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    I dedicate this publication to my dear mother, Velma Charles, who inspired its manifestation with her fantastical idea, at 73yrs of age, of how she would defend herself with her machete, if a thief ever dared to rob her home again.
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In the heart of the sun-drenched Caribbean, where the air smells of salt and rich earth, lived Velma Jenkins. She was a grandmother in the truest sense—a keeper of stories, a wielder of formidable side-eyes, and the source of the most potent love and fiercest scoldings on the island. Her strength was not the kind that shouted; it was the deep, quiet resilience of a mahogany tree that has weathered a hundred hurricanes, its roots driven deep into the bedrock of generations.

Those roots told a story of their own. Velma’s hands, now lined with the map of a long life, had been taught the sacred art of gardening by her mother, who had learned from her mother, in a lineage stretching back to the first women torn from their homes and brought to those shores on slave ships. They were hands forged not just to plant, but to survive; to coax life from the soil under a punishing sun, to harvest cotton, nutmeg, and cocoa for another’s profit, and later, for their own sustenance and dignity. Velma herself had risen before the cock even knew what time it was to gather the day’s yield, her muscles hardening, her spirit steeling itself against a world that often asked too much.

She was tough, mentally, physically, and spiritually—a force to be reckoned with long before any trouble ever thought to call her name. But above all else, this formidable strength was built upon a foundation of profound love: for her dear Joseph, her partner in building a life of joy, and for their beautiful children, her most precious harvest.

This is the story of Velma Jenkins—a woman of love, laughter, and infinite patience. It is the story of how that patience finally ran out, and how a gardener, a protector of life, was transformed into a heroine. She was the storm her enemies never saw coming, and the shelter her people desperately needed, proving that sometimes, the most powerful weapon in the world is a grandmother who has been pushed to the very end, only to discover her journey has just begun.
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Chapter 1
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A Tuesday at Ramdeen’s Mini-Mart

The bell above the door of Ramdeen’s Mini-Mart gave a tired, metallic jingle, a sound that perfectly matched the humid, slow-moving Tuesday afternoon. It was a sound that announced another customer into a space that smelled of ripe mangoes, saltfish, and the faint, sweet dust of dry goods.

Velma Jenkins paid the bell no mind. She was a woman on a mission, her sturdy canvas bag with its special, reinforced side-pocket hanging securely from the crook of her arm. She was deeply engrossed in the critical task of selecting the perfect avocado.

“This one look like it see trouble,” she muttered to herself, holding a knobbly specimen up to the flickering fluorescent light. “But this one... this one plump like a Sunday pillow. Yes.”

From behind the counter, Mr. Ramdeen watched her, his brow slightly furrowed. He’d known Velma since she was a girl chasing chickens down the main road. He’d seen her raise three children, bury her husband, and now, in her seventies, he’d seen her start carrying what looked suspiciously like a small cutlass in her handbag. He’d decided it was better for his blood pressure not to ask.

The bell jingled again, this time with a jarring urgency as the door was shoved open too hard.

Two men walked in, and the very air in the mini-mart seemed to curdle. They were a sight so comically mismatched, it was as if a casting director for a bad crime film had sent them.

The first was tall and thin, so spindly he looked like he’d been stretched on a taffy puller. He moved with a stiff, jerky nervousness, his knees practically knocking together. The second was his opposite in every way: short, squat, and built like a sack of yams, with one shoulder permanently hitched up

higher than the other, giving him a distinct list to the left, like a crooked cocoa stick.

Both were sweating profusely, and both were wearing the most unconvincing disguises Velma had ever laid eyes on. Tall-Man had a woman’s floral silk scarf tied clumsily around the lower half of his face, the pattern clashing horribly with his strained, frightened eyes. Short-Man had opted for a black ski mask, but had only pulled it down to his top lip, apparently unwilling to sacrifice his ability to breathe heavily through his mouth.

Mr. Ramdeen froze, a tin of condensed milk halfway to the shelf.

Tall-Man, his voice cracking with the effort to sound menacing, squeaked, “Nobody move! This a stick-up!” He brandished what looked like a child’s water pistol.

Short-Man, his voice a low, gravelly rumble, elbowed his partner. “Is ‘a robbery’ you idiot! Not ‘a stick-up’! Sound professional!” He then turned, puffed out his chest (which mostly just made his crooked frame tilt further), and pulled a very real, very large kitchen knife from his waistband. “Empty the register, old man!”

Velma let out a long, weary sigh that seemed to carry the weight of all the foolishness she’d witnessed in her seven decades. She carefully placed her perfect avocado back in the bin. Wasting good produce on these two jackasses would be a sin.

“Lord in heaven,” she murmured, not taking her eyes off the duo. “The talent pool for villainy really runnin’ dry.”

Mr. Ramdeen’s hands were shaking as he fumbled with the cash register. Short-Man was getting impatient, tapping the point of his knife on the counter. “Hurry it up! And you!” he yelled, pointing the knife at a terrified young mother clutching her baby by the cereal aisle. “Wallet! Now!”

It was then that Tall-Man’s nervous eyes finally landed on Velma. She hadn’t moved. She hadn’t screamed. She was just standing there, one hand on her hip, the other resting casually on her large handbag, watching them with an expression of profound disappointment, the kind usually reserved for children who tracked mud on a freshly washed floor.

“You!” Tall-Man squeaked, aiming his water pistol at her. “You deaf? Empty you bag!”

A slow, dangerous smile spread across Velma’s face. “Oh, I goin’ empty it for you, darlin’. Don’t you worry.”

With a movement so fluid and practiced it was like a ballet, she unclasped the special pouch on the side of her bag. There was a soft, sinister shiiing of metal against canvas.

What happened next was a blur of glorious, terrifying efficiency.

The machete, her beloved “Choppa,” caught the fluorescent light as it cleared the bag. It wasn’t a large, jungle-clearing blade, but a sleek, wicked thing about eighteen inches long, its edge honed to a razor’s perfection.

Short-Man’s eyes went wide. “Bwoy, wha’ di—"

He didn’t get to finish. Velma didn’t swing to kill. She swung to educate.

With a flick of her wrist, the flat of the blade connected with the back of Tall-Man’s hand. He yelped, a sound remarkably like a stepped-on puppy, and the water pistol went clattering across the linoleum floor, skidding under a display of plantain chips.

Short-Man, recovering from his shock, lunged at her with the kitchen knife. “You mad ol’—”

Velma didn’t flinch. She simply pivoted on her sensible orthopedic shoes, the Choppa becoming a silver arc in the air. It connected with the kitchen knife not with a clang, but with a clean snick. The top three inches of Short-Man’s blade spun through the air and landed point-down, vibrating, in a bag of green bananas.
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