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Missionary Cay

Chapter One

I

The Bahamas
May 13, 1987

n the dream I am in a kayak. Suddenly, the winds pick up.
A strong surge hits the boat, broadside, and it flips. My legs,
encased within the bulkhead and the skirt secured to the
cockpit rim, trap me. Frantically, I struggle to free myself, to grasp
at the loop that will release the skirt as I press my elbows on each
side of the pod to lever myself free. The swell pounds against
the craft. The force of the waves tosses the boat like a cork, but
I haven’t the strength to escape and to flip it upright. I take in
mouthfuls of salt water, choke and scream: “Damn!”
I waken to darkness.
Campbellville, Ontario
February 2nd, 1987

The storm blows me through the door; boots drip snow
on the vestry floor. Two grocery bags slip from my arms spilling
butter, yogurt, almonds, oatmeal, spinach, apples, croissants,
chocolate chip cookies, and grapes down the hall. The one bag I
hold contains the wine.
“Thanks to the goddesses that the wine survived.”
Chloe, my Standard poodle, races towards me from the
kitchen. She prances through the spinach and other items with
no concern.
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“Mind where you step, my love.”
She wags her tail and moves to the door where she paws at
the knob and casts glances over her shoulder at me.
“Give me a minute to pick up the mess then we’ll do our
walk. It’ll be a short one in this weather.”
How the winter ravages my body. Why did my ancestors
not choose to settle in a more hospitable climate? Why could they
not have chosen to raise tobacco rather than rocks?
In the hall mirror I see my reflection, which confirms how
I feel at the moment, distraught and worn. The wool hat pulled
over my ears flattens my short cropped hair and does nothing to
enhance my image.
“Sheila Woods you look worse than tired. You look
exhausted: a fifty-seven-year-old who looks ninety-seven!”
After I’ve put away the groceries I leash Chloe and head out
for her pit stop. She pees and quickly turns back to the house. The
weather has not relented.
After she finishes work, my twenty-eight-year-old daughter,
Kate, will come for supper. She’s a teacher at a Montessori school.
I’ve put together a salad, chicken and pasta, and poached pears
for dessert.
“I like the spinach with the sesame dressing,” Kate says.
“Chloe helped toss it on the hall carpet. Gives a unique
flavour.”
“Thanks for sharing that!”
I drain my glass. “Life is a bitch in this weather.”
“You’re not chained here. Why not take off for a warmer
climate down south?”
“I’ve never thought of myself as a ‘snowbird’. The picture
that comes to mind has worn bodies like Yours Truly draped
around a pool or playing bridge, golf, whatever. Not my style.”
“Go somewhere off the beaten track.”
“What about Chloe?”
“Take her along as your bodyguard. Lots of pet-friendly
places available now.”
“Some bodyguard,” I say as I pour what’s left of the wine
into her glass. “I like my comforts. I’m a home body.”
“Dad’s been dead five years. You two never traveled except
on business. He worked until the cancer, then died. Is that how
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you plan to spend the rest of your life, rooted here, no curiosity,
no adventure, waiting for the inevitable?”
“I always want to know where I’ll be putting my head at
night. I’m no globe trotter. If I were to travel I would need to know
the locals. I couldn’t stand being alone. I fear loneliness.”
“Book a long term rental and make that happen. Chloe’s like
a magnet for people.”
As she carries her dishes to the kitchen she launches into
song: ‘You’ll never walk alone.’
“I know this community. It’s convenient, and I’m comfortable.
Fifty-five is no time for a woman to launch on an adventure. Back
in the sixties not much was expected of women after marriage.
What I know is homemaking, volunteering at the hospital,
library, animal shelter, Women’s Shelter, hiking, and the book
club. That’s what I know. Starting out on my own could end me
up in Timbuktu, and then you would be rid of me. ‘Disappeared
without a trace’ will be on my own headstone.”
“You won’t get lost. If I wanted you dead I could put you in
my basement and turn off the heat, for heaven’s sake! What they
say is face your fear and do it anyway.”
“Easy for the self-help gurus to work that theme to death,
but I’m a coward.”
“Tour companies are there for people like you. They smooth
out the wrinkles. Pick a destination, arrange a long term rental,
and my bet is you’ll discover the real Sheila. Take up painting,
pottery, write your memoirs, belly dance. God, Mom, there’s lots
to do, and you’re up to it.”
After Kate leaves I load the dishwasher, put away the food
and leash Chloe for our last walk of the day. It’s become a ritual
when I say good night to the world and express gratitude for the
moment. The winter blizzard has passed, and like a child after
a temper tantrum, evening settles in silent exhaustion. Houses
resemble frosted cakes as clumps of snow like marshmallows
attach to the stone facades. The wind no longer whips around as
when we follow the trail through the park. The night sky is clear
for now but the forecast for tomorrow is freezing rain.
“Six more weeks of winter, Girl,” I say as I remember it’s
February 2nd, and the groundhog would have seen its shadow if it
had ventured out in the early morning sunshine before the storm
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moved in. Let’s hope the groundhog slept late.”
Since Peter’s death I talk more and more to her. I’ve read it’s
not an unusual habit for people living alone with their pet. I’ve
also read of the paranoia and obsessive disorders that can subtly
insert themselves and take root in one’s personality. Is that what
concerns Kate? Does she notice my behaviour altering in some
way? Is that why she suggests I travel? Is that why she hopes I
will shed my old skin and take on a new one? I would have never
guessed my life’s pattern would shift. I reckon that’s what ‘denial’
is all about. Am I in denial?
I have such a fear of flying on my own to an unfamiliar and
unknown destination.
One week later, same setting, same menu, Kate had seen
the newspaper ad: villa for rent, overlooking the sea, in the quiet
fishing community of Rock Point on Missionary Cay photos
available. Contact Mrs. Felicia Albright.
She had read it aloud and said, “It has your name on it.”
When she leaves I make the call. Felicia Albright could
sell coals to Newcastle We agree on the details, and within ten
minutes I’ve committed to renting her place.
“You be the right person. I can tell, Darlin’. I be there waiting
for you when you step off the plane, the Lord willing.”
As I replace the receiver, reality sets in. Who do I think I
am, or what do I think I’m doing? These two questions burn into
my brain over the following days as I plan what to take, visit the
travel office, arrange my ticket and Chloe’s kennel, visit the vet
for her required shots, arrange to close the house, pay the bills,
and fret. Boy, do I fret!
“Don’t say it’s a trip. Look at it as a transition,” Kate advises.
“Trip sounds so banal. Transition has a flare.”
When I look back at my life, I recognize I never dared to
dream as part of my day to day existence. Life was a regime that
took no imagination.
There are numerous travel books to browse that give a
thumbnail sketch of the Bahamas, Missionary Cay is one of
the Family Islands and is settled by the descendants of mostly
British people who left America when it was no longer part of the
Empire. Their slaves came to work on the sugar plantations as
they had done in America. Soon the plantations failed; the people
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turned to farming and the fishing and business enterprises often
wore themselves out depending on the political events and
the economic factors beyond their control. Because of a large
fishing industry, Rock Point, where I will live, is a prosperous
community off the beaten track of tourists but a winter haven for
a few Americans owning property.
These details are the extent of my search mainly in tourist
guides and pamphlets from the travel agency.
Goodbyes at Toronto’s Pearson had been difficult. Kate
hugged me with too much enthusiasm. Chloe planted her feet,
and it took both Kate shoving, and me hauling on her collar, to get
her into the kennel. So much for trust, her expression conveyed as
the baggage trolley carried her into the bowels of the terminal.
Kate took my arm and led me to Passport Control. “I love
you,” I heard her call as I walked to the next station where I
showed my birth certificate ticket to the waiting authorities.
During the flight I reflect on the events that brought me to
where I am, going back to the conversation over another dinner
with Kate when too much wine had released her Dutch courage.
“Mother, since Dad’s death five years ago you have closed
down, become small and static. You’re stuck. Dad called you his
Princess Grace.”
“Love is blind, as is said.”
“No Mom, you have the quiet serenity that drew people to
her. You also have blue eyes and you’re blond with a beautiful
face. I’ve seen the photo of the May Ball. I’ve seen the photo of
that knock-out couple. And she owned a Poodle!”
“Easy for you to say. It’s my life.” We have had this
conversation before, several times.
When I had attended the funeral of one of his distant
relatives she notes: “Mom, you didn’t even know what’s-hername. Dad didn’t know her. Why are you searching out funerals
of people you have no connection with? Does it reinforce your
grief? Are you afraid to let go of grief? I know Dad would want
you to embrace the memories but let go and get on with a life.
God, I sound like a New Age freak.”
The fine line between caring and controlling had been one
that each of us had been guilty of failing to respect. Time and
distance could possibly solve this.
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The plane’s wheels hitting the tarmac jar me awake. The
Canadian March chill and the gray landscape I left behind in
Toronto, are a distant memory. Instead, palm trees, hibiscus, and
oleanders are abundant. As I step through the plane’s door the
Nassau heat slams against me.
Behind the desk, the immigration officer studies my passport
photo as if trying to fix the image in his memory. He will not fail
to notice my tense watchfulness and conclude I am overdue for a
vacation. “Purpose of your visit?”
“I’ve come to write; I’m a writer.” I realize I am taking liberties
describing myself as a writer. I doubt he would be impressed with
my journal of jottings that had helped me organize my world and
make sense of life.
“Enjoy your stay,” he says as he slides the passport across
the counter’s metal surface.
.
The washroom mirror reflects my pallid appearance. I lack
the brown tones, dark eyes, tightly curled hair of those who will
surround me as I move into my next level of existence. None
appear anxious or wear their shoulders as ear-rings. My yoga,
massage and various body work gurus had made it their mission
to rid me of this tension with only short lived success. Now I
am surrounded by people who have eliminated rush and hurry
from their vocabulary and move through the moment with casual
intention.
I locate the baggage area and Chloe’s kennel. Within fifteen
minutes it rattles along the conveyor belt. She presses her muzzle
against the metal, and her wide eyes scan the crowd. I release
her and lead her from the terminal to a patch of grass close by.
A toddler reaches to pat her, but the mother snatches him away.
Others give her a wide berth.
“What’s that for a dog?” one man asks.
It seems poodles are not familiar in this landscape.
The waiting area for the next leg of my trip is a stuffy room
in a Quonset hut outfitted with straight backed chairs, benches,
and an overhead fan that creaks.
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A Bahamian woman with sleek, black hair pulled firmly
into a serpentine coil at the nape of her neck sits by the drink
dispenser. Her child, wearing a Mickey Mouse t-shirt, sandals,
and polka dot shorts, sits on her lap and works a straw around the
empty paper cup. A man saunters by wearing a Yankees baseball
hat, singlet, and jeans. His muscled arms glisten with sweat.
Finally, there’s the announcement over the PA system.
“Passengers for Rock Point proceed to Gate B.”
The rickety plane on the runway reminds me of the Wright
brothers’ contraption. Will its doors hold fast, or will I be swept
into the heavens as my baggage tumbles from the aircraft,
underwear, tops and, skirts drifting to the sea?
The smiling flight attendant serves apple juice in Styrofoam.
Looking out of the plane’s window I see the Caribbean spread in a
glassy patchwork of aquamarine, turquoise, emerald, and indigo.
Boats that resemble white commas scatter across its surface. A
gentle rise, which lacks the force for body surfing, creeps along
the beaches. The water’s calm is ideal for the kayak but not for
surfing should Kate visit.
I remember Hawaii and the strength of the undertow along
the coast. One day, especially, it had repeatedly dragged me
beneath the surface and tossed me back, until I thought my lungs
would explode as I held my breath and struggled to get a footing.
I was with Peter on a business trip, but now the placid Caribbean
is my destination, and I will be alone.
Within twenty minutes, we are taxiing along the barren
runway to the Rock Point terminal.
Beneath the Caribbean midday sun perspiration seeps from
every pore as I walk to the terminal where folk crowd the barrier
to welcome the arrivals.
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