure.”

She could feel Bernice watching her as she walked toward the dune. She took a few steps into the coarse strands of sea oats and let herself disappear over the sandy hump, then peered back over the barrier that separated the front yard from the beach.

And she slipped back into the yard.
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Why They Call It That

 

 

The rush of the waves sliding onto shore masked the swishing of Nia’s feet through the grass, but she could still hear the quiet shatter of something wrapped in cloth muffling the sound of breaking glass. Already the shards of newly busted ceramic plates sparkled on the ground.

Arms folded, Nia leaned against the nearest wall and marveled at Bernice’s demented efficiency. “Exactly how stupid do you think I am?” she asked. “Jesus. I may be poor, but I’m not dumb.”

Bernice didn’t pause. She picked up another glass and wrapped it in the corner of the tablecloth, and with a satisfied swing, she slammed it against the wall. She reached for another one.

“Stop it!” Nia ordered. She wanted to physically accost Bernice, but something about the girl’s determined, mechanical motion made her hesitate. “What do you think you’re doing?”

Smash.

“Why? Why are you doing this?”

The vandal stopped, and faced her cousin. “Now that is a better question.”

“What?”

Bernice wrapped another plate in the cloth and wound the fabric around it. “You asked me a couple of really dumb questions; then you asked a good one.”

She paused, reflecting before giving her response. And then, in a sudden and weird shriek she shouted, “It’s because I hate them! And I hate this place, and I hate this house, and I hate this stupid party, and—” The plate fell loose from the tablecloth and Bernice’s twisting hands, and it dropped to the grass. Her words came in a fierce panting that made her sound like a wild animal. “I hate him, because, because . . .”

And then a light went on behind her eyes. She calmed down to an angry grumble. “I hate him for coming into my room after Mother’s asleep.”

Bernice stalked slowly toward Nia. She clung to her story and the corner of the tablecloth. Everything came sliding away behind her. The remaining glasses and plates, the silver candlesticks and flatware, the large glass punch bowl and the crystal cake pedestal all went clattering to the ground.

Nia slinked away from her, reaching her hands behind her back and feeling along the courtyard wall. “You’re lying,” she prayed.

“Lying? Why would you accuse me of lying? No one ever believes me.” Bernice’s eyes were huge and wet, and she pouted her pixie lips. She hadn’t released the tablecloth. It dragged along the sand like a tremendous red train on a crimson wedding gown.

“I wonder why. You . . . Don’t. Stay away from me.”

“That’s what I used to tell him. I’d say, ‘Antonio, get away from me or I’ll yell for my mom!’ But he never listened. He’d tell me to hush up, and he’d unbutton his shirt, and he’d take it off and leave it hanging on the bedpost. Then he’d slip off his shoes and undo his pants, and lift up the corners of the bedspread so he could crawl into bed beside me.”

“You’re lying,” Nia insisted. She tripped over a patio stone and almost fell into an alcove in the wall.

Bernice’s tablecloth snagged on the circular fountain and she tugged it loose. She guided her free hand down the front of her shirt, letting her white, manicured fingers hang for a moment where her breasts were pressed forward under the fabric.

One by one, she folded the round glass buttons through the slotted holes until Nia could see the top of her lean, pale stomach beneath the cotton and lace of her brassiere. Small beads of sweat gleamed on her skin and dripped down into her cleavage. Without glancing down, Bernice swept the moisture away and wiped it on her skirt.

“What are you doing half-naked out here?”

Bernice whirled around to face Antonio, who stood in the archway entrance to the yard. His brown linen suit looked black in the shadows of the banyan tree, and he wasn’t wearing his hat. The ocean wind kicked up, and his hair rippled wildly.

He paced across the sand and grass and tried to grab her arm, but she turned too fast and he caught her hair instead. Accepting whatever handhold he could seize, Antonio wrenched her around so hard that she toppled over herself and sat tangled in the tablecloth.

“Your mother wanted me to come and check on you, because she’s worried about you. I’ll never understand why she gives a damn. Close your shirt, you stupid little slut.”

He turned his back to her.

“What was she talking about?” he demanded, and even in the mostly dark, Nia could see how red his face was. “Was she making up stories about me again? I know she does that; I know what she likes to tell people. But you can see through her, can’t you? You’re not a dumb kid. You’re a nice kid, I think. You can tell she’s a liar, I know you can.”

Nia thought he was going to add something else, but then Bernice reared up behind him.

There wasn’t even time to call his name before Nia heard a wet blow.

He stumbled forward, slinging his arm back to push her away. A long silver knife rose out of his back, just beyond the reach of his searching fingers. He doubled his elbows up, trying to get a hold on it. He fell.

Nia wasn’t sure whom to shout at, so she didn’t shout at all.

She ran to Antonio and knelt beside him.

Bernice didn’t try to stop her. She simply backed away from them both, unspooling herself from the cloth.

Antonio was lying on his side, trying to rub the knife on the ground to snag and remove it. Nia pulled the knife as quickly but gently as she could, and threw it away with a horrified grunt.

His blood looked black and slick as it gushed heartily over her hands, as it bubbled out of the wound with every breath he struggled to take. Bernice had stabbed him hard. By luck or design, she’d hit something important. Nia took a corner of her dress and pushed it against the gushing hole.

“Where is she?” Antonio wheezed.

Bernice darted in close to swipe the knife, then ducked away again—out of Nia’s reach. She stood a few feet away and fondled the weapon, running her fingers along the wet edge.

Nia pressed her makeshift bandage against Antonio’s back. She leaned on it as hard as she dared, and kept her eyes on her cousin.

The silver cake knife made Bernice confident.

Overconfident, Nia thought, or at least she hoped.

Bernice shifted her grip on the blade and pointed it down, prepared to attack again. “I like you, Nia,” she said, and her words were so cold, they left frost in the air. “So I’m going to give you one good chance to get out of the way.”

Antonio had slipped from Nia’s hold. He was flat on the ground and dangling near unconsciousness. He gurgled and twisted himself over with a surprising burst of effort that sent him halfway onto Nia’s lap. “Get Marjorie,” he said.

“I will,” she promised, but his eyes were already glazed, and his chest was not inflating the right way. He was certainly dying. Nia was still pondering the costs of protecting an almost-corpse from an armed madwoman when the armed madwoman pounced.

Nia wasn’t so off guard as Bernice had thought, and the ensuing attack was less than professional-grade. Bernice staggered wildly across Antonio’s limp form, stabbing from above in a way that let Nia catch her forearm.

But she couldn’t keep it. She fell to the side, and there was a brief moment where Bernice could have run her through without resistance . . . but she wanted Antonio more. She used Nia’s weakness to finish him, burying the blade through his chest and between two ribs—using all her weight to jam it down, up to the gilded handle.

He did not gasp or groan, or even quiver. She may as well have jabbed a rotting apple for all the response she got, nothing more than a small drool of warm, sticky blood seeping an anticlimax through his shirt.

Nia rose carefully to her feet.

Though Bernice must have noticed, she didn’t look. She stared down at her handiwork, absorbing every sloppy detail. Nia couldn’t read her expression. Bernice might have been pleased to see him dead, or she might have been disappointed by how easy it was. It was too dark to tell.

But Nia did not believe for an instant that Bernice would let her go. In that fragile moment of silence over Antonio’s body, she scrutinized her cousin and tried to think.

Bernice was taller by an inch or two and solid enough, but Nia was lean from living in the sun and working in the orchard. She was no muscle-bound farmhand, but she wasn’t a pampered city girl either. She was heavier than Bernice, sure; but she didn’t have an ounce of fat on her—even where she would’ve liked some.

It would take Bernice no more than a second to retrieve the knife from Antonio’s body.

Nia was smaller than her soon-to-be opponent, and she was wearing a longer dress. This was not Nia’s home territory. She didn’t know her way around the island, but chances were good that Bernice didn’t either, whether she claimed she did or not.

Nia glanced over her shoulder, checking to make sure all the broken glass was behind her. Then, as inconspicuously as she could, she pried off her shoes.

The careful shuffling broke Bernice’s spell. She peered down at her cousin through tightly slitted eyes. “Nia.” She said it calmly, like a passing introduction. “Mother will never believe you.”

“Yes, she will, Bernice.” She tried to give her cousin’s name the same cool treatment. “But she’ll spend the rest of her life denying it.”

“She doesn’t have to. Nia, think how easy this would be.” Her tone abruptly changed, sliding from an earnest plea to something more casual and chatty. “Hey, do you know why we had to move here?” she asked with earnestness, as if she actually wanted to share the answer. She walked over to the fountain and sat on its edge. The cake knife in her hand clinked against the tile and stonework.

“No. Why?” Nia wondered how much space there was between herself and the archway exit.

“That dirty wop.” She gestured down at Antonio. “He and his business partners had a falling out. He was a bookkeeper for a hooch parlor, and in that sort of business, you don’t get fired for skimming—you get dead. So when word got out, he took the money and took off running.”

“You’re lying again.”

Again, she was almost comically serious. “No, not this time. You can ask Mother. She knew about it; he had to let her in on it; otherwise, she wouldn’t have believed he was in enough trouble to make a run for it. Mother’s the one who suggested the island. She had some friends down here, the ones who let us stay in their cottage while this place was being built. I swear to you, Nia. This would be so easy.”

“So he really was a crook? Grandmother said she thought he was.”

“She did? That’s funny. Yeah, she was right.”

Nia made a small shrug with her eyebrows and added, “Grandmother thinks everyone from farther up north than Tennessee is a crook. This time, she was just a lucky guesser.”

Bernice smiled, wide and friendly. She started to stand, and Nia twitched, prepared to run. She couldn’t do it—she couldn’t hold the cool, easy stance that her cousin adopted so easily.

Bernice sat back down.

“This is what we’ll do,” she said. “We’ll say we found him this way, and we saw two men leaving through the woods. Everyone’ll think his old partners caught up with him, and no one will be able to prove a thing.”

“Those kinds of businessmen don’t kill people with cake knives.” Nia’s grandmother had told her about them; they were the men who ran the racetracks where the family sometimes sold produce to vendors.

“Oh, what do you know, anyway? They . . . they’d probably want to keep it quiet, right?”

“Then they could just make him disappear or something. That’s how they work, isn’t it? I’ve read stories about people like that.”

“Shut up, would you?” Bernice stood up, despite Nia’s cringe. “Look, I don’t want to hurt you or anything. You’re family. Besides, we’d make great friends and we’ll have a wonderful time this summer with him out of the way.”

“And besides,” Nia added, catching Bernice’s momentum and riding it, out of fear more than conversational flow. “You want someone to help your story. Your mother might swallow it, but the police never will.”

Bernice approached Nia, tiptoeing over Antonio and coming to stand in front of her.

Nia hated to allow her so close, but she knew that if she wanted to make it out of the courtyard, she had to draw Bernice farther away from its exit archway, or she’d never beat her out of it. There in the courtyard, the ground was crisscrossed with paving stones and the grass was clipped close; it would be a fair race between them. And out in the open, it was only a short dash to the beach.

“Nia?” She stopped a few feet away. “Nia, you’ve got to help me out. Nia, what do you say?”

Nia took a deep breath and used her toe to nudge her shoes farther away from her feet. “Let me think about it.”

Then, with as much commotion as she could manage, Nia dived to her left and dodged the flicking knife—which caught on and ripped her dress, cutting out the hem her mother had only recently fixed.

Bernice jumped after her, snaring her nails in Nia’s hair, trying to twist her fingers into the braid there, but Nia grabbed the wall and used it to launch herself free and through the arch.

The grass was soft beneath her naked feet, and she prayed to God that there weren’t any sandspurs. Down at the dune, she took a flying leap and landed on top of the small ridge, then hopped down the other side into the thick, powdery sand. It trapped her briefly, but she dug in with her toes and hurled herself forward onto the beach.

Bernice was right behind her. She hit the sand with a quick grumble and then recovered, only to sink under her next steps. Her tall shoes dug into the sand and tried to bury themselves.

Nia kept running, knowing it would take precious seconds for Bernice to figure out that she ought to take her shoes off, and then perhaps a couple more to unfasten the skinny buckles and cast the things aside.

An endless strip of beach sprawled before them, and a small beacon of light gleamed weakly at the island’s tip where the lighthouse was perched. Nia thought that there must be a keeper there, and surely a backwoods yokel who worked alone all night would have a gun.

The distance between the girls widened as Bernice cursed and hobbled; but she finally forced her shoes away, and once her feet were free, the gap began to close.

Nia prayed that her head start would be enough.

Sand flew up behind her as she charged down the strip, and her legs burned with exhaustion. The light in the distance wasn’t growing close as fast as she thought it should, and God, she was tired. She tried not to pant so hard; it made her side cramp and her throat catch.

But Bernice was almost on top of her again, breathless and tireless, too, so Nia jammed her feet into the sand, crunching down into shells and seaweed, crab claws and shrimp tails, in a gritty plume. A thin wave trickled over her path. Mere yards away, a larger wave rumbled and rushed after the first.

The tide was coming in. With a burst of inspiration that fueled a second wind, Nia wondered if Bernice could swim.

She turned and ran into the oncoming waves, knowing the water would slow them both. But if she could go deep enough, if she could make it into the surf where the waves were higher than both their heads, she could get out of Bernice’s reach long enough to think—maybe even long enough to swim to the lighthouse. It couldn’t be more than a mile, since the island wasn’t much longer than that, and she could always tread water while she caught her breath.

Black and warm, the Gulf foamed around her ankles and sucked at her toes.

Bernice splashed in after her.

Nia trudged ahead, plowing through water that was up to her knees, then her thighs. Her dress soaked and sagged around her, slowing her some, but she’d expected that. She dived headfirst into the next oncoming wave and pulled herself under the water with arms that were not quite as weary as her legs.

I’ve made it, she thought, swimming out to sea, kicking for all she was worth. But the tide was against her, and she was only a few strokes into her flight when Bernice’s hand wrapped around Nia’s foot.

She panicked and floundered, sputtering as she tried to stand and breathe. Bernice’s grip slipped, and she dropped the knife in order to hold her cousin with both hands, drawing the other girl toward her like a fish on a line.

Nia flipped over and kicked with her free leg, pounding Bernice in the jaw with a resounding crack and sending her sprawling. She let go of Nia’s leg, leaving long red scrapes where her fingernails had clutched at her, and although the wounds must have stung in the salt water, Nia did not feel them. She threw herself back into the water and swam like mad against the incoming current, trying not to think about her bloody leg.

Something big and solid rushed by underwater, bumping against her side.

Terror shot up her spine. Besides her freshly scratched leg, her clothes reeked of Antonio’s blood, and the Gulf abounded with sharks.

Oh God, she prayed. Let it be a dolphin.

She couldn’t hear Bernice behind her anymore. Only the sound of her own feverish splashing filled her ears. She glanced over her shoulder, causing her eyes to sting with the sticky-sharp heat of the ocean. She still couldn’t locate Bernice, so she quit swimming and stood up. When the waves rolled past and around her, they came to her collarbone.

Her cousin bobbed a few feet away, eyes closed and mouth shakily agape. Water lapped at her face and she winced, but her eyelids didn’t flutter or open. She coughed and sucked in salt water, but did not seem to awaken. Her head slid under the next wave and bubbles popped to the surface as she started to sink.

That thick, strange form pushed past Nia again.

A moment later, Bernice’s body bobbed as if it had been bumped, too. She did not respond, but drooped even farther below the surface.

“Shit,” Nia swore like one of her grandmother’s farmhands. “Shit!”

Making damn sure she didn’t see the knife, Nia grabbed Bernice’s collar. She hauled her cousin along behind her, walking backwards so she didn’t have to take her eyes off the injured girl. Her face was still underwater, but Nia figured that it could stay that way until she could get them both onto the sand.

The mysterious thing collided against them again, and Nia frantically tried to believe it was a dolphin. Anything else would have attacked already, or that’s what she told herself as she tried to get a better hold on Bernice.

Desperate, she grabbed Bernice’s hair and lifted her head up. Her eyes were half-open, but Nia saw nothing there except for the whites, and in the darkness she was so drained of color that she seemed to glow. Water dribbled from her nose and mouth.

“Come on,” Nia said through gritted teeth. Her fear of the thing in the water had tipped until it was greater than her fear of Bernice, so she shook her cousin and tried to bring her back around. Anything, anyone—she’d talk to anyone right now; she just couldn’t be alone with it, out there in the water. “Bernice?”

Nia wrapped an arm around the other girl’s chest and pulled her as far above the water as she could, but Bernice was deadweight, and it was all she could do to merely tow her. By the time they reached a waist-deep tide, Nia was almost completely exhausted.

Bernice hacked violently. She began to breathe again with a wet gasp.

“Nia?” She choked on the name. She rotated slowly in Nia’s grip and clung to her. “Nia, I think—”

With incredible force, Bernice was torn out of Nia’s arms and back underwater.

It happened so quickly, Nia couldn’t tell which way she’d gone, but she knew without a doubt that this was no farce. A few waves away, Bernice’s hand shot up and thrashed, then disappeared.

“What’s going on?” Nia yelled, and she was starting to cry because she was too afraid to do anything else. “Where did you go?”

Her feet tapped something cold and hard. The knife? She ducked under the waves and felt for the blade, rooting around until she touched the fine silver handle. She almost had it. She’d almost pulled it to the surface when another hand latched itself on to hers.

Out of pure shock, she blinked.

She shouldn’t have seen anything at all, but she could swear there was another pair of eyes, swaying before hers in the swirling undertow. She tried to scream, but it was muffled by the water.

You can come, too, then.

She shook her head furiously and twisted her arm, but the hand that held it might have been made of steel or stone.

“No,” she burbled. “No.”

It was not Bernice. It couldn’t be.

What felt like seaweed looped around her legs, constricting and binding her as she fought. She needed air. The hand released her and she tried to swim, knowing the surf was only a few feet deep, but not knowing which way was up. The weeds grew tighter, pulling her in all directions at once, rubbing her skin raw and squeezing all the air out of everything.

Stars fizzed across her sight and she felt so light, she was sure she must be floating. She nodded her head, trying to clear it, and opened her eyes again—not feeling the burn of the salt so much as tasting it with her whole body.

The eyes were still there, evil underwater. Her fear was the only thing keeping her conscious, but even that hold was slipping.

The eyes peered closer, zooming up to her face.

“No,” she mouthed, waving the creature away. She squinted over her arm and pulled her legs up to a fetal position. “Stay away. . . .”

Never.

The world was going dark. Nia wondered where Bernice was.

Come join her. I can take you both. I will make you strong beyond belief.

She shook her head. No.

She tried to push the eyes away, and the feeling of lightness passed, and she was sinking.

The last she remembered, the eyes were retreating. They looked angry, and Nia wondered why. She felt so heavy. She settled to the ocean floor and thought disconnectedly about how this must be what it felt like to die.

“But who are you?” she asked the eyes before they vanished.

I’m Arahab.
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