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He never asks the child’s mother or the child about their religious practices in Germany 

or Jamaica: he only seeks to change her. The salesman never expresses an interest in 

who the child was before their meeting, only that she has the potential to resemble him. 

The salesman feels that imparting organized religion on the girl will make her more 

“civilized,” and therefore, give him complete authority over her.

The salesman acknowledges that he is a racial minority on the island and his 

obsession with maintaining the white race drives him to save the child simply because 

she is Caucasian. While he negotiates his stay at the bathhouse with its owner, in return 

for Jet magazines from the United States, the salesman anticipates bringing the little girl 

home to his wife because she will ask why he chose her over the racially black 

impoverished children he passes daily: “He will say he had no choice [...] Everybody 

wants a child that favors them, that’s all [...] Like is drawn to like” (10). The 

protagonist’s loneliness drives him to assume responsibility for the roadside child whom 

he reads as being like himself, displaced. Literary critic Kim Robinson-Walcott argues 

that the white Jamaican is a lonely figure who is stigmatized in society. Robinson- 

Walcott states that “undeniably, history has burdened the white West Indian with his own 

peculiar set of baggage: as past oppressor and present threatened minority, saddled with 

collective guilt but still holding the reins of power, resented but envied by the black 

majority, rejected but still elevated and aspired toward by that same majority, visible but 

invisible” (96). Although the salesman himself is not a citizen of Jamaica, he is a 

permanent resident on the island and shares a similar discomfort with the island’s white 

inhabitants. As a “past oppressor and present threatened minority” the salesman attempts 

to continue the privilege being white affords him on the island and hopes to introduce the
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young girl to those same values and rewards. According to Robinson-Walcott, she also 

notes that whites in Jamaica are “visible but invisible” thusly, the girl-child was invisible 

while living in poverty in the island’s interior, but the salesman hopes he will elevate her 

white social status to a position of greater power and visibility by bringing her into his 

world. The salesman imagines having the girl as his daughter will be a remedy for his 

feelings of displacement because he has rescued her from her racially and economically 

bereft position, and now has a child like him. Yet, he is blinded by his white male 

privilege.

The story refuses any easy depiction of the narrative of salvation. Cliff is 

rewriting a slavery narrative into one about human trafficking. The salesman’s 

purchase of the girl is a direct violation of her human rights. Cliff uses children 

as a metaphor of the narrative of slavery to depict the resistance of colonized 

individuals to their oppressor. We see a similar plot in “Columba,” where 

Charlotte purchases the boy for food and land from his desperate mother. In 

“Transactions,” the slavery narrative is undercut by the salesman’s rhetoric of 

salvation because he is met with a refusal of being subjugated as the reader finds 

out in the conclusion of the story. The salesman may have considered it his duty 

to relieve the girl from what he imagined to be unfitting circumstances for a child 

of her race, but he intentionally isolates the girl from the protection of her German 

family. The salesman attempts to remove the girl from all that was familiar to her 

in order to make her reliant on him: therefore, appointing dominance over the 

child. Once he and the little girl have been accommodated by the staff at the 

bathhouse, she is lowered into the healing waters and, “an unholy noise bounded


