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Note:


The events of this novel take place in the fictional valley of Augustown – a community that bears an uncanny resemblance to and shares a parallel history with a very real place: August Town, Jamaica.




August Town, in the hills of St. Andrew, Jamaica is thought to have been named from the fact that freedom came to the enslaved people of this country on ‘Augus Mawnin’ – the 1st August, 1838. August Town later became notable because at this place a prophet, whose name was Bedward, arose. He had thousands of followers, but outdid himself when he proclaimed that he was God and could fly.


from The Dictionary of Place-Names in Jamaica




The Flying Preacherman





 


♦


First you must imagine the sky, blue and cloudless if that helps, or else the luminously black spread of night. Next – and this is the important bit – you must imagine yourself inside it. Inside the sky, floating beside me. Below us, the green and blue disc of the earth.


Now focus. 17° 59' 0" North, 76° 44' 0" West. Down there is the Caribbean, though not the bits you might have seen in a pretty little brochure. We are beyond the aquamarine waters, with their slow manatees and graceful sea turtles, and beyond the beaches littered with sweet almonds. We have gone inland. Down there is a dismal little valley on a dismal little island. Notice the hills, how one of them carries on its face a scar – a section where bulldozers and tractors have sunk their rusty talons into its cheeks, scraped away the brush and the trees and left behind a white crater of marl. The eyesore can be seen from ten or more miles away. To the people who live in this valley, it feels as if they wear the scar on their own skin – as if a kind of ruin has befallen them.


Seen from up here, the ramshackle valley looks like a pot of cornmeal porridge, rusting tin roofs stirred into its hot, bubbling vortex. Perhaps it is the dust bowls, the tracts of sand and the dry riverbed that give the place this cornmeally look. The streets run in unplanned and sometimes maze-like directions; paved roads often thin into dirt paths; wide streets narrow into alleys lined with zinc or scrap-board fences. If solid concrete houses rise like sentinels at the beginning of a road, the architecture will devolve into clumsy board shacks by the time you get to the cul-de-sac. If on one road the houses are separated into tidy lots, on the road just over they are crowded together and lean into each other as if for comfort. This is a community that does not quite come together.


We must imagine there was a time when all of this was beautiful and unscarred; a time when the hills were whole and green – verdant humps rolling up towards the Blue Mountain range above; a time when the valley was thick with guava trees, when wild parakeets flew above the forest and fat iguanas sunbathed on river-smoothed rocks. But that is all we can do. Imagine. There is no forest any more, and no more iguanas, and the mineral river that once flowed swiftly through the valley is now dammed up, its waters diverted to the city’s reservoir. Where there was once a perfect green hill, there is now a scar, and where there was once a river, there is now just a dry riverbed, little boys playing football among its vast sands. Where there once was beauty, now there is just ‘Augustown’, or sometimes ‘Greater Augustown’ if you listen to the island’s city officials, who have seen fit to attach to it, like addendums, the nearby districts of Kintyre, Rockers, Bryce Hill, Dread Heights and ’Gola.


Down there it is 11 April 1982, a day I have watched over and over again, as if from up here I could change things; could slip inside its hours and change the outcome. But I can only watch.


For here is the truth: each day contains much more than its own hours, or minutes, or seconds. In fact, it would be no exaggeration to say that every day contains all of history.


♦
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Blind people hear and taste and smell what other people cannot, and what Ma Taffy smells on this early afternoon makes her sit up straight. She smells it high and ripe and stink on the air, like a bright green jackfruit in season being pulled to the rocky ground below. The smell is coming down John Golding Road right alongside the boy-child, something attached to him, like a spirit but not quite.


She has been hearing him for a while now – all the sniffling, hiccuping, short-of-breath sounds. But it is not the crying that makes Ma Taffy alert. There is nothing special in this. The old woman is used to the little boy coming from school wet-eyed and vexed with the world for whatever injustice he feels has befallen him this time. ‘A backbone,’ she often thinks to herself. ‘That little boy is in need of a backbone.’ He has stopped crying now, yet something is still coming to the house with him. Something with a smell, so Ma Taffy is paying careful attention.


A spliff glows idly between her fingers. She has abandoned it for the moment. She continues, however, to draw in breath after breath with the same slow deliberateness, holding onto it, trying to separate the things she knows from the things she does not know. She knows, for instance, the various smells of herself: the dull flavour of ganja fresh on her breath, the carbolic soap she washed with earlier and, underneath that, her own old woman smells. She knows the smell of the wooden house behind her, of the zinc fence rusting slowly, of the chicken coop round back and even the smell of each of the five hens separate from the rank smell of the rooster; she can smell the mangoes and the cherries and the otaheite apples ripening together, and then all the vague but distinct everyday smells of Augustown: coal fires burning, turn cornmeal turning, crack rice boiling, the sweat of blackwomen standing over pots, the sweat of blackmen standing in the streets. And then there it is, behind all of it, something else. A smell slightly sour, but tight and choking like – like rats!


Irie Tafari, otherwise known as Ma Taffy, is almost always calmly disposed, but the thought of rats makes her twitch. It was over ten years ago; they had been breeding in the roof – a whole colony, rat mama and rat papa having plenty rat pickney and those plenty rat pickney having even more rat pickney – and it had created that smell, thin and sour and choking. There were the nightly scuttling sounds and, before long, rat shit started to drizzle around the house like a small, intermittent rain.


Ma Taffy should have known long before the terrible thing happened that it was going to happen. On that night she had been dreaming of a whistling sound. It was all around her. The whistling grew into a moaning. She opened her eyes but it was so dark that she couldn’t see the ever-expanding belly of the ceiling, how it was creakily reaching towards her. But she heard, above the moaning, the frantic rats shrieking, hissing, swearing, chattering. The roof gave out with a pop and she finally saw them – hundreds of the snake-tailed rodents falling towards her, scrabbling the air, their beady eyes shining red in the dark. Strange, Ma Taffy sometimes thinks, how a coming autoclaps had made her open her eyes wide in anticipation instead of closing them for protection.


The rats gouged out one eye completely and badly damaged the other. If she tips her head to a certain angle, and looks out of the lower portion, she can manage to see a shadowy grey world. But this takes so much effort and reveals so little that Ma Taffy hardly does so. Instead she has grown used to the darkness.


Ma Taffy lifts the spliff back to her mouth. She is growing nervous. Another coming autoclaps. ‘Steady your heart, Taffy,’ she whispers to herself. ‘Steady.’


Ma Taffy is already the great expert of steadiness. This is the woman who sits in the selfsame spot where she is sitting now, no matter how the world tilts around her. She once sat there during a whole hurricane. And even worse, whenever the badmen and rudeboys of Augustown are trading bullets with Babylon or with themselves, while almost everyone else in Augustown is locked tight inside their houses, Ma Taffy just sits out there, steady, steady, blinking her useless eyes.


Two years earlier, when the newly formed Angola Gang found themselves under siege by the police, Ma Taffy did even more than just stay outside. She stood up, reached for her cane and walked down the stairs of her verandah. She walked straight into the middle of the road and into the line of fire. At once, the bullets stopped.


Ma Taffy stood regal in the road. Her dreadlocks were piled on top of her head, a green and yellow turban wrapped around them. She knew that from their hiding place the Angola Boys were watching her, confused, and that from another hiding place the police were also watching, probably making desperate hand gestures.


Ma Taffy alone was steady and sure. She walked just a few hundred yards over to the half-built house that had been abandoned years ago, it probably having occurred to the owners that if one had enough money to build a house, then one had enough money to leave Augustown. Thick cerasee vines now grew through the concrete, drawing the structure back into the vegetation. Ma Taffy stepped through the open doorway and five rudeboys looked up, their faces suddenly softened by a kind of innocence. They were just boys, after all, though they tried not to let this show. One of them, no more than seventeen, shook himself out of his embarrassment and addressed Ma Taffy. ‘Old woman, what you come here for? Go back to yu house.’


Ma Taffy turned her face towards the voice. Her yellowed eye found the face it wanted and seemed to scrutinise it.


After a moment the man-boy added, more respectfully, ‘Please, Ma Taffy. It not safe out here.’


The old woman remained silent. There were many things she was being careful not to say and yet, in the quiet of the moment, the shadow of these things passed clearly between herself and the man-boy.


‘Listen bwoy, who not too long ago was still sucking milk from him momma titty – don’t pass your place with me.’ Ma Taffy’s lips weren’t moving, and yet the man-boy was hearing the old woman’s voice in his head. Her voice continued: ‘I understand them calling you Soft-Paw now – and maybe, maybe that is right. Maybe every boy-pickney when him get to a certain age should have a say in him own name, cause he don’t get to choose much else in this life. But Marlon is the name me know you as since you was just a lickle-bitty boy running up to my verandah, hiding behind mi skirt from your momma long belt.’


Ma Taffy paused and swallowed, and then the shadow of the unsaid things grew thicker and darker. ‘Listen. Mi know what them did do to Petey. Mi know how for the past two months him was doing yard work for a woman who live up in Hope Pastures. Mi know how this woman must did get it into her head that him tief money from off her table and that she call Babylon to report him. From that same verandah over there I sit and hear everything – I hear when Babylon come into Augustown the night, the sound of them jeeps like they was crushing more than just the stones on the road. They stop in front of the rum-bar, go inside and drag Petey out – Petey who was already so deep under him whites that he never understand what was going on. And I hear how them address him, Dutty yard bwoy! What you do with the woman money? This was the new corporal boy, a tall mawga fellow who so mawga that if he turn sideways you almost don’t see him at all. Is him who take out the rifle and use the butt and koof Petey hard on him head, so hard that Petey fall to the ground and blood start run down him face and same time he get sober. This tall, mawga corporal, like maybe he trying to prove just how big and bad him is, getting more irate for no reason at all. He start to shout at Petey, Tell me right now what you do wid de woman raasclawt money! And Petey now just shaking him head, the blood dripping from him forehead into him eye, and him just saying the same thing over and over, calm-like, trying not to cause no trouble, Mi nuh know nothing bout money, officer. Mi nuh take nobody money. This corporal bwoy then spit on the ground and him lean over and push him face right up to Petey. You is a fucking tief! he whisper. Petey say again, with a little more strength this time, Mi a nuh tief! and he begin to reach into him pocket. It happen so quick, the corporal bwoy raise him rifle, turn it round, and … and Petey’s head explode like a bright green jackfruit that fall and buss on the ground below. They strap Petey’s body to the front of the jeep as if him was nothing but a wild hog they catch up in Blue Mountain, and they drive round Augustown. And you might remember, Soft-Paw, how we was all so quiet then, but Babylon never understand that ours was the quiet of old and hungry tigers who wondering if they maybe have the strength to pounce. Cause if Babylon did understand that, then them woulda know to look a little bit scared as well, and them woulda wonder, maybe, if them did really have the muscle to fight we off if we did pounce. They drive out at last, and take Petey with them.


‘Soft-Paw, mi know is you did go out into the road later that night and find the wallet that Petey was reaching into him pocket for, and when you open it there was nothing more than the five dollars the woman from Hope Pastures did pay him for the work him did do. Not a thing more. But we hear it on radio, the selfsame story that Babylon always decide fi tell – how them come into Augustown to look for a known criminal, how the criminal open fire pon them, and how them did return fire and kill him. You say that this thing don’t concern old people like me, but that is only cause you still talking with titty milk in yu mouth, excuse mi language. Lickle bwoy, you too young. You don’t know fully the fight you involved in and how long it been going on for. What you fighting is Babylon system, all them things in this life that put a heavy stone on the heads of people like you and me – all them things that cause we not to rise. Chu, some of we been fighting that fight a long, long time now.’


When the shadow of these things had finished passing between the two, the man-boy trembled a little. Ma Taffy turned her yellow eye away and said aloud for the first time a simple instruction: ‘Follow me.’


‘Listen, old woman …’ Soft-Paw began to protest, but Ma Taffy was already walking towards the back of the house, stepping through another open doorway, this one leading towards the river. Soft-Paw shook his head but followed. ‘I soon come back,’ he whispered to the others.


Soft-Paw had earned his name because of how lightly he was able to step. Soft like a cat, materialising in front of people like a ghost. And yet, soft and soundless as he was able to move, the blind woman moved even softer. As they went around the circumference of Augustown, Soft-Paw fought to keep up. They had walked almost a mile before the old woman stopped. ‘You know where you deh?’


‘Yes, Ma Taffy.’


‘Willy’s corner shop perch just up there above us. Inside you will find the tall, mawga corporal.’ She lowered her face and spat. ‘Raasclawt coward not even have the courage fi be where the other Babylon boys is fighting the fight weh him start.’


The old woman was quiet for a moment and then said, ‘Go and do what you done decide you have to do.’


Soft-Paw pulled the gun from where he had stuffed it into the back of his pants. His waistband slapped against his taut and muscular back. He seemed to weigh the gun between his hands, and for the second time that day he was a child again, the weight of his decision pressing down on him. Ma Taffy started to say something but stopped. She knew she had to allow him to be a man and a warrior in his own way. She turned and walked back the same way she had come from. Soft-Paw slunk up to the corner shop.


Ma Taffy hadn’t walked for a minute before the retort of the Glock seemed to suck all the silence out of the world. She felt the sound in every wrinkle of her face, and then she felt it in her chest. She stopped where she was. In a moment the grass behind her was being trampled. Soft-Paw was no longer taking soft steps. He was running. She heard his ragged breaths and felt the wind as he ran past.


It was a hot day. Even without being able to see, Ma Taffy knew that the Mona River was so low it was not flowing. It was, instead, a series of stagnant ponds from which mosquitoes were hatching every second. She felt the insects around her face and her arms. She heard them in her ears. She took a breath and continued, steady, steady back to her house.


This is the Ma Taffy I have always known. Nothing ever rattles her. So it is strange that on this afternoon, lifting her head to the wind, she is instructing herself to stay calm.


The smell is thick now. She knows the little boy is turning into the yard, climbing the steps onto the verandah towards her.


‘Where Mommy deh?’ he asks.


It is a useless question. The boy already knows that his mother, Gina, is at work. This is not the point of his question, and Ma Taffy understands that. He wants his mother, who will stand up for him, who will protect and avenge him, not Ma Taffy who will tell him no nonsense about backbone and how important it is to stand up on his own.


Gina has inherited Ma Taffy’s backbone and knows how to stand up to her, and anybody who knows how to stand up to Ma Taffy can stand up to anyone. This is what Kaia has reasoned in his own mind. This is why he wants his mother right now. When the gunfights break out in Augustown, Gina is not pleased. While Ma Taffy will sit quietly on the verandah, Gina will walk up and down in a great agitation. The guns in the distance will pop – bap-bap-bap – while her rubber sandals go clip-clop, clip-clop. The clip-clops pause, then build again, pause, then build again – their cadences finally reaching a full explosion. ‘What gunfighting ever do to solve anything? Tell me that, Auntie! What they really think all of this going to do? Them so fucking short-sighted – the whole lot of them. Not one ounce of good any of this warring going to do except kill we off.’


Ma Taffy would have been waiting for this, and would now turn her head towards Gina. ‘They doing what they feel them haffi do, child. Defending us. You could have lickle … eem …’


‘Sympathy?’ Gina would offer, because even though in these discussions they were adversaries, it remained her duty to supply the old woman with words whenever she couldn’t find them.


‘Yes. Thank you,’ Ma Taffy would say. ‘That is the word I looking for. You could have lickle sympathy for what them doing out there.’


‘Nobody ever come and ask me if I need defending. I don’t need protection from no gunman.’


‘Not everybody can be like you, Gina.’


She is a force of nature, this Gina, smart and headstrong, and so Ma Taffy understands why the boy wants to see her now. But the boy’s mother will not be back for another hour or two, so Ma Taffy pats the spot on the bench right beside her. ‘Come, lickle boy,’ she says, ‘Come siddung beside your Grandma.’


In fact, she is the boy’s great-aunt, but in this household and to everyone in Augustown, it seems an unnecessary distinction to make.


The boy sits. The old woman sniffs the air again and almost gags. She puts a hand on the boy’s knee. Kaia makes a whimpering sound and draws very close to her, his head now resting on the old woman’s shoulder. Ma Taffy decides it is not yet time to ask, What is the matter? Who trouble you? She knows that whatever is going to happen, whatever is going to pour out into the world, it will pour out soon enough. It will happen, as certain as the midnight rain of rats. And if she can hold it off for just a little longer, she will. So instead she asks a question that surprises even herself as she asks it.


‘Kaia, I ever tell you bout the flying preacherman?’


Kaia looks up. For a small moment he forgets about the day. For just a small moment, his newly dulled eyes shimmer again. He shakes his head. He feels the afternoon breeze soft and light on his scalp.


‘No.’ He pouts the word over a thumb he has been sucking. ‘You never tell me no story like that before.’


‘Well, well, well,’ Ma Taffy says, sitting back and returning the spliff to her mouth. She exhales a cloud of ganja that envelops herself and the boy. She turns her face towards the scarred hillside as if the story she is about to tell exists there. ‘Shame on me. Every lickle yute from Augustown ought to know the story of the flying preacherman.’
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The distant past comes back to us, usually, as a shock – an echo that has escaped its own fleetingness – that has widened so wide and so quickly, we have slipped inside it without being ready. It comes, then, as a panic in the heart, a widening of the eyes, an ‘O’ of the mouth. In the days of the flying preacherman, Ma Taffy was the same age that Kaia is now. It does not surprise her that she was once a little girl; it surprises her only that she is now so many years away from that time.


‘In them there long-ago days, there was a church here in Augustown,’ Ma Taffy says, as if from far away. ‘They called it Union Camp. It was a church for poor people, but they build the chapel bigger than hospital, and with walls that was clean as Dettol. So you can imagine that Babylon was fraid of this church. Them did fraid of it like puss. Poor people build the church right down here in the valley, but to Babylon’s eyes it was like the church was already on top of Mount Zion. The stones they use to build the church was big and white and in the shape of diamonds. It was over three hundred strapping men who form a line from the river all the way to the church building site, and they pass the stones from hand to hand. That’s how we did work in them long-ago days. But yes, is the preacherman I want to tell you bout, the preacherman who did in charge of that very church. Him was a very special man. Yes. Very special.’


Ma Taffy sighs. ‘Is plenty years now that him dead. They bury him in the graveyard close by the church – the place I hear people call Duppy Lane these days.’


Kaia shivers a little and pulls himself closer to this woman he thinks of as his grandmother. Like everyone in Augustown, he knows the Bedward Graveyard, and like everyone under the age of ten, he is afraid of that place. He wonders if it is a duppy story his grandma is about to tell him. After all, men can’t fly, but duppies definitely can.


‘The preacherman’s name was Alexander Bedward, and is him who did tell we one day that him was going to fly.’


Kaia’s eyes flicker over a memory but then they fall flat. He pouts his disappointment. ‘I know this story already.’ He takes his thumb from his mouth and begins to sing a song he has learnt at school. ‘Guess what? Bedward jump, and Bedward bruck him neck! Bedward jump, and Bedward bruck him neck!’


Ma Taffy grips her cane and brings it down hard on the wooden deck of the verandah. ‘You was there?!’ she asks through gritted teeth.


Kaia stops and resumes his sulking. He is not used to this kind of tone from his grandma.


‘Mi ask if you was there,’ Ma Taffy insists.


‘No,’ Kaia whispers, ‘I never did dere.’


‘Well then, hush up you blasted mout and don’t try fi tell me things that you don’t even know, or things that Babylon decide fi tell you.’


The old woman swallows. She wonders why this little song has made her so upset this afternoon, and why she should take it out on Kaia. He is just being his usual little-boyish self. She counsels herself with even more firmness, ‘Steady, old woman! What wrong with you today?’


It is a quiet afternoon, but the kind of quiet that is full of everyday sounds. There is wind in the tall breadfruit trees and in the shorter croton plants; the mongrel dogs of Augustown are calling to and answering each other; radios are on in every house and so the cantankerous talk show host, Mutty Perkins, is in a kind of chorus with himself; and in another lane not far away, it sounds as if Mr Desmond is once again having brutal sex with his common-law wife, Monica, for there is the distinct sound of the banging zinc, and behind it, Monica shouting every conceivable profanity; so much so that Augustown is growing humid with her curse words. Sometimes Mr Desmond and Monica’s carrying-ons really do grow frighteningly loud, Monica screaming out ‘Murder!’ or ‘Him a guh kill mi!’, but even on such occasions no one dares intervene because past experience has taught them that Monica herself will march out, completely naked, her eyes swollen, and yet still she will hurl stones at whoever has interrupted her and her man, telling them point blank, ‘Cockroack nuh business inna fowl fight!’


Suddenly, another woman shouts from a house in the same lane, ‘Come nuh, man! Come nuh! I waiting on you!’


Ma Taffy frowns. This is Sister Gilzene, of course, one of the oldest living persons in Augustown, a childless spinster who for months now has been losing her mind, waiting on death and calling it upon herself. Every day she can be heard half praying and half cursing on the mattress from which she can no longer rise. ‘Stupid old woman,’ Ma Taffy says, though there is a sympathy in her voice that does not quite match the harshness of her words. She was there as well, Ma Taffy now remembers. All of sixty-two years ago Sister Gilzene was there.


‘Grandma. Tell me the story,’ Kaia says.


Ma Taffy stands up as if to be by herself. ‘Bedward did fly,’ she whispers at last. ‘He did really fly.’


And then she gasps. For here it is, the small panic of the heart, the widening of the eyes, the ‘O’ of the mouth. O! O! O! The past!


Before she changed her name by deed poll to Irie Tafari, which in due course was shortened to Miss Taffy, which in due course (with the onset of silver hair, wrinkles and the three nieces she looked after, becoming their virtual mother), was further shortened to Ma Taffy, she had had another name: Irene McKenzie. She had lived with her mother and a man who, it had been explained to her, was not quite her father, but rather the gentleman with whom her mother, Norah, was ‘in conversation’. That is how such things were said in those days. The ongoing ‘conversation’ between Miss Norah and her gentleman, Maas Bilby, eventually produced three daughters, Irene’s younger sisters, who would all move away from Augustown when they were older, but who would each, after they felt they had already produced their allotted portion of children, send the last surprise fruits of their womb off to Augustown to grow up with their ageing aunt. And so this is how, without ever having given birth herself, Ma Taffy ended up mothering Tisha and Beverley and Gina. Indeed, Ma Taffy imagines the three girls as her own daughters, and the three girls, though they are technically cousins, imagine each other as sisters.


Ma Taffy remembers her mother’s gentleman, Maas Bilby, as a man with a broad face and an even broader smile. He had worked variously as a cowherder on the Papine Estate, as a field man, as a saddler and as a mason, but his most consistent work was as a petty thief, which is why he was never able to keep the other jobs, which, in any case, did not pay him as much as his occasional larceny. His long bouts of unemployment led to intense bickering in the house – heated conversations between himself and Norah. And yet, Maas Bilby was a man of certain principles. He made it a point to go out every morning – whatever the nature of the work, legal or illegal – and to come home each evening before it was fully dark. And although he stole, Maas Bilby tithed a portion of all his earnings to the church. By rights, he should never have been called ‘Maas Bilby’, but simply ‘Bilby’. The respectable title was not usually assigned to those who persisted in such disrespectable careers as his. And yet, through his own will and his own vision of himself, which were strong enough to bend people to his way of seeing, and also through the sheer breadth of his chest, which sometimes seemed to take up the whole road when he was out walking, it seemed impossible to call him simply ‘Bilby’. So he was ‘Maas’, and everyone accepted him as the most respectable thief in Augustown.


Maas Bilby used to play a game when he got home in the evenings. He would take a deep breath, close his eyes tight and then try to identify what had been cooked for dinner. Opening his eyes at last, and smiling his broad smile, he would sit down at the table and say, ‘I wonder what it is my good, good woman has cooked today. I hope it is …’ and here he would identify the dish which Norah had indeed cooked.


Norah played along, and often tried to make it difficult. She put things into the pot that were not supposed to go together. In this way, she had stumbled upon creative cooking, and frequently dished out a kind of gourmet fare. Norah it was who made curried oranges and beef; who invented sardine rundown; and who made up what would eventually become her most famous soup: fish and ackee in a coconut broth. But for such a big man, Maas Bilby’s nose was delicate and discerning. He could detect things hidden under things, and so he almost always guessed right. When he did, he would lift his head to the sky and roar good-naturedly, ‘Laawwd, what a blessing of a woman is this, fi know exactly what my mind did give me to eat today!’


On the day that Bedward began to rise, Ma Taffy would always remember, Maas Bilby had said his mind had given him to eat stew peas.


‘I wonder what my good, good woman has cooked for me today,’ he had said, sitting down and sniffing the air. The smell of stew peas was so obvious that he sniffed the air again, wondering if he had missed something. No. It really was only stew peas. One of his favourite dishes. He smiled. ‘I really hope it is stew peas! Stew peas with a piece of pig’s tail in it. Yes. That is exactly what my mind give me to eat today.’


Norah walked to the table with a mound of steaming white rice. On top of it was the purple spread of stew peas. From the corner where she was sitting quietly, Irene saw that her mother had dished the meal out on one of her ‘good plates’ – a broad blue and white dish with the king’s insignia in the middle. Norah then poured Maas Bilby a generous portion of coconut water – not in his usual black-rimmed enamel cup, but in the special glass she liked to call her ‘good crystal’.


Maas Bilby was quiet and eyed Norah through the slant of his eyes as he shovelled three tablespoons of the food immediately into his mouth. Norah shifted her weight from foot to foot. She wrung her hands.


‘Anything else you want?’ she stuttered.


Maas Bilby nodded, but it took him a while to swallow the hot food. Rolling his neck like a snake, the food finally went down into his gullet and he spoke. ‘I want one more thing. I want you fi tell me whatever it is you have on your mind fi tell me. Norah, if you ever see yourself, is like you almost ready to burs’.’


‘Chu man!’ Nora said dismissively, as if to be coy, but then she shook herself and pulled up a chair beside Maas Bilby. Maas Bilby was surprised at the quickness of this, and indeed it was in this way that Little Irene understood that the thing her mother was about to say was important. Irene waited then for the inevitable – for her mother or for Maas Bilby to look over to the corner where she was sitting and instruct her to leave the room. She was used to being dismissed whenever adults were speaking. ‘We is having a big people’s conversation!’ they would tell her. ‘Go and find something else to do. Your ears too small for this.’ But Irene was not dismissed, and she wondered for a short while if it meant that she was officially a big person. She decided, however, just to be safe, that she would remain very, very quiet with her ears wide, wide open.


‘Something strange been happening to Master Bedward,’ Norah began. ‘Is Sister Liz who come here earlier today and tell me herself, and you know she is not the kind to gossip. Especial not bout her own husband.’


It was an understatement. Sister Liz was the kind of woman who seemed to make it a point not to say anything at all. She usually spoke only with her eyes, which were aloof and judgemental. That she had come to the house to confide in Norah must have meant this was serious business indeed.


‘So, what kind of strange we talking?’ Bilby asked.


‘The strangest of strange. I will tell you how Sister Liz tell me. She say that she wake up at an unknown hour yessiday night because a cool breeze from the river did come into the bedroom. She say it was a sharp, sharp breeze like it did want to freeze off her two legs. She never even think to open her eyes and look. She just reach over for the piece of sheet that she usual share with Bedward. But no matter how she was patting down the bed, her hands couldn’t find no sheet. She reach over little further to touch her husband, but she couldn’t find him neither. It was then that she open her eyes and try to see in the dark. She say she was getting real confused, for though she could hear him snoring close by, like him was still beside her, she didn’t see him none at all. She even start to wonder if at his big horse-steering age him manage to roll off the bed like some little pickney. Well, she look over the left side and then she look over the right side, but him wasn’t there. At last she look up to the ceiling, and that’s where him was.’


‘In the ceiling?!’


‘Yes. Up in the ceiling.’


‘Then is climb him climb up there?’


‘No. That is the strange thing. Him was just floating. Anancy cobwebs did wrap up all bout his face, and the bed sheets did still wrap round his body.’


‘That gone beyond strange,’ Maas Bilby muttered, the stew peas now all but forgotten.
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