
Copyrighted Material



7

Now

2018

S 
 
he’s here.

Byron hears the elevator doors peel open. His first instinct is to 
rush toward his sister and embrace her. But when Benny leans in 
to hug him, Byron pushes her away, then turns to knock on the door 
to the attorney’s office. He feels Benny put a hand on his arm. He 
shakes it free. Benny stands there, her mouth open, but says nothing. 
And what right does she have to say anything  ? Byron hasn’t seen 
Benny in eight years. And, now, their ma is gone for good.

What does Benny expect? She took a family argument and turned 
it into a cold war. Never mind all that talk about societal rejection 
and discrimination and whatnot. It seems to Byron that whatever 
kind of problem you have in this world, you can find someone to 
show you understanding. And times are changing. There’s even been 
a study in the news recently about people like Benny.

People like Benny.
The study says it can be a lonely road for people like her. But 

she won’t be getting any sympathy from Byron, no. Benedetta Ben-
nett gave up that luxury years ago when she turned her back on 
her family, even though she claims it was the other way around. At 
least she showed up this time. Six years ago, Byron and his mother 
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sat in the church across from his father’s coffin up in L.A. County, 
waiting for Benny to arrive, but no Benny. Later, Byron thought he 
saw his sister skirting the burial grounds in the back of a car. She’d 
be there any minute, he thought. But, still, no Benny. Only a text 
from her later, saying I’m sorry. Then silence. For months at a time. 
Then years.

As each year went by, he was less certain that Benny had been 
there that day or that he’d ever had a sister to begin with.

That he’d ever had a chubby, ​squiggle-​headed baby girl following 
him around the house.

That she’d ever cheered him on at the national meets.
That he’d ever heard her voice sailing across the auditorium as he 

closed his hand around his doctoral diploma.
That he’d ever not felt the way he does right now. Orphaned and 

pissed as hell.
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Benny

H 
 
er mother’s attorney opens the door and Benny 

looks past him, half expecting to see her ma sitting in the room. But 
it’s only Benny and Byron now, and Byron won’t even look at her.

The lawyer is saying something about a message from their 
mother but Benny can’t concentrate, she’s still looking at Byron, at 
the bits of gray in his hair that didn’t use to be there. What’s with the 
pushing, anyway? The man is ​forty-​five years old, not ten. In all 
these years, her big brother has never shoved her, never hit her, not 
even when she was little and tended to pounce and bite like a puppy.

Benny’s first memory of Byron: They are sitting on the couch, she 
is settled under her brother’s arm, and Byron is reciting adventure 
stories to her from a book. His feet can already touch the floor. 
Byron stops to fluff Benny’s hair with his fingers, to pull on her ear-
lobes, to pinch her nostrils shut, to tickle her until she is breathless 
with laughter, until she is dying of happiness.

Copyrighted Material



10

The Message

T 
 
heir mother has left them a message, the lawyer 

says. The lawyer’s name is Mr Mitch. He’s talking to Byron and 
Benny as though he’s known them all their lives, though Byron can 
only recall meeting him one other time, when his ma needed help 
getting around town after her accident last winter, the one his friend 
Cable insisted wasn’t an accident. Byron walked his mother up to 
Mr Mitch’s office, then went back outside to wait for her in the car. 
He was sitting there watching some kids skateboard down the 
broad, ​buff-​toned sidewalks between one ​high-​end chain store and 
the next, when a police officer rapped on his side window.

This kind of thing had happened to Byron so often over the 
course of his adult life that sometimes he forgot to be nervous. But 
most times, whenever he was approached or pulled over by an offi-
cer, he slid down into that space between one heartbeat and the next 
where he could hear his blood crashing through his body, a waterfall 
carrying centuries of history with it, threatening to wipe out the 
ground on which he stood. His research, his books and social media 
following, the speaking engagements, the scholarship he wanted to 
fund, all of it, could be gone in a split second of misunderstanding.

Only later, after the officer had opened the trunk of his patrol car 
and come back with a copy of Byron’s latest book (Could he have an 
autograph?), did it occur to Byron that a grown man of any color, 
sitting alone in a car watching ​pre-​adolescents skateboard up and 
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down the sidewalk, could elicit a reasonable degree of suspicion. All 
right, he could see that, it wasn’t always about him being a black 
man. Though, mostly, it was.

‘Let me just warn you,’ Mr Mitch is saying now. ‘About your 
mother. You need to be prepared.’

Prepared?
Prepared for what? Their mother is already gone.
His ma.
He doesn’t see how anything after that is going to make much of 

a difference.
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B and B

T 
 
here’s an entire file box labeled estate of eleanor 

Bennett. Mr Mitch pulls out a brown paper envelope with their 
mother’s handwriting on it and puts it on the desk in front of Byron. 
Benny shifts her seat closer to Byron’s and leans in to look. Byron 
removes his hand but leaves the packet where Benny can see it. Their 
ma has addressed the envelope to B and B, the moniker she liked to 
use whenever she wrote or spoke to them together.

​B-​and-​B notes were usually pinned to the fridge door with a mag-
net. B and B, there’s some rice and peas on the stove. B and B, I hope 
you left your sandy shoes at the door. B and B, I love my new ear-
rings, thank you!

Ma only called them Byron or Benny when she was speaking 
with one sibling or the other, and she only called Benny Benedetta 
when she was upset.

Benedetta, what about this report card? Benedetta, don’t talk to 
your father that way. Benedetta, I need to talk to you.

Benedetta, please come home.
Their mother left a letter, Mr Mitch says, but most of their 

mother’s last message is contained in an audio file that took her 
more than eight hours, over four days, to record.

‘Go ahead,’ Mr Mitch says, nodding at the packet.
Byron cuts open the envelope and shakes out its contents, a USB 
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drive and a handwritten note. He reads the note out loud. It’s so typ-
ically Ma.

B and B, there’s a small black cake in the freezer for you. Don’t 
throw it out.

Black cake. Byron catches himself smiling. Ma and Dad used to 
share a slice of cake every year to mark their anniversary. It wasn’t 
the original wedding cake, they said, not anymore. Ma would make 
a new one every five years or so, one layer only, and put it in the 
freezer. Still, she insisted that any black cake, steeped as it was in 
rum and port, could have lasted the full length of their marriage.

I want you to sit down together and share the cake when the time 
is right. You’ll know when.

Benny covers her mouth with one hand.
Love, Ma.
Benny starts to cry.
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Benny

B 
 
enny hasn’t cried in years. At least, she hadn’t, 

until last week, after being fired from her afternoon gig back in New 
York. At first, she thought her boss was being crabby because he’d 
seen Benny thumbing her smartphone while taking customer calls. 
There was a rule against that sort of thing, but there was a message 
from her mother. Four words that she just couldn’t shake out of her 
head.

Actually, the message had been in her voicemail for a month 
already, but just then, Benny had been looking at her cellphone, 
wondering what to do. She hadn’t really spoken to her mother in 
years. Not talking to your own ma for that long took a certain kind 
of gall, Benny knew. But so did not standing by your own daughter 
when she’d needed you most.

For years, it had been easier for Benny simply to stay away, to not 
respond to the rare message from back home, to steel herself against 
every birthday and holiday away from her family, to tell herself that 
this was a form of ​self-​care. In her weaker moments, she’d plug in 
the old digital photo frame that she kept under some sketchbooks in 
a desk drawer and watch as a series of smiling faces that she’d 
thought would always be part of her life popped onto the screen, 
one after the other, then off again.

One of Benny’s favorite pics showed her with Byron and Dad, 
arms linked and dressed in black tie for some event, the kind of 
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fundraiser or tribute or gathering of lawyers at which her father had 
often taken the lectern. The resemblance between the three of them 
was striking, even to Benny, who had grown up with this fact. And 
from the identical light in their eyes, you could tell who had been 
taking the photograph. Her ma.

Benny’s boss was raising his voice at her now.
‘You weren’t doing your job,’ he said.
Benny slipped her phone into the pocket of her cardigan.
‘Your job is to read from the goddamned script. Your job is not 

to volunteer social commentary on the durability of consumer 
electronics!’

Oh, that. Not the phone.
By the time Benny figured out what her supervisor was talking 

about, she was out of a job.
Benny was still ​dry-​eyed when she walked out of the call center 

with the only personal items she’d kept in her shared cubicle: a cof-
fee mug with stained, fractured insides and a ​fringy-​looking plant. 
What kind of plant it was, Benny could not recall, but it had never 
let her down. Nothing seemed to deter it, not a lack of water, not 
fluorescent lighting, not the ​plastic-​smelling office air, not her super-
visor’s noxious language. Every once in a while, she would lift the 
plant’s tiny stems with her fingertips and wipe the dust from its 
fronds with a damp cloth, just so.

It was fifteen minutes before Benny realized that she had taken 
the wrong bus. She got off at the next stop and found herself stand-
ing in front of an old coffee shop with ​fake-​pine garlands and ​
fake-​velvet bows on its doors. She hadn’t realized this kind of place 
still existed in the city. At the sight of the ​spray-​on-​imitation-​frost 
lettering spelling out Happy Holidays across the ​plate-​glass window, 
at the thought of yet another year without having a coffee shop of 
her own to run (though with less kitsch), at the sight of a young 
father inside the café kneeling down to button his child into a puffy, ​
lilac-​colored jacket and tucking her dark hair into the lilac ​fur-​lined 
hood, Benny burst into tears. Benny had never liked lilac.
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The Record ing

M 
 
r Mitch takes the memory stick with Eleanor 

Bennett’s recording and inserts it into his desktop computer. Elea-
nor’s children lean forward in their seats when they hear her voice. 
Mr Mitch wills himself to keep a placid face, breathes deep and 
slow. This is not personal, this is professional. Families need their 
attorneys to stay unruffled.

B and B, Mr Mitch is recording this for me. My hand is not so 
steady anymore and I have a lot to say. I wanted to talk to you both 
in person but, at this point, I’m not sure I’ll get to see you two 
together again.

Benny and Byron both shift in their seats.
You are stubborn children, but you are good children.
Mr Mitch keeps his eyes focused on the notepad on his desk, but 

he can still feel the air shifting in the room. A stiffening of backs, a 
squaring of shoulders.

B and B, promise me you’ll try to get along. You can’t afford to 
lose each other.

Benny stands up. Here we go. Mr Mitch pauses the recording.
‘I don’t need to hear this,’ Benny says.
Mr Mitch nods. Waits a moment. ‘It’s what your mother wanted,’ 

he says.
‘Can’t you make me a copy of the file?’ Benny says. ‘Make me a 

copy. I’ll take it back to New York.’
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‘Your mother expressly requested that you listen to this together, 
all the way through, in my presence. But you know, we don’t have to 
stay in the office. If you prefer, we could stop now and I could bring 
the recording to your mother’s house at a later time. Would you 
like that?’

‘No,’ Byron says. ‘I want to hear this now.’ Benny scowls at Byron 
but he doesn’t look at her.

‘Your mother was very specific,’ Mr Mitch says. ‘We need to lis-
ten to this together, so I’m happy to continue this when both of 
you can make yourselves available.’ He opens an agenda on his 
desk. ‘I could come by the house late this afternoon or tomorrow 
morning.’

‘I don’t see how it’s going to make a difference to Ma now, any-
way,’ Benny says. Still standing, she looks down at Mr Mitch with 
steady eyes but her voice wobbles on the word Ma.

‘I think it will make a difference to you and your brother,’ Mr 
Mitch says. ‘There are things your mother wanted you to hear right 
away, things you need to know.’

Benny lowers her head, stays there for a minute, huffs out a breath. 
‘Better this afternoon,’ she says. ‘I’ll be leaving town right after the 
funeral.’ Benny looks at Byron one more time but he keeps his eyes 
fixed on the desk. She walks out of the room without saying goodbye, 
her blondish Afro puff quivering as she stomps across the waiting 
room, pulls the door open, and steps into the darkened hallway.

Mr Mitch hears the faint chime of the elevator down the hall and 
Byron stands up.

‘Well, I guess I’ll see you later,’ Byron says. ‘Thank you.’
Mr Mitch gets up to shake his hand. Byron’s phone buzzes and by 

the time he reaches the door, his cellphone is already clapped to his 
ear. There must have been a time, Mr Mitch thinks, when Byron was 
just a kid, trawling the beach, more interested in putting a conch 
shell to his ear than anything like a phone.

‘My son listens to the sea for a living, can you imagine?’ Eleanor 
said to Mr Mitch one day, back in the days when her husband Bert 
was still alive and they were at some lawyers’ event together.

‘It’s actually a job!’ Bert quipped. They had a good chuckle 
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together over that one. Eleanor and Bert had a way of doing that, 
being funny together.

Maybe, when all this was over, Mr Mitch could ask Byron about 
his latest project, about how the institute he works for is helping to 
map the seafloor. The oceans are a challenge, Mr Mitch thinks. And 
what about a person’s life? How do you make a map of that? The 
borders people draw between themselves. The scars left along the 
ground of one’s heart. What will Byron have to say about that, once 
he and his sister have heard their mother’s message?
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Homecoming

B 
 
enny lets herself into her mother’s house 

through the back door and stands in the kitchen, listening. She hears 
her mother’s voice, hears her own laughter, smells clove in the air, 
but sees only a dishcloth folded over a chair, two prescription pill 
bottles sitting on a counter. There’s no sign of Byron. She walks into 
the living room. It is silky with light, even at this hour. Her dad’s 
armchair is still there, the blue fabric nubby in spots where Bert Ben-
nett once sat. The last time Benny saw him, he stood up from that 
chair, turned his back on her, and walked out of the room.

Hard to believe it was eight years ago.
Benny had been trying to explain herself. She’d sat down next to 

her father, though not without great embarrassment. After all, who 
wanted to have a talk with their parents about sex? Though this 
wasn’t only about the sex, that was the whole point. Benny had 
taken way too long to get around to this conversation and it had 
cost her, ​big-​time.

Benny remembers running her hand back and forth over the ​
crushed-​velvet sofa that day, murmuring a compliment. Her mother 
had kept the seat encased in a plastic covering all those years that 
Benny and Byron were growing up and long after that. It was the 
first time that Benny had seen the sofa this way. She couldn’t get 
over the feel of it, how it could be so soft and ridgy at the same time.

‘We just woke up one morning and realized we’re not going to 
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live forever,’ her mother said, touching the sofa. ‘It’s time we enjoyed 
it.’ Benny smiled and petted her end of the seat like a stuffed toy. The 
sofa was still an ugly thing to look at, its brassy fibers glinting in the 
light, but just the feel of it under Benny’s fingers helped to calm her 
nerves as her father began to raise his voice.

When she was little, Ma and Dad used to tell her that she could 
be anything she wanted to be. But as she grew into a young woman, 
they began to say things like We made sacrifices so that you could 
have the best.  Meaning, the best was what they envisioned for 
Benny, not what she wanted for herself. Meaning, the best was 
something that, apparently, Benny was not. Letting go of a scholar-
ship at a prestigious university was not. Taking cooking and art 
classes instead was not. Working precarious jobs with the hope of 
opening a café was not. And Benny’s love life? That, most certainly, 
was not.

Benny walks over to the sofa now and sits down next to her 
father’s empty chair, placing a hand on the armrest. She leans in and 
sniffs at the tweedy upholstery, searching for a hint of the hair oil 
that her father used to use, that green, ​old-​style stuff that could fuel 
a pickup truck. Benny would give anything now to have her parents 
here, sitting in their favorite chairs, even if it meant they might still 
have trouble understanding her.

Benny finds herself smiling, now, thinking of a different time in 
this room. Her mother, perching her rear on the arm of this sofa, 
watching MTV with teenaged Benny and her friends while Benny 
kept hoping Ma would remember she had ​grown-​up things to do 
and scoot. Ma had always seemed different from the mothers of 
other kids. Super athletic, a bit of a math whiz, and yes, a fan of 
music videos. The whole music thing was something that Benny, in 
her thirteenth year, had found somewhat embarrassing. It seemed 
Ma was always doing things her way. Except when it came to 
Benny’s dad.

Benny’s phone is pinging. It’s Steve. He’s left a voice message. 
He’s heard the news. So sorry, he says, though he never knew her 
ma. He’s thinking, maybe they should get together, when Benny gets 
back to the East Coast. Steve’s voice is low and soft, and Benny feels 
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the old stirring of the skin along her shins, just as she did the last 
time he called.

Benny and Steve. They’ve gone back and forth like this for years, 
now. Every time, Benny promises herself it’ll be the last. She never 
calls him back. But each time, there has come a moment when she’s 
finally answered Steve’s phone calls, when Steve has made her laugh, 
when she’s agreed to meet him.

Steve’s laughter, Steve’s voice, Steve’s touch. Years ago, these 
things had helped to pull Benny out of the muck of her breakup with 
Joanie. She had followed Joanie all the way to New York from Ari-
zona, though later she was forced to admit that Joanie had never 
given her a reason to think that they would get back together. So 
there Benny was, a few months later, staring down at her boots 
in the music section of a bookstore in Midtown, when Steve came 
up to her.

Steve wiggled his fingers in front of Benny’s face and she looked 
up to see this gorgeous block of a man with a broad smile, pointing 
to his headphones, eyebrows raised, then pointing to the console 
where she was plugged in. Benny smiled and nodded. Steve plugged 
his headphones into the jack near hers and, at the sound of the 
music, he nodded his head and laughed silently.

By the time they stepped out into the slushy streets together, Benny 
had begun to feel that maybe she was still made of all of those things 
that Joanie once saw in her and that maybe someone else could see 
them, too. It would be a while before Benny would realize that Steve, 
her ​music-​loving, ​yacht-​sailing, new lover could make her feel as 
threatened as he could make her feel desired.
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Byron

T 
 
here are things to do, things to discuss, Byron 

knows this, but he doesn’t feel like dealing with his sister right now. 
The funeral arrangements are set. Byron took care of them while 
waiting for Benny to fly out to California, and everything else can 
wait. Byron sits out on the deck at his place, scarf up to his chin, 
watching the waves. He will stay here as long as he can before going 
back to his mother’s house.

After all those times he’s felt Benny’s absence, she’s finally back, 
but instead of relief, what he feels most is resentment. If things had 
gone differently between them, Benny would be sitting with him 
right now. She’d probably be drawing something in one of those 
sketch pads of hers. He still has that goofy surfing sketch she did of 
him, wiping out ​big-​time, legs every which way. But Byron has been 
bitter for so long that it even kept him from calling Benny about 
their mother’s illness until it was too late. He’d intended to call her 
before this happened, he really had, he knew they were running out 
of time. He just didn’t realize how quickly.

Last Friday, Byron walked into the house and sensed right away, 
before he reached the other side of the kitchen, that his mother was 
gone. He found her just beyond the kitchen, on the hallway floor. It 
could happen that way, the doctor said later, the kind of sudden epi-
sode that might claim someone’s life unexpectedly. It could happen 
to a person when their body was struggling against something fierce. 
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Ma had still been able to get up on her own most days, wash her 
face, pour herself a glass of water, though with trembling hands, 
turn on some music or the television, until the effort of it sent her 
straight back to the sofa.

As Byron took his mother’s head and shoulders in his arms and 
held her cool face against his chest, he thought of Benny, wondered 
how he would tell her, felt a new grief over the loss that Benny, too, 
would soon feel. He couldn’t get the words out, at first.

‘Benny, Benny,’ was all he could say when she picked up the 
phone. Byron stopped, his throat tight. He could hear noise in the 
background. Music and chatter and plates. Restaurant sounds. And 
then Benny, saying, ‘Byron? Byron?’

‘Benny, I . . .’
But Benny had already understood.
‘Oh, no, Byron!’
Then Byron got off the phone after breaking the news to her and 

began to think of all the other phone calls he would need to make, 
the arrangements, the sense of his mother being gone, the memories 
of his father’s passing, the awareness of all those miles and years 
between Benny and the rest of them, and he felt the resentment 
toward his sister flooding back.

Dammit, Benny.
As he drives up to his mother’s house now, he sees a rental car in 

the driveway.
Benny.
Byron walks through the kitchen door, kicks off his shoes, and 

stands still in his socks, listening. Silence. He walks down the hall-
way, peers through the window into the backyard, looks into Benny’s 
old room, but no Benny.

Of course.
He continues down to his parents’ room. There she is, lying in the 

middle of the bed, wrapped in the comforter like a giant egg roll, snoring 
lightly. She used to do that when she was little, pounce on the bed 
between Ma and Dad, peel the cover off Dad and roll. A Benny roll! 
Dad would yell every time, as if she didn’t do the same thing every 
single Sunday morning. Benny used to have this way of making 
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everyone giggle, of making a person feel light. But it hasn’t been that 
way for a long time.

There’s that feeling again. A mean feeling. Byron wants to rush 
over to the bed and shake Benny awake. Then the next second, he 
just feels sad. His phone buzzes. He looks down. There’s a reminder. 
Mr Mitch is on his way.
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Mr Mitch

W 
 
hen Mr Mitch gets to the house, Benedetta 

shakes his hand and takes his jacket. Byron brings out cups of coffee 
and biscuits from the kitchen and unplugs his mother’s telephone 
line. Eleanor’s children still aren’t talking to one another, but now 
the daughter doesn’t seem as edgy. Mr Mitch is still struck by how 
much Eleanor’s children resemble their father, one the color of 
mahogany, the other the color of wet straw, both looking a bit like 
stubborn toddlers at the moment, their beautiful heads held high, 
their mouths turned down at the sides.

Benedetta folds her ​six-​foot-​tall frame into the couch and hugs a 
large cushion to her middle. Again, like a child. He wouldn’t have 
expected that of such a ​regal-​looking woman. Byron leans forward 
from where he is sitting, his elbows resting on his knees. Mr Mitch 
opens his laptop and calls up the audio file. They really have no idea, 
do they? They think this is all about them. He clicks play.
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Byron

T 
 
he sound of his mother’s voice splits him down 

the middle.
B and B, my children.
The sound of her voice.
Please forgive me for not telling you any of this before. Things 

were different when I was your age. Things were different for 
women, especially if you were from the islands.

Byron’s parents always said the islands as if they were the only 
ones in the world. There are roughly two thousand islands in the 
world’s oceans and that’s not counting the millions of other bits of 
land surrounded by seas and other bodies of water.

Byron hears his mother stopping to catch her breath and clenches 
his fists. B and B, I wanted to sit down with you and explain some 
things but I’m running out of time and I can’t go without letting you 
know how all of this happened.

‘How all of what happened?’ Benny says. Mr Mitch taps the key-
board on his laptop, pauses the audio recording.

Byron shakes his head. Nothing has ever happened to them, 
nothing at all. And that’s saying a whole lot for a black family in 
America. Before their parents died, their only real family drama was 
Benny, freaking out Ma and Dad because she’d insisted on filling 
them in on the details of her love life. Couldn’t she just have brought 
home her girlfriend that year and let that settle into their parents’ 
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heads a bit? Then, if she’d ended up dating some guy another year, 
she could have explained the switch. A slow reveal. Their parents 
could have handled that. They would have adjusted, eventually.

But, no, Benny was Benny. Always needing attention, always 
needing approval, ever since college. She was no longer the easy
going baby sister she used to be. Benny had become this person who 
didn’t leave room for dialogue. Either you were with her or you 
were against her. If Byron had behaved that way, if Byron had 
walked away every time someone hadn’t agreed with him, hadn’t 
accepted him right away, hadn’t treated him fairly, where would he 
be today?

Not that Byron can really complain. He loves his work, he was 
born to be an ocean scientist. He’s damn good at it, too, even if 
he’s been passed over for the director’s position at the institute. He’s 
much better paid than he would be as director, anyway, thanks to his 
public appearances and books and film consulting. More than three 
times better paid, actually, but he likes to keep that between himself 
and the tax man.

Byron didn’t set out to be the African American social media dar-
ling of ocean sciences, but he’s going to get as much mileage out of 
it as he can. He’s just put in for the director’s position again, even 
though he knows his colleague Marc is hoping to get it, too.

Chances are, Byron thinks, he will hear the same old reasoning 
from the founders. That the center needs Byron out there as its 
ambassador, that Byron has brought unprecedented attention to the 
institute’s work, that he’s helped it to get more funding and greater ​
say-​so in international meetings than it would have mustered 
otherwise.

The last time around, Byron countered that line of argument by 
putting on his best ​team-​player smile and saying he could do an even 
better job from the operations office, while helping the center to 
sharpen its way of doing things. He walked out of that uncomfort-
able conversation with a slight swagger to his step, just to show how 
much he was taking their decision in his stride.

So, one more try. If the institute still won’t grant him greater say 
in their organizational affairs, then he’ll continue to find other ways 
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to build his influence. It was Byron who was called to speak on tele-
vision about the underwater volcano in Indonesia. Byron who was 
asked to give that paper at the Stockholm meeting. Byron who was 
called by the Japanese about the ​seabed-​mapping project. He’s been 
photographed with two presidents and was recently held up by the 
current one as a shining example of the American Dream, realized. 
It was at about that time that his girlfriend told him he was full of 
himself and broke off their relationship.

‘This is not the kind of example I would want my children to fol-
low,’ Lynette shouted at Byron that last night. It was the meanest 
thing a woman could say to a man, really. He didn’t even know that 
Lynette had ever thought about children.

Lynette just didn’t get it. If you were invited to the White House, 
you simply went, no matter who was sitting in the Oval Office. Here 
was another opportunity to advocate for things that mattered. To 
speak out against cuts in research funding, to push for broader 
access to quality science education. Here was another chance for a 
black man to be at the table with the decision makers, instead of 
flinching from abuse. Instead of standing outside yet another closed 
door.

But Lynette didn’t agree. Lynette didn’t seem to understand what 
he had to go through to be seen and heard in this world. Though his 
mother had understood.

‘What are you willing to do?’ his mother once asked him when 
he’d made a comment about taking flak from some of the guys in 
high school. ‘Are you doing something wrong, Byron? Do you think 
you’re a bad person for getting a perfect score on that test? For 
being recognized for your work? Are you going to let someone else’s 
view of who you should be, and what you should do, hold you 
back? Do you think those boys are really your friends?’ His mother’s 
eyes took on that glint that he saw whenever she stood at the edge 
of the sea.

‘So, what are you willing to do?’ she said. ‘Who are you willing 
to let go of?’

Anyway, Byron hadn’t meant to let go of Lynette. She was the one 
who had done the letting go. Had it been up to him, he’d still be 
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holding on to her right now. But she had made her decision and 
Byron wasn’t the type to grovel. That was another thing Lynette 
didn’t understand. What Byron could not allow himself to do.

Strange, how things have turned out with Lynette. It had never 
been Byron’s style to date the people he worked with. For years, he’d 
managed to stick to this rule. He knew a lot of guys who didn’t 
worry about those things, but workplace dynamics and harassment 
issues aside, he just didn’t like to go there. And, yeah, it could get 
lonely.

All that time spent working on calculations and having meetings 
and writing papers and, in the early days, the ship expeditions, carry-
ing out ​deep-​water mapping for weeks at a time. Then later, the books 
and public appearances. Airport lounges and hotel rooms. Where was 
a guy like him supposed to make a connection that went beyond a ​
one-​night thing?

Cable, Byron’s ​self-​appointed advisor in all things, swore by 
Internet dating. Well, sure, that’s how Cable had met his wife. Cable 
was lucky that way. But where was Byron supposed to find the time 
to sift through all those descriptions and set up all those encounters 
with new people? Byron met new people all the time, that wasn’t the 
issue.

Then along came Lynette.
‘Sorry,’ Benny is saying now, and Byron’s thoughts come back to 

the room. ‘Sorry, Mr Mitch,’ she says, again, waving a hand, ‘we can 
keep going.’ Mr Mitch clicks on the audio file.

You children need to know about your family, about where we 
come from, about how I really met your father. You two need to 
know about your sister.

Byron and Benny look at each other, mouths open.
B and B, I know, this is a shock. Just bear with me for a moment 

and let me explain.
Byron and Benny look at Mr Mitch now and simultaneously 

mouth the same word.
Sister?
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S i s te r

S 
 
ister? What does this mean? What happened to 

her? She and Byron are both talking at once, asking the same ques-
tions in different ways, asking, in essence, How could this be?

Mr Mitch is shaking his head, insisting that Benny and Byron listen 
to the entire recording first, as their mother requested. He juts his chin 
toward his laptop. Benny looks at her brother’s face, his large, dark 
eyes, so much like Daddy’s, so much like her own, and thinks back to 
all those moments with her brother, running along the beach together, 
making faces at each other across the dinner table, Benny sitting 
bowed over her math homework with Byron next to her, talking her 
through the exercises. All those times, they were missing a sister?

How is it possible they didn’t know this? Benny’s ma and dad had 
been married forever and Benny’s dad once told her that he and Ma 
had hoped for more babies, but there had been only Byron, at 
first. Then Benny came along years later, surprising her parents and 
delighting them with her chunky little body and her goofy smile.

‘We could see that you had your ma’s smile from the very start, 
just like your brother,’ Benny’s dad told her, pinching her chin. Her 
mouth was the only thing that Benny’s father hadn’t passed down to 
her. That, and her pale skin.

Benny had always thought of her parents as being made for each 
other. Her parents would have had a lot in common, both being 
from the Caribbean, both orphaned, both having immigrated to 
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Britain before moving to the United States together. But it might not 
have mattered, it was love at first sight, they’d always said that, and 
some people were meant to find each other, no matter what.

‘Your mother thought I was so ​good-​looking,’ Dad used to joke, 
‘that she fainted on the spot.’ Everyone had heard the story. One day 
in London, Bert Bennett saw Eleanor Douglas drop to the ground 
and went over to help her and, as they say, the rest is history. Some-
times, when Daddy told that story, he would lean in and tap Ma on 
the nose with his own, just like that. A nose kiss. Does anyone ever 
fall in love that way, anymore? Without hesitation, without terror? 
Or is everyone else like Benny?

And does every couple keep secrets this big from their own 
children?
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Then

B   and b, i know, i need to explain why you never knew 
any of this. But it won’t make any sense if I don’t start at the begin-
ning. This isn’t only about your sister. There are other people 
involved, so just bear with me. Everything goes back to the island 
and what happened there more than fifty years ago. The first thing 
you need to know about is a girl named Covey.

Covey was born in a town that bordered on the sea, a deep, roll-
ing, blue thing that paled to turquoise as it neared the land. And the 
bigger Covey got, the harder it was for her to stay away from the 
water. When she was little, her father used to stand her on his shoul-
ders in the swimming pool and launch her into the deep end. But it 
was her mother who taught her how to ride the waves, and this is 
what determined her fate.

Now, I know you may be thinking of those nice, Caribbean 
beaches with calm waters where you can look down and see the fish 
swimming around your ankles. Yes, they had those, too, but where 
Covey grew up, it was surfing country and there were beaches where, 
if you didn’t know how to handle yourself, the waves would pull 
you under. Her mother’s favorite spot was like that. It was no place 
for a child, that’s what Covey’s father used to say, but her mummy 
took her there anyway. So Covey grew up strong. And she would 
need that strength when things began to fall apart.
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Covey

E 
 
ven toward the end, there was something about 

that moment that always made the women laugh.
Twist, twist, twist.
These were Covey’s favorite days, when she was done with school 

and could kick off her saddle shoes and sit in the kitchen with the 
women, the radio dial turned up to calypso and rockabilly, the 
aroma rushing to their heads as they twisted open the jar of fruits 
soaking in rum and port. The grassy breeze mixing with salt air, slip-
ping through the louvers to cool their sweaty necks. The whispered 
gossip, the pips of laughter.

Covey’s mother and Pearl, the family helper, had a small but popu-
lar cake business going. Most people they knew had ​common-​law 
marriages, Covey’s own parents included, but a formal arrangement 
was more respected, and someone with money was always planning 
a wedding. On such occasions, a black cake was indispensable. And 
that’s where Mummy and Pearl came in.

Mummy always laughed when she was making black cake. And 
there was always some point at which she would not be able to 
resist the pull of the music on the radio.

‘Come, Pearl,’ she would say, but Pearl was not much into the 
dancing. Pearl would give that ​closed-​mouth smile of hers and bob 
her head to the music while Mummy raised a ​batter-​covered spatula 
in the air and waved it to the beat, stepping toward Covey and then 
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