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3
            THE TRINIDAD MONITOR

         

         PORT OF SPAIN, TRINIDAD, B.W.I.

FRIDAY, 23 AUGUST 1957

         The End of Boysie

         By Gerrard Max Davidson

Staff Reporter

         knowing the end was coming, John Boysie Singh (the Rajah), who once controlled illegal activities in Port of Spain and in the Gulf of Paria, said, ‘I have lived. I have seen things and I have done things. Now I must go, but I am innocent of this crime. I always tried to help people and that is how I got a great deal of my troubles. That is what has me here now.’

         He asked to go first but on 20 August 1957 was made to wait an hour until eight o’clock after Boland Ramkissoon’s body was cut down and laid aside. A Catholic priest, Father Tiernan, who asked for his name not to be reported, walked him to the gallows. Wearing prison-issue white cotton pyjamas, the Rajah met death chanting, ‘My Jesus mercy, my Jesus mercy, my Jesus mercy.’ As prescribed, the hangman was paid $77 per man for his duties.

         A Gregorio Brothers van took the body from the gaol to the General Hospital and then to the St James cemetery where Boysie was laid to rest in a crude, white pine, unpainted coffin, his name written on top in chalk. None of his close relatives, seen visiting the condemned man in the days leading up to the hanging, were present at the graveside. 4
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             Rosie

         

         While the shop ain’t busy I told myself, Rosie girl, drink a cup of coffee-tea and check the papers. Nobody’s coming for a shot of rum this hour and on the dry goods side it’s always one-one person throughout the day. Aye, aye, I ain’t sit down good when I spotted the wretch. Man dead and he’s still making front page. And look at that. Boysie playing innocent down to the end. Exactly who that badjohn think he fooling? At least now he’s in the ground we might get an ease from seeing him all the time. Something else will take over the news. Every night the Lord’s seen me on my knees begging that boy doesn’t fill the gap he’s left. They say goat don’t make sheep. Well, this is one time I hope they’re wrong, yes.

         A sudden hard rain made me put down the papers. Two schoolchildren, a girl about seven and a boy child a little younger, rushed to shelter under the shop awning. The way she held on to the boy I could tell she was a good big sister. I called to them.

         
            Come inside and don’t get wet. You see how the sun still shining? Rain go pass now for now.

         

         They came and stood by the door. I smiled.

         
            Come in. Come in. I don’t bite.

         

         The girl pulled her brother where they were safe from the pelting rain.

         
            You know that when sun shining and rain falling, monkey does be marrying. Either that or the devil and he wife fighting. 6

         

         Poor children looked at me like I was about to gobble them up.

         A good five minutes hadn’t passed and rain stopped just so. The two bolted. I watched them speed off, holding hands tight tight. Steam rose from the hot pitch, releasing a sickly sweet smell that made me feel slightly nauseous. Then something happened. Maybe it was the pitch smell or the little boy and girl holding hands or just reading the death notice. Could be all three. Suddenly I realised what had been bothering my head. I was thinking of Boysie.

         What’s that game children play? The one with two circles holding hands and singing in turns. Oh, yes,

         
            
               In a fine castle,

               Do you hear, my sissie-o?

               In a fine castle,

               Do you hear, my sissie-o?

            

         

         Without missing a beat, the second circle would reply.

         
            
               Ours is the prettiest,

               Do you hear, my sissie-o?

               Ours is the prettiest,

               Do you hear, my sissie-o?

            

         

         What song did we throw back? Ah yes,

         
            
               We want one of them, 

               Do you hear, my sissie-o? 

               We want one of them, 

               Do you hear, my sissie-o? 

            

         

         From the side, under a laden guava tree, a boy, had to be less than ten, was watching us playing in the road. Our eyes made 7four. Without words he knew that we coolie orphans, holding hands while singing louder and louder, had room for other unclaimed children.

         
            
               Which of us do you want? 

               Do you hear, my sissie-o?

            

         

         I broke hands mid-song so he could join my circle. He came forward slowly and gave me his hand. That little hand squeezed mine just a bit tighter than the others. I squeezed back.

         
            
               Which of us do you want?

               Do you hear, my sissie-o?

            

         

         A scared boy, out on the road by he-self, nobody looking to see what he was doing, that barefoot, raggedy child grew into John Boysie Singh, the Rajah. How that happened?
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            Popo

         

         I raised my head and my sleepy gaze followed the line of interlocking black hairs that trailed up his belly.

         
            Boysie, you hear somebody outside?

         

         He sucked his teeth in a long steupse.

         
            No.

            You think Dave reach back?

            Less the talking, nah. He’s in some carnival fete, two drink in he head. It’s Ash Wednesday before you seeing that ugly face.

         

         While he’s there talking he flipped me over and sat on my face. Shoved his laar straight down my gullet.

         
            This will shut you up.

         

         I stopped breathing just in time. He kept ramming until I gagged. Put a shilling on my mattress and all man come the same way. So long as they don’t rough me up where it shows, I ain’t vexed. Otherwise, they’re interfering with my livelihood. When he’s ready Boysie’s hand can be like a hammer. I tired warn him. Do your do but leave my face alone. And best not to mark up my leg or my hand either. A little licks every now and then. Fair enough. Back, backside, stomach, tot-tots is all right. Dave does go crazy if a mark showing and I didn’t tell him so he could charge extra. Them times I does run or else it’s more licks on top of what I done take.

         Boysie shifted and jooked me from behind. Forget all the 9long talk. In that position he’s finishing in two-twos. Of course I ah-ahed and ooh-oohed as if this jook sweet like sugar cane. My noise gets him going. Shame he can’t finish looking at me.

         Afterwards, eyes half open, he tugged the chadar to cover up, and propped himself on the crocus bag pillows, stuffed thick and firm with dried coconut husk.

         
            Aye, Popo, bring your sona a cup of water, nah.

            You ain’t no sweetheart. Get your own water. And where my money?

         

         By now he should know I ain’t making joke but he can’t help himself.

         
            Money, poi poi? What for?

            Boysie, doux-doux, a little freeness now and then is all right. But ain’t Dave warn you to pay or don’t show your face here?

         

         He skinned he teeth. Soon as he leaves I best clean up this room, yes. Them dirty wares belong in a bucket ready to wash by the standpipe.

         
            Ain’t I is your man? Last night when I bring rum and roti you did well glad to see me.

         

         I watched him cut eye.

         
            You think Dave will say, oh, as you bring thing for Popo, take one on the house?

            Dave Leach is an asshole, old neemakharam. Why I must pay for milk when it’s my cow?

         

         I buss out laughing. 10

         
            Oh gosh, don’t carry on so nah, man.

            You is my woman. Story done.

         

         Boysie saying I is he own when two of we know that by the time he leave and reach the road he done forget me. Until that laar needs a warm hole I might as well not exist. I played like I was vex vex.

         
            Look at my crosses. Dave saying it’s he cow and you here bawling is your cow.

         

         He pawed at me until I offered his greedy mouth my tot-tots. He had a dry suckle half-hour ago. It doesn’t matter. Each time he latches on it’s as if he never got breast before. Can’t seem to help he-self. I gave him a minute or two on each side then gently tugged to get away.

         
            It’s my dood all you man drinking and I ain’t have a farthing to show for it.

         

         He grabbed and suckled hard then kissed me like he was leaving Trinidad.

         
            That Leach and the whole maakaachood gang he’s posing up with can wait right there. You see me? I ain’t paying a red penny.

            Aare! Get Dave vexed. Next thing he’ll buss your head.

         

         Boysie looked like he’d sucked lime. I poked he chest.

         
            And what about me, eh? Dave might let you get away with thing but who getting your share of the licks? Me. Put a little something in my hand let we keep everybody sweet, nah. 11Hard ears, I said no. Now, stop harassing me and bring a cup of water fast before you feel my hand.

         

         Boysie doesn’t give a shit about how much ruction he’s bringing on my head. In fact, it’s the direct opposite. He over love a fight. Feel he’s a big badjohn. I must ask him how much years he have. Can’t be more than a year or two above me so, what, twenty-two, twenty-three. And that right there is the problem. Young and strong. Older fellas don’t carry on so. They understand not to cause commess. I treat them nice; they pay and crawl back where they come from until the next time. Boysie thinks giving me sweet eye and bringing a little food does spring open my legs for free.

         I wanted to wash myself and sweep this place. But he’s only play asking for water and pushing me with he foot. Joke or no joke, I fell off the mattress and landed on my bottom. Lucky thing this house leepayed just the other day. Say what you want, I does make sure every few months this hut’s leepayed good and proper. A regular, nice Indian fella, at least thirties, he does help me. Together we mix cow dung with white mud from the river, throw in some water and use that to plaster the walls and ground, smoothing it with a cloth.

         Suddenly an elbow jooked my side.

         
            Popo, for the last time, move your blasted korheellary foot and bring my water. You’re getting lazy like the rest of them girls.

            Oh, so I lazy now? I wasn’t lazy for you last night, though? And which rest of them girls you’re talking about? Them does bother with you when your pocket empty? Damn poohar, yes. 12

         

         I pulled myself off the floor and took my cool time zipping my dress. What he go do me? I felt a hand rubbing my leg before he yanked me and I fell on top him. He watched me straight in my eye then kissed me hard. I ain’t go lie. That look does tingle even a hard-back woman like me.

         The sun was sweeping a gentle light under the door and throwing tiny circles on the walls.

         
            Instead of bothering me for water make tracks nah, man. You’re lucky I let you stay the night. Go now before anybody see and tell Dave you left morning time and I ain’t even charge for an hour.

         

         Boysie stretched like a stray cat.

         
            Bring the water and I go leave you in peace.

            All right, but put on your clothes. I ain’t want no fight breaking out. See me here? I ain’t ready to sit down in no hospital or worse yet, a funeral home.

         

         I picked up an empty bucket and eased the door open to a glowing orange sky. By the roadside was a standpipe. Filled to the top and that bucket is nuff clean water for the whole day. As I turned to walk back I heard my name called.

         
            Popo. Popo. What happen? You’re deaf or what?

         

         My stomach dropped and my skin felt instantly cold. Only one person says my name like it’s dog they’re shooing. When that voice says jump, I only ever open my mouth to ask, how high? And don’t think I’m the only one ’fraid him. Dave is the kind of fella you’re never sure will hug you up or cuff you down. All depends on he mood. And watch nah, he’s a proper boss man in 13Port of Spain. When it comes to running girls, gambling, protection money, that kindna thing, whole parts of the city locked down tight in he hand.

         
            What you have for me?

            Aye, boss, things slow.

            Carnival Tuesday morning with all them Yankees and Limeys in town and you ain’t have work? What happen?

            Ease me up, nah, boss. This evening I go have something for you. For sure for sure. You see me toting water. Soon as I bathe I’m hitting the road.

         

         Dave put he two hands on he hips like a market woman.

         
            All these years together and this is how you’re treating me?

            I ain’t lying, boss. Today will have plenty work.

         

         I was talking loud loud, hoping please, Ram Sita Ram, Boysie had managed to slip out. If he hadn’t by now he would be stuck. They’ll see him clear. My hut doesn’t have a window he could jump out of to make tracks through the bush. Leave by the door now and Dave’s bound to spot him.

         
            So wait nah, you telling me it didn’t have fares last night? Nobody ain’t even see you by the gap. You wasn’t with that waste-of-time coolie Boysie Singh?

            Me? You done tell me to run Boysie if he come looking for freeness. I know what’s what.

         

         His bloodshot eyes bored into mine.

         
            Popo, you know what he’s after? 14

            Well, yeah.

            No, chupidee. Boysie looking to run you. That’s why he ain’t paying. It’s to disrespect me and groom you for he stable.

         

         I steupsed.

         
            Boysie can’t run nothing. I’m yours, boss. You know I’m always here.

         

         Dave lit a Lucky Strike. Instinct made me step back before I became his ashtray.

         
            Don’t come crying to me later because I done say what I have to say. And if I ever find that blasted coolie boy taking money from my pocket, so help me Jesus, I go kill him. And when I done with he, it’s your backside I’m coming for.

            Boss don’t be so, nah. I’m going down the road just now.

         

         He knocked my shoulder hard as he passed. One kick and the bottom half of my door was hanging from the hinge. That’s pure spite. Now how that getting fixed? It’s Dave self I would normally ask for help with trouble like that.

         
            You’re damn lucky he ain’t here or was me and you today.

         

         I didn’t realise I’d been holding my breath until I exhaled. Where Boysie’s gone, I ain’t know and I ain’t care. Behind my back I balled my fists to steady the shaking. Suddenly we heard shouting from the back.

         
            Hold him! Boysie running away. Hold him!

         

         Dave’s eyes beamed pure rage as he landed one hard cuff on the left side of my face. I staggered from the blow but it was the look 15of raw anger that had me more frightened. With one speed they took off into the tall razor grass. I told myself, girl, stay and they go kill you dead. Run, they go still kill you. But they’ll have to snatch you first. I ran.
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            Mana Lala

         

         Back in the day when we were still teens, things were good good between me and Boysie. Early mornings, when the place was still making dark, we would hide in the bush behind the house and do thing. During the day he was forever stealing away from the docks to find me. Anywhere people couldn’t see we was good enough. A day we made seven rounds. Seven. And since we started I don’t think we’ve missed a day. Nobody can call him a soft man.

         I knew Boysie from when he used to pitch marbles with my brothers and them. All the boys went Newton school. Now we’re coupled up my family’s making out like he was a badjohn from ever since. True he ain’t ’fraid a fight but he have cause. Port of Spain Indians scarce. If we don’t stand up for we-selves no back-up there to help.

         But my dotish family went looking for another match for me. As if I would ever, ever, take a next man. I’m never leaving him. Of course I can’t say what in he mind. Over the years we were separated only to end back as one. I know what Boysie’s passed through. Just thinking about it makes my eye water. He talked things with me that he ain’t tell another living soul.

         We’re the same age so he must have had only ten, most eleven years, when police picked him up on the Savannah for flying kite. The law say you can’t do that but plenty other fellas were there same time. Yet how come police only threw little boy Boysie in a jail cell? Treated him like he was some big-time criminal. That was wickedness to the bone. And the judge didn’t show an ounce of mercy. Six strokes with a tamarind rod for the child. 17Six. Big men does shit they-self in pain from two-three strokes but they gave a small boy that punishment?

         Boysie’s clear that he ain’t forget and he can’t forgive. Me too. Makes my blood boil. And to think I would’ve seen him playing in the road and not realised how much he was passing through. Just the other day he squeezed my hand in the dark and said that if that first court sentence hadn’t happened, he would’ve had a different life. The shame of that cut tail went deep into he bone marrow. Police like to play God. And it’s not as if Boysie’s family looked out for him. Mostly it was he alone so an easy mark for other people’s wickedness.

         During the time me and he were first going out police held him again. And for what? Some small-time sebby-lebby gambling that happens on practically every corner in town. How come nobody else got arrested? He landed another six of the best with a tamarind whip. That is how the law’s supposed to operate? Unfair so? It grieved my heart. If I could have taken them lashes instead I would. For Boysie it was even more shame piled on top whatever he’d already suffered. I know because he hid from me for a good week. The skin was beginning to heal by the time I massaged fresh aloe jelly into the slashes. It still scarred.

         Through all this hardship we talked wedding, how much children we go have, where we go live, we future then. Boysie had scrimped and saved. We could have married straight away but Boysie wanted a few dollars coming in steady steady before we did the shaadi and join as one. As he was good with fishing the savings turned into a boat instead of a house. Perseverance was he own, bought when he was barely out of short pants. I was so proud. And it wasn’t no dotish boat either. Twenty-two-foot long and painted white with a thick navy-blue stripe down the 18sides. I ’fraid water so I haven’t gone for a spin yet. Not Boysie. He swam like a fish and fished like a shark. All I wanted was to look after him good. An easy man to please. Give him the sea, a little gambling, and he’s happy like pappy.

         Once Ma accepted my heart wasn’t budging from Boysie, she went with she fass self by Pundit Gosine checking if it was a good match. Well, if you ask, best be prepared for the answer. In our case the message was sour like green mango. Using the patra, Pundit Gosine predicted that if we went through with the shaadi I’d better ban my belly because real hardship was coming. The problem was Boysie’s young soul. He had plenty more reincarnations before a comfortable earthly existence was possible. Pundit was right. Let Boysie stray a tups and police are there ready to throw him in jail before anyone else. He got catch doing a little pickpocketing. One look and the court sent him down for six months’ hard labour. Six months. At least I never missed a visiting day and always walked with hot roti and takari. Boysie’s doing back-breaking work in jail and nobody else checked on the boy. Why blood family so? Look like they done write him off.

         That hard labour stretch left Boysie bony and with skin dark like baigan from being whole day in the hot sun. I begged him, please, poi poi, keep low from now. Police will clearly use any small excuse to harass he soul. For a good few months he boiled down like bhagee. After jostling at the docks he would land up by me. I used to hide food for whatever time he reached. Two of we would squish up in the hammock and talk and, well, the normal things you would expect. He liked nothing better than me squeezing he foot and pulling he toes until they each made a cracking noise. Foolish boy would laugh and say that my massages alone made him want to married to me.

         But, according to Pundit Gosine, his karma was destined to 19be cruel. What others do all the time and got away with, Boysie would do once and pay a heavy price. Sneaking into a cinema for the matinee happens regular regular. Boysie creeped in without a ticket. Instead of putting up he hand and saying, sorry boss, he let go he temper. Next thing you know the security guard got cuff down. How Boysie was to know this fella used to be police? The man went and well bad talk Boysie to all he police friend them and he was convicted before it reached court. Without looking up, the judge handed down twenty-one days’ hard labour. One month hard labour inside is like six months outside. Every single minute of those days while he was punishing, I punished too.

         Boysie reached back to me a skeleton. I begged him to be careful. Police big eyes boring on him and the next time he trip up it go be a long long stretch in jail. This was one prediction I prayed would never come true. But it did. The judge didn’t blink while locking him up. But what really eat me inside was that this trouble had no business landing in a courtroom. So unfair to my Boysie.

         A man had reported that Boysie knifed him. Boysie said, yes, it happened for true, except it was pure self-defence. Who you think the court believed? To add insult, this man is some pumpkin vine family that Boysie’s father had helped plenty. Pa only dead recently but that is another story. Anyhow, this so-called family living quite-o quite-o in the bush near Chaguanas. Transport ain’t easy from so far. Whenever he was in Port of Spain, the Singh family, out of the goodness of their heart, let him rest the night in their front gallery.

         The ungrateful wretch stood up in court and said he had over a hundred dollars in a string bag tied around he waist and pushed inside he dhoti. Cash to buy a cow. In front the judge this fat muk threw some good tears about how he was there 20sleeping peaceful peaceful when he felt somebody cutting the string to thief the bag. As he was holding the string tight he hand get cut. One loud bawl and the thief ran. But he saw piece of the robber’s face and brought police for Boysie.

         On the stand Boysie reminded people that Luis Street is where he born and grow. This man was an unexpected visitor. That night he’d come home, rum buzzing in he head, and saw somebody hiding in a corner of the gallery. With a knife for protection, he crept quiet quiet to see what was really going on. The man sprung up ready to fight and, as he lashed out, he hand connected with Boysie’s blade.

         Only one of them should’ve been in that gallery and by rights that person should be able to protect he-self from thief-man. Well, the court had a different mind. It threw everything at my sweet Boysie. Me, he ma and he didi, the big sister, all of we heard when the judge passed sentence. I fainted and woke smelling Bay Rum on my skin. Security dragged he didi from the court. Like she went mad and screamed at the judge that they were out for Boysie and if he was an Englishman protecting he castle he wouldn’t even be in court. That was too much. Think them things but have sense and don’t say it to their face. Opening she trap cost she a month in jail.

         Boysie landed four years’ hard labour in the jail on Carrera Island, off the north-east tip of Trinidad, a place with rat big like cat running wild. The sea around there rough too, bad with waves tall like an upstairs house. All I know about there is when it make news. Big strong men reached Carrera and in months, braps, they’ve dropped down dead. Four whole years of not seeing my Boysie. By the time the Bay Rum revived me Boysie had been taken. I hadn’t even said goodbye. Apparently he face had turned grey from shock. 21

         Carrera made my Boysie suffer like nothing else in this world. Them prison guards must be reincarnations of Ravana. Had to be. We heard that if the guards so much as thought he’d given them a hard look they would throw him in solitary. A cup of water and one piece of stale bread and that was you for the day. My sona told me later that in the dark, alone except for cockroach and rats, the stench of shit filling your nose hole, he would talk to the walls and beg to live so we could be together again. Every punishment they gave he took like a man. He behaved so good they ended up sending him home early. I bet that pained the guards. Still, that judge thief three years and two months of my poi poi’s best days. And mine.

         Whole time my Boysie was making a jail I didn’t so much as sneeze near another man. Not once. A Belmont fella used to buy from my market stall every week and refuse to take he change. That went on for months even though I told him that he was wasting time and money. Ma and me aunties them tried to tie me down. I might not be the prettiest girl in town but oh gosh. When I tell you they shoved me in front some ugly, country bookie fellas from far down south, places I’ve never even seen, like Fyzabad and Barrackpore. I told them straight. If they married me off to one of them obzokee men I will swallow 2 4-D. How I could possibly leave Boysie while he’s suffering? Eh? We grow together. Nobody could come close to what we have. A few years in jail was nothing.

         Boysie said it was time to married but before we could fix the shaadi my belly started swelling. A batcha was growing inside me. Oh Mother Lakshmi, I was happy. Every day I was carrying I did puja that the gods would grant me a son who was the print of he pa.
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            Popo

         

         It’s not two times I left Dave. Run away. Come back. Run away. Come back. Take licks. Come back. I mean to say, it’s only he I had looking after me, keeping me safe. Dave could have any woman, yet I’m the one he does come by when life’s a botheration. Plenty times he tell me we have something special, a link. Maybe in another life the two of we were married or even brother and sister. None of the other girls have that kind of bonding with him. None.

         But something about this carnival Tuesday was different. The air smelt of trouble. Big trouble. I fingered the tabeej on a leather string that never leaves my neck. This bullet-shaped pendant is the only thing I have from when I was small and so far, please Lord, it’s kept evil from killing me.

         Dave had a mad, wild look in he red eyes that wasn’t from smoking ganja. I’d seen this look before. Bharti’s hand get break from the Diwali time Dave ordered she to work the docks and she refused. But that’s nothing. A next girl, Seetha, well, Dave heard she was running clients on the side and pocketing the cash. He beat she so bad the poor girl went into hospital on a stretcher and left in a box.

         I don’t know if Boysie do something else that have Dave vex but me giving away a whole night free? He wouldn’t forgive that. Not today. Deep in my guts I knew this was my last morning with Dave. Either I go dead, or somehow by hook and crook, leave Port of Spain. I had to think fast. If I wasn’t coming back, who would take me in? I can’t go by any of the girls. They would tell on me. Somewhere I have a brother but it’s how to find him. 23Even if I got back to the sugar estate who will want a whore, a randee, like me?

         My last change I spent on bus fare to Luis Street, where Boysie’s living. He’d carried me there before when he didn’t want to trek up to me. Under a brick I found the spare key. To get a little freeness he used to say I could come anytime and stay. Well, lucky he because I’m here right now. Just let him try putting me out on the road. Boysie brought this trouble on my head so he’d better protect me now. But they might beat the shit out of he ass or kill him. If Dave take him out I wonder how long it’s safe to stay here? Boysie’s talked about a didi, a sister. That didi might come to claim the house. Hopefully that still gives me two-three days’ shelter to come up with a plan.

         The longer I waited without seeing Boysie, the more convinced I was that he had taken some good licks and was half dead, in a bush somewhere. I stood in the gallery checking the road. As it’s carnival plenty people were up and down but no Boysie. Every now and then a truck passed, usually blasting King Radio’s ‘Tiger Tom Play Tiger Cat’. I bet that tune getting the Road March 1932 crown.

         When I recognised Boysie’s friend coming up the road I knew the news couldn’t be good. Playing calm, I asked,

         
            Aye, what happening?

            You ain’t hear?

         

         I shook my head.

         
            Your boss put a beating on Boysie bad bad. Talk about mash up. Them fellas carry him hospital.

            Mash up like they go bandage him or mash up like he go dead?

            Me ain’t know. All I hear is that it was licks like peas. 24

         

         The news whacked me in my chest. Now was the time and all I could do was pray I’d called it correct. Dave ain’t changing. Why would he? He’s happy happy with how we’re living. One minute he’s treating me good good, I’m the best, and he go fix me up in a nice house. Next minute it’s blows in my tail for no good reason.

         The best thing for me is to find myself by the hospital. Time to look after Boysie. Man need a nurse-wife, someone to make he feel cared for and special, like Christmas, Diwali and Eid reached same time.

         
            Spare me bus fare to reach the hospital, nah.

         

         His eyes narrowed, unsure if to ease me up.

         
            Ain’t you know me and Boysie in thing?

            I don’t want trouble on my head. You belongs to Dave.

            Why I here then? I’m done with them maakaachood people. You’ll get back your money.

         

         Coins passed from his front pocket to my hand.

         
            God go bless you.

         

         Now, me and hospital don’t mix. Times I’ve needed a patch-up, them nurse and doctor carried on as if they were seeing cockroach. Once a cutlass lashed my leg and I got one long cut. Some drunk as usual. The white doctor stitched me up like he was closing a crocus bag. I’m there bleeding, pain burning me, and all he could say is, well, what you expect when leading such an ungodly life?

         Casualty was ram-jammed. People like they waited until it was a holiday to take in sick. Vomit and piss were vamping up the place. Nonstop bawling and wailing hurting my ears. The quiet 25ones looked like they think they go dead before anybody take them on. Stay still for a second and latrine flies big like red beans landing all on your face and hand. In the middle of this commess a mad fella named Wheels was up and down acting like it’s drive he driving car. He does be all about dodging traffic, changing gears, turning corners and mashing brakes between the benches of people. I had to step out his way to find Boysie chook up in a corner, only that wasn’t the same man I’d had in my bed a few hours earlier. From head to toe he was broken, bruised or bleeding as if stick plus knife had passed. I bent and tried holding him but he pulled away. Even my soft soft touch hurt he skin.

         
            Aare, what they do you, sona? I there worried for you. Soon as I hear I rushed come. You know I wouldn’t leave you to manage by yourself. Don’t worry, I’m here now. Stay close. Let me deal with everything.

         

         Boysie threw back he head and closed his eyes.

         
            You is a good woman, Popo. I always say that.

         

         He straightened and looked in my eye.

         
            Leach don’t know who he fucking with.

            Don’t study him.

         

         Apparently Dave told Boysie he was asking for licks. This set of bruises and them breaks was to teach him a lesson. Carnival or no carnival, no Woodbrook coolie boy robbing him by taking freeness off he girl. I smiled.

         
            Dave warned me that you’re only curry-favouring with me so I go work for you. I tell him that is not how we does move. He didn’t like that at all at all. 26

            Of course he go say that.

            But Boysie, I can’t believe you take licks for me. Nobody ever stand up for me so.

         

         Boysie smiled in a way that made me feel before this moment he hadn’t thought of himself as my saviour. He seemed to like the role.

         
            A man have to do what he have to do.

         

         From where I was sitting I bent forward and touched his feet.

         
            You know I can’t go back. If this is what he do you, think of the beating I go get. He wouldn’t satisfy until my blood washing the road.

            You don’t have to go back.

         

         I looked up.

         
            You’re sure about what you’re saying?

            How you mean? Stay by me.

         

         I rested my hand gently in his.

         
            I go look after you and keep the place good. I ain’t ’fraid hard work. That’s all I ever know.

         

         One corner of Boysie’s lips smiled. Long time I haven’t had to do this poor-sweet-girl-need-saving chupidness. But hear nah man, it was working good.

         
            *

         

         The only reason we didn’t spend the whole day in that confusion was because Boysie’s cousin’s neighbour was cleaning in the 27hospital and he spotted him in Casualty. When he saw the state of Boysie he went and begged a favour. The place was so busy all the doc managed was to give him tablets for the pain and fix one arm in a sling. We left with Boysie under heavy manners to go home and take bedrest for at least a week.

         Rest never came. As we were walking out of Casualty who we go bounce up but a set of Boysie’s family rushing in with his unconscious nephew. Boysie’s didi looked in shock. She son ain’t make more than fourteen, fifteen years and he was there looking half dead. Me ain’t know these people and I suddenly realised what I must look like in the old dress I’d pulled on to go to the standpipe. To tell you the truth I didn’t even have on bra and panty. He didi must be thinking, look at that nasty woman. How she could leave the house and ain’t even pass a comb through she hair? Thank God I wasn’t close enough or the smell of my rum mouth would confirm every bad thing that was passing through she mind.

         Boysie got real vex when he found out who beat the nephew. It was Dave.

         
            What? That neemakharam Leach do this? Nah. He go pay.

         

         He forgot he broken arm one time. Another nephew piped up.

         
            We was minding we own business, joking, watching carnival bands coming down the road. This gang started to carry on that we on their territory and have to move. We said this is the government road and we ain’t going nowhere. They said Indians getting too up with they-self and is cane we should be cutting not liming in Port of Spain. Well, fight break out. It was plenty of them and only three of we.

         

         Boysie shook his head. 28

         
            Leach gone too far. Whatever happens now he bring it on he own head.

         

         Boysie’s was so mad vex he didn’t even bother introducing me so I stop right there full of shame in front he family. Anyhow, they went in and we made tracks. I kept reminding him the arm can’t take pressure. He could want to fight all he want, but one arm against two is plain dotishness. And this ain’t nice to admit but watching him mash up I couldn’t help feeling a tiny bit glad. It’s not right to wish this on anybody but at least now he have an idea what it’s like being Dave’s punching bag.

         We limped away from the hospital, Boysie leaning on me barely able to walk straight. Truth is Boysie’s always in some fight or the other. Everybody knows not to cross him or it’s licks. A time he came by me covered in mud, a cut above he eye but happy happy, skinning he teeth. I threw water on he skin while he told me how he took he blows but the other fella took plenty more. All because the man thief a few of Boysie’s crab traps.

         Now he was in the unusual position of receiving a cut ass good and proper. I was ’fraid for him and for me. If he dead today where I going to live, Mother Lakshmi? Tell me where.

         
            Boysie, ain’t the doctor said you probably cracked a rib and to take it easy? Forget Dave for now, nah.

         

         Boysie groaned.

         
            No way. He feeling something today today.

            Rest out this week, nah.

            Hush. All you woman can’t understand these things. 29

         

         I bit my tongue. Right now I ain’t sure if I have a roof for a day, a week, a month. Best I leave him thinking chupidness. One more beating and Boysie would be dead but it was how to stop him.

         
            Dave doesn’t move without back-up. Two-three partners. How you go beat him today? Hold some strain and make a surprise attack. It wouldn’t matter then if all you is ten and them have twenty.

         

         No answer. With his good hand he wiped his forehead.

         
            Boysie?

         

         He grunted.

         
            Hush. I’m thinking.

         

         I could see he was craving action before nightfall.

         
            Time longer than twine.

            That’s you. I can’t left he thinking he’s wiped me out. Nah. Not happening. He think he bad? Well, he ain’t seen bad yet. Watch me. Even with one hand I go beat Leach. I just need a little help.

         

         What a real gadaha, stubborn for so when he ready. In fact, that’s all man.

         
            Let me do puja. Ask Lord Shiva, Destroyer of All Evil, to fight with you.

         

         He steupsed.

         
            Don’t bring no backward puja thing by me. George and short man, Edgar, is them I need today. Them two and me with Three Little Threes? We go do for them. 30

         

         The way Boysie talks about Three Little Threes you would swear it’s he partner. First time I saw it I couldn’t understand what the fuss was about. It’s a piece of hard wood, a poui stick. But he mustn’t hear you calling it a stick. You have to give it the full name: Three Little Threes. And don’t make joke about Three Little Threes unless you want to see him mad vexed. Apparently some Mother Gizzard worked obeah convincing Boysie she put a divine power in the wood that protects he and he alone.

         An Indian like Boysie should’ve passed by Pundit Sharma to bless the stick rather than Mother Gizzard. But talking to Boysie over the months I realised that apart from Diwali celebrations he ain’t know one fart about being Hindu. I’m sure he doesn’t remember when last he went inside a mandir. Just like my parents, he ma and baap crossed the kala pani from India and born Boysie in Trinidad. But that is where the Indianness stop. On the outside he might look Indian, and a sharp one too. Cut Boysie open and inside he’s black, like Dave. No joke. From a baby come up all he seemed to know is Port of Spain ways. I suppose he can’t help it since Indian people scarcely living around there. He grow with black people. I tired warn him that not respecting the religion flowing through he blood will bring bad karma on he head. Let him carry on. Next reincarnation he’ll come back a centipede. Or worse.

         
            *

         

         It took time but tookra tookra we made it to the house. Whole road I was holding him up but he didn’t seem to notice me. I could tell he had pain.

         
            Popo, get the key, nah.

            You’re serious about me living here, right? 31

            How you mean?

            I can’t go back.

         

         He waved his good hand.

         
            Relax. Ain’t I say you’re staying here?

            I know you go look after me good.

         

         As he hobbled inside and flopped down on the bed I was glad he missed seeing my relief. Thank the Lord I have a place for now. It’s small but plenty better than mines.

         
            Let me light the chulha and boil water. You go feel better when I wipe you down.

         

         Like I was minding a small child, I gently peeled off his torn merino vest and dirty short pants. He didn’t like me feeling up the broken arm.

         
            All right, all right, I wouldn’t touch it. I done now. This merino can’t wear again. It could make cleaning cloth. You have sweet soap to bathe?

            Shelf by the back door.

         

         Outside, I filled a clean bucket, half and half hot water and water from the pipe, picked up the piece of soap and came inside. One look and he shook his head.

         
            Carry it back outside. I can bathe myself.

         

         He limped to the back door and I thought he was going in behind the galvanise wall where it have pipe. But the pain catch him and he stood right there on the dirt, naked as he born. 32

         
            Throw the water for me, nah.

         

         I ended up wetting, soaping, and rinsing him. That man could talk. He never stopped prattling about Dave this, and Dave that, and what he’s going to do to him. I listened while drying his back. Boysie needed handling or the next fight would be he last.

         
            Let me tell you something, Boysie, and I learnt this the hard way. The worse licks I ever get, wasn’t from the biggest badjohn.

         

         His body stiffened.

         
            I’m talking the worst-est licks by a mile.

         

         I took a deep breath. Might as well tell him everything.

         
            A time four fellas carry me in the middle of a cane field. Place pitch black. I tell them it’s one at a time in the back seat. Them say nah, nah, nah. They want me to come out the car. I there thinking they see some picture with a girl sprawl out on a car bonnet and they wanted me to pose for them. No. They wanted me up the back passage. Well, you know that’s not my speed. I say that’s not what we talk ’bout but we go have a good time.

         

         Why did I start this talk? Now I had to keep going.

         
            I never saw the cuff coming. It was the small man that I did hardly bother with. When I tell you that lash hit hard. Knocked me out thandaa cold. Catch my ears. That’s why I don’t hear so good in my right ears. It’s from he cuffing me.

         

         I made like telling him this didn’t still hurt. Besides, people think I deserve whatever pass me. 34

         
            You might feel it was four of them and one of me so I was always getting a beating one way or another. Maybe. But it vex me that I didn’t see that blow coming and save my ears.

         

         Boysie remained looking like he was far away. He didn’t say nothing but he patted the bed for me to sit down. I touched his hand.

         
            Surprise Dave. Leave it alone and hit a day he ain’t expecting trouble. You strong like two Tarzan. Wait and use all your strength.

         

         He nodded.

         
            You might have a point.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Doris

         

         As the Lord is my witness, I remember the first time I saw Boysie Singh. Some part of me knew this man was trouble. I’m not saying I thought he was a bad person. No, I watched him good. When he smiled his eyes smiled too. I wondered where life with him would take me. You see from the time I was small small people were saying, Doris ain’t make for Toco, or, Toco ain’t make for Doris. Either way I grew up marking time. My real life was waiting for me only I didn’t know where exactly. Sometimes for no reason my foot itches and that can only mean one thing. I’m going on a long journey. It could be Arima or San Juan. Plenty Toco people worked in Port of Spain during the week and ran back on their day off. That kind of half and half thing wasn’t for me. To leave Toco only for work was to put one foot, not even a whole foot, more like poking a big toe, elsewhere. Me? When you see I pack my bags it’s to join in the big city life. Although I’d never visited, even then I felt in my belly that Port of Spain was where I’d end up. Of course I would do maid work. But watch me good: I’m not staying so. I’m going to be a somebody.

         Even as I dreamt of living beyond Toco, Elena and Julia kept me bolted down here behind God’s back. We sisters were tight. Nothing we don’t do together. But they love Morne Cabrite village, Toco, like it’s England’s green and pleasant land. They’ll take whatever work they find, marry a boy from around here, assuming they can find one that isn’t blood family, push out at least four children, and bury in a plot at Cumana RC Church. Born, married, dead. So when people singled me out as not 35belonging here it was only this de Leon sister they were talking about. If I left, rather, when I left, I would be making tracks alone.

         So why me? Don’t think I’m going to blush and pretend the house is mirrorless. When looks were sharing I rushed the line. Men like something to hold on to and that was me. Early o’clock my front and back filled out nice. The hair unfortunately wasn’t always obedient. Little wiry. I plait it into two thick cane rows gathered in a neat low bun. We don’t know exactly how we’re mixed but the whole family’s red. At some point a Spanish man and his black slave made a baby and maybe in time a French Creole passed in the mix. Yes, I was baked with a spoonful of French, half cup of Spanish, a dash of molasses and out I came, a light-skinned reds.

         Being my colour definitely makes all the difference. No sense pretending otherwise. I knew I was always going to get more of everything life offered. Take my school friend Grace. The girl’s face pretty but I’m sorry to say she’s dark. When we walk down the road together fellas would say, look, night and day side by side. Nobody gave her the vibes to leave Toco and do something with her life.

         Growing up I carried myself like I’d already married a rich rich man and was living in a big, brick house with a motor car parked up outside. You couldn’t get higher than the school principal and our village plonked his wife on a pedestal. That was woman. My life’s mission was to maco everything she did, her hair, her clothes, how she put on rouge. Now, don’t get me wrong. Mammy’s our rock. Everything we did was because of her. Except reading. Pappy handled books but everything else was Mammy.

         The trouble is Mammy’s so busy most of the time she looks like a frizzle fowl in her old dress, a comb sticking out of half-plaited 36hair. Not the headmaster’s wife. She could be crossing the road to buy hops bread and currants roll and her face would have powder and the hair neat neat in a long plait. Mammy’s happy to leave the house in any old thing with a rip or a buss zip held in place by two safety pins. The headmaster’s wife’s dress might be old but it would be clean, fitting, and un-holey. Years later when I learnt the meaning of elegant I thought it described that woman down to she big toe.

         While I wanted to be like her there was something else I recognised even though I didn’t understand it until recently. Put Mammy and the headmaster’s wife in the same clothes, same everything and only one of them will carry herself like she’s a queen. That her husband’s running the only primary school for miles rather than working as a labourer was only part of that ease. It went deeper. Headmaster’s wife didn’t fret. It was as if she woke up and said, this one piece of life I have is going to be okay. Hard rain, burning sun, cool breeze, golden sunset, she took them all in her stride while the rest of us cussed and wrestled the bad times or went crazy with excitement when things were good. As a big woman I worked hard at looking the part of a woman in control but never, not for one second, did I trust I could manage whatever life threw at me. Even if it’s my destiny to leave this village I remained terrified that no matter how far I ran, I could land back right in Toco wearing an old dress with a buss-up zip.

         And if I think about it that’s why Boysie and I fell for one another. We both had ambition to end up somewhere and the same doubt we’d never quite make it. What to say? It was meant to be.

      

   


   
      
         
37
            Mana Lala

         

         Our first fight was soon after the batcha was born. Boysie wanted he name Anthony. I ain’t arguing. Whatever he wants is fine by me, especially since the Boysie that came back from Carrera has a real short fuse. Best to obey and keep the peace. Anthony Singh, we beta, has perfect tiny hands and feet and hairy like a monkey. He got that from my side of the family. I can’t get over how this little batcha came from inside me.

         Things soured because of Ma. She wanted the namkaran ceremony where the beta is named according to Hindu custom. I asked Boysie easy easy if he don’t mind, please. I ain’t care but let we keep Ma happy, nah.

         
            What chupidness you want to do to my beta?

         

         I kept my head down and spoke quietly.

         
            It’s Pundit Gosine saying prayers and giving the beta a rasi name which nobody supposed to know, much less use.

            I don’t want no ulloo pundit chanting dotishness on my child head.

         

         He scratched his crotch.

         
            Wait nah, that’s not the same pundit that said something bad about my horoscope? And is he all you go bring to do prayers on my child? All you take me for a bobolee?

         

         I whispered a small lie.

         
            You’re mixing up pundits. Please, Boysie, it’ll keep everybody quiet. 38

         

         A rough hand pushed up my chin.

         
            I said, no.

            Okay, okay. Don’t worry. I go sort out Ma. Don’t worry.

         

         He grunted. I knew he was tired and me and all ain’t sleep good since the batcha born. How something so small can have me up and down whole day and whole night? Anthony might be puny puny but when he put down a bawl you could hear him from down by the gap. Bawl, bawl, bawl. I don’t think he’s had more than a straight hour of sleep yet. When Boysie wasn’t looking I aunchee Anthony according to how I see other people do. In a piece of brown paper I put onion skin, garlic skin, hot pepper, tied it good and passed the little pouch over Anthony. Even that didn’t stop the constant bawling.

         
             

         

         On top of everything, Ma won’t stop digging in my tail for she namkaran.

         
            You tell that badjohn father that I is the child nanee and I say we’re doing the namkaran.

            Ma, please. He mind done make up already.

            Ask again.

            Oh gosh, you know how he stop when he vex.

            I see. So your beta must suffer to keep that poohar sweet? This is part of the child’s growing-up. But all right, I done see what kind of mother you is.

         

         All I could do was take Ma’s bad mouth. Boysie was suffering from nerves. And it wasn’t like I was okay either. My breasts them were paining me bad bad. Dood wasn’t flowing as it 39should. She knew I was suffering and left me right there to fend for myself. I cut cabbage leaves from the back garden, put them in ice water and when they were thandaa cold I covered my tot-tots with them. Gradually I got a little ease. The only reason I even knew this remedy was from seeing Ma do it for my sisters and sister-in-law. My time now and she don’t care. But then again she never cared. I was always the donkey who had to work hard. She didn’t mind asking people how come I born so ugly when all my sisters were pretty pretty. All I get is endless talk that I ain’t doing things right. First time I was bathing Anthony she snatched him saying I wasn’t holding the batcha properly.

         
            Poohar, you go break the child neck. He hardly born and it look like you’re ready to kill him.

         

         If I didn’t love my beta how come he’s getting hand whole day? Anthony loves hand. Once you’re holding him he will stay quiet. Put him down for a second and it’s, waah, waah, waah. While he’s there crying Ma does be shouting.

         
            Mana Lala! When last you feed the batcha? You can’t hear he hungry?

         

         I would give him a tot-tot even if he’d only finished suckling minutes ago. That didn’t always shut him up which would make Ma grab Anthony and go off bouncing him. Just to shame me more the child would immediately stop fretting and fall fast asleep. Ma would hand him back.

         
            Try not to wake him. See if you can at least do that.

         

         I’m forever exhausted in a way I’ve never felt before. Everything hurts. I would give my two piece of gold jewellery to pull a 40long sleep. Of course, if Ma got she namkaran she would help out and not make everything into a quarrel.

         As usual Boysie passed in the evening to see Anthony. I asked what happened that day as he was looking extra scruffy. He skinned he teeth. A partner paid him to put some good licks on a fella who owed money. With a few dollars in he pocket he’d spent the rest of the afternoon in a card game. I thought this was my chance while he was in a good mood and eating the roti and curry bodi I’d cooked.

         
            Please, Boysie, poi. Let Ma do she Hindu rites, nah. It ain’t changing nothing. A few prayers for the batcha to make sure he life good. That’s all. I won’t ask for nothing again. Please.

         

         Warm food in he belly, and a big win playing whappee had him well relaxed. That, together with a quiet batcha cuddled in his arms and Boysie surprised me.

         
            All right, all right. It look like I ain’t go get no peace. Let nanee do whatsoever it is she want. But tell she for me that Anthony not changing to some foolish name. You hear me?

            No, no, no, it won’t change. Pundit will give him a sacred rasi name that’s only for puja and thing.

         

         Boysie wasn’t bothering with me. I poked his side.

         
            You and all must have a rasi name, Boysie. You remember it?

            Nah. I don’t think I ever had one.

            You must do. Your pa was a big-time Sikh. He would’ve done namkaran for all he children.

         

         He didn’t answer. My rasi name is May. 41

         
            *

         

         If Ma was happy he’d boiled down, she certainly didn’t bother to show it on she face. Without saying boo to me next morning she bathed, put on a good dress, the green one with flowers. She covered she head with a ‘going out’ voile orhni tucked into the thin belt made from the same green material and walked out the road.

         Normally, it’s forty days after the batcha’s born that people do namkaran, which only left us a week to prepare. I was expecting Ma to bring plenty news from pundit. Instead, she reached home around lunchtime, passed me straight and went in she bed. Anthony was bawling and instead of the usual boof she called me in a sweet voice. Well, okay, maybe not sweet but it wasn’t the vex voice either.

         
            Bring the batcha and come.

         

         She took Anthony into the bed and slowly massaged his precious pot belly then his little head. He calmed right down, cooing away.

         
            I done cook. Take out a plate of food for you?

         

         Normally she would bark, yes or no. Imagine my shock when she burst into tears.

         
            Ma, what happen? Why you’re crying?

         

         Well, that made she bawl even harder.

         
            The batcha.

            Anthony good. Look how he telling you he like you rubbing him down. 42

         

         I cooed back at the batcha. More wailing from Ma. For once Anthony was the quiet one.

         
            Pundit say.

         

         I waited.

         
            Pundit say he didn’t born good.

            How you mean?

         

         Using the good orhni she wiped she face.

         
            Pundit take he birth date and everything. He looked in the patra and tell me Anthony ain’t born with a good horoscope.

         

         I looked at my perfect batcha, the little eyes smiling like Boysie’s, the tiny hands, the little fingers.

         
            He lie. Nothing wrong with my beta.

         

         She blew her nose loud.

         
            No, it’s truth. But pundit say if we work fast fast we can correct the forecast.

            What we have to do? Tell me.

            Plenty things to collect. Sea water. All kind of things. I can’t remember. He have to get all what he need and say prayers. And he want five dollars now.

            But I ain’t have that.

            It’s all right. I done ask to take my sou-sou hand this week.

            You’re sure, Ma?

         

         She waved me away. 43

         
            My grandson not starting life with a bad horoscope. You hear me? Nanee going to fix that.

         

         Pundit got the five dollars and said all the prayers Anthony needed. By the time the forty days reached he declared the child was clear. I did my part by drinking karha, the spiced milk that cleansed from the inside out. On the morning I well bathe and oiled my skin from head to toe. Ma bathed Anthony and put him in brand-new clothes. He looked like a little prince.

         During the puja, pundit made my didi mark the child with kohl around he eyes and in the middle of he forehead. Ma put a najar bracelet on all two of his tiny wrists. Each of these things, the kohl and the black-and-gold bead bracelets will stop people putting maljo on him. Suddenly, as if he’d just remembered, pundit asked me what happened to the navel string. I don’t know why but he frightened me and I couldn’t speak. Ma almost steupsed but caught she-self.

         
            Mana Lala, you know it buried in the back by the chenette tree.

            Good, good. When he’s done this life the body is returned to the earth once it’s been purified by fire of course. Good, good. You did the correct thing, nanee. He’s grounded to the earth.

         

         Something about this pundit I didn’t too like. But the namkaran passed off good. Anthony was bawling down the house at the exact moment when my didi whispered in he batcha ears.

         
            Your rasi name is Che.

         

         I wasn’t sure if I heard right. 44

         
            Cha?

            No, Che.

         

         Pundit jumped in.

         
            Give him a middle name like Chedee. Yes, Chedee is a very suitable name. But don’t go round telling the marish and the parish. You don’t want anybody using it against the batcha.

         

         Ma pushed in she mouth.

         
            Chedee is a nice name. I well like that.

         

         I kept quiet. Boysie wasn’t going to add no Chedee as the child’s middle name. At least Anthony has had a name blessing like Hindus have been doing for thousands of years. That will protect him forever. Boysie’s not the kind to get vex with me because of something that is protecting we batcha. If he does, well, I go take my licks and hush.

      

   


   
      
         
45
            Popo

         

         I could see that even talking was hurting. Ribs definitely broken.

         
            Do something for me, nah.

            Anything, Boysie, anything. What you want?

            Go down the road by Gita’s for a nip of rum. Tell she it’s for me. And ask she to send for George to come by me now now.

            George who?

            Harper. George Harper who I does fish with.

            The dark-skin fella with he eyebrows joined up in one? Ain’t a night we drink beer with he?

         

         He nodded.

         
            What you want with he?

            Better make George bring Edgar with him one time. And let Gita know I’m waiting. This is serious business.

         

         I gently kissed his good shoulder.

         
            What them two could do?

            I trust George more than some of my own blood.

            All right, you know what you doing. Anything else before I go?

            Nah. Run do this first, boobool. 46

         

         Gita’s bar was jamming and I had to push to reach the counter. She watched me cut eye as she took twenty-five cents for the nip of rum. With Boysie’s message she softened, said don’t worry. She big son would fetch George now for now.

         Back home Boysie was in a clean white merino and white short pants. He grinned.

         
            You talk plenty sense.

            About what? And why you get up? Rest nah man.

            I go surprise the hooraar. Bring out the rat with cheese and chop off he tail.

            Give that hand a two weeks and it go come back good. Then pick a day he ain’t expecting trouble.

            Two weeks? Nah, nah, nah. Once George and Edgar reach we heading out. Beat he ass.

            But your hand?

         

         He snorted like I was dotish. Anyhow, I gave my two cents so best hush my mouth. Go dead if he want. That hand can’t beat a drum let alone Dave. I held the bottle while Boysie took a swig of rum and waited for his posse to reach.

         
            So, what go happen to me if Dave advantage you? You study that?

            Relax yourself. Nobody go throw you out.

         

         News of the beating had done reach Edgar and George and they were heading to the hospital when Gita’s son found them. They burst in hot and sweaty, ready to make mas. 47

         
            Boysie man, give the word and we go burn down everything Dave Leach own. And we ain’t sparing nobody. Woman, child, everybody getting licks today. All he people go find their ass is grass.

            Fellas, we is one. But hold that talk. I revenging on what he do me. He and he alone must pay. When I finish nobody go even remember he name.

         

         All three knocked back a shot of rum. George was eyeing the sling.

         
            Aye, Boysie, I understand what you’re saying but let me and  Edgar settle with he. That hand looking like it need an ease.

         

         Boysie ripped off the sling and the bandages pooled on the ground.

         
            This is my day. I’m taking Dave Leach.

         

         I watched them carrying on about what they go do. The three of them vex till it had them dotish. I wasn’t hearing nothing that sounded like a proper plan. Edgar was saying how Dave always keep fellas close. I saw my chance.

         
            Then take him at 66 Henry Street. He child mother living there. A time he tell me he does never bring business by that house, only family. If he’s there things easy.

         

         From their look I knew this was news. And then it hit me.

         
            Edgar, Dave know your face?

            I doubt.

            Then you should be the one to go up to the gate. Ask for something. Say he father know your father. Anything. 48

         

         The men were well paying attention now.

         
            Get Dave to come outside on the road to talk. Then the two of all you could jump him. What you think?

         

         Boysie’s whole face was glowing.

         
            My patni. All you see how much sense she have?

         

         I almost blushed. Patni. He’d just called me wife.

         
            What if it ain’t have a good hiding place?

         

         Boysie threw he head back in the chair like he thinking. Gradually a grin stretched from ear to ear.

         
            It’s carnival, fellas, and I go dress up. He wouldn’t know it’s me. George, you should look different too. Maybe like you now come from playing mas.

         

         Boysie sent me in the press to find clothes for them to use. I had to smile to myself. Carnival Tuesday and you could say these three hitting the road in their very own mas band. Boysie dressed like he had plenty age. Edgar was in tear-up, old clothes and George had paint on he face and clothes. What if it went wrong? As they were leaving I tried to memorise Boysie’s face. Supposing that was the last time I saw him? I would have to run somewhere far far deep south like Moruga or even Mayaro.

         
            *

         

         Well oupaaya! Talk about turn around. Boysie came back saying Dave’s done for good. I’m free. I couldn’t take it all in but it’s true. According to Boysie they landed in Henry Street and scoped out the house. It looked like Dave was alone relaxing he-self. Boysie, as a beggar man, stooped down on the roadside minding he own 49business. George was in a bush pretending too much feting had him burnt out. Edgar went up to the gate and called,

         
            Inside! Inside!

         

         Nobody appeared.

         He carried on calling and making noise until Dave came to the gallery. Edgar begged for a little food, a few farthings. To get rid of what looked like an old man, Dave walked down the steps from the gallery and unlocked the gate. Well, that was the biggest mistake he ever made. Soon as he was on the road George jumped him. Boysie flung off the old sheet he was wearing and the three of them well beat Dave. And here’s the part that nobody will believe. Edgar said that never mind the hand break, it was Boysie and Three Little Threes that landed the hardest blows. He beat the man and would not stop. George shook his head. He thought the stick was almost moving by itself. Later we got news that Dave was in Port of Spain General Hospital. Doctors ain’t sure he go make it.
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