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'No matter what happens, or how bad it seems today, life does go on, and it will be better tomorrow.'

(Maja Angelou, 1928-2014)

‘Ik wil alleen zijn met de golven, ik wil alleen zijn met de lucht.

Ik wil luisteren naar mijn adem, ik wil luisteren naar mijn zucht. Ik wil luisteren naar mijn zwijgen en daarna zal ik verder gaan. En de zee, ik weet het zeker, zal mijn zwijgen wel verstaan.’

Translation:

‘I want to be alone with the waves, I want to be alone with the sky.

I want to listen to my breath, I want to listen to my sigh. I want to listen to my silence and then I will move on. And the sea, I am sure, will understand my silence.' (sung by Izaline Calister in 2021, written by Toon Hermans)

‘Draag vlammetjes in je ogen als je geliefden binnenkomen. Straal naar kinderen zodat ze weten dat ze de moeite waard zijn. Laat in je gezicht zien wat je hart voelt.’

Translation:

'Wear flames in your eyes when your loved ones enter a room. Radiate to children so they know they are worthwhile. Let your face show what your heart feels.’ (Babs Gons)

'There is more education these days, but less wisdom.’ (Vivian Gertrude Tevreden, 1908-2005)
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This story is true and yet made up. Truth, Memory, Passion, Fantasy and Inspiration all helped me.
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Prologue

Her rocking chair is close to the window. Pieces of dress wriggle through the wicker seat. With a Bible in her lap, she looks out through the half-open shutters. There is the gentle rustling of the wind. Slowly the sound of crickets swells. The evening light turns shades of pink, red and orange. At the bakery across the street, cars drive in and out. In the large parking lot, drivers get out to buy bread for dinner. The smell of fresh bread mixes with the smell of the dust that hasn’t settled, because it hasn’t rained for ages.

She dabbled and ran all day. The house is cleaned and she cooked for whoever came by. Just the other day there were people at the gate. People from the neighborhood, her friends, friends of her daughter and the boy who comes to clean the car. She then makes small talk and offers them a plate of food. What’s left over, she gives to the dog. Rice with roasted chicken, fish, potatoes and beans. He gobbles it all up.

There’s also a little pig walking in her yard. It’s rooting around in the mud. Now towards the evening the animal has been put in its coop. Chickens and a turkey still scramble around a bit.

Just before going inside, she inspects her roses. In her garden they’re colored deep dark red, pale soft pink and a shade of yellow that almost seems like gold. She’s provided tea for the bougainvillea and the oleanders, the stamens tumbling out. 'A little cold tea will do you good,' she murmurs encouragingly.

Now she rocks a little. From her pocket she takes a feather, rubs her thumbs with it and then clamps it between her hands that she folds on the Bible. Thus she sits in silence. Mosquitoes buzz and the dog barks from his dog house. Then there is a honk in front of the gate. She looks through the shutters and shouts ‘Coming!' Quickly she stuffs the feather back into her pocket, then rises from her chair groaning. She places the Bible on the cabinet. It stands against the wall, halfway up the living room.
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Part 1 - Anguilla


Margreth
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This baby feels really different. Present when I sit. Then she waves through my belly. She’s quiet when I'm busy. What do I say, she? Yes, I believe I just said that. It’s a girl, I think. I feel she’s so different from the boys. You can come, dear. I’ll be there for you.

Ouch! Not so fast. Are you in a hurry? Take it easy. Ouch! Where does the sudden rush come from?

On February 8, 1908, she was born in Anguilla, a small island near Saint Martin. Grandpa Joan registers her at the civil registry as Vivian Gertrude Phillips. When her mother Margreth nourishes her, she’s her gray-blue eyes opened and looks around. She also peers at the clouds above her as she sits tied to her mother's back. Soon she’s following birds with her eyes 'Caracara, humbid.' 'Yes dear you are right,' says her mother, 'the Caracara flies high in the sky. And the hu-mming- birrrd close to the flower.’ Vivian tastes the words in her mouth and shouts until she’s almost hoarse: ‘Caracara, humminngggbirrrd.’

When she is about seven years old, she follows her two big brothers: George, aged thirteen, tall and slender, a shimmering mustache on his upper lip; and Boy, just turned eleven, hands in his pockets, kicking everything in front of him. With five-year-old John and two-year-old Paul, she likes to play outside in the big garden of the farm where she grows up. John resembles George, slender with reddish hair, Paul hanging onto his sister, whom he often chases around the garden with a full diaper. Together they live on the farm of Grandpa Joan who is the head of the family. A farm where neighbors and family visit regularly.

Sometimes she leaves the garden with her brothers. She walks with them and talks to the animals, to the birds she recognizes. She chases iguanas or lizards. They creep out of the sun under a bush. She climbs trees and jumps over potholes. She splashes along in the water that flows alongside the farm after it rained heavily.

Climbing trees is something she enjoys doing. She puts her remarkably large feet against the trunk and deftly pulls herself through branches and the trunk till high into the tree. This way she’s a nice overview of the island where she grows up.

'Viv, come out of that tree!’ Margreth shouts. 'We need vegetables cut and you would pick tomatoes, remember?’

Vivian stays where she is sitting because she sees an anolis. The salamander sits with its sticky feet on a branch. The little animal is almost as gray as the branch. ‘Are you looking for a girl again, with your bright orange little throat?’ Vivian giggles. Then she climbs down from the tree, sliding the last bit along the trunk.

She runs to the tomato plants. Some tomatoes are still green, but there’re also a few hefty red ones among them. She plucks them carefully and puts them in the pocket of her dress. She pulls out an onion, shakes most of the dirt off the roots and stuffs the onion, roots and all into her other pocket. She quickly walks over to the celery plant and tears off some leaves.

She hops, almost runs, to the kitchen. Margreth stands in the doorway to the kitchen. A frown on her face, her hands at her sides. 'What took you so long? I always have to wait for you.'

Vivian doesn’t answer, but presses herself against her mother. ‘I picked tomatoes and onions and some celery leaves. ’She sniffs the scent from Margreth's dress. ‘You smell like food mommy. I smell onions and garlic.'

Vivian walks into the kitchen and says ‘Look, Mom, these tomatoes are nice and ripe.’ She picks up a tomato and holds it up to her nose. She closes her eyes and sniffs. ‘You should smell, Mom. I smell the sun and some salt, and tomatoes of course.'

'Yes, yes, just get that thing away from your nose Viv or else it will be all snotty.’

'But it smells really good Mom and by the way, you should have a look at Aunt Mildred a bit, she's not doing well.’

'Do not always meddle, Viv. I've said that before. Auntie Mildred is just old. So now get to work, you. And be careful while cutting the tomatoes,' her mother says.

'But Mama, Aunt Mildred -'

'Stop getting so involved in everything. Like I said: Get to work!’

Vivian shrugs and turns to the kitchen counter.

Margreth walks toward the living room with a cup of tea. She walks up the steps and opens the door. ‘Good morning Grandpa Joan, good morning Lilian,’ she says and closes the door behind her. Just then, Aunt Mildred shuffles into the kitchen from the hallway to the bedrooms. Today she’s dragging one leg and her mouth is hanging crooked. Vivian takes a peek at the little brand on her ankle. She puts the tomato back in the bowl and walks over to Aunt Mildred and grabs her hand. She helps her from the kitchen to a bench just around the door of the kitchen in the shade of the tamarind tree.

Aunt Mildred has curly white hair at her temples. She’s a few black strands left on her head. The rest is gray. Her shoulders are narrow and bony and her dress hangs down around her skinny body. ‘Sit back, Auntie.' Patiently Vivian supports her as she sits down. 'Are you comfortable like this?' Aunt Mildred wants to say something but she can’t. Vivian strokes her cheek and puts her hand on her arm for a moment. 'I will get you a glass of water.' Aunt Mildred puts her hand over Vivian's and shows a crooked smile.

Vivian walks back into the kitchen, grabs a glass from the cabinet and sets it on the table that is in the middle of the kitchen. The pitcher with water is there too. She can’t quite reach it, so she climbs onto the stool by the table.

Margreth opens the living room door and asks, puzzled ‘What are you doing, Viv? You were supposed to cut the tomatoes. I will bring that glass.’ Margreth runs down the living room steps and walks out with the glass, water gulping over the edge. A moment later she calls out 'Mildred has gone.' Then louder: 'Mildred has gone!'

Lilian comes whimpering out of the living room as she looks at her daughter calling out: ‘Elfrida, get a sheet from the bedroom!’

Elfrida comes running from the bedroom hallway, with a sheet behind her. ‘What’s the matter, Mom?’ she shouts and storms out through the kitchen door.

Vivian puts down her knife and asks around the corner ‘Can I help?’

Margreth grabs the sheet from Elfrida and slides it around Aunt Mildred, Lilian helping 'Viv, Elfrida, you lift with me girls, we’ll take Aunt Mildred to her bedroom. One, two, there we go,' Margreth exhorts.

Carefully they shuffle through the kitchen door into the kitchen. Past the kitchen sink into the hallway to the bedrooms.

'I can’t keep it upright mom,' Vivian squeaks as she walks down the narrow corridor.

'Just hold on, for Aunt Mildred,' Margreth says and she starts singing: 'Hallelujah, hallujah!'

Lilian starts two-voiced ‘Hallelujah.’ Singing like this, they turn into Aunt Mildred's bedroom and carefully lay her on her bed.

‘Wow, that was heavy!’ Vivian sighs and wipes her hands on her dress.

Margreth fixes Aunt Mildred’s hair and says 'What a hard and difficult life you had, dear. What a clever, loving woman you were.'

'Never married, but with all those men in her pocket,' Lilian says chuckling. Margreth laughs along saying ‘Let us not forget how sweet she treated all our children and was always busy helping on our farm. And back in the day she was the financial help to Joan and his father too.’ Lilian nods agreeingly.

Vivian stands next to her mother and pulls on her arm 'Mama, Aunt Mildred is still outside.' 'Not now, Viv,' her mother says and folds Aunt Mildred hands on her stomach.

Vivian shrugs and walks back down the hallway to the kitchen, out through the kitchen door toward the tamarind tree. With its robust trunk and widespread branches, the tree stands tall in the middle of the garden. Vivian drops to her knees, searching for twigs, pebbles and bits of grass. Everything she finds, she puts together.

Then she slides pebbles back and forth and drapes the grass and twigs around them. 'This is your hair and here are your eyes. I knew you would stop being here, Aunt Mildred,' she murmurs to herself.

A while later, Margreth steps out the door. It’s getting dark by now. The sky is getting darl and mosquitoes are buzzing in the twilight. ‘Vivian, where are you?’

'Here mama, by the tamarind tree.'

'What are you making, Viv?’ Margreth asks as she approaches. 'I’m waiting for Aunt Mildred to leave.'

'But she’s no longer there, Vivian. Her body is in the room, but her spirit is gone.'
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She’s still here though, Mom. Look, there she goes.' Margreth her dress blows up with a gust of wind. ‘You even get goose bumps, mama. But look, there she is.' Vivian points up and the leaves of the tamarind tree rustle. Vivian stands up and waves 'Bye Auntie Mildred, bye! Look Mom, the lizards are sad too.' She picks up a lizard by its tummy. The creature flounces a little with its claws.

Vivian turns it over and giggles. ‘What a nice tummy you have, with those ridges, it tickles there.’ She holds the creature in front of her mother and points to its white-rimmed eyes. 'Look mommy, he looks a little sad too.'

'Put that animal on the ground and come inside with me,' Margreth says. 'Then you can come and say goodbye to Aunt Mildred.'

Vivian walks with her to the room where Aunt Mildred is lying on the bed. She sees other aunts and uncles and her Grandpa Joan standing around the bed. She also sees her two oldest brothers George and Boy. They’re singing along with the elderly people. Their humming voices harmonize with those of the men. Lilian sits with Elfrida on her lap and sings along with the high female voices, floating through the room. There are candles lit. Flowers are put around the bed. Aunt Mildred is lying on a white sheet. She’s wearing a light purple dress and her hair is combed back. Her feet are rubbed with soft coconut oil and her toenails are trimmed short. Vivian sees the small burned stamp on her ankle again.

Vivian walks up to Aunt Mildred. By her ear she whispers ‘For a long time I’ve known that you are no longer here. I just saw you flying outside, among the trees, free in the air. Much nicer than lying here on this bed.' Vivian giggles.

'That is enough,' whispers her mother, who walks up behind her. She bends toward Vivian so that no one else hears what she says: 'Now it’s not the right time to make your jokes. Just join the rituals like everyone else. That is the way we should act in this moment.'

Vivian looks around. Other people from the neighborhood and from their church enter the room and sing along. They look serious and sad. Some women cry with great exasperation and slap themselves on the shoulders with a cloth. She turns back to her mother and says: ‘Mommy, don’t worry about me so much. I can see your thoughts. ’Vivian strokes her hand across her mother her forehead. ‘I’m going to find John and Paul,' she says and hops away, looking for her little brothers.
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I’ll miss Mildred. Her quiet strength. Her straight back. Her gaze with which she supported me so many times. It’s a good thing that she’s allowed to rest now. Her life was finished, her body too fragile. She did well and she did enough. May she be happily reunited with Mallie, her beloved friend. And my daughter? I just want her to fit in. I want her to help me when I ask her to. To go along with the others and stops changing plans all the time.

A bit more than a week after Aunt Mildred was buried, Vivian sits on the sidewalk in front of the house, enjoying the sun on her face. She takes large bites from a piece of watermelon given to her by her mother. Pink juice flows down the corners of her mouth and with a big sigh she spits the seeds far away by making a groove in her tongue. A moment later they end up in the sand. 'Come on then,' she says to a bananaquit.

Vivian puts a small piece of watermelon on her hand and thrusts it toward the little bird. With its yellow belly and black plumage, it hops back and forth a bit at first. Finally it jumps on her index finger and sips the fruit.

Then her brothers come by. George looks around with his eyes squeezed together. ‘Come on everybody, hurry up,’ he calls back to his brothers. Boy trudges after him and startles a lizard by stomping his foot right next to it. John catches up next to George. Walking side by side it’s clear how much they look alike. Paul has his thumb in his mouth and comes to sit next to Vivian. ‘Hey, Paulie, are you fit enough to come along yet?’ Vivian asks.

Paul looks at her with watery eyes, under his nose are snot crusts. 'Yes, I’m fine. Are you coming too?’ he says hoarsely.

Right at that moment, George says ‘You come along too, Viv. Go wash your hands and come back as soon as possible.’

Vivian jumps up and swings the peel of the watermelon into the garden. ‘Yes, joy, I will join you!’ She runs around the house, storms into the kitchen and washes her hands in the bowl of water at the kitchen sink. 'Mom, I’m joining the boys,' she says over her shoulder.

'Bring some berries and some herbs. You know where to find them. And you know how to see if they’re poisonous or not,' Margreth says, while cutting tomatoes.

'Yes, Mom, I’ll be fine.'

'And listen carefully to George, no jokes, no crazy behavior, you hear me?'

Vivian wipes her hands on a cloth and gives Margreth a hug. ‘Yes, Mom, I’ll behave. See you later.’ She then runs out of the kitchen, around the house and comes to stand in front of George panting 'Ai, ai, captain, I am ready.'

Shaking his head George looks at her and turns around. 'Come on, guys, let us go. Viv, you have to walk in between.' George opens the gate and the five of them walk down the path.
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There they go. As long as they do not come back arguing. I really hope my daughter stays quiet and doesn’t start arguing because she thinks she knows better.

I’m going to do the last load of the laundry. Shirts and dresses need to be ironed. A part from the vegetables that must be cut. I still have to put the chicken wings on the stove. Then I’ll make a cup of tea for Grandpa Joan and bring him a steaming cup with a big slice of cake.

Soon Vivian shoots among the bushes and finds a dead, stiffened rat there, which she swings by its tail in front of her youngest brother Paul.

'Viv stop, do not frighten me,' he whimpers softly. The little hairs in his neck stand upright and with his hand he fends off the rat.

'Don’t run to tell George now,' Vivian laughs. 'Don’t start to scream loudly either, because you know what Boy and John will do.' Vivian imitates Boy 'Don’t yell like a girl, don’t act like one either.' Rapidly she switches to John’s voice: 'Get a little stronger, do not act so weak. Soon you will be bitten by a snake because you stand there startled. It will bite your leg off and before you know your leg will swell and eventually explode. Then you live on with only one leg.’

Paul’s eyes get big and he looks at his sister afraid. 'Don’t scare me, Viv.'

'I don’t scare you, Paulie, I’m just teaching you to get a little stronger. Just look at that rat. It is only small, it would be much more afraid of you than you’d be of it.' She holds the rat in front of Paul’s face. It’s gray- black, has dark beady eyes and it has a bit of an odd smell. 'You really don’t have to be scared of it, see?' Paul nods.

Vivian swings the animal by its tail back into the bushes, pulls Paul toward her and wraps an arm around his shoulders. She ruffles his hair for a moment. 'Come on, Paulie, don’t be so glum, it’s nice out. We’re going to the woods.' Paul smiles faintly. 'Don’t worry about your older brothers, Paulie,' Vivian laughs. Paul frowns and looks at his sister questioningly. 'I know you, my sweet little brother,' she then says.

They walk until they reach the village. Vivian sneaks behind a wall and suddenly jumps out where some older girls stand talking. They are startled, laughing and simultaneously shouting in high-pitched voices ‘Ah, Viv, stop it!’ Then the girls see George and Boy. They blush and whisper for a moment with their heads close together. As if they’d agreed, they turn back toward the boys, causing their skirts to fan around them like a hoop. ‘Where are you going?’ they ask in chorus.

George remains standing and says ‘Just emptying some rabbit traps and catching some fish. And our mother asked Vivian to look for herbs and edible berries. It rained last night, so there’s a big chance that fish are swimming close to the surface and therefore the berries will also be full of juice.'

The girls give timid smiles. George stands with a calm confidence, his long legs crossed and asks them what they are doing this Saturday. He listens, nodding to their answers and asks some more questions.

Vivian watches from a distance. 'Will one of you marry my brother?’, she says out of the blue. 'He is just as tall as my Grandpa Joan and he also looks like him with his ginger curly hair. That’s why he’ll soon be the head of our family farm.'

George turns around swiftly. The girls laugh. 'Did you’ve permission to speak? Just keep your mouth shut,' he barks. He turns back to the girls and says 'Don’t mind my sister, she always has such strange comments. And by the way, we’ve to go now, have a nice Saturday.'

George gives a brief nod to the girls. They giggle with their hand in front of their mouths. He turns and calls out ‘Come on everybody, we are going to move on, or we won’t be home before dark. He walks over to Vivian and harshly grabs her by her arm and pushes her behind Boy and in front of John. ‘You should walk here.'

'Ouch, why are you hurting me?,' Vivian grumbles. Almost inaudibly, she adds ‘You could just say it nicely, you know.’

'You should just act normal, like a girl,' George hisses.

They walk on in silence until they reach the edge of the forest. For a moment they stand still. Vivian looks at her brothers. George stays silent and looks around, first toward the path straight ahead and then to the path on the right toward the sea. Boy sighs and John looks at his eldest brother in awe. Paul yawns and picks at a scab under his nose. Vivian taps his finger ‘Don’t always pick your nose like that,’ she whispers.

Then she looks at George again. 'Are you thinking about what’s the best way to go, George? I just saw a bunny running. Did you see it too? That means it’s lost its mother, who must be in a trap nearby.

Normally those little ones don’t come out of their burrows looking for food. I saw it on the right. I’d take the path to the right. Then we can get the mother out of the trap and she’ll still be fresh. It’s already pretty hot, if we leave that rabbit lying around with all the blood still in its body it will get stiff and soon it will not be edible anymore.'

She looks at her brother George. He’s now reddened and his jaw is tight. Boy and John look away.

Paul grabs Vivians hand. She continues 'You have to decide for yourself, I just want to help. You do know that leaving a dead animal for a long time -'

She can’t finish her sentence, because George spits ‘I didn’t ask you anything at all. I’m responsible. Later on I’ll tell Grandpa Joan how we managed. I decide who is allowed to say something about where go or what we do. Grandpa Joan will be proud of me and not of you!’ George pricks his finger toward Vivian 'You’re just a girl. Just walk quietly, don’t run, don’t hop, don’t think and don’t talk. Just do what you’re told.'

George’s hair is stuck to his forehead and spit flies out of his mouth with every word. 'And for the umpteenth time walk between us, where you belong. Don’t keep looking in the bushes.' Furiously he turns and stomps along further into the woods. 'Move on everyone!'

All the boys walk behind him, Vivian between them. They stay silent. The wind blows through the leaves of the trees, an occasional lizard scurries across the path and in the distance they hear the sea. After a while, Vivian dives back into the bushes. With her head full of leaves, she says 'Look what a cute little beetle. I saw it glistening in the bushes. See that little shield shining bluish-black?’ she says with John nearby.

'Tss,' John says and walks past her.

Paul approaches and holds his finger to his sister’s finger. The beetle runs over. Then Paul walks quickly to George saying ‘Look, George, how beautiful.’

George hums ‘Yeah, nice.’ Meanwhile, he beams briskly. The rest can barely keep up with him. Vivian looks up and sees green parakeets screeching through the sky. High over flies a raptor. ‘What is its name again, George?’ she asks as she points up. She gets no answer and sees that she’s fallen behind a little. 'Might as well search for herbs and berries here,' she says to herself and walks into the bushes. Soon she spots an oregano plant. The plant is quite large. She gets down on her knees and with her hands she carefully digs away some of the dirt around the plant. The rain has made the soil a little more pliable. Slowly prying, she manages to pull the plant out of the ground without tearing up all the roots. She shakes the plant and puts it, roots and leftover sand, into the pocket of her apron. The branches dangle outward.

Quickly she runs back to the path and sees her brothers standing still in the distance with their backs to her side. She pulls a sprint while speaking encouragingly to the plant ‘I will be careful. I’m going to take you home. You’ll get a new place in my mother her garden. There you’ll grow nicely. In the meantime, we’ll pick leaves to make a nice oregano tea.' As she runs, the leaves of the plant sway with her. She caresses them and feels how stiff and yet soft they are. She scrapes along the ridges on the leaves of the plant and feels the oil run under her nail.

Panting and with a big grin, she comes to a halt near her brothers. Paul turns around and raises his eyebrows. There are mud stains on her knees. Her hair is tangled. When Paul wants to say something, Vivian quickly puts one hand on his mouth and puts the finger of her other hand to her lips as a sign for him to be quiet.

Paul takes a deep breath and presses himself against his big sister. 'You smell like oregano,' he softly says and continues. ‘You are so sweet, my big sister.’

Vivian pulls him further against her and says ‘I love you too. You know that.’

'Everybody, look here. I see traces of animals on the ground and several small trees have their bark off,' George says. He points to the branches on the ground and to the trees. 'That means that a large animal walked by with its body pulling branches from the trees and scuffed along them. Then he points to the droppings. 'What kind of animal do you think it is, Boy?'

Boy shrugs his shoulders and looks bored the other way. 'I don’t know, let’s just keep walking.'

'I think a male goat with big horns,' John says. He comes to stand closer. George nods. ‘You get it.’ He pats his little brother on his shoulder.

‘Do you think it’s a goat, too, Viv?’, asks Paul.

George’s face changes from light to dark. ‘I just said John is right, didn’t I?,’ George snarls. He looks angrily from Paul to Vivian. Vivian looks ahead without acknowledging anyone. Paul nods and kicks some rocks. 'Well in my opinion, you don’t have to ask Vivian,' George grumbles.

Then he continues walking and bends right into a narrower path. With a detour, they reach the path toward the sea and soon find the trapped rabbit. It’s still trampling a bit with its hind legs, while its neck is skewed in the trap.

'I can’t look, it’s still alive, I feel so sorry and worried,' Paul says in a soft voice. 'You’re not a girl,' Boy and John say in chorus.

'No time to waste. Boy, you kill this rabbit this time, you’ve to learn that too,' George decides. 'What do you mean? I don’t have a knife with me,' Boy says.

'How many times do I have to tell you,' George bitches. 'When we’re going to the woods always take your knife with you.’

Before anyone can say anything else, Vivian falls to her knees on the ground by the trap with the rabbit. She grabs the critter in the skin of its neck and releases the clamp. Once freed, she pulls it into her lap. The beast is panting, its heartbeat visible and its whole body keeps shuddering. With slow regular strokes she strokes it with her one hand between its ears and across its back. The animal its breath slowly calms down and the shuddering stops. Then she carefully puts her thumb near its neck, just at the back of the upper cervical vertebra. Her index and middle fingers she puts near the larynx at the front. With a jerk she pulls the head away. The animal immediately stops breathing. From the pocket of her dress she grabs a package in a brown cloth. She unwraps the cloth and out comes a knife. She makes a cut at the creature its neck.

By the legs, she holds the animal upside down so the blood runs out. ‘Thank you for becoming our meal,’ she says. Then she ties the hind legs together with some tough grass. She hands the beast over to George.

George does not really look at her, but says ‘Off to the sea everybody, to hopefully catch some fish. Vivian, you look for berries around here.' Between his teeth he hisses: ‘When we get home, you can explain to me how you got that knife.’

When they reach the sea, Vivian begins to knead bait on a hook. She mixed worms with stale bread from this morning and turns the substance into small balls. She throws a few of the balls into the sea. A large school of red snappers immediately approach. At that moment Vivian throws the fishing line into the water and almost immediately pulls up a snapper. She removes the hook from the cheek. Gasping for breath the fish lies on the sand. Its tail flaps up and down. Then she grabs a rock and hits the animal just on top of its gills. It immediately stops gasping and flapping. On the underside of the belly, she unzips the animal with her knife. She takes out the intestines and throws them back into the water. The water immediately is filled with fish. ‘Get them!’ she shouts to her brothers. The fish she cleaned herself she hands over to George.

He looks at her sullenly and then looks at his brothers. ‘Come on guys, get into the water!’

Vivian watches her brothers step into the shallow water and poke around with their sticks. The water turns red, but they do not pull up any fish. 'If you guys calm-' She cannot finish her sentence, because she gets hit in the head.

‘Stop that,' George says. 'Hurry up, go find herbs and berries, that’s why you came along.' He pushes her toward the forest.

‘Ouch, what’s with the slap?’ Vivian asks distressed. Struggling to stop her tears, she sees from the corner of her eye that her brothers haven’t yet caught a single fish.

'Now get going,' George snarls.

Vivian turns around and walks toward the bushes farther away to look for edible plants. Soon she sees some berries hanging and finds a laurel plant. Under a large tree, walnuts lie on the ground. She plucks some leaves from the laurel and picks up walnuts which she puts in the pocket of her apron. The berries that are ripe, she carefully places on top.

'We are walking back home,' she hears George say. He comes walking in her direction, carrying only the fish she caught and the rabbit. She looks at George, but without saying anything, he looks back with a cold and dark look in his eyes. His neck is tense. Once near her, he walks close by her and says audibly only to her ‘Not a word to Grandpa Joan that only you caught the fish and the rabbit.’
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Exactly what I expected. George looks angry. My other children look like meek sheep. Except for my daughter. She’s hopping and continues commenting cheerfully on things. And George doesn’t like that at all.

I hope Grandpa Joan puts them to order. All the boys and my daughter. After all Grandpa Joan is the man in the house. Apart from my Alfred. But I don’t know where he is. Nobody knows.

When the children reach home, Margreth’s stirring in a pan of soup. ‘Any luck?’ she asks as George, Boy and John enter the kitchen.

'Yes, lots of luck! Just look,’ Vivian exclaims, as she wriggles past John through the door. She holds up the branches of the oregano plant.

'Be quiet!’ George barks, and immediately grumbles after it ‘Stand in line you all. You too, Paul.’ Paul squeezes into Margreth’s dress.

‘You’ve to go too, my sweet boy,' Margreth says. 'Grandpa Joan is waiting for you.'

George walks with great strides toward the small staircase to the living room and knocks on the door. ‘Come in,’ Grandpa Joan’s voice sounds. George slides the door open and walks in. His brothers and Vivian follow behind him, toward the rocking chair that stands by the window. Grandpa Joan quietly rocks up and down. A little breeze makes the curtains bulge to then sink back against the window. 'Stand side by side so I can see you all clearly. Boys, hands behind your backs, Vivian your hands neatly folded in front of you, the way I like it,' Grandpa Joan says once the children are in front of him.

George steps forward and holds up the rabbit and fish so Grandpa Joan can see them.

‘Did you give everyone proper responsibility, my boy?’ Grandpa Joan asks.

'Yes, Grandpa. I explained a lot and I decided who had to do what. Boy and John cleaned the animals. Vivian searched for berries and found an oregano plant and Paul helped her with that.'

'Well done George, you’ve given everyone a task,’ Grandpa Joan says. He looks at the children one by one. Almost invisibly Vivian shakes her head. Then she looks sideways and up. ‘Vivian, what are you looking up at?’ Grandpa Joan asks.

Vivian looks at Grandpa Joan. At first she says nothing. When it remains silent, she suddenly says ‘Look, Grandpa Joan.’ She takes a step forward, carefully removes the berries from her apron and holds up the oregano branches. 'I suddenly found this one. It can go in our garden. There it can continue to grow and we can drink nice tea from it. That’s good for your and Mom’s bones. And I found walnuts on the ground near the big tree. You know, the one near the sea. And a little further on there were new leaves on the laurel tree. So I took some leaves with me.’ Vivian talks faster and faster, grinning from ear to ear.

With a bitter face George stands between Vivian and Grandpa Joan. His eyes are squeezed together and sweat is on his upper lip. He puts his right hand on Vivian’s shoulder and squeezes.

'Ouch,' squeaks Vivian.

'Quiet!’, hisses George between his lips, pushes her back to where she stood before and says aloud for all to hear ‘You’re supposed to stay in your place, especially as a girl. I don’t want to hear any ideas from you unless I ask you to or Grandpa Joan asks you to.' Then he turns to Grandpa Joan and says ‘I don’t think Vivian can come along anymore, she’s a girl and yet she acts as if she’s the boss. That doesn’t fit when you go into the woods with your brothers. In my opinion that just never fits a girl.'

Grandpa Joan sighs and says softly ‘I hear you. But at the moment, I still decide.' Then he continues 'Well everybody, bring all you brought in into the kitchen, so we can cook. Vivian, you can join them. I’m going to take a nap.'

George nods and walks toward the door. Casually Vivian says ‘By the way, that knife from Great Grandma Mallie, you gave it to me, didn’t you, Grandpa Joan?’ With a jerk, George turns back. Grandpa Joan looks at George and then looks at the other children. With bated breath they stand still. Vivian sees Grandpa Joan giving her a small nod. George’s face shifts from light to dark, but he keeps his lips tightly clamped together. The other boys don’t say anything either. Then Grandpa Joan says ‘So, everyone, make sure you all wash up. We’ll meet at dinner and Vivian, see if you can help your mother in the kitchen.'

Grandpa Joan rocks a little in his chair and closes his eyes. With great strides George walks out of the living room, down the stairs toward the kitchen. ‘Come on everyone,’ he calls over his shoulder. All the children rush after him. Throwing the fish and rabbit on the table in the kitchen, George then runs off into the garden. John immediately runs after him, while Boy walks down the corridor toward the bedrooms. Vivian comes down the steps with Paul on her hip.

‘Why so rude?’ Margreth shouts to George and John. She puts down the knife she was using to cut onions and grabs a bowl from the cabinet. Scraping with her knife, she removes the scales from the fish, checks that all the insides have been removed and places the fish in the bowl. She hangs the rabbit by one leg on the hook under a board and with a sharp knife she cuts the creature out of its skin. She puts a bowl under it so the last of the blood can drain out. 'The rest will come later,' she murmurs.

‘What can I do, Mom?’ asks Vivian. She puts Paul on the ground who starts to lean against her leg with his thumb in his mouth.

'I don’t know yet,' Margreth replies. 'The soup is ready for noon, the fish and rabbit need a rest. Please bring a glass of water to Grandpa Joan.'

With her two hands, Vivian clasps a glass full of water and brings it to Grandpa Joan in the living room. 'Have you looked outside yet, Grandpa Joan? Great Grandma Mallie is back on her branch,' she says plumply and moves the curtain aside. She points toward the tamarind tree. 'Look, there she sits with her long black hair. A braid on her back. What a pretty strap she has around her ankle. See that? I like those feathers and those little shells on it so much.' It’s like she’s not said it yet before or she hops out of the room, down the steps toward the kitchen.

Margreth stands at the kitchen counter chopping up the rabbit. 'Paul is outside,' she says toward Vivian. Vivian walks over to her mother and gives her a hug.

‘Then I’m going outside, too.’ She lets go of her mother and hops toward the kitchen door. Heading toward the living room ‘See you later, Grandpa!’, she calls out.
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There she goes. Hopping and running. Keeping an eye on her youngest brother. He can’t stop looking at what his big sister keeps doing. I hope he doesn’t get sick again, or maybe infect her. I don’t want another child sick either! I’ve a lot to do as it is.

Joan empties the glass in one gulp. 'Ah, I was really thirsty,' he says to himself. He gets up and stands at the window with his hands in his pockets. ‘I really wonder what that granddaughter of mine sees. I don’t see my mother Mallie sitting in the tree. What should I do with her, always being a little bossy?’ he mutters. Then he sighs again. Carefully he walks down the steps to the kitchen. He holds tightly to the sides. His knees creak.

Once he has both feet on the ground, he walks to the table in the kitchen and pours himself a second glass of water from the carafe.

Leaning against a chair placed near the table, he looks outside. Through the closed kitchen window, he sees George’s crown rising above the windowsill. He hears him talking to someone, but Joan can’t hear with whom. The door is mostly closed, to keep birds and mosquitoes out. A moment later he sees John standing up, just rising above the windowsill and walking toward the tamarind tree. At the tree, Vivian stands explaining something to Paul. She points to grooves on the trunk, climbs up small bits and pieces, and then comes back to Paul. She gives him a hand to climb the tree. When he gets a little higher, she pushes him further up with her shoulders, then with her hands, until she can no longer reach it. She takes a step away from the tree, but keeps looking up. ‘Grab that branch boy, or you will fall right down,' Joan says to himself. He has not said it yet and he sees Paul falling back to the ground. Vivian walks over to him and brushes the dirt off him. John stands by, laughing. 'Mildred thought she looked amazingly like my mother,' Joan murmurs. He sniffs for a moment at the small bag of cinnamon hanging by the door. Mildred hung it there long time ago and told him it was from his mother Mallie. Joan closes his eyes and sniffs. 'This is what I remember about you, my dear mother,' he whispers softly. 'This sweet smell and your soft skin.'




Mildred, Mallie, Lily



'Your mama Mallie watches over you. And you should know that your father George was a buccaneer,' Mildred tells him one afternoon. They’ve just eaten dinner. George is taking an afternoon nap. Joan can’t catch sleep and is up again. He walks to the kitchen, grabs a glass of water and walks out through the kitchen door. 'Come, come, sit, sit,' says Mildred, who’s sitting on the bench, next to the door. In coarse curls her hair waves over her shoulders as she is wears a pale yellow dress. She smokes a cigar, blowing out with small puffs. Gray, round circles cloud above her.



‘What is a buccaneer, Aunt Mildred?’ asks Joan. His bass voice skips tones several times. After his question he sits down next to Mildred. They sit side by side in silence. Heat shimmers above the dark roof of the barn. In the tree, an iguana shuffles up along the trunk.



'A buccaneer is someone who sails a ship around here, trading, sometimes above or sometimes under the table, if you know what I mean,' Mildred chuckles.



‘Some kind of pirate?’, Joan asks ponderingly.



'Don’t let your father hear that word! Pirating wasn’t allowed to see the light of day, we didn’t talk about that. There was proper dealing, that’s when we all called him Captain,' Mildred says.



Joan is silent for a moment and then asks: 'Do you know how my father met my mother as a captain, Aunt Mildred? Or wasn’t that in daylight and was he a buccaneer when he met her?’ Joan laughs at his own joke.
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