
ch a p t e r  s e v e n

They were saying it was the ghost of Althea, a post-tropical system 
that just a few days ago had the bones of a hurricane, and now it was 

racing up the coast, converging with polar air, swelling with Atlantic wind, 
a massive Nor’easter, they called it, soon to suffocate the entire northeast 
for the indefinite future, halting commerce, grounding flights, shuttering 
government, all the schools, freezing the November homeless. 

It started just after dark. We were being buried by the hour, inch by 
inch, through the long night. The snowfall morphed parked cars, bushes, 
and hedges into vast white hills, and looking at the floodlit belfry through 
my window, where earlier that week I had seen lingering passerines on the 
crucifix, the brightened snow was falling quickly, canted and hard, sharp 
as coins.

The school closings were announced that day, long before the snow had 
even arrived. Mass emails were sent around, copying everyone, speculating 
as to the duration of the closures. Since there had been due warning, the 
regional authorities had managed to amass a fleet of diesel trucks fitted 
with hydraulic plows and an arsenal of magnesium chloride to melt the ice. 
By midnight everything had been deployed; even my landscaping company 
had entered the fray; by early morning (or was it deep in the night) my 
driveway was being cleared, a narrow path being dug to the front door, 
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salted with pellets harvested from the Dead Sea, good for the environment, 
the invoice later said. But of that monumental blizzard that heaped almost 
two feet of snow on everything within fifty miles of Washington and kept 
schools closed for five days, my primary recollection is of the scraping 
sound of shovels outside at four in the morning, laborers chasing after the 
wind, as I, nesting in warm thread count, was in theoretical asleep. 

Sally did not hesitate to close the office for the next two days, and, given 
the news stories, I wasn’t going to argue with her. By the time the pack 
melted and the roads were passable again, it would be Monday. I used the 
second free day to take Colin to a Van Gogh exhibition. That I had become 
aware of this temporary installation was pure serendipity: while reading 
all the clips about me, I started to clean out my junk mail and saw a pro-
motional email from The Phillips Collection. Colin was still asleep. They 
had thirty-five Van Goghs on loan from the Musée d’Orsay, many of them 
landscapes from his time in the South of France. Monica had taken a class 
at The Phillips; I remembered that I was a repeat donor and it occurred 
they had probably been sending me emails like this for two years, inviting 
me to private viewings. 

I clicked the link and found that most of the prime visit times were 
already reserved but there was a slot early the next day. The roads might be 
icy, but I purchased the tickets. I looked outside. The backyard was a desert 
of white. I put on a pot of drip coffee, grabbed my copy of the collected 
works of Robert Frost, built a fire with birch wood and sat in the chair 
beside it, reading and trying to decode a few deceptive short poems, waiting 
for Colin to wake up so I could tell him about the outing. 

He reacted to the news with no particular astonishment and asked if 
we were also going to go somewhere together the following day. No, I said. 
There is school, probably, again, and daddy must go back to work. He 
sighed and cast his eyes towards the fire, but he brightened up a bit when I 
said we could go sledding. I had him in bed early that night, as our slot was 
at nine o’clock in the morning. 

Two days after the mega storm, the parkway was slushy in Virginia, but 
when we crossed Memorial Bridge and entered the city, the pavement was 
dry, the streets etched into tall snowbanks. Only a few stores looked open; 
the federal government was still closed; Washington felt mostly deserted, its 
inhabitants having retreated in sudden hibernation, though I knew that it 
was the migration of professionals from the suburbs, in and out of the city, 
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that filled the place with life force, a vaudeville rhythm to drown out the 
trace pulse of residents who dwelled in pockets throughout DC. Whenever 
it snowed badly the city felt drained out.

The exhibition would close the following week, and that fact must have 
been on the minds of everyone in the metropolitan area who had anything 
to do with the arts: the gallery lobby was full, a horde in wet boots, checking 
coats and taking brochures, talking hurriedly; it was a marked counterpoint 
to the chapel world outside. From the gray empty streets, how had this 
museum been filled with so many? They must have taken cabs, I thought, 
or were stranded at hotels, numbing out on a third day of sights. The room 
held a certain anticipatory energy; even Colin grew more alert. 

We checked our coats and an Indian woman took them and handed me 
a ticket, and I gave Colin a dollar to drop into the tip cup. I wondered if 
she had even been permitted to view the exhibit; when she said thank you I 
detected in her voice a note of that familiar assimilation, all the angularity 
of her accent burnished away. 

She smiled at me when I handed Colin the dollar and seemed to notice 
my skin tone. 

I unfolded the brochure, which told us to begin on the second floor, and 
Colin and I took the grand staircase, where a massive Alexander Calder 
mobile hung from the ceiling. Colin seemed amused by them and reached 
out to try and touch it before I moved him along wordlessly up the stairs 
into the exhibit room.

Even across the crowded room, I could feel the weather of the painting. 
The prevailing mood in any Van Gogh is of shadowy despair; it’s in all the 
twisted cypresses, the transfigured three-dimensional space, the menace 
of unseen winds, the dark stars; their negative space is somehow imbued 
with panic. This view, possibly, is at odds with the perspective of most, 
who would find affinity with the surface sheen of the works and look no 
farther than that to see into the soul of the painting. Gazing into gardens 
in Arles and cypress groves and beach houses perched atop cliffs, all ren-
dered in his unmistakable impasto brushstrokes, it was hard not to connect 
with the room’s energy, feel that you were in some transcendental accord 
with the historical past. This exhibition was called Van Gogh Repetitions, 
and by featuring several versions of the same painting—sometimes a sketch 
accompanying a full-blown painting—meant to show the evolution of some 
of his most famous works. I had not before considered him an artist capable 
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of such devotion. This is not to say Van Gogh was not a passionate artist, as 
he is well known for working with manic intensity, in rapid bursts, but this 
exhibition revealed that he also preplanned many of his paintings, search-
ing for the right alchemy of color.

There were clusters of people at each painting, everyone lingering to 
read the title plaques. I bowed to read something: the curators had bril-
liantly excerpted some of Van Gogh’s letters to his brother, Theo, the art 
dealer. 

We moved in and it occurred that Colin might try and reach out to feel 
the paint, which up close was as thick as icing. I whispered in his ear, and I 
read him the first sign, “there can be no blue without yellow…and orange.” 
It was curious phrasing, not to say that complimentary colors reach their 
vibrato when in each other’s presence, but to suggest that one does not fully 
exist without the other, vice versa. But in looking at the heightened drama, 
the contorted dimensions in the juxtaposition of reds/greens, purples/yel-
lows, blues/oranges, such as in Bedroom in Arles, 1889, it’s easy to under-
stand what he means: removing one strand of color would instantaneously 
deflate the intensity of the whole painting. 

I would rather die of passion than of boredom, read another sign beside 
Pine Trees at Sunset, all knotted oak and wind and fear. What do you think 
of these paintings, I asked Colin. This one looks creamy he said, and I was 
immediately relieved that, at least for now, he wasn’t seeing past the paint-
er’s technique; he was not feeling any of the root trauma in the work. 

“I like how he paints squiggly,” Colin said. We were standing before 
Garden of the Asylum.

The elegant older woman beside him was standing back, shaking her 
head with her hand on her chin. Colin rested his head on his chin, doing 
it all wrong. 

“Yeah,” I said, “it doesn’t have to be all smooth to be good.” 
We moved through the room in less than fifteen minutes, faster than 

I would have liked, so not wanting yet to leave, I took Colin downstairs 
to see the museum’s most famous masterpiece, Renoir’s Luncheon of the 
Boating Party, whose yellows are almost incandescent. I pointed out the 
most unique aspect of the painting, that no one’s gaze is met by another’s. 
It is a deceptive work of surface beauty concealing private, intimate long-
ings. We stood there for no longer than twenty seconds and Colin said he 
was hungry. 
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We passed under the Calder and exited. It was snowing outside again, 
coming down in mouth-sized flakes. We chased them with our tongues. 
There was a bakery across the street that looked open. When we walked 
inside it was empty and warm. We took off our coats and sat by the bay win-
dow looking out at the museum. I ordered us croissants and hot chocolates. 
We sat for a while, watching the snow fall; I was thinking about the fact that 
Van Gogh died without any fame, having sold few paintings, his impasto 
style lampooned by critics. 

The mood of the paintings was captured perfectly in this weather, I 
thought, the elements summed up in a mood, or vice versa. I was starting to 
enjoy the feeling of being stranded in an unexpected winter, my permanent 
life on a temporary shelf. Colin was staring out the window, his hot choc-
olate untouched. I had almost forgotten everything that was happening to 
me outside of this moment. 

“Are you okay?” I asked. He didn’t respond at first, and I repeated the 
question.

“Are you going to work now after this?”
“Work is closed today. Daddy closed it, remember?”
“Oh,” he said and sunk his chin into his hands. “Do you think you’ll 

close it again tomorrow?”
It was not until later that evening, after drawing him a bath, that the idea 

came to me: we would take a trip. I didn’t know when this would be, but 
the notion gained momentum by the minute until it held gravity and I felt 
myself irresistibly drawn to a prolonged escape. 

I went through all the routines of putting him bed, and then warmed the 
leftover drip coffee in the microwave to wake myself up so I could dig into 
the internet to plan this trip for us. I wasn’t sure where to go or when we 
might leave. I was by the fire, opening and closing browsers on the laptop, 
trying to decide between warmth and cold, near and far. For a nanosecond 
I was envisioning a Kenyan safari, but considered the logistics, and moved 
on to your standard ski trip, but winter somehow chafed at the spirit of 
the idea; we should fling ourselves far out into the world and see where we 
might land: the mountains, the desert, the sun, the coast, the sea. 

Something like a whisper floated into my mind, my fingers typing before 
I could think of the words. 

I was finding round-trip flights that would leave tomorrow, return four 
days later; I was relying on that same travel website to recommend a hotel, 
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and I was buying these tickets and reserving this hotel, seeing us both there 
together, the past at our backs, visions unfolding of the things we would do 
together.

There was a momentary thrill when I clicked the PURCHASE button 
on the screen.

I felt lightened with excitement. I went upstairs into my bedroom and 
opened the big suitcase and started putting in clothes— giddy—then tip-
toed back into Colin’s room and pulled out his entire bottom drawer, took 
it back into my room, sorted out what was what, added his things to mine in 
the suitcase. I took my new pills and got in bed. I remembered his Spider-
Man sunglasses, and before I fell asleep I remembered I needed to pack 
the passports. 

*

From the window on approach, I could see shades of soft blue edging the 
island, nearly incandescent, white caps further out, catamarans coming into 
view as we descended, and then the blur of palm trees and rooflines and 
monkeys running along the rusted fence parallel to the runway, the unmis-
takable warm vellum of the trade winds across my face, and it conjured the 
curry wraps at the ramshackle stands of Accra beach, the way equatorial 
winter sunsets felt premature though the day was always atomically bright.

Colin put on sunglasses; I had left mine at home. He took my hand 
as we walked down the stairs to the runway, and it felt sweaty and I saw 
little beads of perspiration forming around the hairline on his neck, bangs 
flopped rakishly across his eye.

I emailed Sally from the Uber to Dulles with the name of my hotel, 
underscoring that I should be contacted only if the circumstances were 
exceedingly dire. But they were already dire and I knew it. At the thought of 
phantom client crises I felt a sudden panic. Apart from Sally, only Margaret 
knew of my whereabouts, knew the number of the new cell phone I had 
purchased just for this trip in case she needed to reach me. She got the 
same speech: contact me only under the most apocalyptic circumstances 
imaginable—otherwise not at all. But when I walked into Colin’s room 
the morning we were to depart and saw him kneeling in front of his suit-
case rearranging his shirts, when I spied through the semi-closed bathroom 
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door combing his hair into a part and spraying himself with my cologne, I 
decided at that moment I would leave the cell phone behind.

“Daddy,” said Colin pointing up at the coconut trees, “there’s a man 
with a knife.”

“He’s the fruit man,” I said. “He’s cutting down the coconuts for us to 
eat.”

“I wanna try one.” 
He was pulling his carryon behind him, never breaking stride. He looked 

younger than he was in all the sunlight. 
“You drink the water inside. It’s very good for you.”
“I want to do that. Does mommy like coconuts?”
“Mommy was never in Barbados.” 
From nowhere, as we crossed the tarmac, sharp cold rain began to 

come down, right there in the sunlight, weighty rain in the day, thunder by 
two. We ran towards the customs and immigration terminal; Colin, laugh-
ing, had let go of my hand, his suitcase flying around behind him. I chased 
after him, almost laughing myself. 

The terminal had a vaulted ceiling and a tall bank of windows. We 
were all shivering in the air-conditioning; my linen shirt stuck to my chest. 
The immigration forms I had painstakingly completed aboard just an hour 
ago were now a runny mess. I looked around and realized that everyone was 
transforming their appearance with accessories, lotions, sunglasses—shed-
ding northern climate clothing: hoodies, sweatpants, jackets—right there 
in the open. 

“Daddy you have boobies,” said Colin, pointing at my soaked, sloping 
chest. 

The family in front of us began laughing hysterically, and I began to 
laugh too, took off his sunglasses, and kissed him on the forehead and tick-
led his stomach. 

The immigration officer gave us a fleeting glance as he stamped our 
passports.

The baggage claim was in charming disarray: plenty of British retirees, 
token American couples, families herding glazed-over children dressed for 
sledding. Everyone was white. Yellow birds darted around overhead. The 
luggage carousel spun but there were no suitcases on it: they’d all been 
taken off already and strewn about the floor. We found our bags after ten 
minutes heaped in a corner with all the others from our flight. I politely 
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waved away the valets, who seemed to sulk away until they spotted another 
person my age with multiple bags. We had only two suitcases: mine and the 
carry-on Colin had been dragging behind him. 

By the time we were outside, the rain had stopped and it was very sunny. 
When I saw a mass of drivers holding up signs with last names, I momentar-
ily had wished that I had booked us somewhere with such an amenity, but I 
had made the arrangements in a stupor and had overlooked these things; I 
made the reservations blind to location and luxury. I figured that if we were 
to spend the time truly away then it should also be away from the conven-
tional vacation trappings—Wi-Fi, room service, steel drum brunches. 

I made eye contact with an older taxi driver who motioned us to follow 
him down the sidewalk, past the hotel shuttle kiosks to his white minivan. 
He loaded the bags and we settled on a price of twenty dollars Barbados. 
The windows were partially down—there was no air-conditioning—and 
he drove down the hill, tight turns, accelerating wherever there was open 
road too fast. We rounded coral retaining walls, practically scraping them, 
passing all the barefoot men and kids on sidewalks, a breath away from the 
window, took blind hills by force, wound through sugar cane fields shoul-
der high, chattel houses in Easter hues, bushy with bougainvillea, set back 
from the road hardly at all. We came downhill, finally, into Holetown, then 
Christ Church, tourist towns where naked shanty hovels hunched in the 
sun amid eyefuls of raw vegetation: tamarinds, baobabs, gully shrub, ginger 
lily, shaggy moss of the bearded fig. They grew lushly, immune to the sur-
rounding human noise. As we turned the hill and ascended, we came to a 
clearing, a panorama of the windless leeward side of the island. The water 
was unbelievably blue. Colin leaned against the window. That’s turquoise, 
I said. Why is it so shiny? That’s iridescence. I could have said it was flick-
ering sapphire and it would not have been hyperbole; there may have been 
five million crests per second glittering in all directions, a Morse Code of 
light that seemed to be messaging something indecipherably grand.

I motioned the driver to stop at the next mart, some place with rotisserie 
chickens in the window, and I bought a six pack of Banks and some vanilla 
wafers for Colin using my US money. We started out again, Colin spilling 
crumbs on his lap on the seat, the driver not caring; the mood had seemed 
to hit after I handed him the beer and he flipped on the FM station to local 
reggae. His taxi license was taped to the dashboard; there was a Virgin Mary 
icon hanging from the rearview mirror, pictures of grandkids in ponytails. 
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Just as I formulated the question of where me might get lunch, we were 
driving near a beach and a cluster of huts just yards off the road caught my 
eye. 

I asked the driver to pull over. There were picnic tables  under the 
Banyan trees where women in head wraps sold food from the trunk of their 
minivans. I thought Colin might be tired and want to rest at the hotel, but 
when I imagined us unpacking and getting settled, driving back this way in 
the traffic because where we were the beach was too rocky for swimming, 
I figured, realistically, we wouldn’t make it back here until at least three 
o’clock, which was dangerously close to the premature 5:25 p.m. sunset, I 
decided to take a chance. I offered Marshall lunch and a twenty-dollar tip, 
explaining that after he ate I wanted him to drive our luggage to the hotel 
and leave it with the concierge. He seemed perplexed at first. 

“Daddy are we staying here, can we stay here please?” 
Then he seemed to get it. He nodded and took the cash, speaking in 

dialect to the women, and fish cakes and macaroni pie, beers and an orange 
Fanta began to appear. The entire lunch cost six dollars Barbados. The 
woman was heaping a larger helping of fried fish cakes on top of yellow 
rice on Styrofoam plates, flashing her shock white teeth, and all of us were 
eating in the shade of the banyan trees in silence. 

I opened the suitcase, searched for swimsuits and t-shirts, zipped them 
closed and handed them back to Marshall.

The beach glowed like a movie set. There were no clouds. The water 
was bluer than the sky. I realized we hadn’t any sunscreen or hats or beach 
towels. Colin was running ahead into the water already. He was a strong 
swimmer, and although there was an undercurrent here and sizable waves I 
remembered it wasn’t particularly strong and there were lifeguards now—
something new to the place—standing and scouting the waters, surprisingly 
vigilant for the Caribbean. The water, up close, was still impossibly blue. 
The Concorde used to make its midday arrival here, over this beach, close 
enough to think you could reach its white belly with a bottle.

I waved to Colin and yelled to not go too far out. I walked over to a hut 
that sold hand-made jewelry and brand sunscreens, towels, little wooden 
figurines and keychains. I paid for the necessary items with the last of my 
American money, and I saw another hut—a true beach bar. 

I found the man who rented the lounge chairs and gave him instructions 
about where to set us up, handed him the bag of items and the towels, 
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tipped him exceedingly well and spied on him for a good thirty seconds 
until I was sure he was handling things in earnest. Colin was waving at 
me from the shoreline, happy and wet from swimming. I waved back and 
gave him a signal with my open hand that I’d be there in five minutes 
and he nodded. Usually in a moment like this I would have checked my 
phone. I felt a rising panic at the thought of what might be transpiring 
in my absence; what clients, by Murphy’s Law, had caught an overnight 
virus of unhappy? My new pills were with Marshall now. I tried Dr. Weller’s 
breathing exercises for a minute, feeling ridiculous to be doing this thirty 
minutes into a vacation, the only distressed person on this sunny beach 
amid the loud reggae and beer and rum. I became angry that work had 
already encroached on me, even thousands of miles away, even without a 
phone. Or was it that I was incapable of steeling myself, of segregating per-
sonal life from work life? The latter seemed too intertwined and so I asked 
myself to try and decouple the placid present from the dystopic future that 
I was conjuring up, a set of competing, contemporaneous mindsets. Fuck 
this. Fuck this anxiety. I decided to order a rum punch.

The bartender—arguably not the right term in this instance—sensing 
my stress, offered me a cigarette, which I accepted and lit from his, inhal-
ing and feeling instantaneously better, noticing his silver front teeth as he 
smiled. I smoked furtively, looking back towards the beach at Colin who 
was playing in the sand with a makeshift friend. I ordered the drink and 
decided that when I finished this cigarette I would buy a pack of Marlboro 
Lights and smoke them furtively at night on the patio, if our room had one. 
The rum drink, he said, came strong, very strong, or effective, an emphatic 
smile and chuckle accompanying the last dosage strength, suggesting that if 
I were not some pussy American tourist, I would order the effective. 

I was still feeling good from the cigarette and went for it. He put away 
the standard-sized plastic cup that the other pussy tourists drank from and 
pulled out a big clear plastic cup, almost beer mug height, and filled it half-
way with ice and two thirds dark Mount Gay rum. He turned and ladled 
some homebrew fruit punch from a giant cooler, added a rum floater, then 
grated fresh nutmeg over the top; it looked like he’d sprinkled sand in my 
drink. He stood there, arms folded, teeth flashing. I took one sip and smiled 
back: the spice and saccharine mix masked the alcohol so all you tasted 
really was the dark caramel of the rum and the aromatics of the nutmeg. 
It could have been the cigarette, but I felt a euphoric buzz within about 
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twenty seconds. I took a greedy second sip and walked over to the perfectly 
set up lounge chairs, screwed my drink into the sand, lit the other cigarette 
that he’d given me that I had tucked behind my left ear, lay down, scanned 
the blue sea, watched Colin play some more, finished the cigarette, took 
another gulp of the effective drink, feeling now almost drunk, and waved 
Colin over finally for sunscreen. 

After I had slathered him all over with SPF 50, sprayed his armpits and 
neck for good measure, I told him to wait twenty minutes until he could go 
back in. West Indian sun can burn you within an hour. He sat down easily 
enough and started playing with the cigarette butts with his toes, simulta-
neously burying them and excavating them. I didn’t want him to make the 
connection and think I was smoking.

“Colin,” I said, “let’s take a walk,” channeling an overly avuncular 
tone—overdone considering he seemed perfectly happy. His pills were with 
Marshall too, who I figured had already reached the Coral Mist Hotel. 
Worried he might convulse into some unforeseen panic attack, I tried to 
hurry him up out of the chaise, finishing off the watery rum at the bottom 
of my glass, tasting the ice cubes, and distracting him from seeing me gulp 
it down by pointing out a large swell forming way out. 

The sand was hot. We walked down to the shoreline, Colin taking my 
hand, waves breaking and washing up to our feet—the water sometimes 
ankle deep—and considering the tilt of the island and that we were on the 
Caribbean side, we were walking, what I suspected, due north towards the 
large black rocks at the end of the beach. The water was bathwater warm. 
I had forgotten all about that. I had forgotten now all about the office, my 
panic nullified by the nicotine and alcohol, a warm Zen buzz now, the sun 
at its zenith, so bright that I was squinting through the cheap sunglasses I 
had bought at the hut. There was no seaweed or trash or empty beer bottles 
washing ashore; beaches in Barbados were pristine, which I supposed was 
the result of some generalized genuflection to the beauty of the place.

When we got to the large rocks I had to help Colin maneuver over them 
to cross to the next beach where there was a kind of boardwalk built atop 
a retaining wall, passing a scattering of beach bars. The walkway stretched 
out into the sea for a quarter mile. When can we see the hotel, he said. I was 
looking out into the horizon as he said this, the rum fog still there, and was 
reminded that we had skipped going to the hotel entirely and I had remain-
dered our possessions with Marshall, who I hoped had not made off with 
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everything. Why don’t we stay until the sun goes down? Are you thirsty? 
Let me see your shoulders. Are you burning? I had left the sunscreen at the 
beach chairs, and I noticed that his shoulders were getting red. Up ahead 
was another hut that sold the same items as the last hut. I bought a SPF 
50 spray and a little Rasta bead necklace that I put on him, unloading an 
excessive sunscreen cloud on his entire upper body as he held his arms out 
wide, eyes and mouth shut tight. He exhaled deeply after the cloud dissi-
pated and we continued down the path, the waves crashing against the wall 
and spraying all the way up, at times, to our faces. We can go back if you 
want. To the hotel, I mean. Are you thirsty? He seemed engrossed by the 
surroundings. We kept walking all the way to the end to where a blockade of 
concrete slabs made it impossible to go any farther. We sat down.  

“Daddy is it possible to be in two places at the same time?”
“Yes, well...I think so.” I paused, suspicious of his question. “Yes, I think 

that’s somewhat possible.”
“Do you know how?”
“Well, I guess you would be standing in one place but your mind stuck 

in another place. Does that make sense?”
“Daddy, you don’t get it! You could be, like, okay, if there’s a sign, and 

it says, Maryland, and you’re standing there, and, okay, if you are near the 
other state and your foot is over the line and you’re standing in both states 
by the sign, then you would be in two places at the same time. Silly!”

We sat for a while perspiring and watched the waves. Then he started 
talking about the sharks; at some point on the walk, he had gotten his hands 
on a few brochures about sport fishing charters. Reading from the bro-
chure, Colin was reciting to me the positives of each captain, the kinds of 
fish each claimed they routinely caught, whether there was a meal served or 
a snack, free soda and beer, or all the above. He wasn’t sure if going after 
sailfish meant you wouldn’t catch sharks and vice versa. I watched his face 
squint in the sun as he scrutinized both sides of at least four foldouts. The 
longer charters took around six hours, I said. He seemed to understand. We 
agreed to go with Captain Amos: from the stern of the Sea Bream, he held 
a marlin shoulder high, hook through the mouth, a scattering of fathers and 
sons off to the side, boys his age. One had on the captain’s hat. Everyone 
appeared satisfied. 

I knew the sun would set within the hour. My buzz was wearing off but 
I wasn’t thinking about anything to do with office life, selling the firm at 
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such and such a multiple, my pills. I felt fresh again and stripped of profes-
sional debris; I thought that I should delete my Twitter account; I decided 
that I would re-quit coffee. There were no clouds in the sky and it was the 
brightest hour of the day. Now and then a large wave would crash against 
the rocks and I could taste the sea spray. Had my mother been here, she 
would have held very still, like Colin, staring out at the water, blanking 
out, like me, relieved from life. Colin was not talking now, and I thought 
I should just let him be for a while, though I occasionally handed him the 
water bottle; he took quiet sips and handed it back to me, his gaze fixed 
on the horizon. I thought about telling him I thought the water looked like 
sapphire, that there was a message encoded in all the flashing crests. But I 
thought again, better to just let him be; perhaps he wouldn’t require pills 
this trip, maybe me neither; perhaps each day was like a crash against the 
rocks, only to be repeated and improved upon the next day. Maybe I should 
just tell Harry to put us up for auction, take the first decent multiple, sell 
the house and move us south, or west, or wherever there was not something 
to remind him of her, someplace we could be still, like this, and think of 
nothing but fill up with everything. A large wave broke, soaking our legs. We 
moved wordlessly back a bit. The heat was leaving the air, the sun starting 
to slip. Wave runners were circling near Accra, and bodies porpoised in and 
out of the water out past the surf. The ocean became silvery the more the 
sun fell. Perhaps now would be a good time to ask him about her, or to tell 
him about her—both. He looked so calm, I thought he might be thinking 
of her already anyway. 

“I know you miss her very much,” I might say. 
I felt her presence more now than ever, somewhere in the negative space 

between the reflections of water light. I wanted to tell him how it happened, 
all of it, every last detail, that they found her on a Friday after midnight, 
rolled down into a trench against the storm drain, face up, hair blood-
mashed onto her face, ribs cracked and molars shattered, chest collapsed, 
probably dead on impact. 

There were no clues to follow, not even skid marks. Probably across 
state lines by now, the sheriff said. 

After fourteen years, we had learned to respect each other’s boundaries 
without resentment. Her last morning, we did not speak: she was wrap-
ping a commission from a Bowery dealer, some colossal sylvan showpiece, 
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and she never liked to talk with anyone when she was nearing a painting’s 
completion. 

The week prior we’d been in Nantucket. Geraniums spilled from win-
dow boxes and old English roses climbed up clapboard to the roofline. We 
swapped theories of life on morning walks. The August lawns were newly 
fertilized and the air had a faint chemical sting. You were where you were, 
certain places seeped in and defined you without consent, I said. She said 
this was a “lovely conceit.” She believed that life was a sine wave, happiness 
was learning to live well between the peaks and troughs. 

We had an informal roster of places we planned to take you when you 
were old enough to appreciate their radiance—Bali, the Christmas islands, 
Aix-en-Provence during the mistral, seaside Nordic villages where you 
could eat venison under heat lamps in October on the waterfront.

He was still staring out at the sea. Did I tell him, then, that our final walk 
turned out to be on Hulbert at sunrise, the seven hundred or so yards after 
the blast of the fog horn, before three deep gusts from the lone ferry at the 
vanishing point of Nantucket Sound, the joggers in fleece, lot after lot of 
third homes, oceanfront, flags waving above the crushed white oyster-shell 
driveways, and the September seagulls squawked and the next ferry groaned 
and the brinish low tide smell floated to us? Would he understand? 

We were home the next day and she was gone the day after that. He 
would understand that. 

That last night we grilled lamb chops and drank an ’07 Napa Cab. I 
counted four police cars. Atticus must have barked and woken her. She 
must have been restless and wanted to walk him around the block, I told 
them. I awoke in my bed and that’s when I found her missing. The leash 
was gone. There was only the flood-lit steeple. They wrote all this down. 
The moon was waning gibbous. I summoned everything and they took it 
all down.  

It was a while before I called the police. After thirty minutes I ven-
tured into the street and searched for her face through the spray of humid 
streetlight—but not too far or for too long: Colin, you were only four, and 
sleeping inside. I sent texts—nothing. I called and got voicemail. The police 
were immediately suspicious about the lag between her disappearance and 
my call, but like anyone confronted by desperation, I held out hope that, at 
any moment, she would round the corner of Norton Street, the little white 
dog in tow. 
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I eavesdropped on the radio dispatch for a stray account of her where-
abouts. Nothing. 

Did I tell him he was sound asleep on his stomach, head sideways, cheek 
on the mattress and breathing through his mouth? The police lights spun 
red on the rails of his crib. Every few seconds his face was lit red but he did 
not awaken. I draped another blanket around the crib, a canopy to shield 
him from the light. He woke up smiling. 

*

A man in dreadlocks was approaching from the beach, climbing over the 
rocks, holding pointy aloe leaves. I gave a thumbs up and Colin looked at 
me; I smiled back and told him it would be like an icy massage; he smiled 
and turned back to the water. The man seemed to read the moment, sat 
down beside us without a trace of noise and just started to break open the 
aloe spears with his machete, chopping against the rocks. He was wearing 
the standard paraphernalia and smelled like pot. 

Maybe with that money I could buy a vineyard, launch a legacy family 
business, unplug a bit, or just pull out altogether and open a cheese shop 
in Vermont, a little petting zoo of goats in the back. The ideas were get-
ting more ridiculous with each passing minute. I was most certainly of two 
minds: one discordant with reality; the other, painfully, was aware that the 
other was adrift, taken by some unknown current to an unknown place—
but where? In this faraway setting, my senses dilated, it was clear now that 
the busyness that had once consecrated my life was a veneer that I could 
no longer pretend had any depth. After such knowledge, what decisions?  

The aloe looked opaque and gooey as he squeezed it into the clear Carib 
bottle. He was piping the ooze through the neck with his pinky. The man 
motioned for a smoke, pointing to my ear. I thought that I shouldn’t—but 
wanted to. He started on me first. He rubbed the cold viscous pulp over 
my back, my neck, back of arms. Near complete surface coverage. There 
had been sand in his hands so it felt exfoliative. Colin scooted a little bit 
towards him when it was his turn. It was late enough now that you could 
look straight into the sun. 

The bottle was empty so the man hacked open another spear. He applied 
it direct to Colin, wiping his back with the interior flesh of the plant. He 
giggled a bit, held silent. There was sea foam fizzing on the rocks. I was not 
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thinking now of anything except that my back felt sticky as the aloe dried, 
my skin tightening as it dried out completely. I swiped a little of the aloe 
still wet on Colin’s back with my pinky and made quick brushstrokes with 
it on his cheeks. When the man was finished with us, I asked him to make 
Colin one of those Rasta bead necklaces, and he got out his fishing wire 
and threaded it through the black and red and yellow and orange beads, 
checking twice to see if the length would wrap around his neck. He tied it 
off. I gave him a wet wad of money from my pocket and then he didn’t leave 
us. I thought about telling him to go, but it would have forced an absence 
onto the scene. 

I looked directly into the sun and shut my eyes; in maybe three minutes 
it would drift beneath the water line. I saw us all, from a distance, facing 
the water, sandy and golden-faced with island twilight. The seagull pausing 
above, maybe diving down to catch the skipping fish. I took off my sun-
glasses, Colin removed his too. The man was smoking his joint and hum-
ming something to himself. It was now visibly sinking, a Fauvist orange. 
You could look right at it now. Some people on the beach rose to watch; 
some stopped in the water and turned to see it. When the sun had gone, he 
did not leave us. 

I placed my hand on Colin’s back, who wore his own glazed expression, 
then said, “I promise you she is in a better place.”

*

At the hotel, our bags were standing behind the counter still wet with rain. 
A husband and wife team showed us to our room, which was sparse but 
clean, a tiny gecko crawling up the sliding glass door. 

I felt oily after the afternoon at the beach, and told Colin to take a quick 
shower and change into some clean shorts and a t-shirt. He left the door 
ajar and soon I saw the steam pour through. There was a crude chair, some-
thing just big enough for a man, in the corner, and I sat down, shedding my 
fatigue from the sun and the day’s travel.

It was before eight o’clock; I wondered if Captain Amos might answer a 
call. There was a rotary phone on the nightstand and I dialed the number 
on the brochure, got no answer, dialed the number below it, and a woman 
answered.

Is there room on tomorrow’s charter for two? You are very lucky. There 
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has been a cancellation. It’s very lucky for you, you should know. We leave 
at seven thirty. I can pay by cash? We will send you a van, yes, where are 
you? Christ Church, near The Gap, Coral Mist. Yes, okay, Sheila and Philip, 
they send many to us. You are in good hands. We will send the van. You must 
be ready then, okay? Fine, we will be ready. Is there a cooler for drinks, may 
I bring snacks? Of course, yes, but you may not smoke, okay? And your son 
has done this before? He will be fine. 

We hung up and when Colin came out of the bathroom I told him we 
were scheduled to set sail tomorrow, eight a.m. 

He was wrapped in a towel trailed by shower steam. I told him the good 
news; he gave a fist pump, then we high-fived, then a hug. 

“Come on, are you hungry?” I said.
“Yes! Will there be snacks on the boat? What kind of fish? And how long 

is it?”
“Yes, we will get some snacks. And it’s a four-hour trip and we will hope-

fully get some marlin or snapper.”

*

We walked out into the loud music and bought two curry chicken rotis, 
ate them from the tinfoil on the bus stop bench, and drank orange Fanta 
with the rest of the locals. His cheeks were still flush from the shower, or 
was it that he was heat-stricken? He had devoured his roti before I had fin-
ished mine. There was no one else waiting for the bus and so we sat there 
for a few minutes, watching the stray cats venture in and out of shadows, 
licking shallow puddles, dried-out coconut husks. 

I mentioned again that we needed to be up early, prepared to litigate 
bedtime, but he acquiesced, saying, “We need to be on our best behavior 
tomorrow,” and so we walked back down to the Coral Mist, taking the long 
way around the block. 

There was an unnamable bug sound, sort of like chirping, in the trees, 
the air. There were a few abandoned tenements in between pink condo-
miniums, the odd two-story hotel. In between each of these we could see 
the moonlight stretched out on the water. A few tourists were out, mostly 
pairs talking in heavily accented English, eastern European, perhaps; other 
than that, it was mostly the barefoot locals congregated at the food carts 
with beers, smoking. I saw another mart and we bought more wafers, a bag 
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of potato chips, more Fantas, Swiss chocolate for the cooler. The woman 
seated at the checkout had purple press-on nails and handed Colin a post-
card of Crane Beach. 

“Do you like it here?”
“Yeah, it’s pretty cool. I like the smell,” I said.
“Will it be okay on the boat tomorrow? Once we’re out, we can’t go 

back?”
“You’ll be fine. I’ll give you some Dramamine—it’s medicine for tum-

mies. I’ll give you some of that; you will be fine. Question: are marlin 
mammals?”

“Daddy?” He let go of my hand and stopped walking. “Why do I take 
so many medicines?”

I had long expected this question from him, was surprised it hadn’t 
come earlier, but standing here in Barbados in the warm night, his words 
seemed absurd; I felt as if this boy here with me was immune from suffering 
and did not warrant treatment for anything of any kind. There were no easy 
distractions in the night and talking intimately with anyone in the dark, it 
was always easier to tell the truth. 

“It’s like protection for you. A wall.”
“Why do I need protection? From who?”
“Everyone needs protection of some kind. Our feelings sometimes crawl 

over the wall and make it hard to be happy people.”
“So the medicine kills the feelings?”
“We cannot kill our feelings. Do you remember the man today who 

massaged your back with that cold stuff?” We started walking again, my gait 
quickening to abbreviate the conversation. 

“But daddy, the feelings are real! They are scary sometimes, real scary, 
and I don’t think the pills are helping me.”

“Do you remember the man—”
“They are really scary, okay! You don’t understand me at all. It’s why I 

can’t read so good. This is what I’ve been trying to tell you about.” He was 
breathing heavily, and I wanted to get him back to the room to his pills.

“We can talk about this in bed, pal. Okay? We can talk about this. Let’s 
get back to our room and we will talk about this.”

He sniffled, wiped his eye with his forearm, and nodded. I thought, right 
then, that I should correct the record, confess that his mother had found this 
place, or that at least she had been here, but because he seemed so fragile 
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and had no pill in his system, near enough to full-blown panic, I thought 
better of it, the imbalance of the moment its own kind of equilibrium. 

But we didn’t talk about it much more when we got back to the room 
and I did not administer a pill. He was too fast: he kicked off his sneak-
ers, took off his shirt, and, without asking, crawled into my queen bed. I 
scratched his hair and brushed away some of the aloe flakes on his back he 
had missed in the shower. I lay awake for a while, turned off the light when 
it started to rain, the drops accumulating on the sliding glass door. I had 
forgotten to pack books, and I lay there not knowing what to do in the dark, 
unplugged and unburdened, as it were. The room was strangely sound-
proof and I thought about putting on the TV to break up the silence, read 
some of the Bible aloud, if there was one in the drawer. Thoughts of work 
encroached but I warded them away. I should have tried harder, I thought. 
I should have never left. We should have stayed in Madrid, attempted what 
everyone who flings themselves abroad attempts, and then I should have 
tried when I had the chance again in Boston, and, again and again, I should 
have done what she had suggested and reapplied for the David Foster 
Wallace MFA, and if he had not hanged himself and I had not attempted 
something else entirely, starting this company, and had I never bought that 
dog, it would all have been different and the three of us would be here on 
this magic island. I thought now maybe I was having a panic attack. For five 
minutes I did the breathing exercises. He was sleeping soundly, the sheets 
over his shoulders rising and falling. I lay awake for a little while longer, 
listening, trying not to think too much about anything. The gecko, backlit 
in street light, ran midway up the glass, darted to the right, then vanished.

*

When it was time to go the next morning it was still dark and the bug 
sounds were still there, echoing somewhere behind the patio in the dark, 
tangled vines. There was a sea wind shaking unseen things and their rustle 
sent creatures scattering. The van was idling by the front office, its radio 
faintly audible through the cracked window. Come on pal, I said. Just get 
in and you can sleep on the way. There was an orange blush over the hills 
and all the vegetation was still a black mass, and we did not hear the wild 
chickens that we would hear the next morning, much later, from the soccer 
field up high in the terraced uplands.
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It was nearly an hour’s drive to Bridgetown, mostly along the coast-
line through morning rain. At first we rode alone, then we stopped at a 
turquoise motel off Highway 7 and picked up a sun-pinkened man with 
an elaborate camera hanging from his thick neck. He nodded at me, that 
innate gesture meant to relate your inability to speak in the other’s lan-
guage; he was maybe Bulgarian, old enough for a family. He had a ring. 
I wondered why he was alone as the radio hosts talked cricket, more dia-
lect and totally impenetrable. The man was fiddling with camera features, 
adjusting the lens and aiming it out the window. We hit potholes at full 
speed but Colin stayed sleeping. I had forgotten the night before. I had 
dreamt of nothing, awoke vague as to my life and circumstances: It took a 
while for the facts of my life to return and resume their orbit around me; 
it took me a few minutes to remember the name of the charter, and when 
we stepped out into the windy morning, at first, I did not realize that the 
waiting van was meant for us. 

Could this become some annual father-son trip, some scheduled 
communion with each other and ourselves? We needed more rituals. The 
thought occurred just after an image of my typewriter surfaced, after seeing 
a decrepit hotel and sensing a verandah. There were different versions of 
the same place, just as there were several versions of the same person, a 
palimpsest accrued over time, although I was sure Colin was too young to 
be burying old selves, yet I was not so sure this couldn’t be true, even for 
a young boy. Sunsets. Charters. Bodysurfing. We were enacting the idea of 
Barbados rather than living in it, yet, alongside us, maybe this man and 
his camera, tourists and natives—maybe both—were reaching those deeper 
layers. 

Regrets are unfinished selves.
When we pulled in bay, the crew was already loading coolers onto the 

boat when we came down the dock. There was a delay. We should be mov-
ing out in the next twenty. I used the time to buy some Dramamine and 
biscuits at the only open store in the marina; I had forgotten to pack all the 
snacks from the night before. When we got back to the boat, a lanky girl 
was running, almost falling, shouting at the crew, dialect again, something 
about rope. Captain Amos was still not there, and his crew leapt onto the 
dock and began to jog after the girl, saying nothing to us as they fled. Colin 
looked at me and we started off after them, and soon a small crowd was gath-
ering further down the marina where a fifty-footer was gradually capsizing, 
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the mast a few degrees off center, the stern nearly at water level. Two men 
were emptying chum buckets filled with water over the bow, and there were 
some much younger Bajans aboard too, yelling out to some other crew—
across the marina on a much larger yacht—for an extension cord to power 
the pump. It was clear all parties were concerned, on the verge of outright 
desperation; they worked together hurriedly but efficiently, tying the boat 
off to various points on the dock, in all directions, tensions from all angles 
meant to right the sinking vessel. The girl came running into the crowd with 
the end of the extension cord, irate. She wore a beaded necklace and held 
the pendant as if it were an amulet. She don’t let me plug this in, she heartless. 
We Bajans are caring people not heartless people. She don’t care that his ship sink. 
She close the door on me. She heartless. Some of the older men, who had been 
setting up the fish market, had come down the bridge and started pointing 
at the listing Orpheus, knotted to the pier. There was a general murmuring 
about the need to find a generator aboard another boat. She heartless, said 
another pointing back to the shop. Take it over there, said the Brit, that shop 
over there, right there, pointing to The Waterfront Café: its sliding doors, 
steps from our boat, were being unlatched and flung open by the poor soul 
on opening-shift. I heard camera clicks, looked behind me, and saw the 
man from our van. Standing, he seemed larger than before. It bothered me 
how my perspectives seemed to carousel, no uniform, immutable view of 
anything. Comfort is fixed horizons. A man in his sixties, wearing a Yankee 
cap, emerged from the hull wet from the waist down. Someone shouted 
over from another boat that the mast was about to hit against another sail, 
and some of the crew got about untying that sailboat from the dock to head 
off a collision. There, she heartless: the amulet girl with the extension cord 
was shouting back across the square to the shopkeeper who had come out 
to see this all for herself. The mast was a few more minutes, a few more 
degrees, from horizontal. Cars stopped on the bridge.

I felt the need to give Colin a running commentary on everything trans-
piring. He looked worried, but I was confident, I told him, that the boat 
would never sink. How could it? Will this happen to our boat, he asked. But 
it could happen, right? Even if you say it won’t happen, it might happen, 
just tell me that it might happen, okay? There was screaming now back by 
the shops and the girl, again irate, had someone by the hair, pulling her to 
the cobblestones. You heartless bitch. Some men jumped and pulled them 
apart. The shopkeeper was crying that she had not paid the bill and there 
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was no electricity, no volts, no volts, for me, or for anyone, and you can plug 
it but it won’t charge nuthin’. I had Colin by the shoulder, as if this alter-
cation might trigger a street fight, but the Brits kept emptying their buckets 
and someone now was running, turn it on, he shouted, turn it on, nearly 
tripping over the ropes of the dock and falling into the marina; you could 
see a spray of water fluting from the hull onto the deck and then into the 
marina as the man in the Yankee cap walked the pump hose up from below 
deck, onto the deck, then let it drain into the marina. The police had come, 
splitting the two up, no billy clubs. The crowd unclenched. 

We walked back to our boat and I dosed out the Dramamine right there, 
feeling a little illicit to be doing so in the open, in front of the crew, who 
were explaining to a laughing Captain Amos what had occurred. They all 
started laughing and then told us to come aboard. The Bulgarian man 
was checking his photos, reclined in the fighting chair at the stern. Colin 
hopped up onto the other seat and we pulled out of the slip.

We were headed north, as far as Speightstown, and trolled for a good 
hour before catching anything worthwhile. The captain said they had 
caught two marlins just yesterday, thirty minutes to reel in the first one; 
Colin seemed rapt by the story, eating the last of the chocolate and, by now, 
our Bulgarian companion had begun to speak a little English, all the way up 
the coast uttering short, malformed phrases about the sunlight, some other 
place he had been fishing very recently, people I assumed were his chil-
dren—it was hard to tell if he was an alcoholic or simply enjoying himself 
a little too much as he had already consumed several beers by the time we 
had reached the tip of the island. From time to time the crew spoke to us, 
but with an infrequency that gave me the sense that the boat was ours, and 
it felt, by extension, that the wide blank ocean was ours too. There had not 
been much action until there was a sudden hard tug on the line. Colin leapt 
up, was handed the reel that was bending like a willow, looked at me for an 
approving nod, and started arching his back to give himself leverage as he 
reeled in something like it might overpower him. When it got near enough 
to the boat to see I could tell it wasn’t a marlin, but a narrow flashing silver 
thing. I took the rod and lifted it shoulder-high to haul the fish out of the 
water, realizing the captain had slowed the boat. Without the chop it pulled 
out easily, thrashing violently as I swiveled it above the deck when one of 
the crew took it, using some kind of plier to remove the hook. They said 
it was a barracuda. It convulsed on the deck until it was tossed into the 
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cooler, the lid was closed, and you could tell when it finally asphyxiated 
because the thudding stopped.

“Can we eat that one?” Colin said, making a disgusted face. The 
Bulgarian man was giving a thumbs-up, nodding vigorously, and one of the 
crew said it was delicious, like swordfish. 

The boat turned and we began to head back, this time closer inland, 
and you could see little pink or red beach umbrellas dotting the beaches of 
all the luxury resorts in St. James Parish. I sat on a folding chair drinking a 
beer. We go now to Batts Rock Beach, treat for the little guy, the tallest one said; 
his hair was near gold from sun exposure. We slowed into a tiny cove with-
out surf, dropped anchor, and a breeze blew across the fishing lines, a faint 
quartet of high-pitched notes, squealing violin sounds. Captain Amos came 
down the stairs without using the handrail and told Colin he could jump 
off the boat to swim. He was already wearing his swim trunks and I helped 
him undress, retied his drawstring, lifted him up to the bow and watched 
him jump. The water was clear enough that I could see his feet from the 
deck. The water here seemed to glow blue, a fleshy translucency. I took off 
my shirt and sandals and dove off the bow. Colin looked shocked to see 
me when I surfaced, smiling with wonderment, and I could hear the crew 
hooting and laughing from the boat. The water was pleasantly warm and 
we swam together towards the cove; I could see the rocks were coral, dusty 
white, and there was no inlet for the water but further down beside the cove 
was a shady beach, by the looks of it a local secret. I had the feeling that I 
should have known about this place, as Monica and I had hunted all over 
the coast for tucked away places, trying to shed the tourist aura, sampling 
all the rum shops in the eastern half of the island, seeking to penetrate the 
nucleus of the place. 

“Can we go to that beach?” he asked. 
“I’m not sure how we can. We’d be leaving the boat behind. All our 

stuff is there. All of our things.” I reread his expression and he seemed to 
be chiding me.

“Besides,” I said, “there are sharks at this beach. We’d have to get past 
the sharks to get to that beach.”

“Dad, sharks do like it down here. They prefer cold water. They like it 
to be refreshing for them because they swim so hard and they get sweaty.”

“Are you going to try and eat your barracuda?”
“On the boat?”
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“Silly, at a restaurant. When we get back. You should try it. We can put 
that Bajan hot sauce on it. You should try that too.” He was making a face. 

“I would prefer not to.”
“Come on.”
“Nope!”
“What will it take?”
He spun his head around in the water, as if scanning the shelves of a 

toy store. 
“What are you looking at?”
“I’m looking for cool boats. Ours is slow. I wanna go fast.”
“So if I take you on a fast boat tomorrow will you try the fish and the 

sauce with me when we dock?”
He was smiling and nodding, treading water. After a day his skin had 

already darkened, my genetics kicking in, and his brownish hair had light-
ened. For a moment I noted this dichotomy, was cognizant of Van Gogh’s 
aphorism about opposing colors, and wondered why he had never painted 
the ocean, having lived so close to it in Southern France. 

“Dad?” he said, startling me back into the moment. “Are you thinking 
of mommy?”

“Am I thinking of mommy?” I wasn’t sure why I had repeated his ques-
tion, and thought it must have sounded ridiculous to him. 

“Yeah, mommy. Like how much she liked it here?” 
Now I was completely startled. How did he know this?
“You know, it’s okay, dad. I know it’s true. You were here on a vacation 

and you were skinny. Mommy looked so beautiful.”
I thought about telling him we needed to swim back to the boat, invoke 

some unspecified urgency that would short-circuit this conversation. How 
could he know this? 

“When we get back to the room, I will show you the pictures on my 
phone,” he said.

“Your phone is here?”
“Well, yeah, I brought it in case you had to go and work or something. 

Don’t be mad. Please don’t be mad. It’s in my sneaker. I’ll try the barra-
cuda, okay? Just don’t be mad at me.”

Monica took photos here, yes, and, yes, they were on an old-fashioned 
Nikon and now how were they possibly on Colin’s phone? I began to 
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question the rationale for getting him the phone, angrily cross-examining 
Dr. Weller in my mind. What else had he seen?

“You look like her,” I said. He visibly relaxed. “I’m not mad. I’m just 
confused. Where did you see these pictures?”

“Google.”
“You Googled mommy and saw these pictures?”
“She has a website, Facebook—and all these pictures are there. I’m in it 

too, when I was a baby in blankets, and some have you and her at a school 
and there are some with pandas at a zoo and there are some too, yeah, 
where you guys are standing in all these long sticks with vines with some 
horses.” 

He had seen his delivery photos; he had seen the Bronx Zoo and her 
Harvard Law School graduation; he had seen our anniversary pictures of 
Napa Valley. How deep and how wide was his view of the past? 

A horn blew and I turned and saw Captain Amos waving at us to return 
to the boat. Colin looked fragile, expectantly waiting for me to scold him. 
Were we not shoulder deep in water, I would have hugged him. I heard all 
the things I wasn’t supposed to say, and then I heard all the things Monica 
would have wanted me to say. He treaded water, looking at me. Be gentle 
with him. I am being gentle with him. He is crying out for you. I know what he is 
doing. You can be happy. You can both be happy. I am happy, I said. He is happy 
now. Be careful, Mark. I hear you but I cannot see you. Where are you? I can still 
taste the ocean on your skin. Where did you go I cannot hear you? Tell me what to 
do, tell me what to do with everything I have almost destroyed.

When I finally spoke, I made sure that I had extinguished all the shock 
in my voice. We were swimming back to the boat, heads up, in the current-
less water, some flying fish darting along the surface. 

“You know,” I said, “we should look at these photos together, tonight. 
What do you think?”

“You’re not mad?”
“I’m not mad.”
“I can keep my phone?” He was breathing hard, tired from swimming.
“You can keep the phone.”
We headed south, a few minor catches along the way, until we slipped 

back into port. The doors of The Waterfront Café were flung open, the 
tables filled with the sunburnt all the way out onto the dock. Captain Amos 
handed us our fish in a clear plastic bag, helped us off the boat, shook our 
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hands, gave us a brochure for a catamaran snorkeling cruise that would 
set sail at sunrise tomorrow morning—and it would be a good price for 
us—and I walked into the café, to my surprise, handed the fish over without 
a word to the hostess, who took it from me without hesitation, appraising 
what was in the bag, and she guided us to a table half inside and outside, 
and I ordered a rum punch and a soda for Colin. Minutes later she brought 
out a wooden platter with the barracuda prepared three ways—fried, jerk 
grilled, and sautéed—and there were ramekins of rice and peas and a little 
green salad topped with ribbons of shaved carrots, a homemade vinaigrette. 
It was all delicious. Colin ate more than I did and we didn’t speak until 
most of the fish was gone and there was only the rice left, soaking in the 
juices. I ordered another rum punch and proceeded with the inevitable. 

“How did you find those pictures?”
“Mommy has a Facebook page.”
She sometimes experimented with black and white photography when 

she couldn’t paint, blocked, or had simply exhausted her theme, as she 
called it. She only sold her paintings, however; the photographs were an 
artistically therapeutic diversion. They were pictures of almost anything 
with a pulse, the major and predictable milestones in our lives and the 
vaporous in between. They were head-on, sometimes frightening shots of 
subjects, unflinching portraits that captured human personalities in transi-
tion, the shaded states of being in between absolute moods, or some winter 
cardinal or sleeping safari lion or Rwandan gorilla that exuded an air of 
humanity. She was fixated on life, the frame by frame of this and that. She 
would also catalogue her work with the ardor of a taxonomist, at first in 
files and photo albums, then, halfway into our marriage, in megabytes and 
pixels; I knew she had a Facebook page but seeing that I did not have one 
myself, I never really paid much mind to it and, until now, it had never 
really occurred that it would perpetuate posthumously, her life suspended 
in digital amber. Facebook was our client and I considered how I might use 
the connection to pull the page down. My hands were shaking. 

“How many times have you been on her Facebook page?” I said, signal-
ing to the waitress to refill my cocktail. My chest felt tight and something 
like a fog had settled into my throat, making it difficult to fully inhale. I did 
my breathing. 

“I guess every day.”
“Every day?”
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“At school, in the bathroom, maybe sometimes after I go to sleep, at 
night, when you’re sleeping, when I hear you snoring.”

“Have you shown the pictures to anyone?”
“The other kids think it’s weird.”
“Do you think visiting the page is weird?”
“Do you think it’s weird, daddy?”
“I think your mommy loved you very much and she would be taking lots 

of pictures of you were she here with us still.”
“But do you think it’s weird?”
“I’m not sure why you think it’s weird, Colin.”
“It’s that the pictures feel real and, well, I guess sometimes they make 

me talk to her, just like we are talking right now, and I feel weird to talk to 
nobody because that’s strange. That’s wrong.”

I drank down the refill and knew it would take a little more time for it to 
kick in. The Orpheus was reloading with new passengers, an American cou-
ple with teenage girls overdressed for fishing. The sun, soon enough, would 
reach its peak, though it was cool in the shaded semi-indoors.

“It’s not weird and it’s not wrong. You cannot think that. Okay? Look at 
me. You are not strange…hey, pal, look at me.” He had tears streaking down 
his cheek, in a full fit. “Colin,” I said, reaching across the table to touch his 
shoulder, “you are just a little boy and the things you feel can be confusing. 
And you don’t have to tell your friends about the things you see online—or 
your mother. Whatever you are telling them.”

He was looking up now, not wiping his eyes.
“Do you know what happens when you lose an arm or leg? You still feel 

it, they say, I mean you feel the part you’ve lost. Of course it’s not there, but 
the point is your mother, when she died, she was a major part of you, and 
it’s like this, you feel her even when she’s not there.” 

“Dad…”
“Yes?”
“According to reality, mommy was hit by a car. Is this really how she 

died?”
Now I knew that he had been searching the web, not just Googling pic-

tures of his mother. How could I not have seen this coming? I had equipped 
him with a smart phone, blanketed our home in Wi-Fi, given him nil by 
way of facts concerning Monica’s disappearance—that’s what I called it 
for a good while—and now he was answering all his own questions, seeing 
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everything through the unfiltered lens of the internet while I wandered 
museums. Rattling the past, Colin must have been scared and curious by 
what he discovered. I doubted whether he could fully metabolize it and 
sensed he had a wellspring of more questions for me that I was afraid I 
might never answer. 

“Do you two want dessert?” the waitress asked, though she quickly 
backed away when she saw Colin. “Maybe I will come back in a minute,” 
she said, winking at me as if she knew this was over some trivial matter like 
buying the wrong postcard or not catching enough fish. I signaled for the 
check.

It didn’t seem right to reenact his mother’s death here, by the wharf. 
The Orpheus was slipping out again, and we both noticed, at the same time, 
that the sinking ship was absent from its slip. The thought crossed our 
minds at the same time. There was no longer a crowd, just the undulating 
water where, not long ago, there had been a listing vessel. 

“Did it sink? Is it gone?” he said. 
I scratched my head and took off my sunglasses. 
There was a barefoot man squatting under Independence Bridge, the 

overlook for this morning’s mayhem. He was strumming a duct taped gui-
tar, in song, common Bob Marley, but a cappella, nearly drowned out by 
the street traffic. As we turned back to the empty slip, we saw, at full mast, 
the Sea Nymph pulling into port, now with a full crew, British and Bajan, 
an ennobling sight after its near peril that morning. She docked, emptied 
herself of her passengers, and more came aboard, the crew restocking her 
with more drinks and more passengers, and, just like that, she was sailing 
back out to sea. 

*

Only when I knew he was asleep, his breathing audible and patterned, 
did I look for and find his phone in his sneaker. I had to plug it in as the 
battery was nearly drained. The room held still in the perfect darkness. 
I checked all the open browser windows and saw multiple images of her 
carousel one by one before me as I drew each screen towards me with my 
thumb. She was all there, she was always there, all over the web, every year 
of her from college through her final months.  

He rustled and turned over, still asleep. I went and got a cup of water 
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from the bathroom sink, tip-toed back and opened the sliding glass door, 
turned on the patio light, and sat down on the damp chair, checking his 
search history. That he had been leading this clandestine interior life for, 
presumably, the entire nine months since I had gotten him the phone, was 
startling enough. I was even more surprised to learn that he had been surf-
ing for hits on me. He had discovered all the major ones, a few profiles of 
the firm and some gossipy clips. I started to read the articles myself. They 
were mostly banal but a few had bite, painting a harsh portrait of White & 
Partners, making me feel foreign to myself. Was I really a “spin machine” 
and a “merciless mouthpiece” for leaders of some of the world’s poorest 
countries? The pieces did not mention the charities we represented, the 
Fortune 10 clients, or the G7 countries. He would never know that unless 
I told him, and I had not told him anything about my work. It crossed 
my mind that just as I had told him very little about Monica, I had also 
revealed to him very little of myself. I finished my water and continued to 
browse through what he had seen, and then I got on Google and started 
to search myself, saw my biography, if that’s the word, unfurl in reverse 
chronology, the first hit my literal bio cached from my company’s website. 
I clicked and began to read:

Mark White is the Chairman and CEO of White & Partners, which he founded 
in 2003. Mr. White acts as a senior advisor to Heads of State, CEOs and global 
corporations, and serves as a senior consultant on many of the firm’s retained 
accounts. He also plays an active role in special project work. His areas of exper-
tise include crisis and litigation communications, corporate reputation, M&A, 
public policy, and international issues management. He resides in Virginia with 
his family.

I sat back in the chair and stared at the sky in appraisal, as if the words 
were strung up in the heavens. I felt like a real drink now, a cigarette, but 
there was only the tepid tap water. The bug sounds were still there, but I 
could no longer hear the late-night congregation of Bajans at the food stand 
across the street; it must have been after midnight. My bio was terrible—
terribly written, terribly myopic as to who I was as a person, but mostly 
it was terrible because it was a sketch of an incomplete man. I obviously 
hadn’t updated it in years and I did not feel that a revision would improve 
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it in any way. The worst part was, perhaps, that I had no sense of how to 
revise myself. 

I went back inside the room, which had become humid from the slid-
ing door being slightly cracked, and fished out two Lorazepam from my 
dopp kit, went back outside, shutting the door all the way this time, and 
reread my bio. If Harry was right and I could unload what was an asset 
in its prime, how would this read if I were just Chairman, Senior Advisor, 
or Of Counsel, some term that connoted importance, maybe even stat-
ure, without binding authority. I had the instinct to call his cell right then, 
contemplated the hour and considered his already wary perspective on my 
condition, and reconsidered. 

I looked back at the screen and reloaded the search results on me in the 
news tab; it took nearly thirty seconds to load and when the haul of stories 
finally appeared, I had to sit up straight in my chair. There were already 
four from today.

Embattled DC Powerhouse Now Calls Senator Boxer “Comfort Woman”—The 
Beacon 

Senator Boxer Slams Consulting Firm Over Twitter Comments—Associated 
Press

Japanese Embassy Condemns WWII Remarks By Its Own P.R. Firm—The 
Washington Post

All the stories had the same captioned photo of me beside the headline; 
it was a completely unflattering picture from a year ago, taken at our annual 
“Social Media Trends 3.0” conference at The Willard: I was at the Round 
Robin Bar, alone but surrounded by backslapping pinstripers, drinking 
something in a highball, staring towards the camera with a distant zom-
bie expression. It wouldn’t be long before these articles, published mid-
day, would proliferate, become a contagion among other clients, some of 
whom would see their names blister in these sensational stories. It would 
send reporters scurrying across the city to uncover more imbroglios—if 
there were any—so they could extend and inflate the news cycle, which, 
I’d guessed within a few seconds of reading the headlines, would sheer off 
another few million of revenue, at least four to six major clients, all while 
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I was sitting on this dimly lit patio in Barbados. All, as I would soon learn, 
because of something caused by a rogue intern.

I did not read any of the stories in full, but I tried to conjure the origins 
of this scandal and could not recollect anything on the schedule yesterday 
that would have provided cause for such a lethal tweet. I started to feel 
sick, heat rising in my skin and my stomach starting to gurgle. I thought 
about calling Sally or Margaret to ask why they hadn’t called me—or had 
they checked out this week too? Hawthorne may have been trying to con-
jure me from my undisclosed location but I didn’t know how to log on 
to my firm’s email remotely; I did not know how to log on to my firm’s 
Twitter account; after thinking of all this for a minute, it then occurred 
that I did not even know my own firm’s Twitter handle, therefore I could 
not even dredge up the offending remark: I would have to manually enter 
White & Partners into the search tab within Twitter and personally review 
all the feathery specks that floated about, the rising dust of a spectacle for 
which the petty city had long been waiting. My throat was tightening now 
and it was difficult to breathe. If I was suffering a panic attack despite the 
Lorazepam, then it only confirmed for me how flimsy and impermanent 
my psyche was. Dr. Weller had told me that trauma lingers in your blood, 
hibernates, undetected, until it springs upon you, and the best remedy was 
for me to lay fallow for an extended period to let the source grief leech 
out. Your nervous system is fried, he said—and maybe he was right. Stress 
caused illnesses, phobias, other disorders, even cancers. I could read about 
it in all these New England Journal of Medicine articles, he said, handing 
me stapled photocopies. But I had not read them; I had not considered, 
until now, that my own indifference to the broader affairs of my firm was a 
symptom of my own incapacity to metabolize stress; my own nervous sys-
tem was compromised, incapable of withstanding more trauma, so I simply 
evaded the circumstances and the relationships that offered the potential 
for more grief. My breath was labored and I did my exercises, taking heav-
ing breaths, timing them to the sound of imaginary waves. I wondered if I 
might suffocate or have a heart attack—and what would become of Colin. 
Would he wake to find me sprawled on the hotel floor, stiff and white, my 
pulse missing? By what local authorities would the transfer of my corpse 
be arranged to return to the United States, and how would Colin be taken 
home, and to whom? 

I had authored no will and he would be heaped into foster care, 
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penniless until my estate was reconciled in probate after several years’ time. 
I hadn’t done much these past few years to author Colin, leaving much of 
the child rearing to Mae. My limits were long exceeded by now, and, like 
Dr. Weller said, perhaps I was abbreviating the time ahead of me by not 
avoiding stress—if that was ever possible, for anyone—or maybe it was that 
I had been steeping for so long in chronic anxiety that I was singing my 
telomeres, turning on all the switches that led to fatal disease. Which would 
strike first—and when? 

Standing, I turned off the phone and walked to the bathroom, took two 
more Lorazepam, sat on the toilet, and waited in the dark. I did my breath-
ing and imagined the waves.

I drank another glass of tap water, filtered and mineralized by the coral 
beneath the island, I remembered. 

I took off all my clothes and let the sweating finish and wiped my brow 
with toilet paper. The lapping of the imaginary waves had stabilized my 
breathing, though maybe it was the tranquilizer. The tension eased. I stood 
up and I rummaged in the closet for the suitcases, naked. 

When the suitcases were packed, I let myself be lulled to sleep by the 
sound of the pretend waves. 


