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    The Dancer is Not a Dancer


    Approach this collection like you’re walking up to a Caribbean limbo troupe in frilly costumes to pluck a red hibiscus from behind a dancer’s ear to discover that the flower is rooted in the skin, and the dancer isn’t a dancer at all.


    The stories I heard growing up about Tobago, and the lives I witnessed while I lived in Little Caribbean—an area of Brooklyn located on the corridors of Flatbush, Church, Nostrand, and Utica Avenues—are a far cry from the popular trope of island people smiling and dancing in off-the-shoulder flowery garb. What lurks within that flower cupped by a perfect brown ear? Beautiful, rural Tobagonian women who own property and discard lovers, predatory pastors, supernatural creatures that play with children and more.


    This collection honors the long tradition of Caribbean and African literature as it retells, echoes and rides the currents of Wilson Harris, Naipaul, and Achebe. The love stories, and the lovers you’ll meet, turn nineteenth-century creole romance on its overly coiffed head. In these stories, people talk, think, and do things that you wouldn’t otherwise witness unless you were family, a friend, or a lover. No one conforms to type.


    A. K. Herman
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    The Believers


    “This new boss in work, he don’t want to give me any overtime. He want me to pay him in kind for a lil’ bit a money. I tell you, if I wasn’t a good Christian woman, I call my family in Moruga and, in three days, I get all the overtime I want and he go have he own business to mind.”


    – Sister Lewis, 2011


    On an unusually warm September day, Ronald was on Fulton Street, across from Star Botanica Inc.: Religious Items, Candles, Incense, etc. He ate a beef patty and scanned the faces of people passing by for any sign of familiarity. He ate slowly to calm his nerves. He should have gone to the Bronx like his wife, Marva, had suggested. In the Bronx, he was less likely to meet anyone from church, but he didn’t know which Botanica in the Bronx had La Pastora. He didn’t know if the spirit work was any good, and there was no one he could ask. There was a lull in the parade of buses and livery cabs on Fulton, so he dusted off the orange pastry flakes on his jeans and sprinted across the street.


    Just before he went in, he looked for La Pastora among the figures that stood and sat in the store window display. The last time he was at Star, she was at the front in white robes; her kind, porcelain face looked out at him, and her arms were held wide as if she was about to embrace a person who had not yet arrived. But now, La Pastora was tucked in a corner behind Xhango, who was striking a Hulk pose in red cutoff pants. A yellow-haired deity in a blue cape and relief gold jewelry on his chest brandished a sword that blocked La Pastora’s face—goddess upstaged.


    Ping, ping! The bell hit the glass door when he opened it.


    Inside, the store looked different. The bare wooden counter was still there, but opposite the counter were shelves from the floor to just above Ronald’s head. The eye-level shelves were crowded with red and pink candles shaped like vaginas, penises, and humans. Below those were candles in glass containers: bright yellow, white, black, red, green, and blue. Under those were foil-wrapped incense sticks and dark bottles with the names of the oils they contained written in black marker on white masking tape. Ronald took some sage incense sticks from the shelf and walked to the back of the line of customers that ran along the counter. When it was his turn, the girl leaned her shaved head to one side and asked, “What you need help with today?”


    “Mi want to burn two light. One to pass mi exam-dem. One fi mi wife pass her exam and she finish school.”


    “That’s it? Anything for money, work or you see somebody you want?” The girl smiled. She was probably as old as his daughter, Shereen, and Ronald fought the urge to ask why she wasn’t in school.


    “Nah, just di exam-dem and school. And mi want to burn di light-dem wid Pastora. You still work wid her?”


    “Yes, we work with all the good saints.” She took two yellow candles from the shelf behind her, put them on the counter and brushed each one with a paintbrush dipped in oil. She clasped both candles, closed her eyes, then murmured something Ronald couldn’t hear. When she opened her eyes, she threw silver glitter from a rusted metal can on each candle then gave Ronald two small white envelopes. “Parchment. Write your desire on this. Your wife too. Put the parchment under each candle and let them burn without stopping. It should burn in front of La Pastora. You have a picture? Nine-fifty for the small one and fifteen for the big one.” She reached across the counter and tapped the front of the glass case with one finger.


    “No, mi have dat.”


    “You know how to write the desire…what you want? We have a book that tell you how. Four ninety-five.”


    “Mi know how. How much?”


    “You know Father Cuffy here today, right? He is the best seer man in Brooklyn right now. Everything he say come to pass. I could keep the candles here while you wait to see him.”


    “Not today.” He searched his mind to see if the urge was strong, to see if La Pastora wanted him to see Cuffy. “No, next time. How much fi ebriting?”


    “Thirty for the two candles. Three each for the parchment. Thirty-six.”


    He held up the incense so she could see it.


    “Plus three. Thirty-nine altogether.”


    He gave her the cash.


    Ping! The bell chimed as he left the store.


    *


    Leaves reddened in October, and a cold wind whipped up dust and paper. Ronald closed his eyes, leaned against the black wrought-iron gate that separated the New Community Church from the outside world, and raised the collar of his coat to cover his nape. The women’s group was bubbling out the wooden front door, all pastel hats and dark wool coats. At the end of the parade of hats, he saw his daughter, Shereen. She lingered near the door with Harold, head of the youth group, and Jacqueline, a thin girl who looked on at the other two, mirroring their actions like a shadow. Shereen was laughing at something Harold said. Harold had both hands in his pockets and a tug in his impeccable cheek exposed a dimple. Each time his lips moved, Shereen covered her heart-shaped mouth with her hands and laughed. The other girl smiled whenever Shereen laughed. Ronald thought that his daughter was laughing too loudly, and was walking toward the door to give her a look when he felt a hand on his back. He turned.


    “Brother Davis!” The voice filled Ronald’s head.


    “Pastor Columbus.” Ronald grasped the grayish knobby root held out to him. “Sermon strong today, Boss.”


    “Thank you, Brother. The sermon is not mine. Is the Lord’s. ’Cause…” He paused then exclaimed, “Jesus said, Speak!” He bent his knees and straightened up again. “Speak! And I will putteth words in thine mouth. Eh heh.” The root gripped Ronald’s hand.


    “Amen,” the people mumbled. “Praise Jesus.”


    Out of the corner of one eye, Ronald saw Marva weave between the church people and head toward the wrought-iron gate. He hoped that Marva had collected Anthony, their ten-year-old son, and was ready to go.


    “Praise di Lawd,” Ronald said. The people corralled behind the gate seemed to be holding their breaths.


    “Now, Brother. I want to talk to you about a personal matter.” Columbus touched his shoulder and, for the first time, Ronald noticed the pastor wasn’t wearing a coat. His bright orange shirt and gold brocade waistcoat were brilliant in the reddish light.


    Ronald touched the shorter man’s shoulder with his other hand so they looked like they were in a distant embrace.


    “A delicate matter.” Columbus smiled, showing perfect dentures. “A matter to be discussed among men.”


    Conversations had started up again, but a few brothers stood with their backs to the main conversation. Ronald sensed tension in these men. The back seams of their coats were wires pulled tight.


    “You know that God know what is best for His children, eh. You agree?”


    Ronald nodded.


    “And sometimes God make a choice for we that we don’t know we need. Eh heh, Brother?” Columbus’s eyes, laced with red veins, searched Ronald’s. “You agree, Brother?”


    Ronald nodded again so the pastor would continue.


    “Now.” Columbus tiptoed and leaned in as if he was about to kiss him. “God has blessed you with a beautiful daughter, a daughter who is about to become a woman…”


    Ronald lowered his coat collar and made a line in his brow so he could look like he was thinking, listening hard.


    “…and the Bible say, for women to remain godly, they should cleave to a man of God. And through this man, the woman would find communion with God lest she be lost from the flock. You see what I saying, eh?” Columbus brought his lips to Ronald’s ear. “It only a matter a time before Shereen tempt the youth leader to fornication. Let we do right in the eyes of God and marry them in the church so she might find God through him and continue to live in righteousness.”


    “Mi…mi go have to tek a rain check on dat and get back to you.” Ronald smiled and stepped back, the pastor still holding his hand.


    Columbus clasped the handshake with his other hand and stepped back too. “Okay, you going get back to me. You talk like them Americans now, eh! You go take a rain check, eh? But don’t wait too long.”


    “Look like Miss Cleo want talk to you, Boss.” Ronald smiled at the pastor’s wife.


    Columbus let go of Ronald and turned to face her. “Oh yes. My dear.”


    “Fletcher, we have distribution in half hour and we want you bless the food.” Cleopatra’s pale-blue Starship Enterprise of a hat bobbed above her broad face. She smiled at Ronald and her silver front tooth looked black in the blue umbra of the hat.


    “Right, right.” Columbus looked at his watch. “Is already one.”


    Cleopatra draped an arm around her husband and led him away.


    Ronald felt like he was swaying and went through the open gate. Marva, Shereen, and Anthony waited on the other side.


    When they turned the corner at 35th Street and Church Avenue, Marva asked, “What him want?”


    “Ebriting,” Ronald said.


    *


    Ronald blew into his cup of hot Ovaltine. The steam settled on the window and obscured his view of the street. He lifted his finger to write something in the brief, white fog that had settled on the glass then dropped it to his side and turned around to find Marva standing at the kitchen door.


    “Early morning you worrying? Drinking tea and looking out?” She smiled and put one arm around him.


    “Mi want mi own house.”


    “But we get a house.” She gestured at the ceiling and walls.


    “Dis di church people—dem house. Church is co-signer. Fletcher and Cleopatra have di paper—dem too. So, is really dem house.”


    “We didn’t have credit for mortgage. What you saying? If they didn’t help we—”


    “Marv, mi don’t think dem really help we. Mi thinking now…dat…dat we coulda do it fi we self. Mi going tell you something.” He looked out the window at a tall broad-shouldered woman in a black coat over white scrubs and white plastic shoes with holes that showed bright pink socks. The woman reminded him of his mother, a grand woman who cleaned houses for a living and sent him to school under the threat of death if he didn’t attend. Ronald faced Marva. “Is frighten mi did frighten, why mi did ask Fletcher to co-sign on di house. Frighten ’bout di great Amerika and credit and things mi didn’t understand. Frighten and grateful ’cause dem help we find work and…get papers and”—he put the cup on the windowsill and pulled her near him—“and after all dat, mi still frighten to go out on mi own in di big Amerika. Mi get papers but mi still feel somebody going ketch mi.” He grabbed the air just in front of his face with one hand, held it in a tight fist, and pressed the fist on the glass. “Look at me. Big man like me ’fraid to buy him own house?”


    “We can transfer the house to we.”


    “Is pass papers now. We live three blocks from di church. Attend service ebri Sunday. We in coat drive. Food drive. Orphan drive. Bumboclaat drive! We lock in. And now…now dem want mi daughter.” When he first migrated, Ronald fought to change his speech to match Marva’s more refined patois and because he didn’t want to announce to everyone he met that he was from the wrong side of Kingston. Now, patois soothed him, like a well-loved meal. His mother’s Jamaican patois on the phone was like blue jays in the morning—sharp, noisome music.


    “Ronnie, I talk to Shereen awready. I tell she to have little to do with Harold. Jus’ hello and thank you. I tell Tony not to talk ’bout things that happen in the house. If they ask you any question, tell them to ask me or you daddy.”


    “Look at we. Something wrong. You go to college under di cover a darkness. Mi did study accounting at Mona and now mi putting up drywall and tekin’ insult from dem-Italians-dem. Mi tekin’ CPA classes. And we can’t tell nobody in church? Marv,” he whispered, “We burnin’ light to make things go good fi we.” Then raised his voice again. “If dat is di case, we not in any church.” He sucked his teeth, the sound like paper tearing. “We…we…mi don’t know. But we have to get out. ’Cause dem own we. And now Fletcher want married Shereen to dat…dat bwoy. And him ask me in di churchyard, where ebribody can hear. He…what dem Amerikan say? When you do something wicked, but you do it nice-nice. People know you doing wickedness, but you so nice-nice that somebody going look crazy to get wrathed wid you?”


    “Passive aggressive.” She scraped a spot off the window with the nail of one thumb.


    “Yes. We have to be passive aggressive too. Underneath.” He folded his arms across his chest.


    Marva moved so she faced him. “I could ask Cleopatra. I could ask she where we paper is. And we could talk to the bank or to a real estate agent to tell we how to get the co-borrower off the house.”


    “Dem have some places on Nostrand Avenue. You could check—”


    “No Ronnie. No place ’round here. We have to stop thinking so. We have to get advice from someplace else, like in Manhattan. Or you know what? We should talk to people. You talk to the man-dem in work and I go ask people in school and in work. They can recommend somebody good, somebody they work with awready.”


    “You correct. But Fletcher get di jobs fi we. Boss man know di people-dem. Him might know staff in di nursing home too.”


    “He say so, but I there three years, and nobody never call he name or he wife name to me. I think he just send we there and we get things on we own luck. You ever hear he name mention? If he and Vincent and Glen was fren-fren, he woulda be there sometime or they woulda talk ’bout him.”


    “Awright. You have a point. We should feel di people out first before we ask dem. You never know who people is till you know who people is. You feel out Cleopatra.”


    “I go do that. You still worrying?” She touched his forehead.


    He wrinkled his forehead so that more crooked lines formed under her fingertips. “Mi didn’t married to you for you shine eye alone, you know.”


    “Mek you married to me for, Mr. Davis?”


    Ronald leaned to one side until he could look behind her, and pointed at her bottom with his bottom lip. “Mi did see a bumpa walking ’round by Miss Joyce and mi did say, mi going married dat bumpa.” He slapped her hard on the buttocks. “First chance mi get,” he shouted.


    She laughed and hugged him. He rocked her from side to side; his erection fingered her stomach.


    “Daddy, we not going to church today?” a voice asked.


    Ronald stopped moving and saw that Shereen spanned the doorway with both arms. “Yes.”


    Anthony, looking gift-wrapped in green dinosaur pajamas, shot under Shereen’s armpit and hugged both his parents.


    “We getting ready or we having a family hug?” Shereen shrugged and rolled her eyes.


    “We going. You and you brother go bathe. Start to get ready.” He looked down at Anthony. “Go wid you sister.”


    “But, Daddy…you and Mame come to bathe too.”


    “Go.” Ronald flicked his chin toward the doorway that Shereen had already left vacant.


    The boy went.


    “Bathe and dress,” Marva yelled, then put one hand over a giggle.


    “Yeah, bathe. Mi and you mother soon come,” Ronald added. They held hands as they went up the stairs to their bedroom and locked the door.


    *


    According to the written program, the service was supposed to be over after the last hymn. Ronald looked up at the LCD screen above the sanctuary and mouthed the words to the last verse of How Great Thou Art that kept repeating across the screen. Pastor Columbus, in a burgundy suit with matching satin waistcoat, was next to the pulpit with the mic in one hand. A woman screamed from the front pew and Ronald tiptoed to see who it was.


    “Hallelujah,” the Screamer shouted and walked until she was in the middle aisle, facing the congregation. The Screamer looked like a thin puppet in a shapeless gray jacket and skirt that reached almost to her ankles.


    “Bangee-muhnah-canophanee…” The Screamer shouted and started spinning around and bending at the waist as if she was trying to fling her torso into the congregation. Ronald touched Marva with his elbow, but didn’t look at her. “Sister Lewis turn to ketch it,” he whispered.


    The church stewards, in white gloves and gold-braided military-style hats, got up and stood on either side of Sister Lewis, who still spun at the front.


    “I wanna see,” Anthony whispered.


    Ronald shook his head no, and raised an eyebrow.


    Anthony relented.


    “Then sings my soul, my savior God to thee,” Columbus said on the mic. “How great is the Lord. How great is our God—”


    At the front, Sister Lewis closed her eyes and hung her head forward until her chin almost touched her chest. “Sssssssssssssssss…” She made a sound like someone had poured salt in a wound. “Hagai-tho-menaniah-bangee-muhnah-seraphim. Hallelujah. Hallelujah. Hallelujah. Ssssssssssss…”


    Someone else stood up at the front and swayed from side to side. The person was short, and, between the hedge of shoulders, Ronald could only make out a navy hat with a pearl tassel that swung with each sway.


    “Hymn number seventy-two, eh, A Great and Mighty Wonder.” Columbus pointed toward the back of the church so that the boy working the screen would switch the hymns. Behind the sanctuary, Harold at the synthesizer adjusted his jacket and played the refrain so that the congregation could catch the meter.


    Ronald and his family sang with the congregation, all eyes on the screen. “A great and mighty wonder! A Lord that I adore. Disciples…”


    Columbus sang along on the mic, a melodious baritone that hung near the ceiling and vibrated.


    “A-hep! A-hep! A-hep!” Cleopatra repeated from the front row across the aisle. Ronald felt Marva’s elbow poke his side. Cleopatra stood up and her shoulders lifted with each A-hep. Her large bumper kept time with her shoulders and distressed the fabric of her burgundy skirt.


    Cleopatra a-heped her way to the front of the room and lay on the floor in front of the sanctuary. The church stewards leaned in, hands at their sides. After a few moments, she got up, faced the people with her eyes closed. She leaned her head to the left, as if trying to hear a secret, then jumped up and down, losing a burgundy shoe and shaking the awning of her hat. Without warning, Cleopatra turned and held hands with the other two women at the front to form a circle.


    When the hymn ended, Columbus spoke. “And evil ways shall perch. And errors have decayed. And Christ shall weed his specter Our God. Our Lord for all.” He paused. “Let us encircle, Brothers and Sisters. Bring your burdens. Your questions. Your worries. Your fears. Bring them all to Jesus. Stewards…”


    The stewards walked down the side aisles with their gloved hands clasped at the front. One of them stopped at Ronald’s pew and gestured toward the front of the church. “Brother Davis. Sister. Children. Come and hear God’s message.”


    At the front of the church, Ronald held hands with Cleopatra and Shereen. Marva and Navy Hat were across from him. Anthony and Sister Lewis completed the circle. He and his family closed their eyes and repeated the prayer Sister Lewis recited.


    When the prayer was over, Navy Hat began, “I see things going well for you and your family. There was many stumbling blocks in the past…’bout money…hmmm…’bout family life, but you overcome that. You, Brother Davis, had a curse on you. From your father side. I can’t see who do it, but that in the past now.” She narrowed her eyes to peer into Ronald’s. “But I see hardship in the future. Troubles. Not sure the source…I see a woman…youngish. Can’t see she face. Don’t know if she the source of trouble or if she is the one who will see trouble.”


    “A-hep!” Cleopatra got on her tiptoes, yanked Ronald’s arm toward her then planted her feet on the floor. When he glanced at her, she squeezed his hand. “Things hidden will reveal. Secrets will come out. Watch and pray, Brother and Sister Davis. A-hep! Troubles ahead…ssssssssss…”


    In the background, Columbus was on the mic. “Hymn number thirty-four. Blessed Assurance.”


    The congregation sang, “Blessed assurance, Jesus…”


    “Let us pray,” Cleopatra began. “Heavenly Father, whom in thine…”


    After the prayer, the family returned to their seats to listen to the pastor’s message. During the singing of the benediction, Ronald wrote a note on his program and showed it to Marva: Home now. No meeting.


    Marva put on her coat without looking at him, helped Anthony with his coat, then held her son at the shoulders. Ronald whispered to Shereen, “We walking straight out di gate. Put on you coat.”


    “But youth group, Daddy?”


    “Mi nah a play, chile!” His eyes felt hot.


    Shereen’s eyes widened for a moment then she put on her coat.


    Once the benediction ended, the stewards walked to the back and opened the varnished doors.


    Ronald placed the palm of one hand on the inlet of Marva’s back and felt her body stiffen. The moment the man who drove the church van got up, she headed straight for the door. Ronald followed her and the children, the murmur of the church behind him.


    *


    They missed two Sundays in a row. Sister Lewis called on the afternoon of the first Sunday and Marva lied that Anthony had brought home the flu. On the second Sunday, Ronald answered the phone. Cleopatra called to say that she had added their names to the roster of the Healing Group so that the group could make a prayer visit. Ronald leaned against the fridge as he talked. He watched Marva’s shoulders drop when he said the family was fine and would return to church the following Sunday.


    “Yes, yes. Mi can do dat. Saturday evening. No problem.” He paused. “Same to you and God bless, Sister.” He hung up, squatted near the ground, and put his face in his hands. The darkness and the skin smell made him feel like he was somewhere else. He pressed his hands into his eyes until red swirls formed in the darkness.


    “What you going do for them next Saturday?” Marva’s voice was high-pitched.


    Ronald uncovered his eyes and stood up. He felt giddy and the light was too bright. “Dem want me help drywall di church basement.”


    She shrugged and went back to the dishes.


    “What you did want me to say? Eh, Marv? Dem want to bring di prayer group.”


    From the back, her shoulders looked square under the frayed cream sweater. Her bright-colored head tie made her head look small.


    “Marv?”


    “It don’t matter now, Ronald Davis. You say yes awready. But you didn’t ask what I think ’bout it first.”


    Water hit the dishes in the sink and he opened his mouth to say something, then closed it and went back to the books spread across the living room table.


    *


    During the break, Ronald sat on a bucket of joint compound and the other two men, Felix and Winston, sat on plastic lawn chairs across from him. Felix was talking about how the church had changed his life.


    “…to call me Dragon because people used to fraid me,” Felix, the new member from Trinidad, said. “Now, look at me? Working in a place with a roof, not out on the corner selling coke and baking soda.”


    “You used to mix it with soda?” Winston asked.


    Felix shrugged. “Well, yeah! How else yuh go make a living selling powder? Yuh need to give them pipers a piece of a high so they go come back for the nex’ piece.”


    The three men laughed.


    Ronald watched Winston’s jowl tremble. The scar across Felix’s bony cheek danced. It was men like Felix that made him and his wife leave Jamaica. Outlaws in gold-rimmed shades with scars across their necks and missing fingers, who ruled over entire villages and fired at the police for kicks. He used to be afraid that a bullet might pierce his head if he stood near the front window of his mother’s house.


    “So dis church, Columbus, help you fi real?” Ronald asked.


    “Way I see it.” Felix turned off his laughter. “Is God who help me. The church is just the means to a end. Yuh understand? Is like smokin’ a pipe to get a high.” He gathered the first three fingers on one hand as if holding a pipe to his lips. “The pipe don’t get yuh high, is the thing inside it. But yuh need the pipe and the fire to burn the thing that does make yuh reach high up. Yuh understand?”


    Winston nodded his meaty head and shifted on the chair. It creaked.


    “You want exchange?” Ronald pointed at the joint compound bucket.


    “Yeah, oh gosh, this chair can’t take my weight.” Winston said and they exchanged seats.


    “Columbus—” Felix stopped for a moment as if listening. “Columbus like them gangstas, dangerous men from Trinidad East-West Corridor, who could get people to do things they don’t want to do. ’Cause Columbus understand that, if yuh know what a man want, yuh could own him. A food. A fuck. A money. A house. A car. Once that man take the thing he wanted from yuh hand, yuh could pet him like a dog and he go lick yuh hand. Then, when yuh ready, beat him like a dog too and he go convince he self that yuh do something for he that he couldn’t do for he self.” Felix stood up and stretched.


    Ronald too had seen the Columbus that Felix described and wondered if Felix had more to say. “Wha’ island Boss come from?” Ronald asked, as Columbus, over the years, had referred to various islands in the Caribbean. His speech betrayed no particular creole or pidgin. And he never, as far as Ronald knew, talked of a better-than-here paradise that most newcomers imagined home to be, once on foreign soil.


    “He from all about, man. He live all about,” Felix said.


    “And Miss Cleo?” Ronald added quickly, like an empty glass on an already-full tray.


    “She is a retired ho from Venezuela.” Felix walked over to the wall they had been working on and put his hands on his hips.


    “Mek you say so?” Ronald kept his eyes on Felix.


    “’Cause I know woman like she. Used to have them by the two and three when I used to run business through Margarita Island. If yuh listen good, yuh go hear the Spanish underneath she proper talk.” He turned around. “Don’t look at me so, Winston. You don’t like what I saying about yuh pastor and he wife?”


    “No. I—” Winston began.


    “Look, what I say don’t change nothing. I saying it as I see it. And, like I say, God help me through Columbus and the church. That is why I here on a Saturday working for free.” He stretched both arms toward the ceiling and his T-shirt lifted at the back. There were two long, blond scars across his waist and, above them, clusters of shiny raised skin indicated there were more on his upper back.


    “Let we finish. Is just two wall. Mi don’t want stay till late.” Ronald stood.


    Winston opened the joint compound bucket. They took the floats from the sink and started again.


    Later that evening, as they were cleaning up, Columbus called hello then descended the staircase. “Evening, Brothers,” he said when he entered the basement.


    Felix was at the sink and tapped elbows with Columbus.


    “Evening, Pastor.” Winston shook Columbus’s hand.


    “Thank you for doing this, eh. We just had a meeting and the church elders, Brother Phillip and all the rest, waiting upstairs to thank all of you before you go.”


    “You’re welcome. Is nothing,” Winston said.


    Ronald turned from packing away his tools and shook Columbus’s outstretched hand.


    “Thank you, Brother Davis,” Columbus said.


    “No problem. No problem.”


    Columbus held on to Ronald’s hand, led him to one corner of the room, and leaned in. “How is the family?”


    “Ebriting good. Ebribody good.”


    “And the young lady? You ready to get back to me?”


    “We was busy and ebribody did sick. No time to really discuss it wid Marva.”


    “Hmmm. Your wife help you with decisions, eh. My wife too. You know, my wife told me that Mrs. Davis asked about transferring the title of the house to you and about taking us off.”


    “Okay.” Ronald’s heart beat fast.


    “This is something we always wanted to do. But church business does keep me so busy that these things slip through the crease. I will do it as soon…in fact, I will do it next week.” He sighed. “And I ask your forgiveness for not doing it sooner.” He touched Ronald on his shoulder with the other hand. “Do you forgive me, Brother?” His eyes drooped at the sides.


    Ronald could feel Winston’s eyes on him, so he smiled. “No problem, Boss. Life like dat, you know.”


    “Good, good. I am so lucky to have you as a friend and as a brother.”


    The other men started up the steps.


    “Good night,” Felix yelled from upstairs.


    “Wait, mi go walk out wid you,” Ronald called after Winston.


    At the top of the stairs, Felix was already gone. Ronald shook the hands of church elders held out to him and made sure that with each step he headed for the side door.


    *


    Marva gathered her skirt in her lap, stooped near the floor, and leaned the green candle until three drops of wax had marked the center of the white enamel basin. She stuck a square of parchment to the wax then made the candle bow again, and spilled wax onto the parchment to form a pale green glob, like phlegm on snow. She pressed the base of the candle into the glob and held it there. “Bring some water,” she said without looking up.


    Ronald heard her but found that he couldn’t move. A thought percolated inside him. Its tiny bubbles filled his chest, forced their way up his neck then out his mouth. “Marva, mi nuh think we should do it,” he whispered.


    “You getting the water or I need to do that for miself too?” She hadn’t yet washed her face, and there was a whitish thing at the tails of her eyes.


    “Marv. We getting di things we want. But to interfere wid people? Mi always say mi go never do dat.”


    She stood and faced him. “We not getting everything we want. We want Shereen to make she own decision ’bout who she want to marry and when. We want to go church when we want. We want the house on we name. Is been three months since he say he go change it, and him nah do it yet! We not interfering with them. We just want them to do what we ask.” When he didn’t answer, she continued, “I know you think this is obeah, but is not. Is the same thing we doing all along. We asking for a favor. As the candle get soft and melt, so them get soft and melt. No harm. No foul. Ronnie?”


    “Yeah.”


    “You see what I saying? If we don’t do this, these people going to own we till we dead!”


    The candle flickered and made a hissing sound. They both turned to face it.


    “See, the candle talking awready.” Marva went closer.


    Ronald filled the basin and placed it near the wall with the picture of La Pastora.


    “I go feel more comfortable if we rest it in the hall bathroom and full the tub,” Marva said. “Them things does flare up.” The flame doubled in size and the candle hissed. “Lawd!” She took a step back.


    “Di kids-dem use dat bathroom. We go have to lock it and Tony wouldn’t want to use di downstairs bathroom in di night.” He thought for a moment. “Put di basin in a bigger basin of water. We have one in di basement. I go wake dem kids to go school and get di basin.”


    In the corridor, Ronald heard beeps coming from his daughter’s room and knocked on her door.


    “Yeah,” Shereen answered.


    “Mi can open?”


    “Yeah, Daddy.”


    She sat with the gray covers over her legs, and the phone in both hands. A space between the curtains let in a column of bright light behind her head and turned it into a dark cut-out shape.


    “You say you prayers?”


    “Since this morning.” She pointed at the Bible on the nightstand.


    “Get up and get ready fi school. I going wake Tony.”


    Anthony’s door was open and Ronald looked in. His son was buried under two Transformers battling in bright blue space with white twinkling stars. Only a thin hand proved there was a boy there. Ronald stepped in the room, reached under the cosmos and held his son’s foot, then let it go and stepped back to the door to watch him. He tried to remember when he had slept so, body askew, someone else taking care of things. Anthony turned in the bed, sending a ripple through space. Ronald felt like he was intruding, left the room, and continued to the bathroom.


    *


    When she got to her family’s pew, Shereen stopped for a moment, smiled, and gave a thumbs-up next to the bouquet of off-white lilies. Ronald gave two thumbs up, but Shereen had already gone as she walked along the center aisle to “Ode to Joy.” The organza hem of her white dress skimmed the floor. Marva smiled and raised one eyebrow. Ronald read her face: Shereen look the best. When the bridal party reached the front of the church, the music stopped and Pastor Columbus took the mic.
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