
[image: Cover: These Ghosts Are Family, by Maisy Card]




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: These Ghosts Are Family, by Maisy Card, Simon & Schuster]






For my mother






    somebody was afraid we would learn to cast spells

and our wonders were cut off

but they didn’t understand

    the powerful memory of ghosts.

—Lucille Clifton
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THE TRUE DEATH OF ABEL PAISLEY

Harlem, 2005

Let’s say that you are a sixty-nine-year-old Jamaican man called Stanford, or Stan for short, who once faked your own death. Though you have never used those words to describe what you did. At the time you’d thought of it as seizing an opportunity placed before you by God, but since your wife, Adele, died a month ago, you’ve convinced yourself her heart attack was retribution for your sin. So today you have gathered three of your female descendants in one house, even the daughter who has thought you dead all these years, and decided that you will finally tell them the truth: you are not who you say you are.

You have spent the last twenty years of your second life living in a brownstone in Harlem, running a West Indian grocery store. Recently, you shuttered the store. You have given up on fighting your arthritis pain and are finally sitting in the wheelchair Adele picked out. You are looking out of your parlor window, waiting for your daughter, the one who thinks you are dead, to arrive. It’s been thirty-five years since you’ve seen her, so you study each woman who passes your house for reflections of yourself. You haven’t bothered to shave, press your clothes, or comb your hair.

You are ready to be still and rot. You imagine the death of Stanford Solomon, unlike the abrupt end of Abel Paisley, will be achingly slow; already it feels like you are losing small pieces of yourself daily. To you, old age is the torture you deserve, a slow, insignificant death, your matter dispersing into the air like dandelion seeds until the day there’s nothing left.

When you died the first time, you were still a young man in your thirties and had been working in England for less than a year. It wasn’t easy for an immigrant, especially a black man, to find a decent job back then, but through a boy you’d known back in primary school, Stanford, you’d gotten a room and a job on a ship. You had no idea it was just the beginning of your streak of good luck.

You and Stanford were the chosen wogs they allowed to work alongside the white men. Stanford complained often about London. He hated the cold. He missed his grandmother and the tiny village, Harold Town, where you’d both grown up back in Jamaica. You’d already escaped the countryside for Kingston, and from there, London. You felt free. That sense of freedom and joy only dampened when you thought of the family you left behind. Your first wife, Vera, wrote you long letters weekly about how you’d abandoned her and left her to become a dried-up old spinster. But you both knew perfectly well that it was her idea for you to go to England, where she thought you’d somehow become a better provider. Your son, Vincent, was still in Vera’s womb when you sailed off. Your daughter, Irene, a stumbling toddler. You had barely settled in when Vera’s first letter arrived, with the list of things she wanted you to buy and send to them. With every letter the list grew longer, and you worried that you would never be enough.

The day you died, you were running along the dock because you were late for work while a container was being lowered onto the ship. You stopped short when the container fell, dropped from the crane, and thundered against the deck. You were close enough to hear the screaming.

“Who was it?” you heard someone shout.

“One of the wogs!” another answered. “It’s Abel!”

For a moment you were confused, hearing yourself pronounced dead. It was like one of those movies where the dead person’s spirit stands by watching as a crowd gathers around his body. But no, you were certain, it wasn’t your body, so you boarded the ship. The captain approached you immediately and said, “I’m sorry, mate. No way Abel could have survived that.”

You almost laugh now when you think of it—the one time racism worked in your favor. The captain had gotten his wogs confused, looked you right in the eye, and mistaken you for the other black guy. Abel was dead, crushed under the container. Unrecognizable. But you, Stanford now, could turn and go home.

Perhaps it’s telling about your nature that you did not hesitate. You nodded and turned and walked away, quickly, from Abel and all his responsibilities, before any of the others had a chance to recognize you. Back in your room at the boardinghouse, you riffled through your roommate’s things and learned what it really meant to be Stanford. You and Stanford actually did look alike, which made it a little easier to forgive the fact that all the white people had trouble telling you apart. You were the same height, the same light-brown complexion, the same lanky build. You, Abel, did not arrive dressed for an English winter, so you had even taken to wearing Stanford’s clothes.

Of course, you thought of your family. Your wife, Vera. You thought about the two life insurance policies you’d purchased. The one she’d made you take out before you left, and the one the company made mandatory. You decided that you were worth more to her dead. Vera was beautiful. She would find a new husband, a richer one; the children were young enough to embrace a new father, and they would finally live the life Vera thought that she deserved, the one she had no qualms about constantly demanding of you.

Stanford had little family. No wife. No children. That was what clinched things for you. Stanford was raised by his grandmother, who was in her seventies and losing her eyesight. You could continue writing her letters, sending her a little money, and there was no bother there. What surprised you was how right it felt. At least then.

When you met Adele shortly after you became Stanford, you connected with her immediately. Like you, she was Jamaican and had left her family to work in England, though at nineteen, she was almost fifteen years younger than you. You were as drawn to her as you had been to your first wife, and she to you. The difference was that Adele did not try to remake and mold you. When you told her the truth, the very first night you spent together, that you had taken your friend’s name, she did not try to dissuade you. Instead, she avoided the subject until you proposed, and she said yes on the condition that you live in America. As if leaving that country would leave the lie behind.

Later, the guilt would hit her first, a few years after coming to the U.S. She had started to go to church multiple times a week and suggested that you atone. You remember having laughed at the thought that getting down on your knees could redeem you. But since the day that she collapsed in the store, you’ve been thinking about your past. You’ve been thinking about that word, fake, and you decided you were right to never use it to describe what you’ve done. You are a thief, pure and simple. It wasn’t Stanford’s life you had stolen, for he would have lost that regardless. It was his death. Where is his soul now? Circling the world, looking for a grave that does not yet exist? Isn’t it about time you give him his due?

Your granddaughter has taught you to use the computer to kill some of your idle time. It was easier than you thought to find your first daughter, to track her journey from Jamaica to New York.

You are thinking of the grave that bears your real name and all of the people who needlessly mourned you when Irene finally arrives, the daughter who thinks you are dead. She is under the impression that she has been called to your house to care for an old man in a wheelchair. That old man is you. You didn’t realize just how little you’ve thought about her all these years until you watch her climb the stoop, and all the feeling you should have had for your firstborn suddenly rushes through you.

When she enters, you see her mother Vera’s wide, obstinate mouth, her large, slightly bulbous hazel eyes, her flaring nostrils. You can sense immediately, before she even speaks, that she also has her mother’s brutal tongue. You are intimidated. She has a look that says she is a frayed rope one tug away from snapping, and it occurs to you to wonder if, when you tell her the truth, she will kill you. In that moment, your death—your real death—flashes in your mind.

You have never had a premonition before, but now the certainty of it causes you to slump forward in your wheelchair. You have a vision of a woman supporting your weight as you make your way up the flight of stairs, bringing you all the way to the top, and then just letting you go, as if she’d just remembered she was supposed to be somewhere else.

Your daughter, who moments before had introduced herself as Irene, the name you gave her, bends down and asks, “You alright, Mr. Solomon?” You sit up straight, or as straight as an old man with scoliosis and arthritis can, and say, “You can call me Stanford.”



Now let’s say you are a thirty-seven-year-old home health aide named Irene whose father faked his own death, but you don’t know it yet. Today is the day he will tell you. All you know is that he died when you were very young. You have no memory of him whatsoever. You recognize his face only as a young man in photographs. Though your mother always told you your father was timid and spineless, in one photo you remember a square-jawed man with reddish hair, face lightly freckled, dressed in a police uniform, one hand on his gun, his eyes so astute and focused it felt like they were alive and could see into you. You don’t recognize that face when you meet the old man who is your new client, for his red hair is white, and as far as you know, aging after death is impossible.

You do think it’s strange that this man called the agency and asked for you by name. He claimed another client recommended you, which you find unlikely. You do your job, but you don’t make much effort to be nice. You’ve lived in America for seven years and the only reason you came here at all, the only reason you agreed to do this miserable job in the U.S., was to get away from your family. Your brother and your mother. It seems ironic that you spend your time caring for other people’s parents, when you couldn’t stand the thought of doing so for your own.

Your husband left you and went back to Jamaica after the first month in Miami, but you stayed because you have two children who you’d sworn to keep away from the cancer that raised you. Instead you moved to Brooklyn where you had a childhood friend to help you. But Vera, your mother, died just a year later. Sometimes you regret not waiting. You would at least have inherited her house if you’d stayed in Jamaica. Now you are living in a basement apartment with your two kids, working nine hours a day, six days a week, changing colostomy bags and spoon-feeding strangers to stay afloat.

You misunderstand the look the old man gives you when you introduce yourself. You worry that he’s another pervert, that he’ll sneak pinches when your back is turned or when you’re on your knees, bent over cleaning. It happens so often you’re not even surprised anymore. You are grateful that he’s in a wheelchair—at least he can’t sneak up on you—although it means you’ll probably have to help him to the toilet. You might have to pull down his pants for him, which can lead to all kinds of undesirable propositions.

You are scrutinizing his features, speculating what kind of man you have in front of you, when the image of your father, dressed in a tweed suit, too hot for the Caribbean, that he had specially made for his journey away from you, flashes in your mind, but you don’t know why. It is the only photo you have of the two of you. He is standing under a mango tree with you in his arms. That tree became your favorite growing up. That tree became your father. Whenever you sat under that tree, you asked for things, and even though you rarely got them, you still imagined he could hear you.

It’s always been clear to you that your father’s death was the dividing line between hell and heaven. Even if you do not remember much about those days or years before he left, you know you had seen your mother smile, you carry the physical memory of being picked up and held, you swear there was laughter. Before he died, you didn’t know what it meant to be mishandled, to be jerked, to be shoved, to be slapped, to be pinched or even choked by her. You know because you remember the first time Vera did each of these things to you. Each time, afterward, you sat under the mango tree and asked the man in the picture who you thought was dead and therefore held some supernatural power to please protect you. He never did. Today you will finally know why.

You have always wondered who you’d be, where you would be, if he’d never left, if he had lived. You don’t think you would have run away from home and down the aisle with the first man who stood in front of you. Later, after he reveals his true identity to you, if you were to “accidentally” let him fall down the stairs, knowing the life you’ve lived, a life he caused, would anyone blame you?



Never mind. Instead, you are a thirty-four-year-old heroin addict named Estelle Solomon whose father once faked his own death. He did it before he had you, but you don’t know it yet. Today is the day that he’ll tell you. Sometime in the late afternoon. For now, you are lying, unaware, on a daybed in the basement of your family’s Harlem brownstone, where you’ve lived for the last eight years, since a judge made your parents the legal guardians of your daughter. You had begged your father to let you and Caren move into the garden apartment, right above you, because it has windows. But he screamed, “Is what you need windows fah? Why, when you spend fi yuh whole life asleep?” Instead, they kept your daughter upstairs with them and left you to stay in the basement. Your father seems determined to keep you alive but just as eager to bury you.

You weren’t always such an embarrassment. You worked very hard to become one.

You have been an addict for many years now. But before your mother died, you were also an artist. You could still hustle. You were taking and selling pictures. Occasionally, someone would put your photos on display in a café or a small gallery. Every once in a while you sold something, made a little money, and even came home and gave it to your father, telling him to buy something nice for your daughter with the money your art made you. He would never take it. Worse, he would throw it down on the floor in front of you, so both he and your mother would have to watch you gather the scattered bills from all over the room.

“After me nuh know where that money come from. Me nuh wan’ know what someone like you have fi do to come by it.”

Someone like you. He stopped short of calling you a whore for the sake of your mother. But you could feel how badly he wanted to.

You have always sensed a lie behind your parents’ words, have always suspected that their Jamaica was a place that did not exist. You have always wondered why they never chose, in all these years, to return to that island so perfect. Instead it was always the right weapon to throw in your face, always the only answer to their problems, their main problem always being you.

When you were younger, you would scream back at them that if in Jamaica, the daughters were pure, saved themselves until marriage, stood by their mother’s side every day in the kitchen and watched them cook, brought their father his slippers when he got home from the store, went to church every Sunday, never refused to recite the Lord’s Prayer at the table before a meal, didn’t proclaim themselves agnostics, wanted to be wives instead of artists, always agreed to stack canned food on the shelves of their father’s store after school, didn’t stand under the streetlights at night talking to boys from the block, did their own laundry and their father’s too, did not jump between their parents and cuss their father out every time he raised his voice at their mother, did not promise to kill their father if he dared threaten—only threatened—to one day slap their mother in the face. If in Jamaica, daughters did not run away from home and return pregnant by a man twice their age, did not go out partying instead of staying home with their newborn child, did not walk down the street in skirts so short they barely covered their pum-pum, did not make their mother cry and waste away with worry, never did drugs and if they did, were never so weak that they would become addicted. If in Jamaica, daughters were churned out of factories without the slightest defect, why the fuck didn’t they just go back there and leave you alone?

When your father tells you his secret, that he is not really Stanford Solomon, and therefore you in turn cannot be Estelle Solomon, that your family does not even exist, you will have your answer. And it is perfect.



Say you are an eighteen-year-old college student named Caren who lives in a Harlem brownstone with your mother, who is a heroin addict, and your wheelchair-bound Jamaican grandfather who faked his own death, but you won’t know it for a few hours.

Every morning when you wake up, you remember that your grandmother Adele, the person you loved above everyone else in this world, is gone. She worked so hard to shield you from your mother. She loved you so deep it almost rendered your mother’s love supplementary—a bonus—so that the times when Estelle was lucid enough to pay attention to you felt like a holiday, a special occasion. Every child knows that holidays don’t last. By the time you were eight, you had stopped being disappointed.

You don’t begrudge your mother. You can see how hard she is trying. You know she hates living in your grandfather’s house, but in the month since your grandma died, she no longer vanishes for days at a time, returning with no explanation. For the first time in your life, with the exception of an hour a day when she sneaks outside to score, you know exactly where you’ll find her. Knowing should comfort you, but on the rare occasion when you go to the basement and stare at her, passed out on the daybed, you can’t help but wish it had been her who had a heart attack instead of your grandmother. You think, What a waste of a life. The same words you’d overhear your grandmother mumble when she talked about Estelle. You are ashamed of your thoughts. Most of the time Estelle invokes pity in you, and you conclude that’s worse than hatred, for a child to pity their mother.

Later, when your grandfather tells you that he was born Abel Paisley and not Stanford Solomon, you will understand why your grandmother was so disgusted by Estelle’s addiction. Other people are so desperate to make a better life that they are willing to steal one, while your mother is fine with throwing hers away. Perhaps, a life does not belong exclusively to one person, you learn. Look how easily it can be passed from one person to the next until every bit of it is put to good use. You will wonder if there is someone out there who would wear your life better.

But before that, you notice that from the moment you wake up, your grandpa is acting strange. You had been begging him to get a home health aide for the last year because caring for him was getting to be too much for your grandmother, and now it is too much for you. All of a sudden there is one sitting with him at the kitchen table. He is giddy as he says her name to you, Irene, and you wonder if it has been too long since he’s seen a woman he wasn’t related to.

You are about to smile at Irene when you notice that she doesn’t bother to smile at you, barely tilts her head in your direction, before she returns to reading your grandpa’s newspaper. If your grandmother were here, the two of you would go upstairs and talk about this woman. For a moment, you imagine all of the things you would say about her, until you remember that your grandmother is gone. Briefly you contemplate going down to the basement and telling your mother about Irene, but that would be as exciting as talking to a corpse.

Since your grandmother left you, you’ve found it hard to think about anything else besides getting away from this family. So much so, you’ve started sleeping with one of your professors at City College. It helps the fantasy of running away. The irony that you might be following in your mother’s footsteps doesn’t escape you. Your father had been a professor, but your mother had been a high school girl who’d just had a bunch of college friends. Your birth cost him his marriage and his reputation, and even though he was kind the handful of times you visited him, you know he resented you. You speak to him only on holidays now, even though he just lives in Queens. But still, you want him to be proud of you. You are actually going to get a degree one day. You are actually going to leave this house.

Sometimes you imagine a scenario in which your professor leaves his wife and four children and buys a condo for the two of you in downtown Brooklyn. You are not sure what you would say if he were actually to propose this to you. He hasn’t talked about leaving his wife, hasn’t said he loves you. You might think less of him if he did. Besides, you have no intention of trading your dysfunctional family for another, being the reluctant stepmother to four resentful white kids. In your family, you are known as the smart one for a reason.



Now let’s say that you are a dead woman, six years on the other side, whose husband let you believe he was dead. When you were alive, they called you Vera, but here there is no need for names. You did not know the truth about your husband until your own death, but the timing of the knowledge made it no less infuriating. You have analyzed all the years you spent mad with guilt, thinking you were the one who sent him to his grave.

Death is just one long therapy session. You have gone over every second of your life and divided them into the misery you caused and the misery others caused you. You have been waiting for six years for this motherfucker to die, and you know that the day has finally arrived.

You look at the elaborate theater that your former husband is producing and you laugh (or you imagine yourself laughing; you no longer have a mouth or a face). He has asked the women down to the brownstone’s parlor. He has your daughter—your daughter who he barely even knew—help him move from his wheelchair to his favorite rocking chair, which he thinks makes him appear wise. Clearly, none of the women want to be there. The three of them settle side by side on a crushed-velvet settee barely listening, unaware of their blood connection.

You are there in the room with them, waiting for Abel to gather up his nerve. You have decided to choose one person in his house to be the catalyst of his death, to be briefly possessed by you long enough to get the deed done, but the question of who has stumped you. Who will hurt him the most?

You look at your own daughter, Irene, think she’s owed the revenge, but you can see both the past and the future and know that giving her guilt to carry is not doing her any favors. There is a cruel impulse inside her, one that you gave her, that you do not want to feed. You know that most of her misery was brought about by you. When she dies, you will face your own reckoning, but for now you have no plans to ruin her life any further.

You look at the other two women, his daughter and granddaughter, the products of the weak woman he married after you. You have passed her in the other place, for she’s dead now too. You thought you’d have harsh words for her, that her day of reckoning would come, but you mostly feel sorry for her. You can feel her pining for Abel, pleading with you to spare him, until you’ve recently had no choice but to shut her out.

You are so close to Abel as he tells them you can smell the Wray & Nephew rum on his breath, but he can’t see or sense you. When he says the words I was born Abel Paisley, you see your daughter shake her head. It will take her a while to understand that her father was alive all those years and left her behind to suffer with you. After he says the words I was born Abel Paisley, his daughter Estelle exhales deeply, tears form in her eyes, but then she just bursts out laughing. For the first time in her life, she actually looks at her father with gratitude. She actually turns to the old man and says, “Thank you.” Estelle puts her arms around her daughter, Caren, who, after he tells them, begins to cry.

Irene stands up and crosses the room, kneeling before Abel, and for a moment you worry that she will choke the life out of him before you even have a chance to. Instead she studies his face. She is thinking about the picture, the one under the mango tree, and when she recognizes him, she walks out of the room, collects her purse from the hall, and leaves for good, slamming the front door so hard it shakes you. You look at the two girls left in the room and reassure yourself that no matter which one ends him, it will actually be you. If only he could see you as he’s falling. If you still had a mouth, you would be laughing. If you still had a body, you would dance.






THE LAMB OR THE LION

Kingston, 1966

ABEL

Wherever he goes, Abel drags the dead man with him. It is his first day back since the murder of his partner six weeks ago, and here is Abel in his police car, stalled in downtown Kingston traffic on his way into the station, and there is Bully haunting the passenger seat beside him, the front of his uniform stiff from the dried and caked blood, the once black color dyed a rusty brown. Bully has become an extension of Abel’s imagination, a flickering light that goes on and off without notice. It’s been a struggle to stay focused on the living world.

Tomorrow God comes to Jamaica. Haile Selassie, the emperor of Ethiopia, has announced that he will stop in Kingston on his Caribbean tour, and so every one of his followers on the island has migrated to the capital by any method they can manage. Rastafarians have gridlocked the roads. They arrive stuffed into the backs of chicken trucks from their mountain hamlets or on foot from the slums of West Kingston. They walk in the road and alongside it, pushing their belongings in wheelbarrows, dragging them in overstuffed rucksacks, or holding them in their arms.

The Rastas remind Abel of the men who ambushed his partner. As he watches them snake between cars, trying to get to the other side of the street, he feels a tremor begin in his left leg that slowly builds and moves throughout his entire body. He tries to steady himself by gripping the steering wheel tighter.

Bully’s acrid sweat, his living smell, is still emanating from the driver’s seat. Abel wants to stick his head out of the window to escape it; he would rather inhale the saltwater air, mixed with exhaust, but he doesn’t want any of the pedestrians to notice that he is shaking.

You mus’ push the man outta fi yuh head, Vera tells him each night when he wakes from the same nightmare. He can’t, though. The sight of his partner crumpled on the hood of their car, dying, will never leave him. His wife cannot understand or maybe she just refuses to. Vera had never liked Bully, had long harped that the man was a bad influence. Her lack of empathy is just one of the things that has pushed them apart during the first year of their marriage.

Another is the fact that Abel didn’t want to return to the police force after Bully’s murder; he never wanted to join in the first place, he knew he wasn’t cut out, but Vera threatened to leave him if he quit, just as she insisted that he join up. There are not many options for people like him, she’d reminded him over and over. She means for the poor, the too country, the uneducated. When they argue, he stops short of blaming her for Bully’s death, but a part of him does. After all, everything that Abel is now is her creation. The word that she has said the most this past year is sacrifice. It was she who sacrificed her family and their money to be with Abel. It was she who went from training as a bookkeeper for her father’s law practice to working at a garment factory, she likes to remind him. Whereas Abel actually improved his circumstance, going from being a rich man’s chauffeur to a constable. They still don’t have much money, but they have a future, if he gets promoted. They have respect.

If Abel does not perform his fair share of sacrifice, he knows their marriage will end. Lately he’s been worrying that she wants him to die, to get killed on duty, just to spare herself the embarrassment of divorce. Why else would she insist he keep a job so dangerous?

If that is his wife’s wish, Abel is wondering if today is the day it will come true, when he hears the police dispatcher’s voice through his radio: Child stuck in tree in Harbour View. He breathes, relieved for the easy task, hopeful that he will live to see the evening.

It was no secret that what he and Bully had for the last year was not a real partnership. Bully doled out orders and Abel obeyed them. Now he must act on his own until he’s paired with someone else, but he’s not sure he even knows how. The last time Bully ordered Abel to do something (Follow me and watch the door, Abe), Abel refused, and now his partner is dead.

Abel decides that if he can think like his partner—Bully was a thirty-year veteran of the constabulary force, after all—he has a better chance of surviving. He’s tried so hard to get inside Bully’s head he feels like he has come to know him better since his death. What he saw as cruelty in his partner now seems like a means of survival.

He turns on his siren and waits for the other cars to move. The cars in front of him begrudgingly ease into the next lane, but as soon as one moves, new people flood into the open space, trying to get across the street. Abel honks his horn, but the crowd ignores him. The sky, filled with a glaring sun all morning, suddenly becomes overcast, and Abel prays for rain, a reason for people to flee indoors.

He begins inching forward, pushing on the gas pedal gently. A group of women holding palm branches bang on the hood of his car, but he keeps moving, leaning on the horn, no longer timid, imagining that it is Bully’s leg pressing on the gas, not his own, until they are forced to clear out of his way.



Now here is Abel at the house in Harbour View, walking around to the backyard where he finds that the boy looks about nine or ten—too old to be so cowardly. Abel, a country boy from Harold Town, grew up climbing trees, often with his friend Stanford. His mother worked as a maid in Kingston, so he barely saw her. He never knew his father. He was raised by his grandparents, who taught him to farm, how to subsist on whatever was growing around him. He is thinking someone should have already taught this boy the rules of survival, when the boy’s mother puts her hand on his shoulder, wringing the fabric of his uniform with her nervous fingers.

“Lawd Jesus! Him soon drop an’ bruk up himself!” she shouts.

A twenty-five-foot drop, Abel estimates. But a voice inside of him says, Good, fall, and he imagines the lanky body plummeting, the legs realigned at odd angles. He knows the voice is not his own; it is Bully’s. People can see the boy from the road, so some have decided to use the top of a cement fence as bleachers to see what Abel will do next.

“Hurry up and get the bwai down, Red!” someone shouts when Abel takes off his hat for a moment, exposing his cinnamon-colored hair, to wipe the sweat from his brow. There are at least ten onlookers by the time he inches up to the tree—men, women, and children—all laughing at the coward. As Abel stands surveying the backyard, an afternoon shower erupts, his prayer answered at the worst time, and he looks up at the boy, knowing he’ll lose his grip on the slippery bark.

The boy’s features are hard to distinguish in the distance, but Abel can see the white of his teeth as he winces in pain, struggling to hold on. He imagines Bully pulling out his gun and pointing it at the child, ordering him to come down by his own will or prepare to face God’s. Abel fondles the handle of his gun, but no—he is not his partner. He doesn’t have the clout to get away with breaking too many rules.

He goes to lock his holster and gun in the car. He prepares himself to climb. But what will he do when he gets to the top? This boy is almost too big to sit on his back. Abel pictures himself holding one of the child’s ankles from below, tugging just hard enough until he’s forced to move.

Too hard and he falls.

Fall.

Fall.

He can’t stop himself from thinking it. You mus’ push the man outta fi yuh head. He tries to concentrate on the boy and push his partner aside for the moment. Abel sees a stray cat run past him to find shelter from the downpour. He wants to do this too, to find shelter curled up inside a hollowed-out tree, safe and dry, like the saner animals, not out here doing a job no one else wants. But it is better than getting shot at, he reasons. It occurs to him that they no longer trust him to do anything more. He looks at the boy and then at the people sitting on the wall, and he knows that he cannot be the fool who let his partner get killed on his watch and the one who let a child fall and break his neck.

Abel starts to climb just as the rain beats down harder. He is barely five feet up the tree when he slips off, landing on his feet. The onlookers behind him erupt with laughter. He circles the area around the tree, hoping they can’t see his face turning from its light brown to the color of his hair. He notices a pole in the ground with a piece of rope still tied to the bottom, probably once used to tether a goat. He asks the boy’s mother if he can use the rope to make a foot strap. He takes off his shoes and socks, wraps the rope around his feet, and tries again.

The first time Abel climbed a coconut tree, he was alone. He remembers the feeling of disappointment when he got to the top, realizing there was no one there to see his triumph. But then he took in the view: he could see the zinc roofs of his neighbors’ houses, the women washing their clothes down by the river, his grandfather bringing home stalks of sugarcane on the back of his mule. He felt powerful, capable, like the entire world was his and he needed no one. He tries to remember the last time he felt that way, definitely not since he joined the police force, or moved to the city, maybe not since he became an adult.

As Abel moves up the tree, he feels suddenly energized by his muscle memory kicking in. He scales about fifteen feet with ease, just as he had when he was younger. He pauses to catch his breath, sees that the boy is more attainable, though still too high. Suddenly, a bolt of lightning cracks through the sky and catches him off guard, and for a second before Abel loses his grip and falls, he sees his partner standing at the base of the tree, watching him, his skin gray, his eyes covered by a white film. Abel lands on his back, hard. The boy wails as he too slides several feet down, scraping some skin off the inside of his forearms, until the pain forces him to let go, and he lands with a thud just beside Abel.

Abel is out for a brief time; it doesn’t feel like long, but when he wakes, coughing out the water that has filled his open mouth, he can hear Bully laughing. The laughter seems to surround him. He rubs the back of his head to see if he is bleeding. The boy is beside him, and Abel turns to see the child, on his back too, whimpering. The mother is kneeling over him, cradling him in her arms as if she’s certain he’s dying.

It invokes a slight resentment in Abel to see how this boy is babied. He thinks of how Vera doted on him when they first got together—how she showered him with a depth of affection he’d never known, how she’d stand on the veranda and wave as he drove off each morning, how she’d make sure she was there waiting as he got home. But that lasted only for a few months. Since Vera started working at the factory, she’s constantly withdrawn and irritable. This life is her doing, yet she seems to hate it as much as Abel.

“Gary. Look how you get cut up so! Nuh move,” the mother says to her son. “You mustn’t try fi move. Make me go get some rubbing alcohol and bandage.” She gets up and runs into the house.

Abel’s vision is blurred, but he can see the outline of his partner, coming into focus. Bully is turned away from Abel, facing the tree that he and the boy fell from. He is standing with his face close to the bark, as if he is studying it, but Abel knows that he is letting him see his back, the deep gashes that the cutlass blade made when the men attacked him. The wounds are still open, red and raw, a reminder to Abel that all his choices so far have been the wrong ones. He closes his eyes and then opens them; the vision is gone.

Abel stands up and it feels as if a bushfire has ignited in between his temples. He sees that the onlookers have lost interest and left. The mother is dressing the boy’s wounds with rubbing alcohol, and he squeals every time the cotton touches his skin.

“You alright,” his mother keeps saying to her son.

Abel tries to clear his head and focus enough to walk back to his car. He wonders why he had believed this task would be simple, when nothing about his new life is. His thoughts are interrupted by the boy squealing, a sound that worms its way into his ear and makes his head pound, makes him ball his fists in frustration.

Abel bends down over the boy. “Listen to me. You too big for this foolishness,” he says. He reaches for the boy’s face, tries to make him look at him, but the child howls like a dog and shakes his head back and forth. Abel finds his hand pulling back and then making contact with the child’s face before he realizes what’s happening. The sound of the slap is as loud as the bolt of lightning.

“Wha’ wrong with you?” the mother yells, pushing Abel away from them with her free hand. “You gone crazy, man? Leave fi me son alone before me report you.”

Abel stands up but looks the boy in the eye. He is about to apologize when he sees that the boy has finally stopped crying. His face is absent of emotion, as if the slap has thrown him right out of his body. A part of Abel feels like he is standing at a distance, watching his own body’s actions, aghast. But another part feels exhilarated. He has done this child a favor. He thinks if Bully is watching, he would be nodding his head in approval.

VERA

The last thing Vera remembers is rising from her sewing machine to get some air. Now she wakes to find two of her coworkers propping her up in a plastic chair in front of the manager’s desk, as if they are staging a mannequin in a shop window. Someone puts a cup of water to her lips and raises her own hand to hold it, but she can’t feel her body, let alone control it, so it falls.

Mr. Zacca nods at the floor, and she feels the girl to her left, Madge, remove her weight from Vera’s left side to tackle the water. Vera’s body begins to slump in the direction that Madge went until Vivian, the girl on her right, straightens her up. Mr. Zacca begins talking, but it is hard for Vera to listen, so distracted is she by the sensation of her limbs being numb.

“You know seh me cyaan have one pregnant woman in hereso. How you fi keep up? Come back when you not pregnant,” he says, waving her away like dust.

Madge was the only one she told. Vera uses the little strength that has returned to her to look the woman in the eye, telling her without words that she is lucky that Vera is too weak to punish her for her betrayal. Meanwhile, Vivian offers to accompany her home, but Mr. Zacca refuses to pay her for the time, so she walks Vera to the bus stop, gives her a hug goodbye, as if she knows she will never see her again. Vivian’s prediction is spot-on because Vera knows that she cannot go back, for they will ask her about the baby. She can say she lost it, true in a sense, but every time she tells the lie, she will remember how she betrayed Abel. She’s pregnant by another man, and she has no intention of letting Abel or anyone else know.

And besides, Vera had told herself that the job at the factory would only be temporary. Just until she could find something better, though she’s worked there for more than nine months. She planned to save up money to go back to school, but so far, she hasn’t been able to make any progress. Vera’s father was a barrister, so she had grown up comfortable. She never worked as hard as she should have in school, and she quit after fifth form. She had taken for granted that she would be the wife of a man with means. She knows she would have if she hadn’t fallen for Abel.

It is Vera’s goal to find her way back to that life again, but her choice of husband has worked against her at every turn. It never seemed to occur to Abel to want more, so she had to do the wanting for both of them. He would have been fine to continue working as a chauffeur, if she hadn’t pushed him. She told him straightaway that she had no intention of making a life of hard labor part of her marriage vows. She saw how the other women at the factory had been ground down to the bone so that they looked much older than they were. She promised herself she would never be like them.

Next to the bus stop, a group of Rastafarians is congregating. Vera counts fifteen of them moving up the street and can pick out several more weaving through pedestrians to join their brethren. Most are setting up drums. They’re dressed in long white tunics cinched at the waist with cords and white turbans. Some of them have dreadlocks but not all. A few carry long staffs, taller than their heads, curled at the top like a shepherd’s. She’s never seen Rastafarians dressed like these, and she wonders if they are wearing some special ceremonial garments in honor of Selassie’s visit to Kingston.

Pages from this morning’s discarded Jamaica Gleaner lay scattered and trampled on the ground, occasionally being picked up and transported along the sidewalk by foot traffic and the wind. Vera reads them as she waits, hoping that focusing on the words will make her feel steadier on her feet.

EMPEROR SELASSIE LANDS IN TRINIDAD

POSTAL SERVICE CRIPPLED BY STRIKE

KEEP ON POURING GORDON’S DRY GIN.

Most people are sucking their teeth and shaking their heads as they pass by, annoyed at having to go around the demonstrators. The Rastas begin beating the skin of their drums. Two of them are hoisting the Ethiopian flag, emblazoned with a golden lion. A man with his face hidden under a thick beard, his profile obscured by matted dreadlocks, holds up a photo of Haile Selassie and yells over and over, “Behold the Lamb of God!”

Which taketh away the sin of the world. Vera remembers enough to complete the verse, though she knows her pastor would be horrified to see who it is being used to describe. He would no sooner entertain the idea that Selassie is the incarnation of Christ than he would that Vera is the new Virgin Mother. What would her pastor do if he knew that she was getting rid of a child? Would he rally the congregation to chase her from the church? Would he use her as a cautionary tale, make her the Jezebel in one of his sermons?

She bows her head and asks for forgiveness, getting a head start. Takes a moment to explain it one more time to Jesus Christ himself. While she knows she’s adding more sin to her soul, it is the only way to spare Abel more suffering. He’s already watched his partner die. Besides, this way, if she needs to leave Abel, and that seems more of a possibility lately, this will make her load much lighter. Well, isn’t leaving your husband a sin too? It’s her mother’s voice she hears. She hasn’t spoken to her mother in a year, since she married Abel. Her mother did not think Abel had any drive to better himself, and it burns Vera to know she was right.

But there is no question in her mind that this Abel is not the man she married, though she had known him for just three months before he proposed. When they met, she had been the outside woman of a man twenty years her senior, Chester Brown, a friend of her father’s. Her mother had always told her to find a man in the church, but those who were unmarried were still boys. She wanted a man who knew himself, someone already established like her father. She had known Chester since she was a child, so she felt at ease around him. It also helped that he bought Vera almost anything she wanted, though she wasn’t after gifts. She wanted a husband, a life just like the one her parents had built. In her naivete, she thought that since this man slept with her and complained about his wife, it meant she had a chance of replacing her.

But he made it clear to Vera that she should never come by his house. He was just as afraid of Vera’s father finding out about their affair as he was his wife. One day, she surprised him, when she knew that his wife had gone to visit relatives in England. He let her inside, rushed her in so the neighbors wouldn’t see. They quarreled, and before she could turn to leave, he hit her. She hit him right back. He became enraged and started beating her.

She knew all the house staff heard her cries for help, but it was only Abel, Chester’s driver, who did something. Abel chased the man right out of his own house and beat him in return, in his yard, as his neighbors looked on and did nothing. She had never known a man to stand up for her like that, except for her father. She thought it meant he loved her. She had never thought she would choose love over comfort, but her attraction to Abel, and her gratitude, was so strong she let everything else fall away. At first. Later, when Vera told Abel what kind of life she wanted, he promised to work to give it to her. When she asked him to become a constable, to improve his station in life, he didn’t seem to hesitate.

Now he thinks that the city is not for him, and he wants to go back to his poor country life in Harold Town. He doesn’t treat her like he used to. Not since they paired him with that wicked man as his partner. He’s turned against her. He flinches when she touches him. She’s not sure he even realizes it. Still, she knows no excuse will be good enough for her mother. Is so you jus’ go from one man bed to another? If you say vows, you mus’ follow through. If she leaves him, wherever she goes, it cannot be back to her family.

“King of Kings, Lord of Lords,” one of the Rastas shouts. He holds the photo of the emperor, turning to his right, then his left, so all can see. Vera looks up from her newspaper page just as he turns to her, and their eyes meet. She looks back down at the ground.

Once the bus arrives, the teeming crowds rush it, and Vera abandons hope for a seat. She ends up standing next to the very same Rasta she’d just made eye contact with. Up close, Vera sees his eyes are a bright hazel, which stand out against his cherrywood complexion and light-brown dreaded hair. He smiles down at her, just as, to her horror, a wave of nausea hits her, and she leans over, and without thinking, she vomits into her purse. People start to groan and hold their noses. She feels light-headed, looks around with desperation for someone to give up their seat. Her knees are about to go limp when the Rasta puts his arm around her and pulls her head into his chest. “Is alright, sistah; you can lean on me,” he says. Her first instinct is to push him away for acting so fresh with her, but she feels dizzy, as if she might faint. She is too sick to do anything but surrender. His head is above hers, so he can’t see how red she’s become. Her skin feels hot.

She wonders how she got here, leaning into this man like they are old lovers, when she had been raised to roll her eyes or curl her top lip at someone with his ragged appearance. Her mother would die if she saw her now. Vera can see her disapproving pale face in her mind vividly. Her mother, Patricia, taught her that whiteness was partly a state of mind, part manipulation of the body. Though she always told Vera her nose was too broad, her hair a little too kinky to pass as she did, if she let the relaxer sit in her hair until it burned, if she stayed out of the sun, if she displayed the right manners, the right poise, if she inserted her white grandfather in enough conversations and forgot that all of her ancestors on the other branches came from slaves, she would rise above her blackness. Jamaica was independent now; there was no need to be as lily-white as the queen—near white was white enough.

But here come these people, the Rastas like the one who held her up now, who believe that Ethiopia is the true Holy Land and that Haile Selassie is the living God. Decrying the very foundation of their colonial education, preaching instead that whites are the ones who are inferior and wicked. Embracing her blackness had become unnatural to Patricia, and subsequently to Vera, but she wondered now why it seemed more natural to put lye acid on the roots of her hair than to let it grow the way she was born. She understood why her mother carried on so when she saw Rastas walking the same streets as her, why she sometimes would call the police if she saw one near their house. They were manifestations of a truth she didn’t want to face, and believed that if scorned enough could be permanently banished. Her mother didn’t want to hear that more of her ancestors came from Africa than from England. That she was idolizing and mimicking the masters who raped and beat her foremothers and forefathers. That slavery was not over, and they’d never truly be free unless they rejected everything they’d been taught to value. Even the white Jesus she worshipped so feverishly. That woman would never embrace Haile Selassie, a god who looked like them, when she was taught that blackness was the opposite of everything divine.

But what if it wasn’t? What if her mother was wrong? What if Marcus Garvey was right and a black king would redeem them? Save Vera from the poverty and fear she had come to know only now, but that other black people had experienced since the first white face appeared on the shores of Africa. All she knew was that her mother who had raised her had spurned her, but this stranger now held her up.

Her mother must be fuming, seeing how the prime minister is laying out the red carpet for Selassie, as they would for the queen. How his visit is invigorating a religion that people like her dismiss as nonsense and is bringing its many followers out of the shadows. Her mother will not possibly be able to call the police on everyone fast enough. Communists, she would spit out if she saw them. The dirtiest word she could possibly utter. She didn’t think much more of Abel. While she approved of his lighter skin and red hair, ’cause it meant that somewhere in his tree, someone was white, she would never forgive his mother for having skin as black as coal and scrubbing floors.

Vera thinks of Abel as she stands on the crowded bus with her head against this man’s chest. How can a man change completely in so short a time? For the entire twenty-minute bus ride home, she contemplates whether she can ever again feel as safe with Abel as she does in this stranger’s arms.

When the bus reaches Vera’s stop, she mumbles thank you, but the man insists upon helping her off the bus. She finds that she is reluctant to say goodbye; it’s been so long since Abel has shown her affection and she feels starved for physical contact. Her hand is still up in the air, waving, after the bus has disappeared.

This is when she sees her neighbor Roman coming up the street, and she promptly vomits right at her front gate at the sight of the father of her child. She hasn’t told him about it, and she has no intention to. She didn’t choose him because she wanted to be with him. She chose him because he was there. He calls her name, but she ducks next door to Marcia Hammond’s. Marcia is the one who gave her the gully root tea she’s been drinking for the past week, and she will know what to do next.

The burglar bar gate around Marcia’s veranda has been drawn and padlocked shut, so Vera rattles the bars and yells Marcia’s name until she comes outside.

“Is wha’ wrong with you, gal? You want the whole world fi know we business?”

“The tea a make me too sick,” says Vera.

“Sick how?”

“You nuh see me just vomit right in front of me yard?”

Marcia nods and ushers her inside, looking past her, paranoid that somehow her neighbors will label her an abortionist from their brief exchange. Marcia had said no at first when Vera asked her for help. She’d only changed her mind when Vera begged her, refused to take no for an answer. Vera leaves her purse sitting on Marcia’s veranda before she enters the house.

“Why you lookin’ ’round? No one a worry ’bout me,” Vera says as she crosses the threshold.

“Me nuh wan’ advertise that me a try fi play doctor. Me nuh wan’ fi yuh husband fi find out that is me who help you get rid of him child.”

“Yuh mad? How him fi find out? Abel is the last somebody me expect fi think ’bout me today. Him no long fi talk to nobody but himself.”

Marcia laughs. “Yes, me dear, that man too funny. Every time me see him me think him try fi say something to me but is himself him a talk to.”

“Him not funny when you married to him, and when you the one pregnant by him.”

“Him mus’ did really love him partner like one bredda.”

“Like slave love master,” she said. “That fat man did make Abel run ’round every which way til him head nearly drop off.”

“He will fix him head on straight. The man just in mournin’.”

“Him will mourn him family one day,” Vera says. “Him will mourn me ’cause if him no learn fi act right, as soon as this baby gone, me gone too.”

“Stop yuh foolishness, gal. You think the man mus’ run behind you every minute like pickney. Him provide fi you, right? Him no beat you, right? Then you mus’ mind him. You still young. You hardly even married one year. You shoulda did see the kind of evil fi me husband do me, and me stay with that man fi twenty years. Then Jesus fix it.”

Vera sucks the air between her teeth.

“After you no wish you have them twenty years back?”

Marcia pretends she doesn’t hear her. She guides Vera to the back bedroom and lays her down on crisp sheets. The ceiling fan is on and the room is cool.

“You see blood yet?” Marcia asks.

“No.”

“Then it nuh work yet, foo-fool gal,” she says, and begins massaging Vera’s abdomen, ignoring her groans. Vera envies Marcia’s life. Marcia’s abusive husband was killed in a bar fight. With the money she inherited upon his death, she put herself through nursing school and bought herself a house. She never had children. She does not have to wait for a man to find himself or his courage.

“Yuh belly hurt here?” Marcia asks, prodding.

“Yes,” Vera says, wincing.

Marcia laughs. “Well, it right fi hurt you, you wicked woman. Me nuh know why you nuh just keep it.”

Vera ignores the comment. “When yuh think it will finish?” she asks.

“Soon. Me cyaan predict exactly. Tonight or tomorrow? You fi drink more. It will make it work faster. When you feel blood, make sure you go bathroom and lock the door. Make sure Abel nuh see. Me nuh wan’ that man come after me with no gun.”

“You think him go bathroom with me?”

They laugh together.

“What the time?”

“Half past four,” Marcia says. “So get off of me bed and go cook dinner fi yuh husband, you wutless gal.”

By the time Vera makes it to her door, she’s dizzy and nauseous again, but she fixes more of Marcia’s tea anyway and drinks a cup. She goes into the bedroom to lie down, falls asleep for a short time, until she’s woken by her stomach cramping. She turns her face into the pillow to muffle her moans of pain, just in case Abel has already gotten home. She hears footsteps.

“Abel?” she calls out, and then rises, composes herself, and goes into the living room to check. She finds the house empty. She feels another sharp cramp in her stomach that forces her to her knees. She looks at the floor and sees a spot of blood drip from her thighs, then another. She’s left a thin trail from the bedroom.

“Jesus,” she cries, as she feels a different kind of pain coming over her. A ripping, a tearing, as if her skin is peeling itself from her body, and then total stillness, as if her own heart has stopped. She knows that the child is gone, and she stays on the floor, letting the relief and guilt wash over her.

ABEL

After leaving the angry mother and stunned child, Abel once again has to weave through the masses—the enraged rush-hour drivers and the sojourning Rastafarians—to make it back to the station and finally clock out for the day. At the station he finds all the men gathered in a circle, cheering and laughing. The lockup is filled with Rastafarians. They have been flooded with complaints by “concerned” residents, but the police can do little about the influx of religious fervor throughout the city, except have a little fun. He thinks that they are watching a domino game, but when Abel joins the circle, he sees that they have one of the Rasta men strapped to a chair. Two rookies are at work cutting off his dreadlocks one by one with scissors. His sergeant, Singleton, has a straight razor and is working away at the man’s thick beard.

“You need shave pussy?” he asks when he notices Abel. Singleton was close to Bully and doesn’t hide the fact that he blames Abel for his death. Where were you, Abel? Where were you? How can Abel blame the man for not hiding his contempt? Abel was there and he did nothing.

“Abel, you get the bwai down yet?” Singleton asks, exchanging sly grins with the other constables in the room. The rest of the men, who all seem to share Singleton’s belief that Abel is a pathetic coward, pounce.

“Me hear them will send Abe fi stake out permanently in front of the bwai primary school.”

They laugh.

“You need backup, Abe? Me son will follow you ’pon him tricycle.”

They laugh.

“My wife a look one work. Why we nuh jus’ give her Abel job?”

He shouldn’t just take this. He knows that Bully would tell him not to. Abe, why you nuh just grab the man by him shirt neck and tump him right inna him face? Wha’ wrong with you?

If Abel were to break a nose, they would respect him. A little. He wouldn’t get in trouble. Instead, they would say, We never know you have fight in you, Abe.

Abel tries to recall how he felt just before he beat up Chester Brown, his former employer and the man Vera had been with before they got together. Even though only a little more than a year has passed, he feels like he was someone else back then. He never thought too far into the future, so he was never afraid. He hadn’t yet seen evil in the world up close. He worked for Chester to save to build his mother a bigger house in Harold Town. By then, she was the only family he had left. Yet the house wasn’t something they fretted over as he did now with Vera. Money or no money, he knew they would always find a way. He had thought Vera was far too young and too pretty for Chester. The man was greedy. He had everything and yet he wanted more. When Abel had heard Vera scream, it awakened a rage in him toward his employer that he had long stifled just to keep his job. It felt good to beat him. Now he looks back on the fool he was. He could have easily ended up in jail, but luckily Chester was too afraid of his wife finding out to go to the police. Abel didn’t understand then that there are forces greater than him, too big to fight, waiting to snuff him out as suddenly as they did Bully.

Besides, he doesn’t want this job, sees no reason to fight for it, but looking around the room he wonders if they will leave him with no choice. Abel knows now that they only want to push him until he quits on his own.

“Why in the hell you box the bwai in him face?” Singleton demands. The tone of his voice quiets all the laughter. “We try fi make sure we send you something on fi yuh level, and you show me you lower than even I did believe.”

Abel is caught off guard. He hadn’t suspected that word would travel faster than he did.

“Bully woulda hit the boy,” he says without thinking.

“Ah, is so it go now? You think you will be the new big man in here? Who ask you fi replace him? The man did trust you fi watch him back and you sit ’pon yuh backside inna yuh car and let him get chop up.”

The word chop pushes him back in time. He is there sitting behind the wheel of his police car, watching the man bring the blade down on Bully’s back as the other two men hold him. He tries to see their faces this time. He had told Singleton that they were Rastas, but now as he recounts the scene in his mind, he realizes he barely looked at them at all. In his dreams, they are faceless. All he saw were the blades, the blood, and his partner. In all likelihood they’ll never be caught, and he knows it’s his fault. In the face of a kind of violence he’d never known was even possible, Abel froze.

But what would these men do if they were faced with the same kind of bloodshed? If Abel were to take out his gun and open fire on all of them, would someone play hero? He is frightened by his own dark thoughts. The price to save face is too big, he decides. Instead, he imagines himself sliding his badge and gun across Singleton’s desk. For a brief second all of the fear and pain exits his body, and he knows what he must do. He plans to tell Vera tonight. Make her understand that there’s no way forward for him in this job. Some sacrifices are too much.

“Bwai, why you still in front of me?” Singleton shouts. “Matter of fact …” Singleton walks up to Abel and hands him a broom. “Sweep up,” he says, as the rest of the men retreat to the locker room.

Abel takes the broom, hesitates before letting it drop. Singleton has already turned to walk away by the time it clatters to the floor. They have left the man strapped to the chair, crying soundlessly, and the noise from the broom causes him to look up. He’s a man much younger than Abel first took him for, his youth hidden beneath all that hair. He looks at Abel and then at the hair at his feet with wet, bleary eyes filled with disbelief.

“It was nuh me who do it,” Abel says, looking in the man’s hazel eyes, but he gives Abel a look of such loathing that for a minute he truly feels as guilty as if he had actually snipped off the long dreads scattered on the floor.

Before going home, Abel sneaks into the evidence locker to pinch a little ganja. He had heard Vera vomiting in the bathroom before he left in the morning, and he hopes that it will help with whatever stomach virus she has caught.

When Abel arrives home, he finds his neighbor from down the street, Roman, pounding on the door to the metal grillwork, calling out his wife’s name.

Abel enters the gate, stands behind him, and observes quietly.

Vera doesn’t come to the door, and Abel watches Roman turn away, clearly frustrated. He jumps nervously when he sees Abel.

“Jeezam! Me never see you behind me. Why you sneak up ’pon people?”

“Why you a look fi Vera?” Abel asks, not bothering to feign concern.

“She say she will help me pick up a few things fi send to me wife over foreign,” he says. He walks past Abel and leans over their fence, looking out into the street, suddenly disinterested. Too disinterested. Of late Roman has been too friendly with Vera. This is not the first time Abel’s found him in his house when he wasn’t home. A week ago, when he came home for his lunch, he found Roman sitting in his living room. He should have said something then.

The metal grillwork is padlocked from the inside, so he knows Vera must be home, but he doesn’t say anything to Roman. He squeezes his hand through a space in the bars, uses his key to open the padlock, and fumbles with it for a few moments until he is able to pull the lock out. He goes inside the house, leaving Roman behind without a word.
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