
A Lush Tropical Tapestry 
Sharon Millar, The Whale House and Other Stories. Leeds, England:  Peepal Tree Press 
Ltd. 2015. 
169 pages. p.b. $17.95. 

Some authors are great story tellers; their tales pull you in and drag you 
along.  Nothing complicated, just a rhythm, a beat that relentlessly keeps you 
hooked.  Some write literature, lyrical lines with words selected for impact and 

metaphors; adding colors from a broad palette; and creating characters that 

them.  She dips into the culture, the history and geography of Trinidad and 
Tobago, teaching botany and biology, religion (both the mundane and the 
occult) and politics without you ever realizing you are being schooled.

Millar’s paints tropical landscapes with every shade of color known to 

cast of characters.  In ‘The Hat,” two amateurs try to take on a professional 
criminal by kidnapping his woman, thinking they will be assured of a fat 
payout.  The “Centipede” tells the story of a professional city couple who move 
out to a cocoa farm in the country.  The wife Marcella is caught up in the world 
of gambling, of Play Weh and signs that predict numbers.  Millar’s pen drips 
images: “The evening is lavender lit, the mountains a blue wound on the sky…
”(Millar, 75) when a centipede becomes embedded in mother-in-law’s Marie 
Adele’s calf.  Will this painful incident provide winning numbers for Marcella? 
In ‘Making guava jelly’, the Amerindian guava king Maquetaurie Guayaba haunts 
the dreams of Elise, a mother battling breast cancer who consoles herself with 
two dimensional images of breasts cut from magazines.  

Her opening story tells the story of Daniel, a troubled teen who is missing.  
His mother Carmelita, assuming the worst, goes looking for him at the hospital 
where the pathologist, Drew denies having seen her son.  She demands to know 
how someone can lose a son, after all “A boy is not a handbag.  Or a scrap of paper 

and metaphors.  Her pages are sprinkled with gold, violet, marigold.  But they 

and lavender.  Less pleasant scenes are just as redolent: “…drinking men spill out 
from shanty bars with their nasty, stale urine and rum-sweat smells” (Millar, 12). 

Drew’s family is caught up in political deceit.  The pathologist has sold 
his soul to his old friend the government minister, providing palatable though 
patently untrue causes of death.  Carmelita the boy’s mother, Isobel the wife, 
and Drew the pathologist are tied together in a society torn apart by ethnic and 

socioeconomic disparities.  The revelation that it was the tortured body of the 
missing teen leads to a disruption of Drew’s life, a dislocation of his family from 
their familiar routine to a quiet suburban home neath a spreading mahogany 
tree.  “In the evening the tree turned its leaves to catch the dry season breeze 
that rode down the valley” (Millar, 28).  

drown in their tank?  The child, answering the call of a woman resembling his 
mother, sank “…in slow motion…he did not yet know of things like abalones 

a “…winnow of air brought the sound of ruptured water straight to her belly…
”(Millar, 36).  Grabbing him out of the tank, she breaths life back into his limp 
body.  “Beyond the window of the small bungalow, silk cottons, immortelles, 
pouis, and teak stagger their way down to the river” (Millar, 37).  But within 
the home all is not well.  Benita has lost two babies who “…slipped from her 
womb…”(Millar, 38), the dead wife the implied cause.  

leaves and bowls of blue soap.  She slits the throat of a white hen and pours the 
blood across the path which leads to the roosters’ coop.  Her husband persists, 
even though Benita is pregnant with twins.  He trains his prize rooster for an 

bathing him in the blue soap and placing her mother’s ‘chaplet’ around his 
neck.  The prize rooster is no match for the champions of the Venezuelans, and 
the roosters end up on Benita’s stove, dreams and ghosts dying in the “…fragrant 
broth” (Millar, 41).

All of the stories have a dark underbelly, an unpleasant reality that is 
wrapped in beautifully lyrical words.  If you are looking for happy endings, 
for feel-good conclusions, this book is not the one.  If you wish to see a world 
from the inside out, with complex characters who struggle with gritty real world 

Loss and love; science and magic; her stories are as heterogeneous as the 
strata of Trinidadian society.  They are laden with the variety of a Caribbean 

of the islands.  They do not disappoint.  It is no surprise that her book has 
garnered prizes and acclaim.  Read to be entertained, but if you are a writer 
yourself you will study her style and mimic her metaphors while striving to meet 
the benchmark of her prose.

Bethany Jones Powell RN, MSN
Miami Gardens, Florida
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