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Waiting 

MULI AMAYE 
  
It started with love. That’s where it always starts. Meisha knew that, but it didn’t help. Sitting 

next to him on the on the green flat-bottomed boat, she wished love didn’t exist. That it 

couldn’t trap you with strangers, slowly chugging through a swamp. 

 

Swollen bruised eyes. Finger tips brush lips with cuts that feel like surgical stitches zig-zagging, 

silencing. Hand print bruises on neck throb in time with the engine, quietly. She wondered who 

else could see them, could feel them, but a movement next to her brought her back up straight. 

Sitting. Waiting. 

 

He had insisted on the trip that day. It was on his Trip Advisor list of ‘must do’ things in T&T. It 

had been the first place she had wanted to take him on when he arrived. Her favourite. She’d 

raved about the spectacular show produced each evening, about how it was different every 

time she went. She’d booked it twice before she realized it wasn’t going to happen. That her 

clear enjoyment of Caroni was enough for him to move from the ‘yeah, yeah, let’s do it’ in front 

of her friends, to the mocking eye roll when she mentioned it over dinner, just the two of them. 

 

She hadn’t suggested it that day, remembered not to ask, allowed it to be his idea and feigned 

disinterest. Felt a blow in her belly just below the navel, but managed to ignore it and stand up 

tall, expelling air between gritted teeth. But he was leaving soon and the shiver that danced 

along her limbs like spider crabs running up the mangrove roots grew stronger each day. Meisha 

couldn’t tell if it was fear or excitement, but it didn’t matter which, the result was the same. 

 

Her car was old, and small. He refused to drive it and complained while she did. When they had 

driven over the bridge after leaving the highway, they came to the nonsensical junction and she 

was confused as always because the road still didn’t make any sense. She guessed right, again, 

even with him trying to direct, in a place he’d never been before, but that didn’t stop him, ever. 

She rubbed her left arm which was tender as though punched. 

 

They had pulled up into the car park for Nanan’s Tours, and Meisha wondered how she would 

manage in the slow boat with him beside her. She’d felt his eyes and the curl of his mouth, the 

disgust. After spraying repellent on her arms and feet and she’d offered it to him, not making 

eye contact. Of course, he didn’t need any and flung the door open with fake choking noises, as 

though she’d tried to poison him. Avoiding muddy puddles, she’d led him over to the waiting 

area. The smell of tomcat and wet fur was strong following the recent downpour. He’d worn his 
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white converse. She’d suggested he put on his black ones as they were leaving, before she could 

stop herself. He hadn’t even answered her. Now she could sense the accusations hitting her in 

the back, stinging with their sharpness. 

 

She looked around and saw the place through his eyes. A dirty river bank, dogs and cats 

harassing visitors and staff alike. She asked him to pose next to the Nanan’s Tour sign and 

before he could refuse an older lady, American, stepped in and took the phone. ‘Go on’, she 

said, ‘let’s have one of you together.’ He turned on his charm and the sweet smile that had ruled 

Meisha’s life since forever. Drooping his arm over her shoulders she felt the weight of his 

twenty-six years seep into her bones. The woman handed back the phone, reached up and 

patted him on the cheek, as though he was a small child, not a grown man. Meisha smiled, 

relaxed a little. 

 

Sitting in the corner on the ply board seat she hoped the flaking green paint wouldn’t stain her 

jeans. He was still chatting with the American, a returnee, who lived in Florida and extolled the 

virtues of the man-made rivers and swamps that were so clean and open. Normally there were 

plenty plastic bags adorning the river bank but she only saw a solitary empty pack of Dunhill 

cigarettes, upended in the mud next to a freshly blown sweet packet. The mud gave up an 

unsavoury aroma each time there was a gust of wind. She tried to be bothered by it but failed. 

Glancing up she watched for any sparrows flying in or out of the nests that were wired into the 

roof. Dry twigs occasionally caught in the breeze and fluttered down, dancing with the lone 

dragonfly that seemed trapped even though there were no walls. Meisha took in the jumble of 

seat slatted green boats facing every which way. 

 

This was just the way it was. And she realized that whenever she talked about the Caroni Tour it 

was only the end she thought about. She accepted the two hours meandering the swamp to get 

there. Enjoyed the meditative journey, depending on who was on the boat because some 

people couldn’t quite get nature and insisted on laughing and joking throughout. 

 

One of the boats belched out smoke and the smell of the diesel was nauseating. She hoped they 

wouldn’t be in that one, even more so when she saw the guide using a plastic bucket to remove 

water. Not when there was a new looking Yamaha 50 High Thrust engine attached to another 

boat. It was stealthy and quiet and didn’t have fumes. Another guide was brushing along the 

seats with a cocoyea broom looking as though he was getting it ready. Her shoulders relaxed a 

little more, one less thing for him to complain about. Normally when she came it was the older 

engines that were used, but there had been an article in the paper about thefts. People coming 

in the middle of the night to help themselves. New engines were bought and removed with the 

painful old winch each evening. Driven away to be kept under lock and key and camera. Beside 

her he was getting restless. She could feel it, even though he was still chatting away to his new 

friends. Finally, they were called forward, boat with new engine held steady with rope, hands 

offered, feet on seat and then sitting. Waiting. 
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Before they even reached the old cement dam he was fidgeting beside her. Clearly bored and 

unable to walk away unless he wanted to wade through three feet of dirty water and scramble 

through the red mangrove with its roots hanging down like well behaved dreadlocks. Meisha 

tried to shift slightly away from his body, listened to the guide who was pointing out tiny fiddler 

crabs scurrying down holes in the mud. The bigger blue crabs were less timid but still shied away 

and one passenger loudly explained to his wife that they lived in the larger holes. The guide’s 

green laser light kept missing them and passengers on their first visit showed displeasure at not 

seeing anything but holes in mud and then a collective oooh when they finally noticed one. He 

sighed loudly. Saying a million things that only she heard. 

 

Meisha closed her eyes and bit back regrets she wasn’t ready to acknowledge. It hadn’t always 

been that way with him. She had tried so hard when he was young. Fought with anyone who 

dared to question what she was doing or how she was doing it. He was hers. She’d only ever 

wanted the best for him. To shield him from the ugliness of the world. Her ribs ached with the 

memories. His sweetness and curiosity had always enthralled her. He was so bright, so 

enquiring. Others didn’t have the same patience to deal with it, but she never tired of answering 

his questions. Of helping him to learn in his own way, at his own pace.  

 

The guide stopped the boat and pulled in under the mangrove. Insisted on silence while he 

searched the tops of the trees, looking for two tawny screech owls that had been spotted 

nesting there the previous day. Apparently, it was very rare to see them together and especially 

in the day time. Next to her he was muttering in the back of his throat. A deep guttural sound 

she hated. Footprints burned into her lower back. The owls were spotted high up and shielded 

by mangrove leaves, an appropriate number of photographs taken, though Meisha knew from 

experience few would come out well. The owls blended so easily with the branches the majority 

of the tourists wouldn’t know what they were looking at when they reviewed their pictures. 

 

The sun was beginning to dip as they moved along. A snake skin was spotted above them, 

drawing gasps from someone in the back. The tree boas when seen knotted up sleeping 

amongst the leaves, brought screeches from some. Meisha closed her eyes. She knew they 

weren’t going to bother them, or drop on their heads, or drip venom. It was all part of the tour. 

Her chest began to burn and she tasted the sourness of stomach acid that was stirred into 

action. He was still now and it was worse than when he was fidgeting. She hardly dared to 

breathe. 

 

She had read all the literature when he was growing up. Believed that freedom was all that was 

needed to grow a healthy human. The system was against them, wanted to create drones, drive 

the creativity from anyone who showed a spark of originality. She hadn’t wanted that for her 

boy. Didn’t want him to always be the one that was told what to do by adults, wanted autonomy 
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for him. Children needed space to be, not boundaries to block them. Her right cheek stung and 

began to swell. 

 

Slowly, slowly they chugged along the channel, Meisha listened to the guide as though she 

hadn’t heard it before. Brackish water, a mixture of salt and fresh. She wondered if fresh tears 

were always salty or perhaps they, too, were brackish. By the time they reached the canopy of 

shade she was damp, her backside, the bar across her back, where her body contacted others, 

felt sticky and she welcomed the mangroves that offered protection. Passengers were getting 

louder, excited. A tri-colour egret made a show of gliding along in front of the boat. Camera’s 

clicked, people stood up, heads hit mangrove roots. Meisha enjoyed its effortless show, envied 

its freedom. His head was turned looking at trees, totally disinterested. The guide pointed to the 

side and pulled the boat closer to the bank. There was a termite nest clinging to a tree like a 

small bear, sleeping. He muttered and expletive and she felt a blow between her shoulder 

blades.  

 

The boat turned left down the North-South channel. A green and white sign attached high up in 

the tree advised that entry was by permit only. A pied water-tyrant landed on a branch right 

next to the boat. So small and pretty with its black and white feathers, Meisha thought about 

the name. She couldn’t imagine something that cute could be tyrannical. Small teeth sank into 

the side of her hand and she winced. 

 

The passengers around them grew louder. There was disbelief that the barnacle looking things 

on the mangrove roots were oysters. They definitely looked like they belonged on the bottom of 

ships, though the guide assured anyone who wanted to try that they were mini aphrodisiacs.  In 

front, a woman shouted instructions to duck as they passed below some low branches. She felt 

him stir beside her and glanced his way. There was a girl, a young woman, in front of them, 

Meisha hadn’t noticed her before, but clearly, he had. Her stomach clenched and she crouched 

over, arms wrapped around herself. 

 

His first girlfriend had looked at him in the same way this girl was. They were sixteen, getting 

ready for prom. He’d been in school for three years even though she hadn’t wanted him to go. 

Had wanted him to learn only the things he cared about, but he’d insisted. She’d made the 

mistake of telling him about his father. Tried to impress on him that education doesn’t mean 

learning and that he knew so much more. But he’d fought with her, insisted she enrolled him in 

a school, that she did the right thing for once. Meisha circled her temples to ease the pain that 

was ever present. His father only believed in education, she’d shielded him all those years for 

nothing. She only wanted what was best for him. He’d come home from the prom early. Refused 

to talk to her and never saw his girlfriend again. Meisha winced as her eardrum popped. That 

was the last time she’d met one of his partners until Alice. 
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By the time they reached the open lake and the sun was grasping at the tree tops, he was 

chatting to the girl who was blushing and clearly charmed. And he was good looking, Meisha 

knew that, people had commented on it his whole life. His beautiful skin tone, neat, short 

dreadlocks, hazel eyes, generous mouth that was capable of smiling and laughing and spitting 

vileness. Meisha caught herself. Shook her head. It was nothing. He was leaving. Soon. And at 

least he was happier now. That’s all she wanted. For him to be happy. Her shin throbbed and a 

lump began to form. 

 

Slipping through a channel into a wide, open lake, mud flats were evidence of the low tide. The 

guide made a joke about the boat getting stuck and people getting out to push. Meisha had 

heard it before. What she hadn’t seen before, though, were the flamingos that were wading 

through the mud. They were so close she felt she could reach out and touch them. Taking out 

her phone she leaned past him to take a picture. He looked at her as though she’d walked into 

his room without knocking. She sat back. Tension ran across her shoulders and up her neck. 

The boat pulled up opposite the island where the show was about to take place. The Scarlet Ibis. 

National Bird. So bold in colour, so sure of where they were going, and when they landed on the 

trees the island looked like a giant poinsettia. Even he had to be impressed with it. The guide 

slung the rope around a branch sticking out of the water. He began telling them about the 

national bird. Each visit Meisha gathered a little more information. She could easily read up on it 

but she liked to be there, to listen and absorb while she watched the show unfold. Two 

flamingos flew overhead and the camera shutters worked overtime, everyone trying for the 

perfect shot. Beside her, he was mocking the tour, its slowness, the birds that were just birds 

and nothing to be excited about. And that young woman was giggling and agreeing with him. 

Boldly staring into his eyes, sure of what was about to unfold for them.  

 

Meisha looked out beyond the island. There were grey sheets of rain like galavanise over the 

northern range that looked as if they were moving towards them. The passengers were growing 

restless. They’d been sitting for five minutes and not one single Scarlet Ibis had shown itself. The 

white egrets were coming in low, barely skimming the water and disappearing inside the trees, 

out of sight, safe. The flamingos were moving to the far end of the lake, getting ready to roost 

for the night. A small group of Carib Grackles circled above their heads, black and shiny, looking 

like miniature crows. Meisha shuddered. 

 

The clouds were gathering and anxiety was crawling through her entire being. She ached from 

her hair follicles to her toenails. He was relaxed now, charming and affable, flashing his smile. 

The way he turned his head allowed the setting sun to bathe him in red tones, drawing out his 

beauty, the part of him that Meisha knew was there. She surreptitiously took a picture of him. It 

felt like they were sitting in two different worlds. The rain threatening with dark clouds on one 

side and the sun setting on the other. The young woman was smitten, taking out her phone, 

giving her number, making plans for the weekend that could include him, if he wanted.  
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Pain seared through Meisha’s thumb, as though it was pulled back too far. She rubbed it. There 

was something gnawing at her, something she had to do. She had known when he called and 

said he was coming to see her that something wasn’t right. He’d feigned concern for her saying 

that he wanted to check that she was doing ok. She’d expected Alice to be with him,  but he was 

alone. Unhappy. Moody. Meisha hadn’t asked what was going on. Hadn’t wanted to know. He 

was her boy. She was his mother. Of course he would come to her if he was sad. She felt her ribs 

crack and gasped in pain. 

 

Suddenly the dark grey clouds split open and a tiny slice of rainbow appeared in the sky. It was 

so unexpected, so vibrant and bright. Meisha seemed to be the only one to notice it as the 

tourists grumbled about the foreboding rain and the fact that the show had not begun. As 

though the guide could direct nature to do what they wanted, what they expected. Meisha held 

up her phone and snapped a picture of the rainbow. As she lowered it her finger hovered over 

the Whatsapp icon.  

 

Alice had sent her a long message the week before with details Meisha didn’t want to know, so 

she had ignored it. Had argued with herself about these young women that made up stories 

when they didn’t get what they wanted. Then counter argued about Alice and how decent she 

was and how she didn’t have any reason to lie. Fingers wrapped around her throat and she felt a 

knee jammed hard into her belly. Watching him start again there, in her place, with her sitting 

right next to him, Meisha felt like scales had been scraped from her eyes. Calmness came up 

from inside of her, a lightness that was normally reserved for watching thousands of Scarlet Ibis 

alight over the island. 

 

She opened that message again, sitting there in Caroni, and knew what she had to do. As the 

engine purred into life and spots of rain reached them, she began typing. The grumbles of the 

tourists at not seeing a single Scarlet Ibis rang in her ears. All that waiting for nothing. The 

journey back was so much quicker. Nothing to stop and look at, chasing the last of the day’s 

light. Bats with triangular wings dipping amongst the mangrove, swooping down to the water 

then disappearing into the roots. Meisha had to wait until they reached the broken down dam 

where the fresh and salty waters met before she had a signal on her phone. She hesitated. He 

was her boy. What if…? She felt sick at what she had to do. Eyes brimming she looked out over 

the swampy undergrowth at the border of pink Poui trees that stood out against the dark 

northern range. Closing her eyes, she pressed send. 

 

He’ll arrive back next Wednesday morning, British Airways. Do what you have to. I’m sorry. 
 

  


