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         Advance praise for

         The Bread the Devil Knead 

         ‘An extraordinary and emotionally immersive novel – the music of Lisa Allen-Agostini’s writing voice is gloriously specific to Trinidad, yet this heart-wrenching story of a woman both liberated and in need of liberation has universal resonance. The powerful themes that emerge are both unpredictable and unforgettable, dealing with the masquerade of everyday love as well as hidden secrets that are the legacy of family.’

         – Margaret Busby

         
             

         

         ‘As with its protagonist, Alethea, this book strips you down to raw nerve to build you back up again. Allen-Agostini has an unswerving eye with so much: the legacies of familial and sexual violence; the chronic self-suppression of the survivors; and finally, the life-saving and precious human urge to offer true love and friendship.’

         – Nalo Hopkinson

         
             

         

         ‘This is the kind of novel where you dip into the first page and don’t come up for breath until the last; the surface of the writing is so smooth that you fall right in. This is a thoroughly enjoyable read!’

         – Kei Miller
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1
            ONE

         

         When I wake up that morning, oh, God, my back and my belly was hurting. But I didn’t want to make no noise and wake up Leo, so I bite my lip hard to make sure I didn’t bawl out for pain. Slow slow slow I turn on the bed and swing my foot over the side, and get up like if is eggs I sitting on and I feel with my foot for my rubber slippers before I stand up.

         It was dark in the bedroom, dayclean still a good hour away. I hear the neighbour cock crowing anyway, as though he watch break. I didn’t switch on the light because I living here five years and I could find anything here with my eyes close. I reach under the bed by the ashtray for my pack of cigarettes and lighter, slip them in my duster pocket and tiptoe out the room. When I reach the door, I remember the book I was reading last night before Leo come home. Yes. Look it there where he did fling it by the wardrobe. I bite my 2lip again when I bend down to pick it up. I close the bedroom door behind me soft soft.

         In the kitchen, rubbish was falling out of the old grocery bag in the corner by the back door, and it had a smell like stale fish and cigarette in the air. The stove had a crust on it – split peas boil over on top of the black grease coating the white enamel. I didn’t even bother to suck my teeth. I pick up my copper-bottom kettle, shiny, bright chrome, full it with water and use my lighter to light the stove.

         As I waiting for the water to boil I sit down and start back reading my book. The table nasty, like the stove. I feel long time it used to be red like the cigarette pack – carmine? A nice word, carmine – but now it just kind of fadey-orangey colour. Tangerine. Right in the centre of the table it had a big circle of bright red – carmine! – as though it had a flowerpot on the table for years and years. But when I move here it didn’t have no flowerpot there. Leo mustbe break it.

         I light a cigarette and take a long drag. That first cigarette does go straight to my head, every time. I was a little dizzy until I take the next drag. I ash the cigarette in a dirty coffee mug on the table, and the ashes float in the black coffee still in the cup.

         The book I was reading wasn’t Tolstoy, just some murder mystery I borrow from the library. The detective was a woman who had a bookshop in London. This is how I does see the world: by reading books. I does go to London, Hong Kong, Siberia, even, when I read a book. I does meet all kind of people. Learn all kinds of words. Live all kinds of lives.

         Thank God for books.

         The kettle start to boil and I jump up quick quick before it could whistle too much and wake up Leo. I stand up by the sink to wash the same cup I was ashing the cigarette in. The rag I was using was a old piece of jersey. It had a print on it that say Prop-somethingsomething-versi-somethingsomething-consin. Property of the University of Wisconsin, it used to say, 3before the SqEzy and Vim fade out the print. It had a million other jerseys like it cut up in pieces. We does use them to wash wares, wash windows, clean the furnitures when we cleaning. Which is hardly ever.

         I pick up the sugar pan to sweeten the tea, but the pan was empty. I didn’t bother to look for milk; I drink the tea black and strong and bitter. Just like Leo. I laugh inside my head. The tea edge my teeth and burn my tongue.

         The woman detective in the book was going to a estate sale in the country to see if she find any first editions and she meet a handsome man in the big old house which part she went. I was just getting back into the story when the stupid rooster next door crow again and remind me I had was to go to work.

         Every time I watch that bathroom it does crawl my blood, but Leo lie if he feel I cleaning it. He could do what. I don’t care. I not scrubbing that moss and mildew off the wall for he lazy ass. If he beat me, he beat me.

         I hang the duster on the towel rail, scrub my mouth looking in the mirror but not really seeing the thin, white face, long, straight brown hair, hazel eyes, the mouth men does call rude. I have a small waist and a flat belly, but right now that belly was black and blue and red and green, depending on what bruises you was looking at: the older ones was lighter; the ones from last night was still red.

         Sun now starting to think about coming up. A greyish light was glowing through the cobwebs in the ventilation blocks high up on the wall of the bathroom. I bathe myself with my rag and some cheap vanilla body wash – real gentle when I rubbing my belly and back – and rinse off under the one tap gushing cold water from the bathroom wall. I had my slippers on still.

         I know is really one thing I have that I could count on, and that is my looks. I going on forty but you would never 4know it, because every morning and night God spare life I does cleanse and tone and moisturise from head to foot. I have special cream for my hair, my face, my hand, my body, my foot. Is not that I vain. I does think of it as an investment. If you had a nice car, ent you would take care of it? Depreciation is a hell of a thing.

         I creep back inside the bedroom and, in the dawn peeping through the curtains by the window, I put on my underwears. I does iron on a weekend and so is just to ease out a shirt, a skirt and some shoes from the wardrobe, take my handbag from the kitchen table, stuff the book in it and I gone before Leo could even turn twice.

         In this neighbourhood you doesn’t have to lock your door. Everybody know you and everybody know your business; so everybody know we didn’t have nothing to thief. I push in the back door and walk out to the front yard. My two little neighbours was there already, dragging theyself down the road.

         ‘Happy New Year,’ I tell them.

         The girl didn’t watch me in my eye. ‘Happy New Year, Miss Allie.’ She say it like she eating aloes.

         ‘Ty, you ready for the first day of school?’

         He and all watching me funny. ‘Yes, Miss Allie.’ He walk quiet for a little while, and then he hitch up the big big book bag on he back before he talk again. ‘Miss Allie, last night, my mother say Uncle Leo just like he father—’

         He sister jump in one time, ‘Hush your mouth!’

         ‘But, Natalie!’

         Natalie hit him one cut eye and grab he hand rough rough and pull him like he is a sack of rice. ‘Mind your business,’ I hear she tell she brother.

         Me, I do like nothing didn’t happen. I plaster a smile on my face and step up my pace to pass them on the road. ‘Have a great day!’ I say. Is not my place to teach piss-in-tail children their manners. 5

         When I reach the main road the sun was up and the road was busy already. I put out my hand to stop a maxi and one pull up one time, giving a next maxi a bad-drive, fus he hurry to catch this one passenger.

         When I sit down in the back seat of the little bus, I keep my knees together tight tight and didn’t turn right or left. I staring in front at the 2004 calendar the driver still have stick up over he head. I could see, out the corner of my eye, a little girl in pigtails and ribbons watching me with she eye big big. She was probably wondering what a white lady was doing taking maxi. I didn’t study she. I pull out my book from my handbag and start to read.

         Well, pretend to read.

         In truth, I was going down the rabbit hole in my head.

         Ever since I was small, when I get licks I does picture myself disappearing inside a black hole. The black hole does swallow up everything, starting with my navel and sucking everything down with it. This morning the black hole pick up the places where Leo cuff and kick me the night before, the places where he hold me down and force me to do what he does call making love, the places with the nasty kitchen and the overflowing rubbish bag and the mossy bathroom and the neighbours talking behind my back and the mud on the road and the cussing maxi driver and the gaping little girl…everything get suck down inside that black hole and I was staring at the page of the book like it was blank or infinity.

         The maxi mustbe stop. Next thing I know, is because somebody shaking my shoulder and saying, ‘Miss Allie! Happy New Year!’

         The black hole close up like water going down a drain.

         It was Tamika, a girl I does work with. She black eyes was sparkling and she teeth look extra white when she smile, splitting she dark brown face from ear to ear. 6

         ‘Aye, happy New Year! But what you doing on this side?’

         I wouldn’t say we was close friends, but we was friendly enough for me to know she was living Chaguanas, not Carenage.

         She slide in next to me and kiss me on the cheek. As she reach to put she purse on she lap, I spot a little twinkling on she left hand.

         ‘Hmmm, like somebody had a very happy New Year!’ I tell she, grinning.

         ‘Girl,’ she say. She hold out she hand and turning it left and right so the little diamond could catch the light. ‘Curtis and me get engage. Christmas.’

         ‘All you set a date yet?’

         ‘Girl, you rushing me, or what? No, no date. But I move in by he this weekend.’

         ‘That is why you down here? Where all you living?’

         ‘In he mother house, up in La Horquette.’ Tamika skin up she face a little bit. ‘That woman like she don’t like the best bone in my body.’

         ‘And you know you have plenty bones,’ I tell she. I does tease Tamika all the time because she bony and long. She used to be a dancer and she still have the body for it. I try to get she to do some modelling for the shop, for a ad for the papers, but she was never interested – is only ‘Curtis this’ and ‘Curtis that’. I used to feel like that about Leo, too, once upon a time. He say he want to carry me out on a evening and like a fool I drop everything: Leo want me. Leo love me. Leo need me.

         I watch the sea slide by the maxi as we speed down the highway towards the city, listening with half a ear to Tamika chattering away about the engagement and she soon-to-be mother-in-law and how Curtis was so generous and rayrayray. Even on this western peninsula, you could still see spectacular colours on the water when the sun coming up: a little pink, a little silver, a little blue, a little gold. Waves was 7washing up on the shore in between the mangrove growing in the water on the side of the highway. A man was bathing a horse in the sea, leading it in by the reins. I feel sorry for the horse. That water mustbe damn cold at that hour.

         ‘And you?’ Tamika jook my waist with she elbow. ‘What you get for Christmas?’

         ‘Nothing,’ I say, eating the pain when she bounce me. That was one of Leo favourite spots, too. I wish I could have go back in the black hole again.

         ‘Nothing? Or you don’t want to tell me?’ Tamika say, like she was trying to get back at me for the bony joke.

         I make up my mind just like that. I don’t know what fly in my head. I never tell nobody about this before, but just so, just so I decide I go tell Tamika. ‘You know what? I go show you what I get for Christmas. Leo give me. When we reach in work, I go show you.’

         A Bobo Shanti rasta man sitting on the other side of Tamika, he hair tie up in a turban, raise he eyebrow and give we a reproachful look from the side of he eye. He mustbe feel is some sex thing I talking about.

         Oh, brother man, if you only know, I tell myself.

         
             

         

         We come out the maxi with everybody else and join the river of people flowing from South Quay to Broadway. Seven in the morning, first workday of the year, and town was already jumping: little school children ent reaching my hip, weigh down with bags bigger than them, jostling with full grown man and woman. Everybody hurrying to reach to school, work, government office or wherever they was going. Tamika in she orange work polo jersey and jeans, and me in my shirt and skirt blend right in as we cross the road by Cipriani statue and walk half a block to On the Town. Is two years now I is store manager; Tamika is a sales clerk. We does sell clothes and accessories, mostly cheap Chinese thing we boss 8wife does order. The boss wife little on the tacky side, but she bright for so. The clothes does be bright bright bright and a little on the tacky side, just like she.

         I unlock the big metal grill and roll it up to reach the shop door. I walk inside first. Tamika come in after me and I hand she the big, jangling bunch of keys to lock back the street door, and both of we gone in the back by the kitchen. I put on the kettle and put out some cups, and she take out a open tin of condensed milk, the pack of Crix and the small small block of cheese from the little fridge. She cut up squares of cheddar and put about ten biscuit on a plate while I make the tea. This time I put sugar and milk in mine until it was sweet and light. I give she she cup with a spoon and put the milk on the table.

         ‘So, what is this big secret thing Leo give you for Christmas?’ Tamika sit down by the table and take a bite from she Crix and watch me mischievously, she eyes practically sparkling.

         I still standing up by the kettle. I suck my teeth and set up myself to show she. My belly boiling, fus I nervous. But outside, I was cool. ‘Curiosity kill the cat, eh, Miss Tamika.’ I pull my shirt out my waistband.

         ‘What is this!’ Tamika was squeaking, excited like a little child in a birthday party as she sipping she tea.

         I feel she figure it was a navel ring or a tattoo I going and show she. She didn’t notice my face was serious like a police in court.

         When I unbutton the shirt, she put down she tea and she hand start to shake.

         ‘Miss Allie! What the hell?’

         ‘You see? Leo give me.’ I shake my shoulders in a shrug and button back up the shirt.

         Tamika ent say a word. She just sit down there with she lip quivering and she eye fulling up with water. I sit down and try to eat my Crix and cheese. 9

         Finally, tears rolling down she face, she say soft soft, ‘You call the police?’

         ‘Police? You joking? What police go do? Say is man and woman business and leave me to get more cutass?’

         ‘No, girl,’ Tamika say, in a rush. ‘Things different now. They does actually help—’

         I hold up my hand and stop she right there. ‘If Leo only know I call police for he, is even more licks I go get.’

         The Crix pack on the table start unfolding for itself as the plastic try to find back the shape it want to be in, even though I roll it and twist it up to make it stay close.

         Tamika reach and pick it up. She get up and put it back in the fridge with the cheese and the milk. She sit back down. She didn’t say nothing. She didn’t watch me in my eye. All kind of expressions was passing on she face: horror, disgust, sorrow, but then rage settle around she mouth and draw out she eyes to finally look at me. ‘Why you does stay, Miss Allie?’

         ‘You know, that is the first question people does ask?’ My throat was dry. I take up the cup with my two hand to keep from trembling and throwing down the tea. I sip some before I talk. I feel like she was accusing me. I hear it from doctor and nurse already, as though by staying I was saying I want to get licks. ‘Nobody doesn’t ask, “Why he don’t stop beating you?” As if somehow is a normal thing for a man to beat a woman. Yet it not normal for a woman to stay with a man who beating she? If is the woman fault for staying, not the man fault for lashing she, beating woman come normal, then.’

         Tamika still sit down quiet. Water full up in she eye again. She shake she head hard, maybe to say, No, it not normal. But she didn’t open she mouth to tell me nothing.

         ‘He doesn’t always be so,’ I say. It was partly true. ‘When we meet, he was nice. He was sweet. If you see that man. Hard body for days. And, oh gorm, girl, that smile. A hundred watts he could turn on and off when he want and I ain’t lie, 10he hook me with he voice. You know he’s a singer. Voice like butter.’ I smile to remember them days.

         She shake she head. ‘I know he’s a big famous singer. And he handsome. To look at him you would never know he is a monster, eh?’

         That make me jump. ‘No, Tamika. He’s not a monster. He like to lash and he like to…’ I study if I could really tell this girl all the thing Leo does do me. But if she react like that when she only see the bruises on my body, she go dead if she know the rest. My turn to shake my head. ‘No, he’s not no monster. He take care of me. He put me in house, a real house. I never meet a man who love me so much.’ I watch she. My eyes was dry. ‘He still love me,’ I say confidently, though I wonder if I self believe it.

         ‘And you? You still love he?’ she challenge me, looking straight in my eye.

         A hard question for so early in the morning. And what is love? I human, I have feelings. I with the man. Of course I love him. Yet, the way he love me does make me hate myself.

         He very imperfect, is true. But how to tell Tamika that, as far as I concern, it ent have no such thing as a good man anyway? One man I had was locho for spite, sitting down there waiting for me to mind him and not getting up to get for heself. One man was under he mother skirt; he couldn’t say boo unless he mother tell him say boo. She used to buy down to he drawers for him. I had plenty horner man, sniffing behind every woman bottom they see. Some boldface exes bring their women in we place and bull them in we bed. Hence the ‘exes’. Is not that I vex they have woman, but, oh gorm! It have rules for this thing, man. Another one love he boys more than he love me, liming, drinking and playing football with them like that was he work. He didn’t have no time or energy for me when the night come.

         All of them used to lash. 11

         Leo have he ways, me ent say no. Yes, he does horn, but so what? I accustom and what don’t kill does fatten. As long as he have enough leave over for me to get my share. That share was worth a lot, to me. Even with the licks and the rest of it, when he wasn’t hurting me, he was my best lover. For me, that was good enough.

         If I still love him? Simplest answer: ‘Yes,’ I say. In my head, I tack on, Sometimes.

         We eat we biscuit and drink we tea and she wipe she face and fix back she eyeliner. We didn’t say nothing again. By the time the two next girls who does work with we, Ann and Janelle, come knocking on the door, it was nearly time to open up the shop. I put my hair up in a ponytail and put on some lipstick and slap on a smile. It was eight o’clock.

         
             

         

         The week after New Year’s does start kind of slow in we shop. Nobody not coming in for Christmas lime clothes or Old Year’s night dress, and it just a little too early for the Carnival fete clothes to sell. The four of we does busy weself with stock taking and tidying up the racks in between the odd customer or two. As it was slow, when Ann take she break I figure was a good time to duck out. I tell Tamika I coming back, and I make my way to Prince Street corner where the main branch of On the Town was. I walk right in.

         This shop was almost the same as we own – same cheap clothes, same sales staff in orange polo jersey and jeans – but bigger. They had a stock room upstairs and that is where I make a tack for as I enter the shop, but not before I stop by a cow-eye, fat dougla girl.

         As usual when I talking to staff and strangers, I put on my best town accent. Just because I is a country bookie don’t mean I does always talk like one. ‘Marie, could you go to the other branch to help Tamika, please? I’d like to have a meeting with Mr Sharma.’ 12

         Marie roll up she eyes, round and brown and placid like a cow own and she turn she big backside and walk out the store without answering me. What I do the girl I don’t know, but she never like me. Is a reaction I accustom with. Some women will flat out tell you they don’t trust red woman, and because my skin light colour they feel like I feel I better than them. That is bullshit, but you couldn’t tell that to Marie, a darkskin girl with curly black hair. On top of all the colour thing, she mustbe feel I take she work: if I didn’t come she would have been the manager of the next town branch because she working for the company so long. She watch me slight, as if I get my work because I is a pretty local white girl and the boss like me, not because I is a big woman with years of experience in sales and management. I never went much school, but I learn from working my way up – and not on my back, neither. She want to manage shop? Why she didn’t go San Fernando when they open the South branch? I steups in my mind.

         Climbing up the narrow stairs at the back of the shop, I squeeze past bales of clothes that didn’t unpack yet and one or two naked mannequin with unreasonably big breasts and bottom. That was the latest thing: mannequin that look more like Marie than like me or Tamika. The idea was that Caribbean woman have plenty curves so the mannequins should have plenty curves, too. Didn’t matter much to me. Whatever the mannequin look like I would dress it and sell the clothes either way.

         I knock on the door and walk in one time, saying, ‘Is me. Happy New Year.’

         My boss face spread out in a smile as he see me. Bobby Sharma had big teeth in a wide, Brahmin face. He look a little like a shark with them teeth, I always thought: hungry and sneaky.

         Bobby get up one time and come around the desk. It had all kind of clutter on it – papers, ledgers, files, and garment 13samples. Even the office had a few bundles of clothes and a mannequin. He had to slide between them and the desk to reach me and hug me up.

         ‘Take it easy,’ I say, screwing up my face when he wrap he arms around my body. ‘That hurting.’

         ‘Hurting?’ He face set up just so. ‘He beating you again?’

         ‘That is not your business,’ I tell he.

         Bobby hush he mouth and start to unbutton my shirt. I slap he hand away. He move he hand to my thigh, slipping it up between my legs and touching my panty before I could react.

         I jump and do a kind of duck and slide – slither – away from he hand. ‘You didn’t even lock the door,’ I say, pulling my skirt back down and sitting in one of the two chairs on that side of the desk.

         He lock the door and, raising my hair off my back, kiss my neck soft and wet. I shiver, because he damn well know the spot.

         ‘Bobby, we don’t have time for this. I have to talk to you about the shop.’

         ‘The shop could wait. Ten minutes,’ he say, putting he hand down inside a cup of my bra and pinching the nipple.

         ‘Five,’ I say.

         ‘Ten,’ he insist.

         I stand up and pull my skirt hem up to my waist, bending forward over the desk. ‘Five,’ I say again.
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            TWO

         

         Eight minutes later I straighten my skirt and do my best to smooth down the hair he ramfle up. As I sit down again he shuffle back around to he side of the desk and settle in a tufted black leather executive chair. It look like it could be in a MACO Caribbean magazine.

         ‘That new,’ I say.

         He stroke the leather armrest. ‘Christmas present.’

         ‘Sita?’

         He purse he lips but didn’t answer. Of course it was from Sita. Who else?

         ‘It very nice. I sure she want you to work very hard this year to earn it,’ I tell him, with a little savage smile on my lips.

         He ignore me. ‘What you want to discuss about the shop?’

         Down to brass tacks one time, I start to explain that the shop need a new window display. 15

         ‘Fire Fete coming. Ent we did order a shipment of red and orange clothes? I suppose that is what in them bales outside.’

         He nod.

         ‘I want to bring in Jerry to do the window, something really spectacular. We have to get rid of them clothes somehow.’ Is grin I was grinning by now. Since I working there I telling him Sita don’t have no taste, but he say he hands tie. Is Sita who have the money, not Bobby. What Sita want, Sita get, and if that mean ordering hundreds of pieces that can’t sell, he don’t business with that.

         ‘I feel,’ I continue, ‘we could push the red clothes for Fire Fete. We might as well. Or is clearance sale for Easter.’

         Bobby hair short and black, cut like he’s a soldier. When he agitated, he does run he hand over it as though he stroking a cat. He do that for a few seconds and then pick up the handset for the beige telephone on top he desk and dial two numbers. ‘Ahm, Marie there?’

         ‘I send Marie down the road to hold on for me,’ I jump in, just as a woman on the line say, ‘No, Mr Sharma.’ I hear the squeaky little voice and figure it was Shaniqua, one of the shop girls downstairs.

         He suck he teeth. ‘Marie know the inventory like the back of she hand, man.’ He suck he teeth again, then hang up the phone and dial another, longer number. ‘Marie, I need you up here for this meeting with Miss Lopez. Come up now.’

         That wouldn’t make Marie like me any better, I tell myself. First I send she down the road, then he call she to come back up the road. It wasn’t a long walk – just two blocks – but I know she done didn’t like my head already and that would be one more thing to hold against me.

         He hang up the phone and lean back in he new leather chair, rocking back and forth and looking at me with he pretty amber eyes, smiling with he shark teeth showing. As 16if he remember something, he snap he finger and pick up a parcel from under the desk.

         ‘Here,’ he say. ‘This is for you.’

         Inside the bag it had a brand new cell phone still in the box. I hand him back one time. ‘You want Leo kill me?’

         ‘What he killing you for? Is for work, Alethea. Just for work.’

         ‘You feel he stupid.’

         ‘No, I feel that he has to understand his wife is a working woman and she has responsibilities. When you home, Allie,’ he say, dropping he voice, ‘I doesn’t know if you alive or dead. I nearly kill myself over the Christmas, worrying about what that man was doing you out there behind God back.’

         ‘Carenage not behind God back, Bobby. There are roads, streetlights, running water and everything.’

         ‘You know what I mean.’ Again, he tone change. This time it was what books does call wheedling. ‘Girl, let me put you in a apartment, nah. Let me get you away from that man. You would have everything. I would pay your rent, you would have phone, cable, a car, even a swimming pool, if that is what you want. Just—’

         I cut him off, ‘I would have the people-man, that is what I would have. I am not your whore, Bobby.’ You could have slice meat with the razor edge of my voice. The town accent come back strong strong. ‘I work for you, making a shop manager’s salary – good, but not great. If people were to see me in a nice house, driving a nice car and living large, what do you think they would say? What other conclusion would they come to but that I was sleeping with the boss?’

         ‘But you are sleeping with the boss!’

         I shake my head. ‘I sleeping with you because I want to, not because I have to. If you put me in house that is another level of obligation, a level I am not willing to live with. Because when Sita calls for her husband, you will run to answer.’ 17

         He eyes was sad sad because he know it was the truth.

         ‘Leo might be a beast. I might be living in hell. But is my beast and my hell and I don’t have to answer to Sita Sharma for any of it. Talk done.’ Pushing the phone back towards him over the crowded desk, I fold my arms and set up my face.

         Still, he push the phone back to me. ‘Take it. I giving all the managers anyway. Is not you alone.’ He switch back to business and pick up the telephone on he desk again. ‘Is Jerry you want to do the window, you say?’

         By the time Marie knock on the door, me and Bobby done talk to Jerry about starting the window the next day.

         ‘Come!’ Bobby call out, forgetting he did lock the door. Of course, that was one more mark against me when I had was to get up and unlock the door for she to come inside with she sour face. She mustbe was wondering what kind of ‘business’ we was talking so that we had to lock the door.

         ‘Ann come back yet?’

         ‘Yes, Miss Allie,’ she say. ‘She now reach back.’ In front of Bobby she was sweet like a paradise plum, fanning sheself with one hand and using the next hand to pat away the little sweat she was sweating, to emphasise how quick she run up the road when he call she. ‘I see you get your cell phone,’ Marie say to me, before turning to Bobby. ‘You show her the bags?’

         ‘Oh!’ Bobby start to grin, picking through the stacks of things on the desk to find a silver-colour plastic handle-bag with On the Town print on it. ‘You like it?’

         ‘Actually, yes,’ I say, surprising even me. Nothing Sita put she hand on does be nice or tasteful and this bag come as a shock because it was both.

         ‘Is I who design it,’ Marie say, gloating. She cow eye watch me innocent, but I know and she know exactly what I was thinking just before. 18

         ‘Very nice,’ I say. ‘Good job, Marie.’ I give she a big grin. Let she put that in she pipe and smoke it.

         All that pass voosh over Bobby head. He turn to Marie and ask she to bring samples from the bales for me to see what we had to work with.

         
             

         

         By the time we done pick the samples, Bobby watch the clock on the wall and say he had a appointment just now and he had to go. He leave me and Marie in the office. One time, I tell she call a stock boy and start to pack up things for we branch.

         As we waiting she didn’t waste a second before she start to gossip. ‘I see Tamika get engage,’ she say, the cow eye watching me from underneath she eyelash.

         ‘Uh huh,’ I say, playing like I busy with the handle bags.

         The stock boy come pounding up the stairs like a horse.

         ‘Mark,’ I say, ‘please pack out a dozen each of these samples, in all sizes, and deliver them to the other branch.’

         ‘Yes, Miss Allie.’ He grab the samples from my hand and went to work. We follow him outside, watching him pull out slippery satin, Spandex and polyester garments in shades of red and orange, from coral to terracotta. Some them actually wasn’t so bad, I tell myself. Sita mustbe getting some taste after all.

         As he start to pack them up in brown boxes, Marie come back with the gossiping. ‘Is the same fella she engage to? How he name…Curtis?’

         ‘Uh huh,’ I say again.

         ‘Hmmm,’ she murmur. The single sound had a world of meaning in it.

         I hit she one cut eye.

         ‘Is just that I hear he with Tiny, nah,’ she say, hasty, as though she fraid I hit she for truth.

         I doesn’t like to gossip, but this was news that Tamika could probably use, so I take the bait. ‘Tiny who?’ I try to 19make it sound casual, but Marie damn well know I was interested.

         ‘You don’t remember Tiny? She used to work here, but she went over by Hadeed and them in September. A fine fine dark-skin girl with a gold teeth. She does have she hair in braids.’

         I frown. The name didn’t ring a bell but the description was familiar. ‘You mean…’ I was groping for the name I know she by. ‘Alicia?’

         ‘Yes, Alicia. But everybody does call she Tiny. I hear she and Curtis was by Smokey and Bunty the other night and she was sitting down in he lap. I hear they was kissing up and thing,’ Marie say. She try to sound innocent, but it had pure venom dripping from them big, square teeth when she smile.

         ‘He has one of those faces, you know?’ I smiled right back at her. ‘I’m sure it wasn’t him.’

         She give me a sceptical look. ‘If you say so. That is your friend, not mines.’

         The stock boy walk out the store pushing a dolly of goods. I walk out behind him just in time to see Bobby climb in Sita gold BMW and kiss he wife hello. In spite of myself I feel a how. I mean, I wasn’t a stone. The man was still my lover. Sita, bleach-blonde hair press out straight straight, and wearing big Versace shades on she head, fix she lipstick before she drive off. Neither of them see me.

         I follow Mark down to the shop. When he start to unload he start to chat up Tamika one time.

         ‘Princess,’ he say, oozing charm. He wasn’t a bad looking boy, but he was a boy, only eighteen or nineteen, if I remember properly. Tamika didn’t take him on so he shift to Janelle, a short, brown-skin girl with a big bottom. She was more he age, and she giggle at the chats he give she, lapping up every unctuous compliment. Good word, I tell myself. Unctuous. I wonder if I was ever so young and foolish like Janelle. 20

         Going back to my perch by the cash register, I ask Tamika how things went while I was gone.

         ‘Not bad, you know. Surprising for this time of year. You know how people does like to spend out all their money over the Christmas and not have a red cent leave back for January,’ she say. ‘But like somebody get a bonus. A lady come in and pick out a set of clothes for she niece. I think is she niece, anyway. Plus they promise to come back just now – they gone and look for sneakers and the child want a jersey to match.’

         We spend the rest of the morning unpacking stock and discussing plans for the window. Although the next store bigger, we does get more traffic because we almost at the bottom of Frederick Street, prime real estate for the retail outlets in the city because the marish and the parish had to pass there twice a day to go home. But don’t look for no designer brands on lower Frederick Street. Is strictly knockoff and cheap thing. Downtown wasn’t no spot for no exclusive boutique, and even the tacky clothes used to sell. Every stale bun have its rancid cheese, as they say.

         I hear Ann, Janelle and Tamika chattering in the corner, shooting glances at me every couple of sentences. It didn’t have no customers in the store for the time being, so I come down from my perch and went to hear what they was talking about.

         ‘Is Fire Fete,’ Tamika explain. ‘I telling them you would never go that kind of party, but they saying everybody going so why you can’t come.’

         ‘In the first place,’ I say, ‘who is “everybody”?’

         ‘All the On the Town staff,’ Ann put in. ‘We buying tickets early to get the discount. Mark was telling we. Mr Sharma sponsoring a flag and everything.’

         ‘Really?’

         ‘Yes, and we go have cooler, and drinks and one big section. With the stock boys and all the girls is eleven people. 21A dozen if you coming. Plus them from the branch in South,’ Janelle say.

         ‘Don’t forget who bringing they man,’ Tamika say, holding up she little diamond to make she point.

         Everybody laugh.

         ‘Yes, Miss Tamika,’ Ann say. ‘Curtis and all could come.’

         ‘The point is,’ Janelle say, ‘we could have a nice lime. But Tamika say you doesn’t go them kind of fete.’

         ‘I don’t go to any kind of fete,’ I admit. ‘I’s not really a Carnival person.’

         ‘Oh, gosh,’ Tamika say, ‘pull that stick out your bamsee and come, nah!’

         While Janelle and Ann look like they frighten to react first, I buss out in a scandalous laugh. ‘So that is what you think, eh! Well, all right, Miss Tamika. I will come.’

         ‘For truth?’

         ‘Yes, for truth. My first Fire Fete,’ I say, and while them giggling behind the clothes rack I straightening the merchandise to do like I not feeling shame. I look around the store, watching out for customers. A Indian woman and a little girl – I saying little girl but she mustbe was about thirteen, fourteen years – walk in and start to scan the store for help. Before they could say a word I leave the staff, walk up behind the customers and say, ‘Can I help you, ladies?’

         The big woman had a strong American accent over a island twang. ‘Yes, thank you,’ she say. ‘We were here a little while ago and I told the sales girl we’d be back…here we are!’ She hold up one of we Carnival jersey – one that say Dead or Alive! – and ask if we had it in a size to fit the little girl.

         ‘A small? Sure,’ I say, and start to flip through the rack to look for the size. The jerseys was hanging on one of them circular racks that does turn, so it didn’t take me long to check the neck tags and find the right size. I send the girl in 22the dressing room with the jersey and turn around to find the big woman watching me hard hard hard, with a frown on she face.

         ‘Wait a minute,’ she say, in that Yankee drawl, ‘are you from Aranguez?’

         She didn’t say it like the Spanish, Ah-ran-huez, but like we does say it, Ah-rang-gwez.

         It was my turn to watch she hard. ‘Jankie?’

         ‘Girlie?’

         We hug up long and hard and I think she start to cry a little bit.

         ‘You know how long I ent see—’

         ‘Where the heck did you go—’

         Both of we tumbling over one another to say the same thing.

         ‘You first!’ she say.

         ‘It so nice to see you!’

         I hold she at arm’s length and take in everything, from head to foot. The hair dye nearly blonde, the skin lighter than I remember, the black eyes now as hazel brown as if I looking in my own face. Dolce and Gabbana sunglasses hooking back the hair like a bandeau. A plain white cotton voile kurta over what they does call ‘boyfriend’ jeans – I couldn’t make out the brand but I bet it was a Guess, from the stitching and the fabric. Bright orangey-brown Hermès ‘hobo’ bag – in magazine they does call the colour cognac, if I remember right. One-carat white diamond solitaires, princess cut, in platinum setting, on hand, ears and neck; platinum wedding band with so much round brilliants it almost look like it pave. Khaki canvas wedge-heel sandals – Guess, too, I would say. Perfect French pedicure. The perfume was Light Blue, by Dolce and Gabbana.

         She was turning forty, too, I know. But it didn’t show on she face. She look like thirty for the most. 23

         ‘You look amazing,’ I say. I wasn’t lying. My old best friend was buff – I could tell from the arms and the abs when she hug me up – and she skin was smooth and the makeup was perfect, even in the island heat. Not a smudge, not a speck out of place on the look they does call ‘nude’, but what does really take about a half hour to do, from foundation to setting spray.

         ‘Oh,’ she say, waving my comment away like is a fly buzzing around she face. ‘But you! I haven’t seen you in years!’ I know what she would see if she do me the same thing I do she. Natural hair, straight and long just like when I was fifteen; same hazel eyes. Too much foundation, in a colour that was slightly too dark for me. Not looking my age, but not looking great, neither. Cubic zirconias on ears and neck, sterling silver setting. No ring on finger; manicured nails, but no polish. White cotton blouse – maybe Gap? Straight black and white pinstripe skirt, anonymous designer. No stockings, but at least the legs shave. Black slingback pumps, kitten heel, patent leather – Nine West? Or knock off? Hard to tell without checking. Feet soft and scrubbed. Cool Water for women, Davidoff. ‘You look amazing, too, Girlie!’

         Yeah, right, I tell myself. But she was smiling like she see Christmas, so maybe she wasn’t lying. I suppose, compare to plenty women my age on this island, where people doesn’t wear sunblock and doesn’t take care of theyself really, I was looking damn good.

         ‘Nobody doesn’t call me Girlie no more,’ I say, almost automatic. ‘They does call me Alethea – Allie, for short.’

         ‘Alethea,’ she say, remembering it in she mouth. It was always my birth-paper name, but nobody didn’t call me that growing up, not even in school. Teachers used to call me Lopez and I was Girlie to everybody else. Is only for exams I use the name at all when I was young. 24

         ‘So, how are you?’ I ask she, genuinely curious. Me ent see she in years but I wasn’t surprise she pop up in a shop on Frederick Street that January day. Carnival time all the ‘foreign’ locals who could afford does come back home to eat roti and doubles and pelau, drink rum and wine down the place for a few weeks before they go back in the cold. I figure Jankie was the same. ‘Where were you all this time? When last I saw you, you were in Miami with your mother.’

         ‘Oh my God,’ she say, in that high pitch American squeal, like Paris Hilton. ‘It’s been that long since we’ve seen each other? I moved from Miami to New York, what, ten years ago? I mean, I’m back in Miami now – we have a nice condo on South Beach – but we were in New York for years. When did you leave…oh, what was the name of the cloth store again?’

         ‘Queensway.’

         ‘Right, of course. When did you leave Queensway? I thought you would be there for life. And what about your mom? And Colin?’

         I only smile and shake my head. Mammie? Colin? Not today, nah. I change the topic as though I never hear she. ‘Still married to Mr Inalsingh?’

         She hold up the big set of diamond on she hand. She smile was bright like glass. ‘Twenty-three years.’

         Jankie didn’t bother to ask about me. My naked hand stay hanging by my side.

         She hug me up again. I hug she up back, but all kind of memories was dancing in my head, bad and good. It had a time Jankie and she family come like my lifeline. She was my good good friend in school. She know we was poor, but she didn’t know half the thing I used to go through when I wasn’t by she. After junior sec, I didn’t do no fourteen-plus exam to go in senior comp. What was the point? I wasn’t no scholar. She family give me a work in their roti shop. 25And when I couldn’t take it no more and run away from my mother house, is right by Jankie I went, too.

         But Jankie married we PE teacher, Mr Inalsingh, and went away and that was the end of that. I see she once or twice in the years in between, but we never keep in touch. Is only Carnival bring she back home, and is only by chance she come in my shop.

         A piping little freshwater Yankee voice call from the changing room, ‘Aunt Jankie? Would you look at this?’

         I carry my old friend in the back to see what the girl want.

         The jersey fit she nice – not too tight, although the little tut-tuts was pushing up from the bra in the way that teenage girls’ breasts does do. I could tell she was embarrass one time.

         ‘You find it too tight, honey?’ I say.

         She nod she head, pulling down the jersey hem and worrying at the neckline at the same time.

         Jankie say, ‘It looks fine. Amanda, this is my dear old friend, Alethea. We went to high school together.’

         High school? Since when Aranguez Junior Sec was a high school? But out loud I only say, ‘Nice to meet you, Amanda. You must be Ricky’s child.’

         Amanda look confuse. She never lay eyes on me, never hear word one about me, I bet. ‘Nice to meet you, Aunty Althea—’

         ‘Alethea,’ I say. ‘It’s an old-fashioned name. My mom named me after my grandmother. Alethea,’ I say again, slow.

         ‘Aunty Alethea.’

         ‘Your Aunty Jankie knew me as Girlie.’

         The child face clear up one time. ‘Of course! She talks about you all the time. She says you were the prettiest girl in school and she was so jealous of you.’

         I laugh out loud for that one. ‘Jealous of me?’ I shake my head, still laughing. ‘Amanda, your aunty had everything: 26a nice mom, a dad, nice house, nice clothes – really nice clothes! I had nothing she would envy.’

         But then I think about the dyed hair, the contact lenses, the bleached skin. Maybe I had something she didn’t have, in truth. Maybe she feel I had something to jealous.

         People strange, yes.
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