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INTRODUCTION

WHAT IF? WHY WOULD?

I lived in Kingston from 1963 to 1982. I was born there—at St. Joseph’s on Deanery Road, delivered by Dr. Parboosingh. I was christened there as well, by Reverend Campbell at Christ Church on Antrim Road. My hometown was also where I first had sex. This happened in the small room I shared with my brother in a hot prefabricated house in Hughenden. No—I’m not going to share her name.

One of the things I remember most about my years in Kingston, in addition to the fact that I’d faked my orgasm that first time so I could go back to reading a comic book, is that this metropolis of half a million in those days had no directional signs. As such, people would get lost all the time, even those who’d grown up there, but especially those who had not.

Which way to public horse-pit-all? Which part you turn fo’ reach the zoo? Carib theater—is where that is?

And the answer to these questions always seemed to go along the following (squiggly) line: “Okay … you going go down so where I pointing, then you going see a man with a coconut cart. When you see him now, you going turn, but not turn all the way, just part way, cause you going see a fence that kinda break down. But you not going stop there at the fence, y’know. You only going see it. You going see it, then you going pass. You going pass it till you reach the gully. But when you reach the gully now, what you going do is wheel round till you see the big tree. Listen me good here now. Cross the street when you see the big tree, because you have some man out there who will hold you up. Then after you cross the street now, go on and go on, and go on, then turn again, then turn again, then stay straight. Stay straight until you see where the road turn. But you mustn’t turn. You must stay straight … and then if you still can’t find where you going, just aks again.”

Today, the largest English-speaking city between Miami and Buenos Aires has lots of signs. Even so, if you’re not from there it’s still easy to get lost.

This is one of many ways in which Kingston reminds me of New Orleans. Like its cultural cousin on the Mississippi, Kingston is a liquor-loving, music-maddened, seafood-smitten, classaddicted place. Dangerous as a mutha, but also—especially when you feel a cool wind coming off the harbor, or see a cape of mist on the shoulders of the northern hills, or hear a bongo natty singing praises to the Father as some herb smoke warms his heart—a place of Benedictine peace.

Every story in this collection was written (and rewritten, and rewritten, and damn rewritten, Colin) by an author who knows and understands this charismatic, badass city very well. In addition to having this intimate knowledge, the eleven writers share something else—a fascination with the city’s turbulent dynamics, with the way its boundaries of color, class, race, gender, ideology, and sexual privilege crisscross like stormtangled power lines.

Still, each story is driven by its unique why would or what if.

Why would a man sleep with a woman knowing she has HIV? Why would anyone throw a school girl’s corpse beneath a bus? What if a European photographer takes it on herself to document a neighborhood controlled by gangs? What if an American actress wakes up to find herself gagged and bound in a stranger’s bed?

Speaking of questions. As editor there were a few big ones I had to ask. Perhaps the most important one was, How will I proceed?

Some editors think of anthologies as potluck dinners. They send out general invitations. Encourage everyone to bring a favorite dish.

I’ve been to that dinner party. I know how it goes. Some things are great. Some things are awful. But most things are so-so.

Now why would I want to do something like that? I thought. At the same time I thought, What if? What if I thought of Kingston Noir as a great LP? Ahhhhh …

As I did with Iron Balloons, my first anthology for Akashic, I began with a simple understanding: few writers would be called, and even fewer would be chosen. Because nothing less than a classic would do.

Colin Channer

May 2012



PART I

HARD ROAD TO TRAVEL



MY LORD

BY KWAME DAWES
Portmore

A lot of people say they want to leave this city to go somewhere else. Not me. I love this place for what it is. Ugly and pretty. Rough and tender. Chaotic and smooth. Loving and murderous. All of it.

I love it like I love things you maybe shouldn’t love.

When I was growing up off Red Hills Road, on Whitehall Avenue, I used to wake up in the morning, step into the yard, hear rooster crowing, smell the wood fire burning, hear Swap Shop on the radio, and just smile and say, “Yes, my people. Yes, my country.” But I didn’t really know love till around ’78 when I remove to where I live now at the bottom of Stony Hill. Yeah man. Long time.

This is a house with history. The first time I see this place was in the early ’70s. That time no house wasn’t even here. It was just a little spot after you cross over the bridge from Constant Spring Road, and before you start to properly climb the hill, where a man had a small shop where he used to fix bicycle.

Most people, myself included, thought is squat the man was squatting there. After all, who would buy a piece of narrow land right side of a wide concrete gully and surround by macka bush and bramble, right?

But the man had bought the land. And soon he built a small cottage like one of them you find on a country road in cool Mandeville—tidy, nice filigree woodwork, and a full covered veranda. He paint the whole thing yellow and green. And the man live in that house even when everywhere around him they was building those flat-roof bungalow on the lower parts of the hill and the fancy house on the upper slopes. The man wouldn’t sell a inch of the property. So, what you have in the middle of the area is like a piece of the country.

Well, the man dead and his people decide to go to foreign with every other brown-skin Jamaican who was absconding to Miami in those days. And is so I get to buy this place cheap-cheap.

This is where I brought Deloris. She was my wife.

Kingston is rough. My work is dirty work. And most night, when I am driving northward from the congested city by the sea, through the crazy traffic and smoke and noise (with the window down cause I like to hear and smell my city—and anyway, I waiting for the right time to fix the damned air conditioner in the car), I am just thinking about the way the whole place start to get greener with trees and more residential house as we climbing the hill toward Constant Spring. Past the stoosh Immaculate Conception High School for girls, past the horse farm on the left, past the stretch of the golf course, past the old market after the traffic light, then past the plaza where my office is, and then turn left to cross the bridge, and right there so, right at the foot of the mountain itself, my cottage, my castle, my refuge.

As I am driving I feel the sweet heaviness of heartbreak and desire, like a great Alton Ellis tune seeping out of a rum bar around six thirty, when the sun going down—the kinda tune that make you want to cry, and laugh, and screw, and hug-up, and pray at the same time. Yes, this city will break my heart every time, and the city come in like the women—tough, sweet, soft, dangerous, pragmatic, and fleshy. This city is my bread and wine, my bitters and gall, my honey and milk.

Deloris gone, Cynthia Alvaranga gone, and the place feeling sadder and sadder these days, but it is what I have, it is my comfort, it is my familiarity. I will dead here. That is the simple truth of the matter. Right here. Right here.

When Cynthia Alvaranga came to my office that first time, she wasn’t coming to see me. She wasn’t coming to hire me. She was coming to see Deloris. See, that was around the time when Deloris decide to start her dressmaking business.

It was Deloris idea to set up the place—what she call a “one-stop shop.” You know, dressmaking, wedding planning, detective agency—one-stop shop. She said that is how they doing it in America now. Well, I never hear of it, but it make sense to me. So it was her idea, not mine. She said to me that if I did that I could start to branch out to more things—handyman finder (“If you can find people, you must can find a man to fix anything quicker than most people”), rent-a-house finder, that kinda thing—and she wanted to start a dressmaking place near me, but wasn’t ready yet, but said it was a good way to start a business mentality, and when a couple go into business partnership and work together, she say, it strengthen their marriage. If you ask me, she just wanted to keep her eye on me. You know woman.

Be that as it may, our place was at the corner of the plaza and my glass door was nicely shaded by a big pretty flamboyant tree. The people who used to have the space before had what they call a gourmet Jamaican restaurant—a place name Nyame’s that some Dutch couple used to own. It never work out—the woman find a rastaman and run away to Portland, so the man pack up and go back to Europe with the children. I get it cheap-cheap. Tragedy can be a blessing.

The way my office set up, it is hard for me to not see who coming in even if they are not coming to me. You see, I work in a cubicle to one side of the office, which use to be the manager office for the restaurant, I think. But in fact is not really a cubicle, because cubicle make it sound like it small. My door is open most of the time, so I can see when people coming into the office; and when the front door open, a buzzer go off so I can be ready for anything.

Deloris has her working area around the back where the kitchen used to be. It is a big space and she have machine and two big cutting table and whole heap of mannequin and that kinda thing there. She keep bolt and bolt of cloth in there too, and she have a rusty fridge and restaurant-grade stove so she can cook for us sometimes.

Be that as it may, Cynthia Alvaranga came in around two o’clock, so the place still smelling of oxtail and butter beans from our lunch. I see her hesitate at the door, but maybe it was me who hesitate. Maybe it was my head that hesitate, because I still remember that what I saw was a tall woman, a strong woman, a dark beautiful woman, who, I could tell, must have been some kinda athlete, because her body moved under what Deloris like to call a A-line frock, like a machine. Her face had that clean, fresh look. No makeup. Eyelash thick and long, lips full and pouting, and her eyes looked so tired, so sad, so broken down.

Normally for me, what I look for is a weakness in a woman, a flaw, a thing that can make me feel sorry for her. That is why fat woman was always my target when I was misbehaving.

And is not just because me fat too.

Most of the PI I know are fat like me, but they got fat recently, you know. I was always fat. And my fat is a fit kinda fat. I carry fat well. Them, is like they wear their clothes tight because they don’t know they are fat. For instance, they like wear their shirt tuck in. So their belly is always hanging over. And guess what? They feel they looking neat because they always used to wear their shirt in their pants from when they never had a belly.

Me, from I was in technical school, I was wearing my shirt out of my pants to hide my belly. So I know how to dress like a fat man.

Yes, I am a fat man, but don’t sorry for me. In Jamaica a woman like a big man. She can see he is prosperous, and that he can be in charge. People call you “boss” before they even know who you are. “Big man,” “Boss,” “Officer,” “King,” and my favorite, “My Lord.” When a woman call you “My Lord,” that is a sweetness.

Be that as it may, fat woman use to be my target. Though sometimes it is not just the fat, sometimes it might be something else. As I said, my secret is to find something in a woman, a limp, a sickness, something she ashamed of—a secret, you know, some nastiness in her life. When I can find that, maybe it makes me feel superior, but mostly it makes me feel that I can do something for her that she will appreciate, and that is how they come to love me, and that is how I can make a move.

I could see that Cynthia had a tiredness hanging off her. The expensive darkers on her forehead didn’t fool me. Yeah, she was wearing nice things. She even had a Prada bag in her hand. But the things had an oldness and a beat-up quality to them so I know she was a woman in distress. And I began to think: A wonder what she want from me.

But it wasn’t me she came to. It was Deloris. She came about a dress. I just happened to be the person she saw. Though I still wonder about this sometimes.

“The dressmaker is in here?” This is the first thing she said. She was standing at the door to my office. I had buzz her inside. She stare into my face like she was looking for something. Hard high cheekbone, almond-shape eye, and a small mole by her right temple. One second I register it as a flaw, next second I change my mind. Her hair cut low-low and neat and shining with oil. I wanted to touch it, feel how it feel on my palm.

“Yes, she in the back,” I said. Then I shouted, “Deloris, customer!”

She walk by, and I wait for a second and then stand up and walk to my door to see her from the back. Lord, what I thought I saw to be beautiful from the front was a joke. Talk about thighs. And bottom. Firm. Lift up. Savior!

I had to step back into my office because the way I was looking at her, I felt dirty, like I was violating her with my eyes. No, no. I didn’t want to do that. So I stay inside my office and blank out every other sound and listen. She wanted a dress. Black.

“It is for a funeral. I want it to be nice—stylish. Then I want you to make the same exact one, but this time for a eleven-yearold girl.”

Her voice tell me she went to a good high school, but I couldn’t tell anything else. I know she wasn’t a Stony Hills money woman. This woman was like me and Deloris. Poor, but with education, and she must have worked in a nice office or something. Or maybe she was one of those woman who went to America on sports scholarship.

Show you how good I am. On every one of those, come to find out later on, it turned out I was right. St. Jago High. Sprinter. One. Two and hurdles. I even knew her name. I remembered her name from Champs. Yeah man. Had seen her from the stands but never up close. Even see her run for Jamaica couple time a few years back. A vague memory came to me about how she got injured or something like that—that’s why she never made it big. Maybe I just filling that part in now. Yeah, but she was a big name in high school, for sure. Career done early. Promising for a while. A muscle tear or bone fracture break the promise, and that was that.

Be that as it may, as I was leaning back in my chair with my hands cross behind my head and listening, I began to wonder who died. Same time I hear Deloris say, “Sorry for your loss. My condolences.”

And then Cynthia, like she answering me too, say, “No one has died yet. This is for us. This is to bury me and my girl.”

I keep saying Cynthia, but it wasn’t until I took her out that I learned her name. Yeah, I took her out. But that was not my original intention. In a sense it was Deloris fault.

When Cynthia left, I felt very worried. From the footsteps and the buzzer at the door I could tell that Deloris had gone to walk her outside. But that is neither here nor there. I was worried because I was sure Deloris had somehow seen the way I was staring at Cynthia and even had some sense of the thoughts I was fighting in my head. Is like I felt the thoughts were so loud that anyone close to me could hear.

I feel shame to say it now, but somehow in that short space of time—the time in which the two of them went outside the door and Deloris come back by herself—I imagined one of them passing. Which one? I feel shame to say … my wife. Yeah, in that short space of time of listening to Cynthia and watching her, I imagined my Deloris passing, imagined Cynthia coming to give me comfort, imagined us finding a romantic connection, deep as the deepest ocean between us in our loss and need.

Yes, I even imagined what it would be like to make love to a woman with tall legs like that. How she would squat over me, how she would move, how different it would be to see her thighs ripple as she rose and sat on me.

Deloris, you see, have some short legs, and for a while she had stopped getting into acrobatics or anything that would make her sweat even a little.

And I don’t want to disrespect Deloris because she help build me in life and she teach me plenty things. For instance, is she who teach me about A-line dress. She used to say that they were flattering and forgiving to short woman like her who were well-endowed. Well, truth be told, by the time I met Cynthia not even A-line could help Deloris, if you know what I mean.

But she was my wife and I love her, so I never ever tell her anything like that.

But it kinda hard when you marry a woman and you think she going just get a little grayer and maybe get two wrinkle when she get old. Yeah man, when I married her, I was thinking that all woman with Indian blood would stay fine-fine like stick.

Now I am not complaining, but Cynthia, I have to admit, made me have these very unfair imaginings.

When Deloris came back from walking Cynthia outside, I was waiting to hear it from her. I was waiting for her to ask me why I was staring at that woman like that. I was waiting for her to say, in the way only Deloris can, “I don’t like that woman.” But I swear, what I heard was the exact opposite. Exact.

“I like her,” Deloris tell me. “I feel for her. You have to find a way to help her.”

That is what Deloris said, with this look in her face of such care and pity and compassion. So is not like it was me who get myself involved.

I got up out of my chair and walk to my wife. I looked her straight in her face but I didn’t touch her. I looked in her eyes. Then I recognized it. I knew the expression. It was the one she showed for people she liked but felt sorry for. I can’t describe it but when you live with a woman long time you know these things.

And then I saw another look under the first look. Is like when women used to wear slip under them frock and piece of the pinkness hang down. Deloris was enjoying the pity. To her look there was something you’d call relish.

And I knew in the moment what it was about. Come on, people, I am a detective. I am people literate. I can read. Something Cynthia must have told her outside was allowing Deloris to feel sorry for her in ways that made her feel good, feel better than her. Cynthia, who was so much more beautiful that Deloris was, had ever been, or would ever be. This was more than being sorry for a woman who is afraid to die. It went deeper.

“She want to kill that man,” Deloris said, shaking her head.

“Which man?” I ask.

“Her husband. Him is a dirty bitch.” Deloris stomp her foot as she walk to the back of the shop. “You going to have to help her.”

Now, I should have stopped it there. I should have put a stop to that kinda discussion right there. It was clear that Deloris had not noticed my thoughts, and I had already gotten away with murder, so to speak. Now was the time to end it. Now was the time to pull away from it and not entertain a discussion.

It did occur to me in that instance that maybe this was a trap. That maybe Deloris was testing me to see how I would react. But something in her tone, something in the way she did not focus on me when she was speaking, something about the distracted interest she had in this woman, made me think that this was no trap—Deloris was not even thinking about me at all. Deloris wanted to help this woman. Deloris wanted to join forces with me to help her. Deloris wanted US to like this woman. Which means that Deloris was giving me permission. Did she not understand what she was doing here?

I followed her to the back room and watched her picking out some black material.

I asked her, “So, you going to make the dresses?”

“Yes, man. Have to make it for her. I understand what she trying to do, and she must get the dress and look good in it.”

“For her funeral?”

“No, man. For his funeral. She wearing it to his funeral.” Deloris stared at me when she said this. “Dat man haffe dead.”

“That is a serious thing to say.” I was trying to stave off what I could sense was lurking in the shadows ready to consume me.

“You going to have to help her,” Deloris said. “She say she want you to help her finish things proper. You can’t say no. I don’t like to get into your business, as you know, but this is one time I am going to beg you to do me the favor. Meet with her. Find out. And finish it for her.”

There was a lot of things I wanted to say to Deloris, but the thing I said was, “Finish what?”

Deloris told me what the woman said.

“But you don’t even know her,” I responded, trying to muster up some good reason that even I did not believe. “What if she lying?” I asked this question knowing that she was not. I threw out several scenarios. Five or so, including, “What if she had another man?” Deloris threw up her hands. I said to her, “This kinda thing happens all the time.”

“I know women,” Deloris said. “I know when a woman lying.”

“I will have to talk to her first, then.” And that was my first act of deception. But I was pushed into it. As Deloris and I talked, I was already picturing where Cynthia and I would meet. It would not be in the office. It would be in the Shanghai restaurant in the Mall Plaza down in Half Way Tree, an hour’s drive in the usual traffic. I pictured the dark cubicles in the back. I pictured myself choosing the food for her because she wouldn’t know that they have a beautiful steamed sea bass on the menu that they do specially for me. I pictured myself asking her about her life, about her family, her dreams and her fears. I pictured her asking me about my dreams, and me telling her how much I want to visit China—the northern part—to find a nice Chinese woman to marry. I pictured her laughing at my foolish dream and me using that opening to ask her to tell me her biggest secret, and her telling me, and the two of us knowing at once that we are locked. I heard myself tell her while we are pulling the flesh off the fish that I would do anything for her, anything at all.

Maybe it could have all stayed in fantasy if Deloris didn’t push me. Yeah, she definitely did. Look, I didn’t know how to get in touch with Cynthia. At that point I didn’t even know her name. But Deloris, frigging Deloris: “Call her for me. Do. Make it soon. See her number here.”

I examined the paper. Cynthia’s neat and tiny scrawl. Her fat a’s were made with peculiar loops in them, with a distinct backward lean in her lettering. She wrote like a little child.

I shouldn’t have taken that job. I didn’t know what I was doing. Although in a sense I did. Which is also why I should have told Deloris no.

Deloris never knew me to take a case if murder was involved. Most of the work that comes to our little firm is boring stuff. I came into the PI business different from all the other PIs I know in Jamaica. Most of them are ex-policemen who realized they could make more money working private than working for the government. But what they are good at is doing the work police are supposed to do for the legal system. They find witnesses, protect them; or they find a criminal that the police really want and arrange for them to be “caught”—that kinda work. Then, in addition to that, they do a little work for businesses.

Almost all my work is for businesses. You wouldn’t believe how much spying go on for corporations in this country. Is boring work. Easy work. But I make it look hard to the clients them. Make them imagine me breaking into places at night and all that to find files, when most times I just find the cleaning lady and sweet her up and on a Saturday morning she let me in.

Be that as it may, I have a side business. When somebody looking for somebody else, anything liable to happen to the person who they are looking for. So I make it my side business to find the one they are looking for, and to find the one they want that one to meet, if you understand my meaning.

Killing is not really in me. It is around me though.

We Jamaicans are a truly murderous people. Can’t deny it. We are. And in my work I see everything. My friends, the expolicemen, the ones I used to work with before I form my own thing, they still give me the inside tip before anything reach the papers. Some things never reach the newspaper. So I know both the known and the unknown. I know about the people who nearly dead, as much as about the people who dead-dead.

I love this country, as I say, but it is a murderous place. When them boys murder that professor up in the hills some months ago, take that for instance. The man had his own cocky in his mouth when they find him. Two hundred and twenty-one stab wounds. None of it in the papers. “Police suspect foul play.” Foul play is right.

People dead in this country for the simplest reasons. You can pay somebody five thousand Jamaican dollars—what, that is like ten dollars American, a few pound sterling—and he will kill a person for you, no questions asked. That is how easy it is.

That shake me up sometimes. How much killing goes on. But you know what work my brain the most? And maybe “work my brain” is not the right way to say it, but you will get what I mean. What always hold me is how much people don’t know that killing is not easy.

You know how many people escape murder just because the killer get tired, or the killer change his mind, or the killer just can’t understand how somebody is still living after they chop and beat him. Sometime the victim just run and run and get away. Sometime the victim beg for her life and get it. Sometime the killer find out that the victim is somebody they really know and so change their mind. One man had a gun and was to kill this woman, but he couldn’t shoot her in the head because he felt it would hurt her, so he shot her in the stomach. Well, she never dead. That is how she lived. She said to him, “Not in my head, it will hurt too much.” That is how she lived. So even though we are a murderous nation, the whole business is more complicated than people might think.

And even though I have been around a lot of murder in my life—dead body, killers, courtroom, police, that kinda thing—I never thought I could actually kill a person just so, not without some hatred or anger inside me. That is something I always thought about. I couldn’t kill a person just like that, cold, calculated, and walk off. Not me.

But when Cynthia and I sat down in that restaurant smelling heavy with soy sauce and all kind of spices, I knew right then and there that I could kill without vexation, without being provoked. That I could kill for something like love.

Maybe this isn’t coming out right. What I maybe mean to say is that I realized that I could kill for Cynthia.

I wouldn’t kill for Deloris—not like that. This was clear to me. For Deloris, I would have to be vex, I would have to be under threat—like a man about to hurt me or her, and then maybe I would fight back and maybe that would kill the person. But for Cynthia Kendra Alvaranga, I knew I could kill a man, no questions asked, no fear. I could just kill him. And I would do that for love. Because what I was feeling for this woman, in that dark Chinese restaurant, was something like love.

Now, you might wonder how I know is love, but love is the thing that you can’t really understand. I don’t know this woman but already she was in my head, in my nose, in my mouth. Don’t that must be love? Well, whatever it is, I could kill for that. And even though I didn’t tell her this, I could tell that she knew. She knew.

The waitress asked us nice-nice, “Anything to drink, please?” And I look at her and raise my eyebrow and wait. And she said, without even hesitation, “Gin and tonic.”

I couldn’t help myself, because I same time look at my watch and see it was one p.m., and I feel a sweetness in me. When the waitress look at me, I decided to try something, so I said, “Ting.” And I look at Ms. Alvaranga like I was waiting for her to change her mind out of embarrassment or decorum or whatever, but all I get was dimple. Deep, beautiful dimple. So I smile and say, “With a lickle drop of rum.” And we laugh for five seconds before the sadness and serious come back into her face. But I felt good because maybe what I had here was a drinker, and maybe that would be the way home for me.

The thing is, though, she only took one sip of that gin and tonic, and then no more for the whole two hours we sat there talking.

At first she didn’t talk about herself. She wanted to know about me. What did she want to know? How I got into the business. She listened as I talked. I could see she was taking mental notes. By the time I finished blabbing she knew more than I thought I could tell anybody in such a short time. What she knew, well, she shouldn’t know. Some things not even Deloris knew.

And I wasn’t no police, or anything. The opposite. From I leave St. Andrew Technical in fifth form, after I never made the national youth cricket team, I realize that my life would only work hustling for everything I could get. So my background is criminal, of course. Well, I wouldn’t directly call it criminal. Better to say illegal. I start supply the higglers with things from Panama, Dominican Republic, and eventually Miami. Soon I was traveling back and forth, buying and selling back, and that was fine. But then I start to manage the higgler and protect them. And next thing, elections coming around and a politician ask me to help him. So I touch up people, you know, but mostly I find the people anybody looking for. At first I was working for a politician in my area, and then somebody died. I was involve. I never do it but I was there. I was the one to find him, if you know what I mean. Well, things got too hot so they ship me to London for three years until things cool down. What actually happen was the politician lose the election and so he stopped sending me money, so I had to get back to Jamaica. When I reach back, a new party was in and they knew me as a man from the other party, so I couldn’t find work.

Well, I run into one of my friend from school and that guy was working with his father business—selling panty or something such. It was one of the red boys who could do whatever he wanted in school because he had a work guaranteed for him after school. Anyway, the boy was just plain dunce. He was duncer than me, so you must know how bad it was. Anyway, when I run into him he ask me what I was doing, and I tell him I was just hustling, and I don’t know what made me say it but I just put it to him simple: “Look, if you want to find anybody, anybody at all, just shout me. I can handle it cheap.”

I was a fair man. I charge extra if I know what is going to happen to the person. I get pay in cash until I had an account set up.

By the time she told me her story, the ice in her glass had melted, my rum and Ting was done, my ice cubes chewed up as we talked, and all I could feel like was the most unworthy man in the world. She was no drunk, she was in control, and she was beautiful, and by the time we were finished, I knew that I would have to do whatever she asked me to do because, in truth, it would be the only instant in which she would need me. You wouldn’t call that love?

Cynthia did not present her situation as a problem for me to solve. Nobody can claim that. She never ask me to do anything but one thing. She wanted me to find her husband. That was all she ask for.

But even though we sit down there eating and talking about serious things, the woman was so at ease with me. She laugh and smile. One time she ask me what she must call me.

As I say before, in Jamaica a woman like a big man. One who is prosperous, and show that he can be in charge. What I said was something like, “Call me what you want to call me,” and leaned back with a smile to show her my confidence.

“But I don’t know what to call you,” she say, laughing again.

“All right, so what you think people call me normally,” I ask her, like a tease.

“You mean, like, who?” She look a little confuse.

“Well, like the woman we see outside the restaurant selling orange.”

“I don’t know. I will just call you Mr. Detective, then,” and I swear she was flirting with me.

Now she tell me a lot of things. I sat there and listen to everything she was saying—everything. The truth is that the whole situation was a piece of nastiness, and the man was the problem. But the way she tell me the whole thing, she made it sound like she want me to find him because he did not know what he was doing, and he need her to save him from himself.

“I have to tell you something that I can’t tell anybody else,” she said. And I tried not to look as if Deloris had already told the story to me. I didn’t want the thought of Deloris in the room. “I have AIDS. Well, I am HIV positive. Me and my daughter. He gave it to us. Now you must know that I can’t blame him for it. I mean, he said he only found out when I got tested for my application for the police training school. The coaching business I was doing at Ardenne High School gave me a little something, but it wasn’t enough. And before the child, and before he lost his work, my teaching job at the business college was enough. You know, I teach a little math and accounting, and I was getting enough from that to make ends meet. And on top of that I started to do a little investing. I was doing so well, you know. Careful, taking small risk. But honestly, I got a little greedy—that is how I would put it. You remember that scheme? They came to our church and told us that God was blessing people left, right, and center, and these people, people I trusted, people I went to school with, people from my church—all of them stood up at the altar and talk about how God bless them with this investment. Pressed down, shaken up, and flowing over. So I decided to put in my savings. And everything crash. Everything crash. Which is when I decided maybe the police was something I could try. I would get a little more money than the teaching and I could still coach.

“Well, they tested me, and I was positive. And I told him, and he started to get vex with me. He got tested and he was positive, and he continued with the vexation. But he knew the truth. And I told him, I told him to his face. I said, Clarence, I come from nothing. You know where I grow up, you know how poor my people were, you know how I take my talent and run for my school and run for Jamaica and get scholarship to Nebraska and how I got my degree, and how I went and got pregnant careless and I had to come back to Jamaica. And you know how that whole thing took away my career as a sprinter. And you know how much I fought you when you said you want to marry me. How you tried and tried and begged and begged before I said yes. And I married you, and I decide to make my life with you. You know what I gave up for this, and you know that I have no reason to lie to you. You know that is not my style. You know I am not afraid of you, or any man. You know I don’t take crap from nobody, especially you. So don’t you dare lie to me, and worse, come accuse me of something you know I didn’t do.

“Well, he admitted it. What else was he going to do? She was a woman living in St. Elizabeth. He said she was sick. He found out she was sick, and he was worried but was afraid to check himself. He bawled, bawled the living eye water. And I told him it was all right. And we decided to make it work. But after about a week, he started to talk the same foolishness again. Started to say that I deceived him, and that I brought this thing on him. I can’t explain to you how two people could start to hate each other in such a short time. I can’t explain how much nastiness came out of that man’s mouth to me. I can’t explain how he put his hand on me. I can’t explain how he started to mistreat that girl, the same girl who he claimed he loved like his own daughter. The kinda nasty things he said to her, talking about how she is a dirty white bastard, and all kinds of sickness. And then what he did to her—touch her, force himself on her, and told her, told her to her face that he was doing it because I gave him this sickness and he wasn’t going to let anybody that I love ever have a peaceful life.”

She stopped talking at that point and just stared out the door to the parking lot like she was waiting for someone to walk in. When she start to talk again, it was like she was talking to herself.

“I have never told anybody this thing. Never. But that is what he did. That was the last thing he did before he left. He left me a note. He said he was going to kill himself and that I shouldn’t look for him. He said that he had destroyed his life, destroyed the only person who ever loved him, and now he had destroyed the life of an innocent child. Mr. Brown, I can’t tell you how hard it is for me to look at my daughter knowing that I brought this thing into her life. I brought this darkness into her life. She is positive. She might live a longer life than me. She might. But what kinda life is that?

“So tell me, am I so sick to start to worry about him, to wonder where he is, to wonder if he really is going to kill himself, to wonder who going to look after him when he gets sick? I can’t tell anybody this thing. How can I tell anybody that I still love this man? Maybe it is not love, maybe it is something like a sickness that makes me think that me and him are now tied up in a way and we can’t be separated. Me and him and my daughter. All I know is that I need to find him, and I want you to help me find him.”

“Deloris say you want me to kill him,” I said, the word coming out with difficulty because my throat was dry-dry.

“I never said that. I just said to her that he has done some things that no woman can forgive. I told her me and my daughter was sick because of him. I told her I needed you to help me find him. I never said I want to help him. I couldn’t explain that to another woman. She heard what I said, and maybe the way she understood me, she conclude that is kill I want to kill the man. But that is not what I said.”

It was enough for me. I agreed to find him. But deep inside me, what she said about him, about loving him, about being tied to him, that thing made me sick to my stomach. Not because I thought it was a sickness in her, but because I was jealous.

This was her flaw, and yet it was a flaw that pushed her further away from me. Right there, I wanted to find the man. Right there, I had a desire to do something evil to that man.

I could have started right away. In truth, I could have found that man in no time at all. But I have to say that after this lunch with her, I turned into a different man. I was behaving in ways that I knew was sinful and not right, but I walked into it same way, every step telling myself, man, you have to do better.

When we step out into the sunlight outside the restaurant, the woman selling orange just say casual, “Nice man, nice man. My Lord, buy the lady a orange, nuh. She look like she could eat a sweet orange.”

Now, “My Lord” is what a man would normally call me, but some of them young girls start behave like man these days.

Cynthia smile. “My Lord,” she say. “Buy me a orange, nuh.”

And the way she say that, I know I was in trouble.

I pretend it was the glare making me rush for my shades. And when I walked that woman to the taxi place … imagining her naked body, sweating, moving over me, her breasts, her strong thighs, her batty—Jesus … Pushing through the crowd until I found one of my connections and give him some money, plus more, and tell him to take her to where she want to go as she protesting that she could just catch the bus, and all the noise around us, the traffic, the people chatting, the woman selling this and that, the bus and truck, the car horn, despite her protest, despite the world happening around me, all I could hear in my head was one thing: I have to fuck you.

For the next few days, all I did was scheme to do exactly that. Just to say it now fill me with such shame. I never used to talk about lovemaking like that. So why I was thinking that kinda language with her? Is not like say she was the kinda woman who use that kinda language. But I was entering a dark place, a place that was not really me.

I made a plan. A simple plan—make the search look like the hardest thing in the world, just like I used to do when a business hire me to steal information, and check in with her regular, and tell her things that was not really anything, not so much updates … that might not be the word … more like warnings … I need to talk to you, off the cell phone, though … Best to talk in person … Hey, you don’t know who might be watching you … I don’t know … You can never tell … I know the drive long … With the toll on the causeway it should take me door-to-door a hour and mash.

She lived out in Portmore, what was just beach and alligator swamp in the ’70s when I was a boy. Quarter-million people out there now on the dump-up land looking over them shoulder for alligator—when it rain like is Florida them live.

She lived in one of the newer schemes out there in a regular hot two-bedroom flat prefab with a grill-round veranda add on.

At first that is where I’d give her the reports. She wouldn’t really make me come inside. Maybe it was because the little girl was home on summer holiday. But that suit me fine because since the little girl couldn’t hear, I could put forward some good arguments.

Now, they say self-praise is no recommendation, but when I think back I have to say that my argument them was good. Watch the ride: I need some encouragement … My services are free, but a man could use a brawta now and then … I could search better if I could smell you on my lip all day … I wouldn’t call it love, but all I know is you come in like you want to live inside my head all day … All I want is a little taste …

So couple days of this went on, yes—at first I used to only go out there in the day time. I mean, Deloris wanted me to help Cynthia, but woman have instincts, and they get sharper when some suspicion give them the vague feeling you might want to be taking them for fool. So no vague feelings was going come from me to Deloris. So no regular nighttime visiting.

Until Deloris came to me in my office one afternoon looking kinda sad and say she sorry to give me short notice but she going to Miami to buy two new machine later on and she did mean to tell me before and she did mean to cook several meal for me that she could leave in the fridge, for she know me is a man who don’t eat out a-road, and again she sorry for the short notice but could I cook for myself for one night while she gone …

As I’m saying this now is like I’m there … in Cynthia kitchen. Me and her face-to-face like we going dance a rent-a-tile tune. I can see everything like is right now … the two-burner stove, the pot of stew peas, the wall black up behind the stove … the Formica counter stain but clean-clean … the empty plate them on the table with a small slice of tomato still in mines … my belly full, the little girl sleeping.

Yeah man, everything was coming together nice, and so I time it good and put the argument to her. When I put it, this is what she said: “What, you don’t believe me when I say I have AIDS?” And the way she say it, the serious way she say it, I knew right there that she was ready.

I wanted to say, AIDS can’t come between two people who love one another. In my head she woulda took this as a joke, cause I woulda said it like a joke. I know how to do those things.

Be that as it may, I didn’t joke it out though, I took it to her serious. I put my hand to her face and she flinch like she think I was going box her—reflexes, you know. And she lean against me heavy when my hand touch her skin, cause it touch her light-light. And when it touch her now she hug me up like she surprise, and is like her surprise make me feel my own kinda surprise. You know them kinda surprise there that make your hair lie down instead of stand up? Like say when you see a great cricketer make a late cut … pull back hard like him going rass a square cut through the gully, and when you expecting force now, him just take the hard-hard willow and feather-touch the ball through the slips. Or when a corporal in the off-key police band step forward in him white tunic and play one of them soft Latin tunes on him dull trombone.

Yeah man, certain kinda surprise make your hair lie down all over your body—at least that’s how I feel it in my mind.

So no, I wasn’t lying to anybody, least of all myself, when I brush my hand through Cynthia hair and say, “I believe you. And I know you done sort out how we can do it safe.”

Cynthia didn’t talk much while we was making love that night. Like most Jamaican woman she mostly moan and groan. Jamaica woman take sex serious—it’s a thing I come to notice—sex and dancing, not too much laughy-laughy going on. Cynthia just moan. Anything more than that is one and two, “Uh-huh” and “Eeh-hee.”

Cynthia talk loud with her body though. She drill me with it. Me, a man who think me know how to handle woman. Backside! Cynthia make me feel like a recruit. She handle me with efficiency and power, like she had to break me down and build me back up again to make me understand, in case I didn’t understand before that I was her own.

Is only one time she talk. The whole time she talk only once. I was over her and she swing out her legs and wrap them around my back, and she put her two hands on my throat and put her mouth to one of my ears—that time her breath hot-hot—and say, “Men have done a lot of things for me, My Lord, but one thing”—her breath catch up, and her voice sink low—“one thing a man never do for me yet, My Lord. You know what it is?”

“No. What?”

“You know what it is?” This time her voice deep in her chest like she was shy. “No man ever kill for me yet, My Lord, no man. Oh Jesus!” Same time she grab me and start to tremble.

That was the seed. Plant like that. Simple, quiet. She never mention it again. But it take root inside me. Deep inside me.

Deloris till the soil and Cynthia do the planting. That’s the truth. I’ve gone over this moment many times in my head and I understand it clear-clear now.

Be that as it may, fucking Cynthia didn’t make me stop sleeping with Deloris. And a part of me feels like when she came back from Miami she must did know something happened because I was a different man. I picked her up at the airport and give it to her three times. And so it became every day after that, even in the office sometimes—just lock the front door and bend her over the sewing machine. I was really hungry for Cynthia but I couldn’t have her. She kept telling me to wait. So Deloris got her share.

One morning as I was making love with Deloris in this same little cottage right here, she asked me if I find the man for Cynthia yet. And is like that question give me more strength. And it come in like she realize it or something, because after that, whenever she wanted me to put it on a certain way, she would mention Cynthia in my ears … like tell me that Cynthia call her to talk about the dress … or Cynthia call to ask her if she know anything about how the search for the husband going.

Did Deloris actually know? Like know? I don’t really think so. The way I work it out is that she saw Cynthia as something damaged, and because I knew what that damage was, she was off limits to me. So thinking of Cynthia as damaged gave Deloris power over her. And if she have power over her, then it mean where Cynthia was concerned, she, Deloris, have power over me. And how she feel powerful now she start to get more confidence in herself and start to get out of order, even try one and two acrobatics in the bed. And when she start act like she want to rise up to me like this now, I felt I had to overpower her, break her down right back to where she was lower than me. And to do that I just had to imagine she was Cynthia. And this would get me murderous. And every push I push into Deloris was like I was giving her a stab.

One night, about a week of carrying on like this, I felt I had to tell Deloris I was in love. I just rolled over in the bed one morning and said it quiet and plain. No, it wasn’t a week. It was more than that. About, say, nine days, because in truth I’d found out where the man was a few days before that.

Deloris get vex, of course, but what surprise me is when she never fight to keep me or nothing like that. No, sir. She just pack her things and leave. No, is lie. As she was closing her grip she say, “The woman out of your class, you know, Brownie? You is the biggest fool I know.”

Yeah, that was kinda true.

Maybe, but I couldn’t see that then cause here was my thinking. Cynthia living with her daughter in that small dingy place in Portmore, and I know she made for better than that. I could see her comfortable in Constant Spring. Come uptown, live comfortable, me and she, put the girl in Immaculate, beautiful. Well Deloris had to leave for that to happen. And even though I never ask her to, well, to my mind she react perfect.

I wait to hear from Cynthia that Deloris call her or go by to fight her. But nothing like that happen.

So after a few days—a Thursday—I decide that it is time for me to seal the deal, as them say. I call Cynthia from the office and tell her I was going to find her husband over the weekend. I tell her I would come look for her Monday with all the information about him, and if she want I would take her to look for him on Tuesday. Then I tell her what I told Deloris. I was about to tell her that Deloris move out, but her reaction stop me. First I couldn’t hear anything. Then she talk to me soft-soft.

“Why you do something like that, My Lord?”

“You know why.”

“You shouldn’t do that, My Lord.”

“I had to …”

“You shouldn’t do that,” she say again. “No, you really shouldn’t do that.”

After that she never say a whole lot, so I promise her that she will understand and we will be all right. It wasn’t the time to tell her how Deloris leave and how I already work out when she and the girl were going to move in. That would look too callous—like Deloris was disposable or something. I am not that kinda man at all. Now, if Deloris had started some foolishness, I would have to tell the woman, but Deloris, God bless her, deal with this thing with dignity, and the few times when I see her, is not vexation I see in her, but pity, a terrible kinda pity for me that was a new kinda punishment.

Be that as it may, at the time, I was in a zone. Love, man. Love. I hang up and start make plans.

Well, how did I find the man? Come on, that man wasn’t difficult to find. Cynthia had done told me that he had family in St. Elizabeth. So all I had to do was to get to Santa Cruz, where she said his people was from, and the rest was easy.

I had some old police friends in the area. And when you’re doing certain kinds of things you have to figure in the police. So I called my good squaddy One Drop one night and ask him to meet me at five the next morning in Santa. One Drop’s name is really Wilson, but he’s the kinda police that each time he has to draw his Glock, a man is going to fall.

So Drop met me outside a patty shop, in plainclothes as usual. Everything was closed. The place was still dark. But is country, so one or two goat and cow was loitering. We talked in the parking lot. Turns out he was looking for the husband too. It was one of the first things he said when the subject came up.

Some complaints had been coming in from prostitutes in Black River saying there was this man who was offering triple money for them to work without condom. Then when he was finished with them now, the man would just throw the thousand dollar on them belly and tell them to go get test for AIDS.

According to Drop, at least three of them come to him direct and tell him this personally. And when I say personally, just read between the lines and come to your own conclusion about what kinda relationship Drop as a police might be having with the prostitute them.

When Drop telling me about what the girls tell him, is like him start to laugh. When I ask him what was going on, him say that the idiot didn’t know that most of the woman doing their business in Black River learn how to use female condom, so even though he thought him was getting a bareback ride, the woman them was well saddled.

Then Drop face change. Him look off toward the square, then down at him loafers, then look at me again.

Two of the younger girls, well, they was careless Ethiopians, and they never had the protection, and him blood really boil when they came to him.

Officially, if one of the girls test positive, the man was going get a murder charge. But between the two of us, Drop knew why the supe had put him on the case. Before that man dead him was going know what it was like to live without a cock or balls while rotting in prison for life.

So I laugh and told him how the man’s wife hire me to find him because she was concerned about his health. I tell Drop that the way things look, maybe somebody was going to done the man before I could help him.

“Why you want to help a piece a shit like that?” Drop say.

“I work for pay. Woman hire me to save the man. So can’t be helped.”

And this is how you get police involve.

“Well, I going to find him before you, Brown,” Drop said.

I laughed.

So who was going find him first? My skills is something that Drop respect. Five thousand Jamaican and a Chinese dinner. Wasn’t no big bet.

The thing is, I knew I’d won already, because I knew where the fucker was, even how he was lying down, but Drop didn’t need to know that.

You see, the day I went down to meet with One Drop was not the first time I’d gone down. I’d gone down there the day before, not to Santa Cruz up in the hills there, but way down south, even more south than Black River, down in a place name Treasure Beach. Down there is what you call real country. It don’t even have a town. Is just red niggers, blue sea, and brown grass. The perfect place to get lost.

From what I had gathered through my intelligence, there was a routine to his days. Him would go out with the fishermen most mornings then spend the afternoons smoking weed on the beach till night. Then when night come now, him would catch a taxi down to Black River or even go as far as Montego Bay to do his work.

I ask a big-belly man with the smoothest skin you could ever see and some wild stick-up sea-salt rusty locks—fellow they call Boops, who used to be a serious fisherman but decide to use his boat for sightseeing for tourist and excursion up Black River from the sea—if he knew where the man was. He said the man was at the rocks this morning, but catch a ride with one of the tourist excursion up river and soon come back.

Well, I waited and when the boat come back the man was not in it, but the captain of the boat told me that he left the man by the shrimp dock a few miles up river. He said that the man sometimes just stay up there for the night because he had a woman there.

So I ask Boops to give me a run up the river, and I promise to pay for gas and a little something.

We move out as the sun dropping down behind the sea. We head out south like we going to Venezuela, then turn west and follow the coast until we come to the sweet-and-salt coolness of the river mouth. Boops push the boat toward the river mouth past where one of those flat-bottom tourist boat and a few fishing boat was dock.

A light mist take over the river when we motor past the white hanging roots of the mangrove that look like some gray dreadlocks. Long shadow and orange light everywhere you look. The ibises already crowd out the riverbank for the night.

In a bend in the river, I could make out a jetty, a rough-up cement-floor gazebo, and a narrow brick bungalow with about three little storefronts where they cook and serve the shrimps. Most days about five or six people cook and sell shrimp and bake crab from there. Only a fat woman cleaning up the place for the night was left.

And there he was—the man. Sitting under a almond tree smoking a cigarette and eating shrimp from some foil. Boops guide the boat against the jetty, and both of us climb up onto the concrete landing, and while I sat down on one of the wooden bench, Boops tie up the boat and walk behind the shop to piss.

I was watching the man who barely look around when we slide in. He was short. Red-skinned. The most ordinary, pimpleface man you would ever see. His hair was low-low on his head, and you could see the balding start already. He wasn’t a fit man or anything. He was not the kinda man I did expect to see.

Boops walk around from the side and come sit beside me. The man watch Boops moving past like he really in a different world. It is then that he look at me like he want to ask what I was doing in his kingdom, and right away I know why my spirit never take to this man. Disdain. Like the man have disdain for everything around him. This one is not pride, self-assurance—them is good things. This one is disdain, like him is better than everybody else. I don’t like those kinda people. And worse, when you red and disdainful, you have no basis but that you might a be a lucky sperm that make a move in a certain time in history. Nothing that you have done.

“Mr. Alvaranga?”

“Who asking?” He spit out a shrimp shell in his hand and throw it on the ground. “I say, who asking?”

“No problem, sir. You have answered my question.”

As I start to walk back to the boat, hear him, “Who the rass is you, anyway?”

I turn my head sideways to talk behind me. “Nobody, bossman. Not a damn soul. You know what? Call me Duppy.”

Boops laugh out.

“Hey, Boops, who the rass is this man? Why you bring him out here for?”

“Take it easy, Alva. Him say him have a message from your wife.” Boops look at me as if to say I must do what I said I was doing.

“She just want to know you living and healthy,” I explained.

“Fuck the bitch!” he shouted. “Boops, don’t do that again or I will fuck you up myself.”

Boops laugh and start up the boat.

While we were going back down river toward the sea, Boops tell me that sometimes Alvaranga sleep in one of the shacks on the landing.

So, when I’d called One Drop to meet me in Santa Cruz, I was calling from Treasure Beach. Not Kingston. As I said, I already knew where the man was before I made the bet, even how he was lying down.

I called Cynthia with the news two days later. I needed time to clear my head. I was in Kingston, driving out to the airport to meet a rep for an airline that wanted to know when a rival was going to change its fares. The harbor was gray and choppy on my right and the hills dusty on the far side of it and the city, spreading and rising up and up killing itself one person at a time every two or so hours.

I didn’t tell her anything about anything when she picked up. Just small talk. I wanted to give her the news in person, more like in her person. I wanted to be saying, I did it for you, baby. I did it for you. Is you me done the fucker for, as she made me come.

One Drop call me as I was waiting for my contact in a far end of the parking lot. Hear him: “You owe me five thousand and a lo mein.”

“For what?”

Him say, “How you mean?”

I turn down the radio. “So you arrest him?”

“Arrest him?”

“Yeah. You say you find him.”

“The man dead, My Lord. Dead. One shot in the head.”

“You too rass lie. So what you think, the AIDS fly up in him head or him conscience bite him and him commit suicide?”

“It don’t look so—”

“So is you supposed to find that out or them bringing in a sense man from town?”

“Fuck you. Me know more than most of them little guys who call themself investigator. All them do is go on a little three-month course to England and come back like them is anything. Me learn more than them from CSI to bloodclaat.”

And we laugh for bout two minute.

“So you feel is kill himself?”

“Yeah man. A man can’t do that kinda fuckery and live with himself.”

“So you can’t get my money then. I catch you. You bugger you.”

“You see how you stay?”

“Just cool, man. Your dinner safe with your money.”

“Me no bet for lose, you know, Brownie.” One Drop is a man like to boast sometimes. “Me no bet for lose.”

“So how you find him?”

“One of my sources. You know how that go. Find him down by the shrimp place on Black River, few miles up from the coast. The body lay out on the ground like it was in a coffin, tidy, with a pillow under the head.”

I went over the night in my mind: I came back by land. Drove along the coast road then up into some hills then across some little dirt roads then walked down a track to the back of the jetty.

“So what about the next of kin and all that?” I asked, squeezing the button of the hand brake. “You wrap up in that too?”

“As a matter of fact, that is why I called you. Since you know her and she hire you, I thought you might want to tell her for me. Ease things a little. I can arrange for someone to call her later, but you going to see her, yes?”

“Yeah, I can tell her. But make sure the station call. Just to make it official.”

I rang Cynthia with the news right after me and One Drop hung up. She sounded afraid—nervous. I asked her what happen, baby, and she said some policeman came by there and asked her about her husband. I asked her what she told him. She said she was afraid. I asked her where she was.

I could hear she was in her car so I tell her don’t go home. Meet me. She said her daughter was at home so she had to go there. I asked if the child was there too when the police come, and she said yes, that the little girl was traumatized by all the guns.

How much of them was there? Did she remember any of the names? Was there a Wilson? She asked me where I was. I said out by the airport. I asked her if the police told her anything or if they just asked questions. She said just questions. When I asked for more information, she said we had to talk off the air, so I should come and meet her at home and drive fast-fast.

I called the airline rep and lied.

As I headed to Portmore, I kept thinking of how I felt when I went back to the jetty, the way the man sighed when he got the shot, and how it felt so indecent to leave him there like a cement bag, and how his body was still warm through the gloves when I moved his legs and arms and put the pillow under his shattered head in an attempt to fix him up.

My body was trembling as I was driving. By the time I got to the power station out by Rockfort I had to stop the car on the roadside.

I still remember the smell and taste of that vomit. A lump of it got stuck to the wall of my throat. I had to keep swallowing and swallowing to get it down.

Killing people is not a easy thing. I know I might be repeating myself. Is not a easy thing, sir. Who to tell? Maybe some people do it and sleep good at night. But not me. Killing has marked me for life.

Did I know I’d feel this when I went back to the jetty? I did. But sometimes you just have to do what you have to do, and when you finish doing it you fully consider the price. Otherwise you won’t get it done.

I reached Portmore at around four o’clock, just when the traffic from Kingston start to get thick. It is strange how you can know when something wrong just by looking at a place. Or maybe this is something you tell yourself to feel wise when you looking back at a moment when you were clearly a fool.

There wasn’t anybody in the place. I knew this right away. But it took maybe half a second to accept say Cynthia and her daughter never just gone down the road to the shop. The place vacate. The curtain them was gone. I knock on the grill with a stone.

Then I saw a envelope pushed between the bars. It had my name on it, and I couldn’t miss her handwriting—just like a little child.

I opened it quick-quick. One sheet of paper. The note was short and simple:


Thank you, My Lord. I knew you would do this for us. I knew it when I asked you to help me, I knew it when you hold my body that you would do anything for me. So I don’t  have to ask. I just have to say thank you. I am only telling you that we left Jamaica and we’re not coming back, so you know we are fine. Thank you for everything. Take care.

Sincerely,

Cynthia

p.s. Your finder’s fee is at Western Union.




Strange, to me at least, I didn’t think of being abandoned or that I’d messed up my life. What came to me was the first time I’d seen Cynthia in my office. When she was standing just inside the door and she noticed me looking at her, she gave me a soft tired smile, and I could see the full white perfection of her teeth, and a deep dimple in her right cheek.

That strong body. Those legs—long and firm and black and shine with lotion. The dress hem up above her knee. Her shoe heel was scrape down to almost nothing on one side though, and the perm in her hair was soon going gone.

A lot of feelings come with this memory—some of it bitterbitter, some of it regretful, but the feeling that always wash over me, despite everything else, is a sweetness. It is the kinda sweetness you keep in your pocket, and when things start to get bad, you pull it out like a kerchief, and take a deep breath from it, and it send you back to a place where, just for a little moment, the world could never be sweeter. Nobody can’t take that from me, that is the truth.

My Lord …
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