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One

frankie put down his empty water bucket on the side of the steep mountainside road that was just wide enough for a sedan and two well-fed goats. The sun had only just started to warm, too early for the post office to be open. Still, Frankie gazed at the ramshackle building. His scholarship letter could be inside. It was nearly all he thought about these days. If it came—if it brought good news—he soon might be headed off to study in America. Jamaica was so bankrupt it could hardly afford hope, but hope was Frankie’s light, and one he shined often.

In the distance lay miles of lush green forest and fields, and beyond that, the capital city of Kingston. A handful of twenty-story structures sat at the center of the skyline. Near the Olympic stadium, where he’d once seen the Jamaican sprinters practice relays, stood the University of the West Indies campus. Frankie knew he could get into their engineering program, but all a Jamaican diploma guaranteed was debt. Jobs for young people were just too hard to find.

Gnats circled. Frankie stuck a forefinger in the corner of his eye and removed a dead one. He studied it—his own career might be as short-lived, even if he got the chance to study at the University of Arizona. A classmate’s older brother had recently come back from America—he hadn’t been able to secure work even though he had a master’s degree in engineering. No way was Frankie going to let that happen. He flicked the gnat away.

The rev of an engine broke the early morning quiet. A black Toyota barreled down the mountain toward him. A thumping bass and pulsating rhythm rippled through the humid air, Sizzla’s raspy voice and reggae lyrics flowing from the car stereo. His uncle Joe’s long, sinewy arm emerged from the window of the shotgun seat, in his hand, a Glock revolving in a slow, tight circle like a predator stalking prey.

Frankie smiled, then pulled it back to a smirk. His uncle always kept a round in the chamber. Pulling the slide took time, and time was what you didn’t have when things got ugly. Uncle Joe had his finger on the trigger, and the road had a lot of potholes. A step to the left or right to get out of range would have been the smart thing to do—cuz accidents happened. But Frankie held his ground.

The Toyota rolled to a stop in front of Frankie. “Pop, pop, pop, pop!” his uncle shouted, his thick brown dreads making his angular face look even more so. He lowered his gun and extended his fist. Frankie bumped it with his own, catching a whiff of weed so skunky it had to be good. Uncle Joe’s red eyes confirmed it. Ice Box was at the wheel, engulfing the driver’s side with his massive frame. He was one of Joe’s enforcers. His other, Buck-Buck, sat in the backseat talking on his cell phone.

“Wha gwan, Nephew?” Joe asked. “You hear about the scholarship?”

Frankie couldn’t go anywhere without being asked that question. “Not yet, Uncle.”

Joe pulled back his locks, gazing at him. “If you get it, you going to run away from Jamdown. You going to leave your people.” Joe was still smiling, but his words felt like a slap.

“I’m not running away, Uncle.”

Joe held up a hand—wait—as his phone buzzed. He searched his pockets, pulled out a flip phone and a Blackphone, and answered the Blackphone.

The flip phone was prepaid, Frankie knew, with nothing that tied his uncle’s name to it, and the Blackphone had special encryption in case he had to send a message.

Like Joe had just sent a message with his dis: You going to run away from Jamdown. Sure, Frankie wanted to leave Jamaica for the job opportunities in America, all his friends did. Jamaica was like a messed-up parent: You loved it, but at the same time you wanted to leave it. You said bad things about it, but you’d get mad if anyone else said anything bad about it.

Frankie wanted to explain that. He paced while his uncle barked at whoever was on the other line.

Finally Joe clicked off the phone. “Yes, Nephew.”

“I’m not running away, Uncle,” Frankie said again. “Once I set myself up over there, I’m coming back, gonna do some big things for Jamaica.”

“Big things, eh?” Joe nodded slowly. “Ambition is important, just no forget is here you born, is here you should spread your roots. And you must watch out for Babylon. It’s even bigger in America than Jamdown.”

Frankie nodded back knowingly. For his uncle, and all Rastafarians, “Babylon” meant corruption in the government and police forces. Joe loved to rail against Babylon as much as he loved to smoke ganja.

“All the wickedness and oppression them perpetrate is a sin me tell you,” Joe went on. “Them allow rich man in suit and tie to steal money them don’t even need. Poor people steal to eat and them go jail.” He sucked hard at his teeth.

Frankie looked away toward the post office, then back to Joe. “But Uncle, you do jobs for the PNP.”

Joe wore an oh, please look on his face. “Me work with the devil that pays me. But that doesn’t mean me won’t call them a devil. P-N-P”—he slowly drew out the letters—“that’s supposed to be the People’s National Party. Now, you going to stand there and tell me they really do anything for the people except feed them bogus theories on how people fi live?” He tapped his gun against the side of the car. “And the other joke. JLP. Jamaica Labour Party—they don’t create any decent jobs for normal people.”

Frankie folded his arms. He’d been doing a lot of reading up on America lately—he might spend four years there! They had two main parties too. As far as he could tell, the JLP was conservative like the Republican Party, and looked out for businesses. The PNP was liberal, and pushed for the rights of workers. But it couldn’t be that simple. Some kids in school were really political, but Frankie thought they just sounded like they were repeating things their parents had said. Would he become more political if he went to America? He wasn’t now, here in Jamdown.

Joe shook his head. “JLP, PNP, whatever, every fucking political party is the same thing.” He frowned. “Yeh, mon, like me say, I have to work with them but me don’t have to agree with their bullshit.” He looked toward Kingston in the distance. “Them protect me from police, and me get them votes. And you know how important that is, right? Whoever wins the Kingston vote, wins Jamaica. I tell you, it’s just one big shitstem.”

Joe’s Rastafarian accent was thick, sometimes even difficult for Frankie to understand. But there was no doubt he was down for the people. It was probably the reason everyone in his posse loved him so much.

Ice Box tapped Joe’s shoulder. “We going to be late, mon.”

Joe turned to Frankie. “Me would give you a ride but me have business in town. Later, Nephew.” He slapped the dash. The Toyota pulled away.

Frankie watched until the wave of the dust kicked up from the tires settled. Things were always exciting when Joe was around, even if nothing really happened. Frankie liked that thrill. He knew he shouldn’t. Posse life wasn’t for him. But still.

It was time to get back to work. He headed over to the old standpipe on the other side of the road. Setting the bucket beneath it, he twisted the iron handle. Water rushed out, water he and his father would use to drink, cook, and flush their toilet. Bucket filled, he gripped the handle and began his mind game: in order to keep his daily task from becoming life-sucking boredom, he would challenge himself to spill not a single drop. He straightened up, but too fast; water sloshed toward the metal rim. Frankie froze. Losing before he even started would make his journey up the mountain feel endless. The water calmed, then settled. He exhaled, took a slow step. Next step, next. As he strode up the road, he moved faster and faster, putting more skin in the game, determined not to spill anything.

A mile into the two miles to home, his arm muscles burned. He paused to shift the bucket to his other hand.

Just past a row of flowering breadfruit trees, Frankie looked out over the gully at the explosion of green—coffee plantations that had been there for decades. The Blue Mountains wore mist like fine jewelry. This could be a scenic overlook, he thought, something to bring in tourism, and money. It wouldn’t even take much construction. A small loader tractor and a few volunteers could do the trick. The problem was the town across the way to the right. Stony Mountain housed a concrete juvenile detention center so massive, so overcrowded, it was practically its own city. The sun glistened off the stream that rippled down to the bottom, and Frankie looked at it longingly. There were underground streams higher up the mountain, and he knew there had to be a way to pipe the water down—like Roman aqueducts—to his own town. People were used to the hour-long journey for water each day—but they shouldn’t have to be! It was something he could do for his town, for others like his—once he came back from America with a degree. If only he could get there. He set off again.

Once the road flattened, the strain on his legs easing Frankie entered the town of Troy. The butcher’s shack, the small elementary school, the rum bar, and Mr. Brown’s general store, where Frankie worked, weren’t open yet. He passed several one-bedroom houses nearly identical to his own, then glanced down at his bucket; small swells lapped the sides, but not a drop spilled. Yeah!

Then a scream, followed by a yelp, pierced the silence. Frankie scanned the area. Damn. In the clearing just past his house, Garnett, Afro funkier than ever, was gesturing angrily at someone sprawled in the dirt.

What the hell was Garnett doing here? He had moved away from Troy last year, to everyone’s relief, especially Frankie’s best friend, Winston. Garnett was always after Winston. Now Frankie noticed the fine clothes—the distressed denim shirt and pants. Huh? Garnett wasn’t smart enough for a paycheck job.

He had to have signed on with a Kingston posse. A whole heap of guys were doing it.

And now Frankie knew exactly why Garnett was here. And who was on the ground. He set down the water bucket just as Garnett sprang toward Winston and kicked him in the stomach. “You haffi’ learn respect!” he barked.

Frankie assessed the situation: Garnett’s shirt clung to his body—no weapon bulged in the front or back. So he sprinted forward.

Winston rolled away, clutching his stomach. “Me didn’t mean anything.”

Frankie launched himself at Garnett as he was readying to unleash another kick, driving his shoulder into Garnett’s back.

They slid onto the dirt. Garnett swung, clipping Frankie’s nose. Eyes watering, Frankie hit back, pounded his knuckles into Garnett’s ribs—once, twice. Garnett curled in a ball like a spider about to die as Frankie hopped up, poised to keep swinging. Backing away slowly, eyes on Garnett, he said, “Winston, man, you okay?”

Garnett slowly unfurled, slowly stood, dirt on his fancy shirt, jeans, his cheek. “Me see your uncle drive past,” he scoffed. “You a big man only because him protect you.”

It was true. The thought of Joe was the only thing that kept Garnett at bay right now.

“Just go,” Frankie said in as calm a voice as he could manage. But he knew this wasn’t the end of it.

Winston braved his way over to them. “You lucky Frankie stopped, or you would get a proper beating,” he jeered.

Frankie smacked Winston’s arm; goading Garnett would only make things worse. But Winston always had to save face.

Garnett smacked his lips as if his mouth was full of bitter fruit. “Me not done,” he said, spreading his fingers menacingly before he turned and stalked away.

“What’s he doing up here anyway? I thought he left.” Frankie said as soon as Garnett was out of earshot.

“Don’t know. Visiting his ma?”

“Maybe. You all right?”

Winston slapped his ample belly. “Well padded, mon.” He stood there, chest out, as if he had just fought Garnett and won.

“So, what’d you do to piss him off this time?”

Winston smirked. “Me just point at his fancy clothes and ask if him win a gift certificate at the Dollar Store.” Winston’s eyes darted from side to side. Then, in a low voice, he said, “Wait till him find out me in a gang too.”

Frankie gaped at him. “Gang? What gang?”

Winston’s eyes went wide. “Shhhh.”

Frankie spun around: Was Garnett back? No—but nearly as bad, here came Samson. Frankie’s father was a sinewy man, a half foot shorter than Frankie, but his fury always made him seem a half foot taller.

“Frankie!” he bellowed now. “What the hell is this? Me can’t believe it, you out here fighting on the street!”

“Yes now, Spanish Town, you daddy gonna beat you with the doo doo stick!” Winston hooted as if they were still in grade school.

Samson’s quick, chopping steps brought back memories of past beatings, each one accompanied by some version of My daddy did beat my behind till I reached twenty-one! Frankie was nearly eighteen, too old for this. Still, he shrank back, braced himself.

His father’s hand hovered by his belt buckle. “Me don’t want you on the street fighting! How much times me have to tell you?”

Frankie wanted to say this wasn’t like the last time, this was Winston, he couldn’t turn his back on his best friend. It was just how things were. “Garnett started this,” he blurted out instead. Those words were easier because he knew how his father felt about Garnett.

“What?” Spittle flew from Samson’s mouth. “Don’t blame nobody for this.”

“You don’t even want to know what happened!”

Embarrassment flickered across his father’s eyes. He wasn’t used to this kind of pushback, Frankie knew, not in public. Frankie usually tried to make things work, walk the tightrope when he had to. But he’d just done a really good thing—stood up for his friend—and it was like his father didn’t want to know about it—

“Me going beat you.” Samson took his belt off and whipped it through the air so fast Frankie didn’t have time to dodge, and it hit Frankie’s hip bone like an electric shock. The next pass cut across Frankie’s back. Spinning away, Frankie grabbed at the recoiling end. He missed, but it was enough to shock Samson. His father stood there for a moment, heave-panting, then stormed back toward their house.

Frankie glared after his father, then glanced at Winston, who gave Frankie a see-you-later chin up. But then he came over for their special handshake—fist bumps, snaps, and crossed elbows—and said he’d stop by the store where Frankie worked after school. He walked gingerly, hunched at the waist, chest no longer peacocked out. Garnett got him good after all.

Frankie watched until Winston made it home; he didn’t trust Garnett not to sneak back and jump him. As he turned back around, he nearly knocked over the water bucket. That would have sucked! He bent to pick it up, finish his daily game of delivering the water without spilling any. A sharp zing of pain made him flinch, and fury at his father flared, the sense of injustice like a mad dog that couldn’t be reasoned with. He cupped a handful of water, a taste as sweet and refreshing as any he’d ever had. Then, glaring at his father’s house, he tilted the bucket, released a slow stream, and angled it until it was empty.
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Two

frankie snapped an aloe stalk from the spiky plant by the front door—his mother had planted one on either side years ago. He went into his house, and he eyed the twelve feet from the living room to the kitchen. Good, Samson wasn’t there. Crossing the floorboards—some maple, some walnut—to the kitchen, he found a knife and split the stalk. Then, lifting his shirt, he ever so gently spread the sticky, cool juice on his back, the puffy lash mark searing like hot grease. As he swallowed down a gasp, he made a vow to himself: this would be the end of it. If he got the scholarship, there was no way he was coming back home to visit if there was another beating. He had to make that clear to his father.

At least he’d put up resistance this time. Hadn’t made a sound. Hadn’t given Samson that satisfaction. Not to mention hadn’t let Winston hear a single howl, grunt, or groan slip from his mouth. That would have been even worse than the physical pain.

The door opened, and Samson glided in, anger gone, an almost meek look on his face. He set his finger on a tiny crack in the wall, blocking the light from outside. “Me don’t love to beat you, you know? Me get beating until I was a grown man, you know?”

But Frankie remembered his father’s face when he’d drawn his belt. A forehead didn’t crinkle up for duty. Eyes didn’t narrow for duty. Duty was calm. Samson’s face had been pure fury.

So Frankie stuck out his chin defiantly. “It wasn’t my fault.”

“Fault, Frankie? Fault isn’t important. Things happen fast out on the street. Damage comes quick and it doesn’t care about fault.”

“He was beating up Winston!”

Samson waved his hand as if shooing a fly. “Winston. That boy don’t know when his tongue becomes his enemy.”

“He isn’t stupid—”

“Plenty smart people don’t know how to conduct themselves. Keep your mind on the scholarship, you hear? Your mother—she dreamed—”

“It is on the scholarship!” Samson didn’t need to remind him about that, or about his mother. The scholarship wasn’t icing on some damn cake—it was the whole cake.

Samson pointed to the aloe branch. “You put the sinkle Bible on your back?”

Frankie nodded, and his father came toward him, raising his hand. Frankie flinched.

Samson paused, blinked, and then pointed at Frankie’s head. “You need haircut, you know?”

“I’m okay,” Frankie said, shrugging, shifting away.

Samson frowned. “You think since me unemployed, me don’t know how to cut hair anymore?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“So come, mon, bring the chair. Me will give you a proper cut.”

Frankie brushed a hand over his tight curls. Haircuts—his father’s way of making peace. “It’s okay. I’ll get one when I go town.”

Samson folded one hand over the other. “Why you want to spend your money when you don’t have to?”

“It can wait. Besides, you cut the sides too short last time,” Frankie said, thinking this was the moment to draw the line on the beatings. A voice, maybe his mother’s, had always held him back before, counseling him to have patience with his father.

He’s having a rough time at work, Frankie. This too shall pass.

Thing was, things hadn’t worked out for Samson as a short-order cook, a handyman, a barber, or even his brief stint as a boxer. So he never stopped beating Frankie.

When he was little, Frankie had looked at his father’s formidable jaw and imagined that no professional boxer would ever take a shot at it for fear of breaking a hand. But of course one did and had shattered that jaw. Now it looked outsize, not befitting a man of Samson’s height. He was five inches too short for that jaw. And Frankie was too tall for the beatings.

“I think it’s time for the beatings to stop,” Frankie said, all the while wondering how the hell his father would respond.

“Oh?” Samson raised that chin. “You know why me beat you?” He unfolded his hands.

“It’s got to stop,” Frankie repeated, holding his father’s gaze.

“My father beat me till I was—”

“I know. I know. But I’m not you. And I’m not going to take it anymore.” The last sentence took all his courage, he felt almost faint.

“As long as you live under my roof, is me in charge of you.” Samson cracked his neck, left, right. “Frankie, me no love to do it. But until you learn to keep away from trouble—”

Frankie gaped at him. “You don’t think I know that?” Samson was clueless! “I work hard at school. I come in first in all my classes. First! I work hard at my job.”

“And one mistake could take all that away!” Samson roared.

Even though it was only the two of them—had been for three years now—his father didn’t notice anything. It was useless. Frankie turned to walk away and tripped over the molding that ran across the middle of the floor, one of Samson’s makeshift attempts to keep the house together.

In the backyard, humidity was thick, hard to breathe. Frankie pulled his bike away from the pimento tree where it leaned. He’d found the abandoned frame of the ten-speed near his school in Kingston, slowly added parts. After some tinkering, he’d gotten one gear to work. One was enough—he didn’t want to spend the money to fix the other nine. One was enough to get back and forth to where he needed to go.

He straddled the bike, thinking that it was about time to head to school—damn, it was going to hurt sitting in a chair. He stared back at his house, a green-and-yellow box with one back window, a colorful cage that shut out the world. His mother had painted it with so much attention, so careful not to get any of the paint on the window.

He glanced at the neighbor’s house, red and brown, set just past a sprinkling of arching lignum vitae trees and tall beech. Same planking as his. Most of Troy’s houses were made from the wooden storage-room walls of the now defunct sugar factory. At least they weren’t corrugated.

Frankie’s grandfather—a bushman who had harvested what he found in the forests for money—had left Samson the land, but it was Samson himself who had managed to build a house and get actual furniture.

Frankie remembered when, just after his nineth birthday, Samson had brought home an old ham radio that needed fixing. His mother, cancer free back then, had wiped her fingers on her apron, threads dangling from the embroidered roses, and sauntered over to his father. “Our junkyard is looking good. All we need now is a mattress and an old car out front,” she’d said, her voice teasing.

“When me done with this, we’ll be able pick up stations from all over the world,” Samson had replied, spinning a screwdriver into the back plate of the radio.

“I don’t doubt you, but does all the junk in Jamaica need to end up in my house?” She rubbed the tips of her fingers together as if working loose cake batter.

Samson had laughed and dropped the screwdriver, his eyes full of affection.

Frankie dashed over to pick up the screwdriver. He held it to the web of circuits and wires and blew air out of his mouth, emulating the whir of a drill.

“No, mon!” Samson snatched the screwdriver out of Frankie’s hand, pushing him away. “You not learning this line of work. You will do something better.”

His mother had added, “You’re going to college. You will be the first one in the family.” She patted down a fraying rose.

His mother… Frankie blinked away the memory. Blinked at their house—it was a shack, really. He wanted a better place, with more space for his father to live in, a building they could take pride in. You’re going to college. You will be the first one in the family. His mother had outlined the path for a better life, but she hadn’t told him how that path would change other things. He thought of all the hours he had spent hitting the books while his friends ran around in the woods and went on adventures. She also hadn’t told him that he would begin to see the world differently from them. The more he had learned, the more he had drifted, like his genes had transformed. His education had given him some sort of strength, but it was also a weight, a pressure he had to carry that the others didn’t. Things were expected of him now.

Frankie had just placed a foot on the pedal as Samson walked into the yard, shoulders swaying, chin up, carrying the clippers and a white towel.

“Me won’t cut the sides too short this time.” Samson clicked on the clippers. “We got ten minutes before you need to go to school.”

That was as much of an apology as Frankie would get and he wanted it, he did, but he could feel the push, his pride a dam against the words. Still, he hesitated, lowered his foot. The right thing, the practical thing, spun through his gut, fighting the anger he still felt in his head, in his back. An ant was making its way toward his shoe. Frankie watched it for a moment and thought about stomping it… then simply dug his shoe into the dirt and scared it away. He sat up tall on the bike seat. “Okay, you can cut it.”

Samson stretched out the frayed towel, draping it over Frankie’s shoulders.

He rubbed Frankie’s head; his fingers, warmer than the air, hardened by a life of physical labor, dug into Frankie’s temple. Then he leaned in close and began running the clippers away from Frankie’s forehead toward the back of his skull.

“Remember, always cut your hair backward. You want the grain growing out this way.”

How many times had his father said that?

Samson stepped back and squinted at the side of Frankie’s head. He moved forward. The cold steel of the clippers whizzed at the edges of Frankie’s ears.

Straining his neck, but not quite pulling away, Frankie hoped the clippers wouldn’t cut too close.
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Three

frankie swung onto Constant Spring Road, passing a Bank of Jamaica and a bus. A dark charcoal stench seeped from the muffler. Frankie caught his reflection in the window of a sneaker store. His school-issue khaki pants looked okay, but his khaki shirt could have used a bit of ironing. Whenever he took his five-mile bike ride to school, which was always, he felt like there was a sticker on his head that said COUNTRY BOY. And the front wheel of his bike was wobbling again. Damn.

Still, every time he passed under the gold crest on the West Kent school gates, he thought of his mother. She’d flat-out beamed when he’d been selected to go to such a prestigious institution. Our kind of people don’t get many chances like this, boy. Don’t mess it up. He didn’t, but without the scholarship, his mission was incomplete. And at the moment he was feeling down about his chances. Maybe it was the fight with Garnett, or the problems with his father. And what the hell was up with Winston? A gang? He had to talk to him, smack that thought right out of his dumb head.

The guard at the gate nodded as Frankie rode past. Two girls in school-issue white dresses with green belts and loosely fitted neckties also nodded. He didn’t know them, but he waved anyway, not to be a jerk; being a senior had privileges and responsibilities. Still feeling down about the scholarship, he chained his bike at the end of the bike rack. Then he looked up at the two-story admin building. His guidance counselor’s office was in there. She was always so positive—seeing her was like going to a pep rally. He had twenty minutes before his first class, so he decided to go visit.

Scholarship or not, he had to admit he was going to miss this school. He’d worked his butt off and was proud of all he’d achieved. He had to admit that, too. Glancing around quickly to make sure no one was looking, he took hold of the school crest hanging in the foyer and carefully tilted it—it had been carved from thick mahogany several years ago by a group of students who’d also come from less privileged communities. Pulling back, he eyed it, making sure it was straight.

“Hey, Frankie!” It was a guy in his engineering class. “Want to work on the final project this weekend?”

“No, mon, I handed that in like a week ago.”

“But dude, it’s not due for three weeks.”

“Why wait till the last minute?” Frankie grinned. “Likkle later.” As he walked toward Mrs. Gordon’s office, he remembered the crazy number of hours she’d spent with him throughout the entire application process for the scholarship—and she always had something positive to say.

Finally to the end of the corridor, he walked through the large open meeting room and stood outside Mrs. Gordon’s office. She looked up, a big smile spreading across her face as if she was expecting good news. Frankie felt like crap. He couldn’t tell her he was feeling depressed, not now. She was counting on him. He couldn’t let her down by being down. “Not yet, but fingers crossed,” he told her.

She nodded, put down her pen, and crossed fingers on both hands.

Feeling like a total fake, Frankie forced a smile, turned away, and headed toward class.



Sitting behind the register in Mr. Brown’s store after school, Frankie tried to read the notes he’d taken in statistics class, but his handwriting looked like a fuzz of long straight lines and loopy letters. He gave up and grabbed the issue of Popular Mechanics he’d borrowed from the library the other day. “Tech Wars” was the cover story. He’d read it twice already.

He tossed the magazine on the counter. Man, was he bored. He stood up and stretched, forgetting his back until he felt the sear. Gahhh! He pressed his palms against his eyes until the pain quelled, not wanting to think of that beating. He was forever getting caught up in Winston’s craziness. Then Frankie looked up at the clock—Winston was late. Typical. He said he’d stop by the store to talk. Frankie needed to straighten him out. The thought of Winston in a gang, Winston with a gun, made his gut clench.

And when the heck had Winston even done that? Frankie had pretty much been looking out for him since kindergarten. Two big third-grade girls had been pulling on Winston’s lunch bag, trying to take it from him. If Frankie hadn’t gone over to help, they would have gotten it too. And for a week the girls kept coming back to torment Winston, so Frankie kept coming over to help. It must have been something about the way Winston looked. He was just the type of kid bullies gravitated to.

And if Frankie got the scholarship, he’d be off to America in a matter of months. Who’d keep an eye on Winston, then? Keep Garnett away from him? Garnett. Dude’s face had looked like a hyena’s when he’d pounded on Winston, his lips twisted all nasty. Frankie knew Garnett wouldn’t let it go. Yeah, he had to talk to Winston.

Just beyond the pyramid of yams, dirt still clinging to the roots, Frankie snuck a peek through a partially opened door made of reinforced steel into the storeroom. His boss was hunched over two of the dozens of orange ten-gallon poly bags Frankie had stuffed with marijuana earlier in the week. This was the part of his job he didn’t tell Samson about—the part that made his paycheck more significant than it should have been.

Frankie decided to have some fun. “Need anything, Mr. Brown?”

Mr. Brown flinched, his nostrils flaring. “You interrupted my count, Frankie.” He turned back to his work, this time mouthing the numbers.

Shrugging, Frankie passed the walls of wooden shelves—noticed that the Nescafé and cans of butter beans needed replacing—to the front door. Where the heck was Winston? Just outside, perched on milk crates at a rickety folding table, two old men silently studied snaking lines of dotted ivory.

“Yes now!” one shouted, and slammed down his domino.

“You gimme di game!” The other old-timer wound up like he was going to chop the table in half with the domino in his hand, but at the last minute landed the double four softly as you please. That set off a twister of insults and sharp comments.

Frankie laughed. He hadn’t played dominoes in eons. He remembered a rare late-night domino party in his own backyard. Remembered the pungent flavor of curry goat his mother had made. She had barged her way into the game he was playing with Samson and some of their grown-up friends. “I only know how to match,” his mother had said, as if she were meek and helpless, her doe-like expression all innocent. Frankie couldn’t forget the way Samson’s eyes held her.

The game had become intense, both sides close to reaching the total number of points they needed to win. Frankie’s mother was surveying the tiles, probably counting the matches. Frankie remembered looking at the line of dominoes on the table: the four and two domino matched with the two and the six. He had figured that if his mother had a six in her hand she could play, but if she had a double six, or some other way to block the game so no one else could make a move, she might be able to win, because she had the highest point total. But double six… no way.

Just as he was thinking that, his mother smacked her fist down on the table and slowly opened her hand like a magician. Double six. “I suppose this means I win,” she said, and the tipsy guests exploded with laughter, some shouting loud complaints of clever deception.

The remission was what was truly deceiving. Frankie had thought that remission meant the cancer had been stopped. But little by little it snuck back, ate away at her until it took her life. Watching the old-timers now, Frankie realized that his father hadn’t played dominoes since his mother had died. Damn.

Just then Winston strolled up, looking sheepish.

“You’re late,” Frankie called out. “You said you were coming by forty minutes ago.”

“Me here now, mon,” Winston said, shrugging past him into the store.

Frankie shook his head and followed him in, returning to his spot behind the cash register. Winston began thumbing through Frankie’s statistics book. “Me don’t understand one word in this thing.”

“Maybe you should go back to school—”

“School? That’s for you. Me have to scuffle. Me name ‘Sufferer.’ ”

“What’s my name, then? You see where I work.” Frankie pressed a key on the ancient cash register. He knew it wouldn’t even open.

“You package the ganja for Mr. Brown, though,” Winston countered. “Him pay you extra for that, no true?”

Frankie gave him a cold, blank stare; he’d never told Winston about the side-hustle part of his main hustle. Winston clearly had his ways. But there was one thing Winston didn’t know about. “He let me drive the other day, his van, you know?”

This gave Winston pause. “Brown did? Where?”

“All the way into Kingston.”

“Him was in the van with you?”

“Yeah, but I drove, mon.”

Winston twitched a shoulder, playing it off. “So, what about the foreign t’ing? The scholarship?”

Frankie was as weary of that question as he was of working in the store. “Don’t know yet.” He was so lucky to have gotten into the fancy school. Winston and his other friends had, one by one, dropped out of their dinky high school on the mountain. None of them were graduating. Fact was, Frankie couldn’t stop feeling kinda guilty about it, like he was an imposter or something. Like, why him? How was he worthy of all he’d gotten, and might still get if he actually got the scholarship? Yeah, he’d worked hard, but still. Why him? There were others all over the island, just as deserving, maybe more. Like, why not Winston?

Winston picked at his teeth with his thumbnail, a habit he’d had for forever. Their mothers had become friends when Winston was in second grade, after his father took off. Mamma helped take care of Winston while his mother worked. Winston always piled his plate with more than he could handle, stuffing himself as if the future had no more, his ma used to say. Frankie considered this. Winston always got caught up in saying and doing things that came across as desperate; guy was always trying too hard. He always needed more…. Frankie knew how his psych teacher would describe it—needing to be more than his father was, and at the same time, not worthy, because of his father. And Frankie’s spin on it was, it all made Winston sometimes act like an idiot. Frankie had felt that way about his own father, still did from time to time.

Still, there was no doubting Winston’s friendship. Back in fifth grade, Frankie had been crazy sick with a high fever, the whole town saying prayers for him. Winston had been so freaked out that he had tried to steal a toy car as a gift for Frankie. Of course, Winston being Winston, he got caught. But still. His mamma always said Winston’s heart was in the right place. That had to count for something.

Winston closed Frankie’s textbook. “So, you know you better watch out for Garnett now.” He tapped the counter for emphasis. “You know that, right?”

Frankie half nodded like it didn’t matter, but felt his heart quickening. “Which posse he’s in?”

“Taqwan’s. He—”

Frankie drew in a breath. He had read the newspapers, followed the killings. Taqwan’s name was attached to a lot of shit, all over Kingston. “Yeah, I heard about Taqwan.” If Garnett was part of Taqwan’s posse, then he had even more to prove than Frankie had guessed. Pride was everything. There were killing reprisals between posses all the time. Not good. Not good at all. And now Winston was getting caught up in all this mess? “Winston, how ’bout you? Tell me ’bout the—”

“Hello, Franklyn!” a voice called out. Aunt Jenny, Samson’s sister, swept into the store, breezing right past Winston, who was totally checking her out.

Frankie flicked the back of Winston’s ear, motioning for him to keep his damn eyes in check.

Over Aunt Jenny’s shoulder were two large handbags, one stuffed full, the other empty. She placed the full one on the counter. Frankie suspected it was stuffed with cash, payment from one of Mr. Brown’s distributors. His aunt used many covers to avoid police while acting as a courier for Mr. Brown and for Uncle Joe. No one would suspect that at her waist was a Glock 41, a weapon made to remove chunks of flesh with a single round, a gun so appropriate for her, the weapon’s logo could be a picture of her face. Ice Box and Buck-Buck were his uncle Joe’s muscle in the posse, but Aunt Jenny was just as dangerous and way smarter.

Always full of airs, she sauntered over to the discount vegetables, chose two St. Vincent yams, and deposited them into her empty handbag as if taking perfume samples in a mall. She continued shoplifting: two star apples, a tin of Ovaltine, and a can of butter beans. Frankie watched without watching—how much could fit in that bag, anyway?

Mr. Brown poked his head out of the back room. Now Frankie watch-watched. Considering Mr. Brown’s high blood pressure, Aunt Jenny’s appearance could be a life-threatening situation. Mr. Brown was hiking his belt up so high he looked like Black Santa. Then he lowered it until it slipped under the shade of a significant overhang of fat. Then, like an eager teenage boy, he beelined straight to Frankie’s aunt.

“Lawd God, you batty well round, Jenny.” He craned his neck to check her out.

Aunt Jenny let a slow smile cross her face, and Frankie knew she was computing fast.

“You think so?” Aunt Jenny brushed back her shoulder-length dreads.

“Every man knows it, I swear.”

“I’m just happy you do.” Aunt Jenny shifted the grocery-packed handbag to rest on the curve of her hip. Mr. Brown pressed up against her for a hug, overlong. Nauseating hip grinds. This was his aunt’s front, the deception she used to give her an edge over the men who saw women as hip grinds, which by Frankie’s count, was just about all of them. He’d seen it again and again—she let them think they were in charge, that she sought their attention. But she was in charge the whole while.

Mr. Brown finally released Jenny, only then noticing Winston, who was back to ogling Aunt Jenny. His face went blood-pressure red. “What you doing here, boy? You steal anything from me? Get out my store!”

“Don’t talk to me like that!” Winston fronted, all outraged.

At that, Mr. Brown lifted his shirt a mere inch—enough, however, to display a gun handle.

Frankie had witnessed this transformation before in Mr. Brown. Time to leave. He laid a hand on Winston’s shoulder. “Mr. Brown, is this a good time for me to take my break?”

Mr. Brown, giving Winston the stink-eye, said, “Sure, go ahead.”

Over his boss’s shoulder, Frankie could see Aunt Jenny take the opportunity to lift a box of water crackers and slide it into her bag. She winked at him. The wink felt less conspiratorial, more like she was bragging. He waved goodbye.



Through the woods, Frankie and Winston reached a concave clearing in the mountain slope—their private meeting spot. Just past a Jamaican doctorbird sticking its long beak deep into a hibiscus plant’s business, they sat. Frankie dug into his brown lunch bag, unwrapped the tinfoil around his sandwich—a thick spread of bully beef between two hunks of buttered hard-dough bread—and chomped. A mongoose and a skinny field rat trashed through the dried leaves.

Frankie held out the sandwich. “You want half?”

Winston shook his head, patted his belly. “Watching my figure.” He laughed.

Frankie laughed too but got straight to the point. “You think gang business is right for you, Winston?”

“How you mean?” There was an instant defensive edge in his friend’s voice.

Frankie stared at his sandwich. Winston’s skin was as thin as kite paper, and he had used the wrong words, sounded like a parent.

Winston thrust his chin out. “You’re not smarter than me. You’re book smart, and you talk better than me, but me know the street. And me know gang runnings better than you too.” With that, he oh so casually pulled out a pocket Beretta and oh so casually aimed it at a tree.

Frankie tried to hide his surprise. And did Winston know the street? Really? Frankie remembered a blazing-hot day, back when they were twelve or something, and Winston had talked him into playing hooky, going down to Kingston. On a dare from Winston, they’d checked out a bad neighborhood in West Kingston. On this one street, a man grabbed a woman in a black leather skirt and knee-high boots, probably his prostitute, and shook her hard. Winston had yelled, “Hey!” The pimp immediately let go of the woman and came stalking, digging in his pocket for something. Frankie had quick-scanned the area. There weren’t many people on the street, at least no accomplices. He broke into a run. After a few strides he looked back. Winston was still standing there on the corner, the pimp, a switchblade now in his hand, closing in. “Winston!” Frankie had yelled. Winston turned, eyes so wide. Frankie shouted, “Run, mon!” And only then had Winston finally taken off. The pimp, thank God, turned like an airplane doubling back on its direction. When Winston caught up to Frankie, he’d said, disappointment in his voice, “Me think me was going to see you use your fast hands, and punch him up.” Winston was thinking that Frankie had been a coward, but actually, Winston hadn’t understood what to do in moments like that one. Big difference.

A click brought Frankie back to the moment. Winston had removed the clip from his gun. Shit. The only other people in Troy who owned guns were Aunt Jenny and Mr. Brown. His uncle’s crew had plenty, sure, but they lived at the encampment at the top of the mountain. Joe. Wait—was Winston in Joe’s gang? No way. Noooo—

“How much is Joe paying you?” Frankie asked, and pretended to wipe his brow just to cover his shock. Joe had to have given Winston the gun. This wasn’t good. What the hell was Joe thinking? No telling what kind of trouble Winston could get into with a gun.

Winston refused to look Frankie’s way. “Don’t know yet, but Joe says it’s going to be good money.”

“So you’re going to sell ganja?” Frankie took a bite of his sandwich, like the question was no biggie. Just conversation. He could have shoved it all in his mouth and chewed forever.

Winston shook his gun like a pointer. “No, mon. He wants us to do some jobs for the PNP. If we do okay, we will get better pay, even get to go live up at his camp.”

Winston suddenly raised his gun, braced his shooting hand with the other, and fired a shot. It didn’t look like he hit what he was aiming at. Still, he nodded, clearly pleased with himself. “We been getting some practice with Buck-Buck.”

Frankie’s ears were ringing. “Well, practice a little farther away from me next time.” He pointed at the gun. “You have that thing on you the other day when you were fighting Garnett?”

“No, mon. Him lucky, too.” Winston offered it to Frankie. “Want to try?”

Frankie shook his head. He’d fired a gun before; Joe had taken him for target practice once. Frankie had emptied half the magazine, but only hit the tree he’d been aiming at a couple of times. Joe had joked that he must be a tree lover. Irritated, Frankie aimed again. As Joe leaned close and whispered that he missed because he was aiming at the target instead of using the sights, Frankie adjusted, used the sights, and blasted chunks of bark off the tree. Then he felt stupid. What was he doing out there anyway? He’d let himself be pranked into feeling he had to be Joe’s kind of tough guy—out there shooting when he didn’t want to.

Winston was admiring his gun like it was a new girlfriend. “Who else joined?” Frankie asked now, even more casually.

Winston looked through the sight. “Marshal, Baxter, Greg, Big Pelton, and some others.”

Whoa. Frankie had been hitting the books crazy hard the last few weeks, but how had he not known all this? “Why didn’t anybody tell me?”

Winston shrugged. “Joe said we shouldn’t talk about it.”

“I get that, but I’m not exactly a stranger, Winston.”

Winston looked away again. “We in a posse now, mon. You’re not.”

Frankie threw the rest of his sandwich into a bush. Folded the tinfoil into smaller and smaller triangles.

“Joe probably didn’t want to distract you from your studies, you know?” Winston said at last.

Winston’s words were genuine enough, but there was a layer of condescension there. The idea that Frankie couldn’t handle the news, that he couldn’t rise above it. “He asks me to join the posse all the time,” Frankie felt compelled to say.

Winston leaned forward, his shoulder almost touching Frankie’s. “Hey, you want me to talk to Joe about it? Maybe get you inna the posse?”

“What did I just tell you? If I wanted to be in the posse, I would be. He’s my uncle, Winston.” What the hell. It was like Winston was saying he was closer to Frankie’s family than Frankie was.

Winston threw his hands up. “Okay, you go talk to him, then.”

“I don’t want to talk to him—it’s not the right thing for me,” Frankie said, thinking, How can Winston not get that? And then he realized: he had the perfect segue to say what he most wanted to say. “It’s not right for you, either.”

Winston sucked his teeth. “Me all right.”

Frankie rolled up his bag, stuck it in his back pocket to use again tomorrow. “I don’t mean it in a bad way, Winston. It’s just—”

Winston waved him off. “Listen, Frankie. You join, and you get a gun. You going to need one if Garnett is looking for you.”

And who the hell’s fault was that, Winston? It was useless talking to him. Frankie got up. “Later, mon.” Slapping leaves away from his face, he descended the slope toward the street. Not thirty seconds later, he heard a twig crack, then something like leaves rustling. He turned to see Garnett atop the slope, a long kitchen knife in his hand. Shit.

“Me tell you me no done with you,” Garnett called out.

Frankie’s stomach fell and kept falling. Part of him knew that to run would be smart, but the other part wanted to get this over with now. Maybe there was a soul somewhere inside Garnett.

“Winston didn’t mean what he said to you the other day.”

Garnett swayed back and forth like a tree in pre-storm wind. “Bullshit.” He took a few steps closer.

Frankie reached behind his back, pretending he was going for a gun. “You want this smoke?”

Garnett paused, uncertain, but he didn’t look scared. He probably wanted to make a name for himself in his new posse.

A gun slide clicked. “Me know you don’t want this.” Garnett whipped around. Winston appeared on the slope above Garnett, Beretta aimed directly at him.

Smirking, Garnett turned back to Frankie. “Me with Taqwan. You hear me? And me going to tell him ’bout this.” And with that, Garnett slipped back into the bush.

Frankie stared after him, his hand still on his back pocket, maintaining his bluff. But his mind was spinning: Had he just provoked a gang war?

Winston skid-stepped down the decline to Frankie’s side. “Still think you don’t need a gun?”



OEBPS/e9781534460737/xhtml/nav.xhtml

    
Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Chapter One


		Chapter Two


		Chapter Three


		Chapter Four


		Chapter Five


		Chapter Six


		Chapter Seven


		Chapter Eight


		Chapter Nine


		Chapter Ten


		Chapter Eleven


		Chapter Twelve


		Chapter Thirteen


		Chapter Fourteen


		Chapter Fifteen


		Chapter Sixteen


		Chapter Seventeen


		Chapter Eighteen


		Chapter Nineteen


		Chapter Twenty


		Chapter Twenty-One


		Chapter Twenty-Two


		Chapter Twenty-Three


		Chapter Twenty-Four


		Chapter Twenty-Five


		Chapter Twenty-Six


		Chapter Twenty-Seven


		Chapter Twenty-Eight


		Chapter Twenty-Nine


		Chapter Thirty


		Chapter Thirty-One


		Chapter Thirty-Two


		Chapter Thirty-Three


		Chapter Thirty-Four


		Chapter Thirty-Five


		Chapter Thirty-Six


		Chapter Thirty-Seven


		Chapter Thirty-Eight


		Chapter Thirty-Nine


		Chapter Forty


		Chapter Forty-One


		Chapter Forty-Two


		Chapter Forty-Three


		Chapter Forty-Four


		Chapter Forty-Five


		Chapter Forty-Six


		Chapter Forty-Seven


		Chapter Forty-Eight


		Chapter Forty-Nine


		Chapter Fifty


		Chapter Fifty-One


		Chapter Fifty-Two


		Chapter Fifty-Three


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright








		I


		II


		III


		V


		VI


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346


		347


		348


		349


		350


		351


		352


		353


		354


		355


		356


		357


		358


		359


		360


		361


		362


		363


		364


		365


		366


		367


		368


		369


		370


		371


		372


		373


		374


		375


		376


		377


		378








OEBPS/e9781534460737/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534460737/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534460737/images/common01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781534460737/images/endpaper.jpg





OEBPS/e9781534460737/images/9781534460737.jpg





OEBPS/e9781534460737/fonts/Lato-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534460737/images/title.jpg





OEBPS/e9781534460737/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


