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	To my mother

	and my former lecturer, Lucinda Peart,

	for unimagined possibility . . .

	 


PART 1

	 

	Jack Tar Village



	



	1

	 

	It was the whole ridiculous plight of wanting to write that set the flame alight even before I got home. I was on the bus dreaming I was the second coming of George Lamming, just as dashing, just as handsome in his BBC Caribbean Voices days, and just as talented, filling the airwaves with his mellifluous Bajan baritone. Well, maybe not as talented, but close, because Lamming was damn talented, the closest thing to what I’d ever consider Caribbean genius, and to be even half that good would have been its own reward. I smirked and looked out the window at vendors with plastic bags of roasted and sugar-boiled peanuts strung to wires stacked high on their heads. That’s the true size of Lamming’s creative intelligence, I mused, still smiling. That’s the measure of the man’s nous—a brain so big it continues to grow outside his head and as tall as a peanut vendor’s stack.

	I was so amused with my thoughts, I laughed out loud. ‘Nutsy!’ I yelled from the window, then whistled and fished my wallet from my shorts. ‘Bring me a bag!’ 

	The vendor approached with an unhurried walk. The girl sitting beside me regarded me with her eyes slanted. A thin little thing. I sized her up. Waistline 29, bust a C cup. A face about 8.5. She wore a pink blouse and jeans skirt and white slippers. Her heels were cracked. A slum girl on her way back to Montego Bay after partying in Kingston all weekend, I surmised, or if she has bags in the luggage compartment, probably a seller from the clothes arcade, returning home with cheap wares bought at Cross Roads and garment factories. She was a dougla. I could see she prided herself on her long lustrous ponytail that flowed to her back, and I had this weird fleeting attachment to it like I could feel its silkiness wrapped in my hands. I liked these types: young, coarse, abrasive, and cute. 

	‘Hey,’ I said, my eyes lingering on her just long enough. 

	‘Hi,’ she answered, smiling. Her breath might have been shot out of a cannon, it was that strong with the reek of Green Apple wine. I saw she had a hand on the bottle in her Perry Ellis handbag, slipping it out every now and then for a sip. A drunk? I was intrigued. 

	‘Why don’t we get to know each other, since we’ll probably both be sitting here for the next hour.’

	She sneered and scratched the back of her hair. ‘I know all I need fe know ’bout yuh.’

	‘Don’t be too quick to judge.’

	She turned and gave me her full attention. ‘You’re a college bwoy. I hear it in yuh voice. I fuck enough of dem at Negril ATI to know when I meet one.’

	She had bleached her whole face to a smooth starchy consistency, like a young mango, except for the backs of her ears that still showed her dark-brown complexion. A clothes vendor. Yes. A young entrepreneur who goes to Kingston to haggle and for debauch, trades of the very same nature. I’d been away from MoBay for three years but I could still tell what I was up against. Her perfume was faint, like a baby’s sweet colicky breath. St. James girls could be so easy at times, so uncomplicated, that they could feel like a nuisance, and if you started treating them as such, cheating on them or occasionally hitting them or embarrassing them in public, they became desperate—desperate, that is, to prove their worth. Montegonian men knew exactly how to handle them. And they liked to be handled. If a Montegonian girl ever called you ‘quiet’ or ‘kind’ or, worse, a ‘gentleman,’ you were as good as dead; at the very least you were a laughingstock. It was like an obituary you couldn’t recover from without acting a proper fool. That is, to raise yourself from the dead with a personality transplant. 

	She was sizing me up with furtive glances and coy little giggles, like a child licking a jelly spoon. She saw that I had noticed her black ears and designer bag and cracked heels. But her attitude was still like, Yes, now that you know who I am and I know who you are, what yuh goin’ do, bwoy? It was the sort of challenge I relished, that was won or lost more by what was not said than what was. It was about mood, action, a quiet turbulence that had to exist between both parties where the air between you vibrates and your heart palpitates and flies to your throat and the heady fear of dying, the fear of falling, is the sweet relief of surrendering to someone who reads you perfectly without fulsome talk, because sweet words often spoil everything for us Montegonians. 

	I took her hand and studied her nails. They were jewelled, and the pink and purple nail polish was chipped at the base. She laughed and snatched her hand away. ‘But wha’ppen to dis bwoy though?’ When I stared at her, her smile melted. She got nervous. She wet her lips and looked ahead and said in an off-kilter yelp that startled everyone, ‘Driver, turn up de music nuh, mek people enjoy demself in de damn bus. None ah we goin’ funeral, enuh.’

	People cackled in soft murmurs and pointed at her with pushed-up lips because they knew it was the behaviour of a girl made skittish by someone’s hungry attention. The driver obliged and turned up the volume. ‘One heartbeat at a time . . .’ Smokey Robinson crooned. She snapped her fingers and sang along.

	‘Me love oldies bad,’ she said without looking at me.

	‘Then yuh my type of gyal,’ I replied. ‘Nutten I love more than an oldies session at Pier One on Fridays.’

	She widened her eyes. ‘How long now yuh live a Kingston? Oldies Nite move to Wednesdays donkey years back. Friday Nite is Passa Passa now.’

	‘Well, you’ll just have to bring me up to speed then. What’s yuh name?’

	She still sang with Smokey to give the impression that we weren’t talking earnestly to each other. She didn’t want people witnessing how easily she was crumbling. ‘Andrene, but dem call me Dreenie. What’s yours?’

	‘Nyjah . . . Nyjah Messado.’

	She said quietly, with an inflection to suggest deference, ‘What yuh want me call yuh?’

	‘Nyjah.’

	She put her hand in my lap as if it didn’t belong to her, with her face turned away, almost as if she were handing over her purse to a customs officer. I massaged her fingers and studied her callused palm; she worked hard. She looked away the whole time. She was showing me who she truly was. I reached forward and rubbed her earlobe. She winced a little and looked around to see if we were being watched, then satisfied we weren’t, she dropped her head and toggled through her phone while I felt against her neck and moved my hand down her shoulder, stopping at the swell of her small breast. She didn’t flinch, but her breathing pattern changed. I wondered if she was getting wet. I passed my hand over her breast and down her slender side to her thigh. Ask her her age. No, not yet. St. James gyals don’t like that. Her jeans skirt was hiked up and exposed her finely haired skin which was a shade darker than her face. 

	People understood what I was doing and consciously kept their heads trained forward because they didn’t care to see anything improper, as much as they wanted to, kind of like looking away while two dogs mated in public, or two drunken revelers fucked in a corner street during J’ouvert or Mas—you glance but never stare because that’d make you queer and ill-mannered. It was a game of conditional manners West Indians have mastered. She was keeping her eyes peeled too, in case anyone had the temerity to look. A fat dark woman across from us became cross, looking at our looseness, but Dreenie stared her down and snarled at the woman to mind her own business, so the woman sucked her teeth and fanned herself and fidgeted her big frame in her seat. I caressed Dreenie’s knees. She clamped her thighs together when my hand moved between them.

	‘Can I ask you sum’n?’ she breathed.

	‘I’m waitin’.’

	‘What yuh want from me, you . . . whatever yuh name, Nigel . . . Nyjah.’ Her tone meant she wasn’t willing to give in totally just yet.

	The bus stopped at Duncans Square to let off some Trelawny people and we had to get up so the heavy-chested woman could reach across us and wrench her crocus bag free from the overhead. When Dreenie stood, I took my time studying her slight figure; she glanced at me and waited out the inspection. She sat, but I said to her, ‘Let’s go outside and catch some fresh air.’

	People wandered off to bathrooms and food stalls lined outside the small blue plaza. The woody smell of jerk pork filled the air. Dreenie excused herself to get us something to eat. I sat on a circular concrete ledge, took out my phone, and looked over the poem I was working on.

	Mother, I Remember the Cyst on Your Neck

	 

	It’s pleasant it is

	to sleep and dream,

	more pleasant it is

	than all the years of

	old men,

	because in sleep

	youth is recaptured

	and bound

	to the body

	like blindness filling

	eye wells of old men

	like wet mud,

	drying . . .

	like dreams, dying.

	 

	I saw you,

	you were young and beautiful again.

	White skirts white panties white linen

	white eyeballs white teeth.

	How beauty fades fast.

	A dream’s memory fades even faster.

	 

	I wanted it to be more confrontational in tone, to say all I couldn’t say to my mother’s face when I saw her. Dreenie came back with the food, standing in front of me with her slim straight body planted between my knees, pulling strands of her long, slightly wavy hair from her high round forehead. My mind still on the poem, I asked, ‘Where’s your mother, Andrene?’ 

	‘She hustlin’ in Hen-gland.’

	‘Used she to love you?’

	‘What?’

	I chuckled. ‘I’m only kidding.’

	‘You’re makin’ fun of me already.’

	‘No, I’m not.’ I looked up at her as I bit into the wet peppery conch she handed over and thought of biting into her flesh. She smiled. She had an even row of strong white upper teeth but small crowded baby teeth at the bottom. She seemed conscious of this unevenness. She let out a nervous whinny. That was fine. I was searching for a flaw, a vulnerability I could use against her when the time came. She clamped her mouth shut, but I tapped her lightly on the leg. 

	‘Smile for me, man,’ I said quietly.

	Blushing, she pushed her fringes back again as the coastal wind was strong. ‘Why?’

	‘Because yuh beautiful, yuh my muse.’

	She squinted. ‘Yuh what?’

	‘A word I’ll teach yuh through action more than language.’

	She shrugged and obliged me. But the smile this time was forced and silly. I reached up and pulled her neck forward and kissed her deeply. Her breath still stank of the stale Green Apple wine and she gave in to me completely. She kissed me as if she were thirsting for something—perhaps the truth of my intentions—and it was all bundled up in the tip of my tongue. 

	She pulled away when she heard the smoking men whistling. They flashed their lighters at us. ‘’Ow yuh mean? Go inna it, Starry!’ they cheered. 

	I pulled her to sit beside me and she hung her head over, dazed, shy, perhaps even happy. 

	Again she asked, ‘What yuh want from me?’ Her tone this time was serious.

	I didn’t look at her. I was looking at the poem again. ‘Eat yuh food,’ I said, sipping the bitter frothy stout. ‘I told yuh to get me a hot stout. I hate it refrigerated. The flavour goes out.’

	‘No yuh didn’t,’ she snapped. ‘Me ears nuh under me foot bottom. All yuh said was, ‘Get me a Dragon.’’ She watched me studying the phone and became annoyed. ‘Yuh girlfriend call yuh? She send yuh text?’

	Dreenie didn’t play the jealous type well but was willing to baptise our alliance with an argument. I showed her the phone screen. She read the poem and chewed her coconut gizzada, the sugary crumbs sticking to her pale mauve lipstick. ‘You’re a writer.’ She sounded affronted, aggrieved, like Sancho having the courage to accuse Don Quixote of being a self-deluded liar.

	‘A poet,’ I clarified.

	‘Yuh goin’ teach?’ She wasn’t interested in the silly side of my indulgence, she wanted to know what I had in mind for a stable self-sustaining life. I could almost laugh. I hadn’t expected this side of her, and to be blindsided by it was poetic in itself. She wasn’t looking at me now. All the play had fallen out of her and she was eating her gizzadas and drinking her bottled water at a rapid pace and watching the bus fill up again. She got up and dusted the seat of her skirt. ‘Come, Claude McKay, de bus ready.’

	I felt at pains to explain myself. I even felt a little ridiculous. When we sat back and I finished my conch and tried to speak to her, she squinched her face at my breath and handed me a stick of Winter Fresh gum. Her attitude was like an adult accommodating a child. ‘Yes,’ I said, ‘I’m going to teach. But not for long.’

	‘Hah, that’s what I said ’bout sellin’ clothes to trickify neagah . . . not for long. Lawd, gimme strength.’ She crossed her arms, sighed. Then she put her fingers to her forehead and shook her head and looked out the window, with an expression that said, Dreenie, why de hell yuh pick up dis dreamer? I felt annoyed: she thought she knew everything about life because she haggled clothes and had a ‘shop.’ But in truth, my confidence was shaken. I put my hand on her leg and she pushed it off.

	‘Listen . . .’ I said, and at the same time wondered why I was so desperate to explain myself to a girl I’d just met. Something about her rebuff was making me confront my ambition, my fears. Something I hadn’t always done. ‘I’ve got three teaching posts lined up. Did the Skype interviews.’

	‘What schools?’ she asked sharply.

	‘Glendale, Willocks, and Undergrad.’

	‘Dem is all poppy-show schools!’ she burst out. ‘I do a nursing course at Undergrad las’ year an’ when exam time come, de school tek we money an’ when we go exam centre we cyaan find we name to sit exam. Not one damn chair in there said Andrene Singh. Dem t’ief. And now I don’t get a nursin’ certificate!’

	I swallowed my spit. I hadn’t researched the schools thoroughly before accepting the preliminary offers, was only eager to land on my feet. But I couldn’t let that worry me. I had student loans to pay. 

	She continued, ‘Mos’ o’ these new schools run by Nigerians who lookin’ fass money. Yuh cyaan even pronounce dem damn name, much less hol’ dem guilty.’

	‘Did you get to sit the exam at all?’ I said stupidly.

	She didn’t answer. Then she cracked a laugh. I couldn’t tell if it was sad or mocking, if she was laughing at her dupery or mine. Her manner was different now, a change had come over her gradually from the beginning. No matter how slick or smart I thought I was, she hadn’t been intimidated: she would force me to reveal who I was or to confront myself.

	‘Yuh can always come back to yuh course now that I’m teachin’.’ I didn’t know why I said this.

	She twisted to look at me again. I knew what she would say. ‘What yuh want from me?’

	I said nothing, turned away from her, and peered out the window at Falmouth’s redbrick buildings and primary school children buying salted green plums. The little girls dipped all the way to the bottoms of their Oxford-blue skirts to fish the copper coins out to make their purchases. Even at that age you could see in them an almost cynical maturity in the way they handled money, and the corresponding pride glowing in the rough sweaty faces of the stall women. They called the girls darling and dou dou and treated them with a special concern they never wasted on boys. 

	Dreenie leaned her shoulder into mine and said in a steady voice, ‘Me can cook an’ me can clean. What more yuh want?’ She waited to see how I would respond to this. She had answered her own question to rescue me. I eased back in the chair so she could lean into me. ‘Me have ambition too. Me nuh wa’an sell clothes de rest of me life like Norma. Me have some subjects an’ me plan to sit for two or t’ree more. Me nuh go college but me can tek care ah yuh money. An’ me wild ways done. Me nah look fe compete wid yuh. Me respect yuh as a man. Only you know what’s right for yuh.’

	I breathed a little easier. But all my uncertainties were still crowding my head. I reached up and rubbed my fingers over her slightly pimpled features. The stout was sinking into me and I had an erection. My head felt woozy, and here an attractive girl was leaning against me. Outside the window was the sharp salty smell of the Flankers stretch of sea, green and rank in areas where beach was dumped up for new golf courses, villas, and hotels. Sandcastles in the sea, built on perilous foundations. I was almost home. My heart was dropping inside me. I was turning over the poem in my head and trying to keep my mother’s image out of my musings. I wasn’t ready to face her just yet. She would weaken my defences, plunge my resolution into placidness with her calculated demeanour. 

	I reached over and squeezed Dreenie’s hip. She nuzzled her little jewel-studded nose against my T-shirt. This was a girl I could never bring home. Who called her mother Norma. So typical of ghetto girls. Was she a part of my rebellion, my revenge? To break away from their dense deceit and give my new identity just enough teeth to bite them where it hurt? My heart hammered. I felt a little weak with all the possibilities. Home, after so long. This wild ambition to be a poet, and a successful one.

	‘I don’t know what I’d do if yuh weren’t from MoBay,’ I said. ‘If yuh had come off at Duncans or Falmouth I’d probably get off and follow yuh.’

	She wasn’t flattered. ‘I ain’t yuh modda. I not lookin’ fe no young pup or maama man widout backbone. I don’t want nobody followin’ me.’

	‘Yuh stayin’ alone?’

	‘Uh-unh,’ she answered. ‘Me likkle chatterbox sister deh home wid we granny, up in Concrete. Me tribe waitin’ on me.’

	‘But I want to stay with yuh tonight.’

	‘Yuh cyaan have me tonight . . .’ Her voice trailed off in a way that I understood.

	‘Really?’ I said, trying to hide my disappointment and alarm. I was so horny from feeling on her, I was seeing spots.

	‘It suppose to start today,’ she confirmed.

	‘I still want to stay with yuh.’

	‘Then rent a place. No girlfriend from college?’ she teased. ‘No Kingston brownin’ wid Brazilian weave and Norbrook accent an’ summer house in Negril?’

	‘Shut up and get some sleep. We soon reach.’

	 

	We got off at the bus park and came upon a comical sight. A young gigolo was waiting to get on a Hiace bus to Ocho Rios with a skinny middle-aged tourist. The bus was already packed and the gigolo frowned when the conductor offered them both small padded seats behind the driver where engine heat was most intense, seats that were sold at a reduced rate, usually to children. ‘Come inna de bus, man,’ blustered the conductor, stretching his big gold-teethed grin. ‘See de nice lady gettin’ sunburn an’ ready to faint.’ 

	‘I’m quite all right,’ smiled the woman, looking with dread at the ‘patty pan’ seats, like a wall they shot people against. Perhaps it was the idea of sitting there with all those tense Black faces staring at her for two hours to St. Ann that made her visibly cringe.

	The young man steadily refused. He knew he was being made fun of. The woman became embarrassed at passengers struggling to hide their amusement. ‘Trevor, let’s go,’ she said softly, turning away, ‘let’s get something else, babe.’

	‘Ah chu him see white woman him a gwaan like him cyaan siddung pon de patty pan,’ a passenger observed.

	‘Trevor turn risto,’ said a woman emptying coconut drops into her child’s cupped palm.

	This released laughs they’d all been holding back. It was an assault that frightened and jolted the woman, like a slap. In a huff, Trevor, dressed for the beach in neon-green shorts, a tank top, and new slippers still bearing the tag, dragged his companion off to the other side of the park. 

	‘Gwaan!’ someone shouted. ‘Gwaan go spend Yankee dollar an’ nyam Joe leftovers!’ 

	We boarded, took their seats, and the bus drove away. 

	They let us off outside the pink cut-stone walls of Jack Tar Village at the bottom of Gloucester Avenue. I could see Dreenie was impressed that I could arrange a room on the Hip Strip on such short notice, in an exclusive hotel like Jack Tar. My friend Chadwell had a condominium there, a family getaway spot, that we had frequented as boys at Chester College, and I’d called him and asked a favour. The security guard checked my name and gave us two pink rubber bracelets. He asked a man in a buggy to carry our bags, and smirked at Dreenie’s stiffness. 

	‘Gwaan, me love,’ he said to her, ‘de white people won’t bite.’ He looked her over and winked at me behind her back.

	We checked in, got the keys, and walked across the property to the condo section on the beachfront.

	 

	‘Me hungry,’ Dreenie said, sitting on the edge of the floral-patterned bedspread and browsing through menus.

	I opened the white curtain and glass doors that led out onto the balcony overlooking the pink sand of the private beach. Guests were packing up beach chairs and umbrellas and getting ready to join dinner lines along a pool terrace. Beach attendants, in crisp black half-pants and short white jackets, were cleaning up after them, solemnly searching among the tourists’ trash for anything useful, or helping women with little sandy-haired brats wearing bright-colored arm floaties, all so the mothers would reward them with soft thank-yous and profuse apologies and perhaps a tip, or a phone number and room invite from one of the cougars. The beach attendants were ravenous hunters. The word ‘tribe’ that Dreenie had used earlier came back to me. I smiled, sipped the Schweppes from the mini fridge, and watched as from a gallery. When we’d brought girls here during our sixth-form days, this was one of our pastimes, watching attendants picking up tips and chicks, hustling lecherous, flabby women half-drunk on colourful holiday drinks.

	‘Nyjah, yuh ready to eat?’ Dreenie said.

	‘Not yet,’ I answered over my shoulder, ‘lemme just chill.’ I sat there imbibing sea breeze. We were on the tenth floor, which commanded a view of the sun-glinted coast all the way down to Fletcher’s Beach at the other end of the road. A boy was playing a curious game with his mother on the shore—he dug a trench beside her supine body as the radio on the beach table droned in the gathering twilight, ‘God bless the day I found you . . .’ She was drinking what looked like a Dirty Banana, but probably because of her position she choked violently and the liquid frothed over her mouth as if she were having an epileptic episode. Then the towheaded child did something curious: he eased his mother into the shallow ditch that he’d dug, and it was amazing that it was just her size. As she lay in the hole, he put his perfectly sized hand into her mouth and fished out what must have been a citrus seed blocking her airway. He rolled it between his fingers as if he found all the meaning in the world in the thing that she’d choked on, that he’d pulled from her mouth covered in slime. His father rushed forward with a half-dressed hotel man, both looking frazzled and helpless and wobbly on their feet. The woman raised herself slightly on her elbows and waved off their fussy attention with a t’chit of her tongue. She had eyes only for her son—she looked at him with a profound and new appreciation. From where she sank into the earth, she raised her hand to him and he pulled her toward him. A mirage blurred the line of her knifelike body cutting windblown sand. ‘Lady Lazarus,’ I said with a quickening of breath. I remembered the body we had buried at school and left for dead. A Lady Lazarus without a saviour. The whole reason why I had run away for three years.

	I drained the Schweppes bottle. My loins woke suddenly, watching bare freckled flesh parading below, plodding on the sand, shrieking with laughter under palm-tree canopies stringed with bubbling pepper lights welcoming dusk, young women sticking thumbs under bikini bottoms to fix their swimwear and look presentable for buffet lines. And it was a welcome distraction from my guilt. The sun was going down with a burning hue of orange that turned the pink sand to a sea of jewels. I started in on a second bottle and went back inside. 

	Dreenie cast the remote control aside, as if ready to offer me payment for this immense surprise of luxury. She smiled and winked at my crotch. I was pulling off my pants and tumbled forward getting out of them. She laughed and fell back in the bed. I climbed on top of her. 

	‘De AC too cold, Nyjah.’ She turned away from my kiss. ‘Did yuh hear me, bwoy? Me sey de blasted room too cold.’ She had the power. 

	I sucked my teeth and got up and cursed the little white remote when I couldn’t work it. I almost chucked it. 

	She enjoyed my frustration. ‘Maybe we should eat now, I hungry too bad, enuh.’ 

	I finally clicked it down to a tolerable temperature. I turned around and she was sitting up, looking for her slipper. I wrestled her back down. 

	‘Look here,’ she laughed. ‘Yuh bring me to Jack Tar to jump me like a ramgoat an’ tear off me clothes?’ 

	I couldn’t work the damn bra latch. We started kissing but all she gave me was her teeth. I felt a little flushed with irritation. 

	‘Remember what I said,’ she warned.

	I panicked. I’d forgot.

	‘Don’t look so cross,’ she said, ‘it’s natural, a woman cyaan help it.’

	I got up and flopped down in the wicker chair and hung my head back.

	Her voice drifted across the spacious white-tiled room: ‘What yuh want me to do?’ 

	The words touched my thoughts where I sat with my eyes closed and my fire was lit again. I got up and walked over and kneeled by the bed and started sucking her small firm breasts. 

	‘Nyjah . . . Nyjah, bwoy, yuh some kinda crazy.’ She moaned when I had her panties around her legs. The thin sanitary pad was dry and unspotted, only clotted with bits of pubic hair. I could’ve almost shouted, Hallelujah! A strong overpowering scent came from her when she was fully aroused, as repellent as it was magnetic, a smell I knew I could never do without. 

	She twisted her body. ‘Lemme go shower first.’

	‘No,’ I almost shouted.

	I buried my face in her crotch.

	 


2

	 

	The next morning, I put Dreenie in a taxi and walked up St. James Street. I stopped in front of Sangster’s Bookstore to catch a ride to Bogue. A car came but I waved it on. I dragged my bags into the bookstore instead and browsed their shelves. I took up The Naked Lunch, Coetzee’s Disgrace, and a volume of poetry by Louise Bennett. I wanted to buy a copy of a local X-rated magazine but the cashier was looking at me funny, as if sizing up my taste. I paid for the books, smiled at her, and left. I caught a minibus that had just loaded, mostly with morning-shift workers headed to Hampden Estate.

	My mother had written me a strange letter. She’d never written me a letter before and it troubled me more than anything that she should do it now, when I was out of her clutches and aware of my own agency as an adult, not beholden to her emotional blackmail like when I was a child, when my mood would be poisoned by her disapproval and frowns. I was supposed to be her son and no one else’s, not even my father’s. I’d been a slave to her ambitions for me until I’d made the decision to go away for school and not stay in Montego Bay. But how wrong I was about my supposed freedom, because all it took was a simple letter from her and I was in turmoil again. I attempted to read what was not there, trying to understand what she was actually saying to me.

	 

	The crows have eaten all the tomatoes. You should see the yard. All that’s left is the sweet potatoes but I can’t bear to eat them without you home. I worry, Nyjah, when birds eat the first crop a mother has planted it means her firstborn is primed for trouble. Come home.

	 

	It was the last part that got me: primed for trouble—it was open-ended enough to mean I may well be the author of my own destruction through dissipation, a ruin that wouldn’t be my fault necessarily, but nevertheless very much my own in another sense, and her letter was an intervention, a forestallment to save me from myself. All because the crows ate her crop. I was equipped enough mentally to dismiss this as a ploy based on handy superstition, but then I had a wretched gut feeling which I knew she was counting on.

	When I was much younger, I hated my mother’s bread pudding; it had a texture as if it had been boiled and not baked. It was funny because she excelled at most puddings—potato pudding, cornmeal pudding, you name it—but was desperately bad at this and would watch us eating with an evil eye and grudging instinct as if daring us to condemn her for it. But we couldn’t. Till one day I found the strength to blast her fragile confidence. ‘This puddin’ taste like the last bullas at the bottom of milk boxes off the school truck.’ 

	She took awhile computing the condemnation, then exploded, ‘That’s it, I’ll never bake again in this house as long as I live!’ 

	‘Apologise,’ said my father, looking up from his odious mouthful of pudding which he’d been chewing since Adam was in short pants. 

	‘But Daddy—’ 

	He slapped the taste out of my mouth before I could finish. ‘Yuh goin’ learn to never insult a woman’s confidence, especially your mother’s. Not if yuh want to live in peace.’ 

	This was the first time he’d ever hit me. And there was a lesson in that slap. But I was too young to appreciate it. 

	‘Now nyam de taste-bad puddin’,’ he whispered savagely when she stepped out to weep at the fence, calling:

	‘Myrtle, dat bwoy I bring nine months an’ who nearly kill me up ah Regional Hospital wid him big head jus’ have de heart . . .’ 

	I tuned her out. 

	My father rushed out to console her, dumping the rest of his pudding on my plate as punishment. That’s how fathers make men of their sons in Montego Bay. And how boys learn to blindly hallow the industry and sacrifice of women with readymade blandishments and tact. Bread pudding made a man of me. I still eat it today and laugh.

	 

	I got off at the bus stop and walked down the potholed back road. The mango tree was in flower and the driveway was filled with white, yellow-hearted blossoms and the acrid smell from waxy mango sprouts. Ground lizards welcomed me as I pushed the gate, skittering up the gravelly carport. They were cooking in the open kitchen at the side of the house. I shook Mr. Senior’s big hairy hand and greeted the women. 

	‘Laney, him come,’ called Pearl to my mother inside. I heard her frying something and talking to Mrs. Senior. She came out carrying a silver tray of curried prawns and placed them on the long galvanised slab so the women could apportion them to Styrofoam boxes. She gave me a tight smile and scant attention. I was used to this anytime I visited her at work. She wanted to give the impression that she was slightly bothered by my lack of proactivity and right away started to complain to Mr. Senior, who sat shirtless on a lawn chair under the ackee tree, smoking a pipe like a grand overseer.

	‘Mr. Senior, yuh see how him lazy?’ she lamented softly, leering at me. ‘Jus’ come stand up lookin’ at everybody like census taker.’

	‘Yuh spoil him, Laney,’ puffed Mr. Senior on his pipe, turning me by my wrist and feeling my backside as if I were still a little boy. ‘Nyjah have as much gumption as butter ackee.’

	The ladies laughed. I was slightly annoyed by this behaviour of hers, complaining to Mr. Senior as if he were some kind of god even though they were partners in the catering business, always flattering him and his wife with obsequious manners, gibes at my expense, not wanting to appear too proud of me, as if she viewed this as immodest. 

	‘Leave de bwoy alone,’ said Pearl, ‘let him enjoy some life,’ smiling at me with her toothless gums, and chucking rice, macaroni salad, and beef cuts into small white boxes laden with gravy, her long skinny arms moving with graceful efficiency. 

	‘Laney, look how long yuh nuh see Nyjah,’ said Mrs. Senior. ‘Give him a hug nuh, gyal.’

	My mother paid no more attention to this advice than if it had come from a parrot. ‘Nyjah,’ she almost shrieked, ‘help Char serve de soup!’

	‘Yes, Mummy,’ I said, and dropped my bags on the verandah. 

	Charmaine handed me vinyl gloves and a hairnet. She was habitually hot-and-cold around me, sometimes coy, sometimes bossy, ever since we were children. I had briefly thought of dating her but then she’d gotten pregnant and dropped out of school and thereafter came to work with Pearl, her mother, at the Seniors’. I didn’t find her particularly attractive, yet I did. It was one of those faces that made you think, a compliment to her probably, but I found her basic nature the most appealing of all the girls I’d known; I could never sham anything in her presence. She used to go fishing with my father and me. Daddy would tease, ‘But Nyjah, Char is a better fisherman than yuh.’ She had a talent that made me envious and it hurt my pride to even vie for my father’s favour with her. Now we were shoulder to shoulder and I felt I wasn’t good enough for her. She was showing me how to wipe the edges of the Styrofoam soup cups. 

	Mr. Senior hobbled over to us with a friendly look. ‘What’s going on between yuh two?’ he ribbed. ‘What sweet yuh, Char? I never see dis gyal skin her teeth like dis before Nyjah come.’ Charmaine excused herself and went to the dooryard. ‘How the job huntin’? Things comin’ along?’

	‘Things comin’ along fine, Mr. Senior,’ Mummy preempted me. ‘He secured two teaching posts already, an’ teachin’ general paper at him alma mater.’

	‘I’m not contracted to teach sixth form,’ I corrected her, ‘it’s only a substitute gig till the teacher returns from maternity leave. I’m doin’ her a favour.’

	‘But still,’ interjected Mr. Senior, rubbing the white hairs on his big protruding stomach, ‘it’s good to get a shoe in the door. A Chester job would stand yuh well in the long run. More secure than all these patty shops poppin’ up all over town. Everybody have teacher’s license nowadays.’

	‘All dawg and puss,’ chimed his wife, wrapping a tray of saltfish fritters, leftovers from breakfast orders that the workers would have for lunch. ‘But things need time, eh, son? I’m sure yuh don’t want to teach all yuh life.’

	‘No ma’am,’ I offered. ‘But I’m prepared to do it as long as I have to.’

	‘Then what?’ Mr. Senior challenged, fingering the lint in his navel. ‘Poetry ain’t go pay those student loans.’

	‘No,’ I said under my breath, ‘of course not.’

	This was a point he had been looking to underscore ever since the discussion started, because he was my guarantor and never missed a chance to remind me about it, always obliquely complaining to Mummy about all the time and energy he’d expended in taking time off from his headmaster post at Bolton, a low-rent comprehensive school that a monkey could govern, so he could accompany me to the student loan bureau. I had hated this man ever since my father and I returned a day early from Blue Mountain camping and caught him in our house. Mummy had sworn it was an innocent visit, but her marriage never recovered. 

	Char came back and I immediately said, ‘How’s Denzel?’

	She looked embarrassed, especially since she saw that Mr. Senior was irritated at my changing the subject. ‘Him well,’ she mumbled, ‘startin’ de las’ year of primary school dis term.’ 

	‘My, time flies, eh?’ said Bev, the fat half-Indian dietitian who supervised the menus, using a knife to slice Bustamante backbone into soft brown caramelised cubes smelling richly of burnt ginger. 

	Char’s son was a taboo subject since she’d given him her surname, not knowing who the father was. She handed me a warm white bag for deliveries. ‘Mirror. Tek de bicycle.’

	‘Lawd, Char,’ I complained, ‘mek me cool off likkle bit nuh.’

	She took up a cube of Bustamante backbone and stuffed it in my mouth, rough-playing like a boy, then wiped the sticky caramel from my face and pushed her finger into my mouth so I could suck it. ‘There,’ she chided, ‘now yuh have de strength of a prime minister. Go forth.’

	The adults laughed and shook their heads. ‘But dis gyal nuh easy,’ Pearl said, not knowing whether to be amused or affronted on account of her daughter. 

	Char ignored them and packed the bags in a basket. 

	I was off, clucking at scampering ground lizards with their silvery green bodies and bloodred tails.

	 

	I pulled up at the Western Mirror, and the guard waved me on to the front-desk woman who was friendly enough, but insisted I deliver the orders personally since she didn’t want the extra task. ‘Make sure yuh have lots of patience when yuh make change,’ she whispered, ‘newspaper people are bad at math.’ 

	I walked along the thickly carpeted floor, dropping off lunch orders at various desks. 

	An editor was saying to a colleague leaning over his desk, ‘Yvette, what yuh think about this phrase ‘dereliction of character’?’ The girl brushed aside her newly cropped hair to reveal a comely face on the verge of womanhood—an intern. The question was obviously a test. The bearded man continued looking at his computer screen and in the meanwhile shook a mint into his mouth and took it with a swig of water. She still hesitated, trying to appear thoughtful. But the copy editor wasn’t fooled. He saw that she was afraid to state her opinion and court his disappointment. So he dismissed her. 

	I had a thought then to apply for a job, so I approached the secretary. ‘Who do I talk to about a job here?’

	Her eyes snapped; she leaned back. I wondered if my tone had been too forward. ‘Aren’t you the lunch bwoy?’

	I grinned. ‘I suppose I am.’

	She waited to see if I’d take a hint. ‘Listen,’ she said, visibly struggling to keep her tone professional, ‘that’s not how it works. You have to put in a formal application, in writing. I take it you mean a job in this office?’

	‘You take it right, miss.’

	She looked insulted yet concerned. ‘Have you even finished school?’

	A young woman who’d been watching us from inside her office stepped out. ‘Marsha, what’s going on here?’

	‘The delivery bwoy has ambition, apparently,’ said the secretary, spinning her chair away from us to answer her telephone.

	I couldn’t believe it—it was Briana. I’d been friends with her brother Perry in school and we’d had a harrowing intersection once—the three of us.

	‘I’ve been watching you,’ Briana started, ‘peeping over the writers’ shoulders as you deliver food. You’re interested in writing?’ She winked. I understood the play immediately—she wanted me to pretend we were strangers to avoid any claim of nepotism.

	So I shrugged. ‘It’s a habit with me, I want to make it a profession.’

	‘Really,’ she almost laughed, clearly taken with my acting. ‘Wow, I’m sorry, currently we don’t have any office positions.’ Her tone was arch yet attentive; she might’ve been trying to figure out just how much I’d grown since we met last, the man I’d become. ‘So you write.’

	‘I’m a poet.’

	‘Hah,’ said the secretary, drumming her fingers on her desk and watching my face. ‘Now I’ve heard it all.’

	‘Published?’ said Briana, our ruse becoming real now.

	‘Yes,’ I said, almost too confidently, ‘in Bim, and my first collection came out last January.’

	Briana looked disappointed; we’d been young literary rivals in St. James. ‘What’s your name?’ The sham lilt was back in her voice.

	‘Nyjah . . . Messado. What’s yours?’

	‘Briana Fischer.’ We shook hands. ‘Please sit down.’ 

	We sat before the secretary’s desk. She did her best to ignore us, busying herself with work, but had her multipierced ears cocked, her little earrings dangling like chandeliers. I was slightly disappointed; for some reason I’d been hoping to be invited back into Bree’s office. 

	‘Is this the interview?’ I asked, hoping she wouldn’t take herself too seriously.

	‘It could be . . . Nyjah. Did I pronounce that right?’

	I nodded.

	‘We’re very progressive here. I’m sure you’ve noted how young I am. And we’re not big on formalities, no need to set a date and come in a tie and jacket. You’re here now, aren’t you? So what do you want to do for us in a freelance position?’

	‘I want to contribute poems.’

	‘We don’t pay for those,’ she said quickly, and it seemed like she was about to get up.

	‘Wait. How about a movie review? I always read the Mirror hoping to find one and never do.’

	‘A critic.’ She looked stirred at the idea. ‘Tell you what, send me a sample. Then we’ll talk.’

	All in all, I felt it was going well. ‘I won’t let you down.’

	‘Don’t let yourself down. I’m very hard to please.’

	‘Really?’ I smiled genuinely at her for the first time. The secretary had all this time been doing everything with a little affected flourish, even ripping papers up to throw in the garbage, as if she felt neglected. ‘Well, what has happened here?’ I said. ‘Nyjah, you might just have talked your way into trouble, or at the very least a rejection email. And they’re not even paying for the movie ticket.’

	Bree laughed, batting a loose strand from her face, her eyes twinkling. ‘You’re funny, Nyjah. What are you reading now?’

	I could see that she liked rediscovering my name, it gave her a secret pleasure. 

	‘The Tale of Genji.’ 

	‘Poor Minamoto,’ she said with a shake of her head, using Genji’s other name that’s mentioned probably only once in the book, showing off her depth. ‘Has that witch from Kokiden died yet?’

	‘Not yet,’ I replied. 

	She recited: ‘Tears dim the moon, even here above the clouds. / Dim must it be in that lodging among the reeds.’

	I recited back: ‘In the sky, as birds that share a wing. / On earth, as trees that share a branch.’

	The secretary got up as if she’d heard enough, going over to the water fountain with short angry steps.

	I think Bree was impressed, but she kept her expression neutral. ‘The Song of Everlasting Sorrow.’ 

	‘It’s the best novel ever.’ 

	‘No,’ she said, ‘Don Quixote is better, if only because Shikibu’s book was unfinished.’ 

	‘Tidy endings are overrated.’ 

	‘And where’s this headed?’ 

	‘Have lunch with me.’ 

	‘We’ll see.’ 

	‘We can trade more Genji verses.’

	‘Is that your idea of a good time? A challenge?’ She was hiding her grin. ‘I’m still grateful for what you did for Perry, Nyjah. Don’t think I’ve forgot.’ Her cheeks quivered with sober reflection. 

	‘Much good it did him.’

	She looked at me desperately now, her face working wildly with the same fumbling determination it had when I’d gripped her waist on the school’s steps back in ninth grade. ‘He’s in trouble again, I know. But he’s a big bwoy now.’ Her big brownish-red hair bun was streaked with silver. Her head hung for a moment, showing only her full lips—lips that I’d betrayed. When she raised her eyes, there was the same pleading question in them that had been there all those years ago when she’d sacrificed herself for Perry. ‘Please, Nyjah. Talk sense into him. Yuh have to get him away from that car-wash lot. I’m only a woman—he don’t listen to me no more.’

	‘No, Bree, no. Perry make him bed. Him haffe lie in it.’

	The secretary headed back over. Briana stood, shook my hand, and said shakily, ‘We’ll be in touch.’

	The secretary could see something had passed between us. ‘Briana, yuh need a tissue?’

	‘No, Marsha, I’m fine,’ said Bree, irritably wiping a tear.

	I left with a spring in my step. Dreenie texted me but I was so giddy about Bree I was almost disappointed to see her name. I ignored her message. 

	Chadwell called me right after: ‘What yuh doin’?’ 

	‘Makin’ deliveries. Tell yuh what. Order food from Mummy’s place so I can have an excuse to come see yuh.’ 
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	The disembodied voice in the supermarket followed us, chanting vegetable prices over the speaker. I pushed Mummy’s trolley and said, ‘I wonder what that man looks like—the one who barks prices. His voice is like God’s on Sinai touting commandments.’ 

	‘I tell yuh what I goin’ do. New commandment. I ain’t givin’ you no advance on yuh allowance to go gallivantin’ at Yacht Club with Chadwell.’

	‘But Mummy, yuh promised! And if yuh don’t gimme the money, they goin’—’

	‘Dem go what?’ She stopped dead in the aisle, shouting because she was a mother and didn’t care. ‘Dem go know yuh poor? Learn to live within yuh means, Nyjah. Yuh not rich like de Crichtons. Remember yuh place!’ 

	‘I don’t have a place. And yuh not putting me in none. This is a new day. Yuh time done!’ 

	She slapped me. My words had stung so much, her eyes brimmed. She feared this wickedness of mine. ‘I regret the day I birth yuh. Raise yuh voice like dat to me—yuh mad?’ Her voice was weepy, fragile. 

	I felt terrible but pressed on: ‘Why me? Why me?!’ 

	‘Sorry I ain’t enough for yuh. Yuh high-minded friends goin’ ruin yuh. Turn yuh inna scapegoat one day ’cause yuh lack yuh own spine.’ 

	‘Hah, how Levitical. I don’t care!’ 

	‘Push dis trolley ’fore I break yuh jaw.’ 

	The Delfonics sang angelically over the meat section’s PA: ‘Are you gonna break your promise, baby? You said that you love me. Are you gonna break your promise to me?’

	I sulked all the way outside but wondered at her prophecy. She was annoyingly skilled this way. 

	‘Yuh clench yuh ass, yuh cyaan piss either,’ she remarked over her shoulder.

	I wondered which I was doing: clenching or blocking my urine. How exactly was I sabotaging myself and when would it end? 

	I stared at my mother’s calm back as she toted bags. This witch!

	We passed a crowd in the parking lot idling, watching a woman changing her frisky infant who people made baby noises at. The kid’s shit was a golden colour and people marvelled at it—and it was the strangest thing. I walked behind Mummy in silence because we couldn’t speak another word, our hearts were so full. I felt then such an intense love for her I couldn’t breathe. I felt like I wanted to jump back into her womb or fall and kiss her feet and bawl, Mother! Mother, release me! Say somet’ing! Spit on me even! I nearly said it and she knew I was suffering but held back her pity. Her hair was thin at the top with greyish wisps and fuller at the bottom with thick scarlet curls. It was bewitching to look at, like an ageing fox of duplicitous beauty. That was my mother: wise, venomous, and alluring.

	‘De pussy sick?’ deejayed a toothless man outside Canterbury, watching young girls traipsing to the family-planning clinic.’Bring it come mek me give it a new gear stick!’ 

	Mummy made a face and spat. ‘Dutty neagah.’ Then she finally regarded me. ‘That’s why I break me back to send yuh to Chester. So yuh can be a gentleman . . . respect women. Education is a fine t’ing.’

	 

	I delivered lunches to Chadwell’s after leaving the Mirror. I went behind the grill partition and sat down. ‘I tired too bad, Chad, ridin’ over MoBay deliverin’ food on my second day back.’ 

	His older brother, Ska, came into the shop with the electricians. ‘Yuh ever think yuh’d live to see the day, Nyjah?’ Ska smiled broadly. ‘Yuh ever think yuh’d live to see me takin’ orders from me baby brother and salivatin’ to bite the hand that feed me?’

	I chuckled. 

	The men sat in a corner to eat. I was waiting for Ska to pay me but he made no such movement. Finally, he said through a mouthful of curried mutton and rice, ‘Let the big boss pay yuh. I ain’t givin’ yuh a cent. My whole life has been a quiet protest ’gainst injustice. Look how white me hands be with stone dust, installing electrical pipes in walls all mornin’, and Chadwell don’t lift a feather from cock crow till now. Lemme eat me damn lunch.’ 

	The electricians grumbled their assent but were careful not to appear too worked up. They didn’t like Chadwell—he was bossier than his old man, more exacting though less hands-on since he wasn’t an electrician—so they could never fully respect him, and he was more money-grubbing; they called him Prince with sarcastic courtesy, especially when he paid them. Ska was the joker of the family, the mouthpiece, while Chadwell was quiet and serious. But under Ska’s bluff charm, like his provocative words just now, was genuine rancour because their father had groomed Chadwell to take over operations, due to his obvious talent, and left Ska to do odd jobs connected with the business. Ska couldn’t help being a little resentful, yet there was an interesting dichotomy: both sons had their father’s gifts in great measure. Ska was an excellent electrician like Mr. Crichton, and Chadwell was a fine moneymaker, just a little more grasping—the endowments were exclusive, two sides of a precious penny. The two sisters usually steered clear of this feud; they wanted nothing to do with the business, and a younger brother (born when Mrs. Crichton was well into her forties) was still in high school.

	Chadwell saw to some customers and sat down. ‘I’ve been on my feet all day too, tryin’ to figure out why that damn store at Overton Plaza losin’ money. I didn’t even eat any proper food.’ 

	‘Boo-bloodclaat-hoo,’ said Ska, draining his Ting bottle.

	Chadwell started on the lunch but ate absentmindedly—you could almost see his brain working, going through accounts in his head. Money was all he cared about, that and watching people break sweat when pressured. He winked. ‘Had a good time at Jack Tar?’

	I smiled down at my drink. ‘The cuts on my back weep angrily. They sing, Freedom.’

	‘Liar,’ he scoffed, ‘no woman scratchin’ your back unless she fit to be tied . . .’

	I stared hard at him.

	‘In a straitjacket,’ he finished.

	I laughed.

	‘Fuck it,’ he said, putting down the half-finished boxfood on a slot below the open counter. ‘Let’s go for a drink.’ 

	‘This time of day?’

	He was already up. ‘Ska, watch the shop till I get back.’

	‘Yes, boss. Anything else?’

	 

	We went to the Georgian, an upscale restaurant overlooking craft shops on Gloucester Avenue. We had three Sea Breeze cocktails, enjoying the chilly wind, hardly saying anything to each other. But I watched him. There was a distinction between Chadwell and me. We’d taken a liking to each other immediately in prep school, first as sporting and academic rivals, then peers. He’d pay me to get his lunch. I still don’t know to this day why I did it. I didn’t really need the money. He had a way of handling people, but it was subtle and almost unwitting on his part. If we went into a convenience store just to grab a bite and talk, he would murmur his order to the cashier, ‘Coffee . . .’ and she would have to lean forward as if to pull the words out of his mouth. He’d never mention the size and she would have to ask, ‘Small, medium, large?’ By then she’d know the type of person she was dealing with and adjust accordingly—that is, react differently to him than she did to my much pleasanter mien. Mine was the type of manners people dispensed with, his was the type that intrigued them. The cashier wouldn’t just ring up his order but leave her post to get him the beverage at the coffee machine, offering unwarranted service, hoping that while she was taking her sweet time he’d say something to her, even simply thanks. All she’d want was an opening. She’d come at our table later with napkins and ask if there was anything we’d like, eyeing him in that way which showed she smelled money and wasn’t shamefaced about her forwardness. I always laughed at these instances but wondered deep down if I envied him. He had the good looks to match his manner, which never came off as imperious, was always perfectly calibrated. And he was very intelligent, could size up a situation in an instant. It showed in the intensity of his face that people often looked away from. He was born to get ahead, or more to the point, get away with anything.

	‘Yuh won’t believe who runnin’ Western Mirror now. Briana Fischer.’ 

	‘Perry’s sister? Yuh ol’ fire stick? Another gyal on yuh choppin’ board. What did the other one tell you? ‘Me can cook, me can wash, me can clean—what more yuh want?’’

	I snickered at his gift for recall.

	‘The silly cow.’

	‘But you should see Bree, Chad.’

	‘No, Nyjah. Yuh don’t know how to handle them, they do somethin’ to yuh.’

	‘Anyway, she’s a boss-lady now. Still have her foot on me neck—’

	‘Like St. Elizabeth and the dragon,’ he interrupted.

	‘Like St. Elizabeth and the dragon,’ I echoed with a smile, and forgot what I was about to say.

	We heard peals of laughter, like shrieks of Old Joes descending on the beach. Their giddy voices warmed you like afternoon sunshine: you could feel their power before you saw them. It was just after two thirty and they were making their way down the school hill and across the pedestrian crosswalk to hang out at seaside parks or help their mothers at the craft markets—the white-dressed, blue-tied girls from St. Helena’s. We watched women presenting their daughters to customers outside their gaily painted shops. 

	‘Those vendors should be ashamed of themselves, the way they advertise their daughters.’

	‘But they’re the biggest draw,’ Chadwell said.

	We watched one of the craft vendors brightly introducing her kid to a tourist. The girl seemed shy, but her mother played it off with brawling laughs and pushed her toward the man. I wished I could hear just what they were talking about, the process involved in this matchmaking, this barter. The mother, tubby, deep-chested, and pleasant-faced, was watching to see how much the man would spend, but more important, how well the girl would do on her own when she stepped away, hovering close enough to jump in and give her pointers, like a coach. The stoop-shouldered white man, in plaid shorts, a long white shirt, and a straw hat cocked back on his head, never stopped showing his teeth, sidestepping browsers so he could have the girl to himself. People gave him funny looks but he never minded, there was no harm in talking to a local teenager. 

	‘It’s a retirement package, isn’t it?’ I said.

	‘Who tell yuh?’ Chadwell responded. ‘Soon as that school gyal get the ring and fly up, she filin’ for her mother to come live with them, turn the white man house into a proper gynecocracy, then watch how quick stress kill him. Don’t feel sorry for them.’ 

	‘Why’s a local woman’s life so complicated?’ 

	Chadwell’s face lit up. ‘That’s what you should write about, Nyjah! I bet if you wrote about the ugly choices of women, the writing would never stop.’ 

	I levelled a wary look at him. He knew exactly what I’d been turning over in my head; he was perceptive this way, as if I could never fool him, as if he could see right through me whenever he wanted. ‘You’re a fine one to talk,’ I said, surprised that I felt so exasperated.

	He stirred his drink and looked bemused, then exhausted. ‘Yuh lost me there.’ 

	‘You know what I mean—her.’ 

	‘Who?’ 

	But I broke it off. 

	He smiled his satisfaction, happy I’d backed down, had given him the advantage. ‘She’s dead to you and me—it never happened. She’s dead to Rory too, and the other bwoys.’

	‘Is she?’ I’d lost my appetite. ‘Why did yuh do it?’

	‘It all happened so fast, Nyjah, I can’t even remember.’ 

	‘Like hell yuh don’t!’ 

	‘Snow made me do it.’ 

	‘Shut up!’ 

	‘Okay . . .’ A smile played around his thin mouth. 

	I couldn’t bear to look at him now. I peered out at the white tumbling sea crashing against rocks below Margaritaville.

	‘What’s best for yuh is to live in the present. Leave her where she is, in the past. Why punish yuhself?’ 

	‘But she still haunts me, Chad.’ 

	‘That’s ’cause yuh sensitive, it’s yuh gift and curse. Yuh overthink things.’ 

	‘And you don’t.’ 

	‘No, I’m the shopkeeper, remember? I put things in their rightful place and leave them there. Then I close shop. I don’t take work home with me.’ 

	‘And yuh worked her over well, didn’t yuh?’ I said.

	‘You’re no better.’

	Listening to the girls laughing at the beach park across the road brought a sudden stab of recollection. I remembered the ripped blouse, the bleeding fingernails. I got up and rushed to the bathroom. All the conch salad came up, a long, slimy pink trail hanging from my mouth, with a sour bile-smelling haze floating around my face like a filthy halo. When I looked at my reflection I was horrified. My chest hurt. I washed up, popped a mint into my mouth, and went back out. 

	Chad was sharing some joke with the waiter, offering him a business card, totally at ease with himself again. I didn’t want to be with him anymore. It usually happened this way when she came up. Something would sour between us and I would bridle against his tone to smooth things over, to ‘close shop’ as he’d put it. I went back to the table but kept staring at my phone. 
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