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To my women friends

my two blood sisters, Marilyn and Suzie

my (almost) lifelong sistren, Celia and Rosemary

And to Nancy McLean, in tribute, sorrow and remembrance




Colonisation is always about the land.

Viet Thanh Nguyen, A Man of Two Faces

Nkakat itaha ekpeme, eto akpa ayak oduñg, sia odung edi ûkú eto

(The termite can never devour a bottle, a dead tree will always leave a root to become the fountain for rebirth …)

Efik proverb




Chapter 1

When Miss Pauline finally comes to understand that the stone walls of her house have begun to move, she knows she will die before her hundredth birthday, just over a month away. She sleeps in her mother’s iron bed, under a light sheet, the mosquito net pulled close, and for the past seven nights she’s been woken by unfamiliar noises. The first time it happened, she considered getting up to investigate but the noise stopped. Country night fulla sound, she whispered aloud to reassure herself.

She’s not someone who has struggled to sleep at any point in her life, not after bereavements, not with newborns, not when her baby father went to build roads for months, or when her boy child came home with torn clothes and swollen eyes, not when her girl child became a mother and took up with a man she disliked, never with indecision or worry, sickness or remorse. Not when her monthlies stopped coming. Not after the wounds of loss or disaster. Not even when her dreams became the recurring nightmare of an underground cavern below an unreachable hole in the rock, arousing guilt that clung like mortar. Not when she began calling herself old at eighty. But night after night, she’s been roused, first by her body, and then by the noises. Her stomach cramps. Her fingers ache. She’s thirsty. One night, a rustling, easily dismissed as small nocturnal animals outside, going about their business. The next, a swishing, like a storm through trees, but when she goes to the half-open sash window, the night is windless. On the third night, she hears the scrape of a heavy stone being pulled through pebbly mud, wet and grasping; the fourth brings the rumble of river stones being sieved. The fifth and sixth nights are split by a cracking, like men breaking stone with hammers and pickaxes. Men hauling stone, men quarrying.

She shudders and fear feathers her skin. She pulls the sheet up, but it presses down on her body. She thinks of a shroud. Her mouth fills with saliva and she swallows. She reaches for the cup beside her bed, River’s cool water, and drinks. The noises are not only strange and too close, but they are directed at her. For her. Chuh man, Pauline, wha do you? she demands out loud. How much tings mek noise a nighttime? Rat. Cat. Croaking lizard. Dawg. Bat. Owl. Mongoose inna the chicken coop. ’Tap you rass foolishnis. You inna safe place. But she well knows that dangers hide in safe places. If a man – a tief – is in her house, he’ll be sorry. On the seventh night, she gets up and reaches for the ’lass stored under her bed, her knees crackling. She holds one of the bedposts and pulls herself up, thinks of her baby father, Clive, who gave her the cutlass and the leather scabbard, made with his own hand.

Her son, Alvin, insisted on installing electricity. She’s never liked or trusted the wires that run along the walls of her house. Alvin had a banking job in Kingston, and he used to pay her bill. She’s often imagined complaints from his unpleasant town wife about the money he spent on her and what her son might have said in response: If she has light now, I don’t feel so guilty for not visiting her in Mason Hall.

Alvin, her firstborn.

The handle of the ’lass is smooth against her palm, but heavier than it used to be.

Is not heavier, girl, you is weaker. Out loud she says, Weaker is not fuckin weak.

In the central room of her home she stands, holding her breath. She fumbles for the switch, annoyed at her sudden reliance on its power. The warm, flickering glow of a kerosene lamp, which can be adjusted depending on her mood – bright for cooking, dim for thinking – is much better. But perhaps the harsh electric light will solve the mystery of the sounds. Wild hog, mebbe? Yellow snake? Foolishnis. No snake has been seen in Mason Hall in living memory and feral hogs are rare.

She throws the switch and squints until her eyesight adjusts. Goes from room to room, cutlass raised, staring up at the underside of the zinc roof, looking behind furniture, curtains, under beds and rugs. Not a lizard, mouse, cockroach or stray cat. Nothing fallen off a table. Certainly no mongoose, snake or hog. No tiefin man, lying in wait. Just anodda fuckin dream. She turns the light off.

Back in her bedroom, she lays one palm on the walls of carved limestone blocks. The stones feel dry, papery, as if they might crumble to dust through her fingers. Her left arm cradles her stomach, trying to soothe it. She fights to swallow. She knows every fault and blemish the stones hold, their fissures and holes and the faint shapes of insects captured by the rock as they died. Then, against her palm, she feels a vibration, like an electric shock. Snatches her hand away. Is it the damn wires? She’s cold, too cold. She reaches out again, this time with her fingertips. The stones tremble, sending a jolt from her fingers to her chest. She sets her jaw, leaves her fingers where they are and closes her eyes, thinking of the men who helped to build this house arguing about whether cement was the right kind of mortar. The wall itself shivers like a living thing.

Hairs rise on the back of her neck, but she wipes her palms on her nightdress and kisses her teeth, impatient with herself. She stands tall and speaks directly to the walls of her house. Stone is not dawg or man. Stone cyah move.

Her mouth tastes of metal. The cup on her bedside table is empty. She sits in the armchair in the corner of her bedroom, the cutlass in her lap. She’ll clean and sharpen it after she’s had her tea in the cool of the early hour. Then she’ll slide it under her pillow where it will be easy to reach. In case she needs it. She thinks of other mornings, the steady, rolling days of the life she has built for herself – weeding the kitchen garden at the side, raking up leaves for mulch. Tidying her house. Fetching water from River for storage in her stone jar. Preparing meals, using her own vegetables and seasonings. Reading time in the afternoon, when it’s too hot for exertion. Crackers and cocoa tea made from her own plants, enjoyed on the veranda after the sun goes down, a welcome retreat to her bed. She’s empty with a cavernous loss, hollowed out by a force she doesn’t understand. She waits for dawn, startling when a pair of croaking lizards begin their call and response.

The sky lightens and just as her spirits lift, a damp spiral of wind whispers against her face. Raas, she hisses. Over at the window there is no draught coming from outside. Are the stones themselves breathing out? She smells stagnant water. Something wet and rotten. Something dead.

’Tap you bloodclaat foolishnis, she says, glad there’s no one to hear her, but the wind still swirls and her voice shakes.

Then she speaks her own name. Pauline Evadne Sinclair. If you going talk to stone an youself, talk the truth. You need some help.

When the sun is fully up, she uses the flush toilet – waste of clean water – and goes into the living room. Her stone house is a simple rectangle with two bedrooms on one side, the larger one facing the road to Mason Hall and the smaller one at the back. One sparsely furnished large room runs through the centre of the house, from the front veranda to the back door, containing a small side table, a bigger kitchen table with four chairs, and a threadbare couch that’s hardly used. The large kitchen and small inside bathroom are on the other side. The living room tends to be dark – the exterior doors are narrow with a single window beside each, one at the front, the other at the back. She likes the dim coolness of the main room, although she spends most of her time on the veranda, where there is her glider and an uncomfortable wicker chair.

Sitting at the narrow side table in the living room, she rummages for paper and pen in the single drawer. She will write to her granddaughter, Justine, living in foreign. Carol’s daughter. Carol, whose birth nearly killed her. Fraidy-fraidy Carol who migrated in the five flights time in the 1970s, sponsored by Evon Marshall, her stush American spouse. Justine, the only one of her grands she has spent time with, sent to Jamaica for a month every summer until she was sixteen. Justine, playing skipping games in the square with the children of Mason Hall. Justine, refusing to use the outhouse after Miss Pauline gave her a chimmy and insisted she deal with the contents herself. Her disgusted face as she took the chimmy outside. Plaiting her granddaughter’s hair. Justine loved ribbons when she was young.

Who, in all of her life, has Miss Pauline ever asked for help? Clive, her baby father. Her lifelong friend, Zepha, and Zepha’s man, Jiwan, the ganja grower. Never her children. She smooths the sheet of paper torn from an old accounting ledger and begins to write. The words come slowly with many crossings out and she’s not sure of her spelling anymore. Should she write down what she’s heard? Felt? Remembered? Dreaded? She knows, though, that if she tells anyone that her house itself is moving and making noises, that the past is coming for her, they will seek out her four grandchildren, three she’s never met, and two words will chart her final days. Mad ooman.

Some tings not good to talk.




Chapter 2

Miss Pauline dresses in an ironed white blouse, the neckline slightly frayed, a long skirt with a faded pattern. She settles her tie-head and decides she doesn’t need the ’lass for a visit to the post office.

She walks through her living room, trips on Zepha’s hand-made rag rug. Tek time. Nobaddy to find you if you drop. Searches in the same drawer for an envelope, leans over to pen the address, hopes the one she remembers is accurate. She won’t reread what she’s written. She drops the envelope and a pen in one of the deep pockets of her skirt in case there are forms to be filled out at the post office. She can’t remember the last time she had posted a letter to anyone and she hasn’t seen her granddaughter in twenty years.

On her veranda, she stops to take in the morning light, drinking her tea. Although the sun is well up, dew still glints on the patchy ground cover in front of her house – shame-old-lady, buttercups, waving grass – and she remembers the month she spent over sixty years ago now, tramping the land around Mason Hall, until she found this site, the place she planned to spend her life. She drew the footprint of this house from her mind’s eye into the dirt, using a piece of quick stick. Small rocks in each corner; larger, flat rocks in the middle of each room. Sitting in the tall grass, she listened to the hum and scratchings of insects, and imagined the walls rising around her. She used a hoe to look for pockets of soil on her chosen land. It sloped, but not too much, which meant good drainage, and it faced the trade winds that brought cooling year round. In the shade of a gnarled breadfruit tree, she planned a kitchen garden and the trees she would plant – orange and lime, Otaheite apple, ackee, Julie mango. There would be banana and cocoa walks. And at least one panganat bush, her favourite fruit. But the land also faced the full force of storms. She waited a second month to see it in all phases of the moon. She knew she should assess the impact of both wet and dry seasons over an entire year before choosing, but her desire by then was too urgent.

The events of the last several nights seem impossible in the bright morning but she wants to be out of this house. She puts the half full mug on the floor and slams the front door behind her.

She shakes out her puss boots to make sure no insect has taken up residence overnight, slides her feet into them, and leans down to tie the laces. Her head swims. She reaches behind her for the arm of the glider and collapses onto it. Can she even make it to the post office? Is it finally time for a walking stick? Is she sick and that is all? Or worse – is she losing her mind? Stone is not dawg. Nor man.

She takes deep breaths and her dizziness ebbs. You nuh eat anyting since mawnin, she admonishes. Jus tek you time. But she wants her letter to go on today’s pick-up, so she can’t dawdle. She laces her boots and stands, steadying herself on the arm of the glider. She’s okay. She takes the front steps one at a time, thinks: shoulda put in a handrail, ma Clive.

It’s a short, downhill walk on an unpaved marl road to the village centre. Other similar roads bring people from their homes in the hills, winding between grassy banks, crumbling in places. Just wide enough for a taxi, with only a few places carved out of the banks where cars can pass each other. All the roads converge on Mason Hall’s triangular central area, called the square by all. She greets all those she encounters and they respond.

Mawnin, Miss Pauline.

Bless.

Give t’anks.

You out early, Miss P. Mawnin, mawnin.

Respec’.

The exterior of the post office has been painted red by a cell phone company, a colour she considers has only certain appropriate uses and this is not one. But it’s not the first coat of paint to be applied to the buildings of Mason Hall, and after that time the heritage people came in the sixties she was glad the old stones were hidden. She can still see their shapes through the paint, the small gaps in the mortar, the uneven surfaces, but now it’s easy to think the post office walls were just poorly rendered.

It’s not much past nine o’clock and she wonders if she’ll have to wait for opening time, but the door is ajar. Inside, Miss Marcelle, the postmistress, is leaning on the counter, listening to a talk show, staring at one of the new phones, a mug beside her. The zinc roof has holes in it and buckets half filled with scummy rainwater are placed under the worst leaks. The single louvre window is missing three blades, but Miss Pauline sees the stones stand strong. Still. Unpainted inside, giving off their familiar cool glow. She suppresses an impulse to nod to them in acknowledgement or enquiry. A single lightbulb hangs from a cord and throws her shadow against the stone walls. Her back is hunched. That is not her, cannot be her. She pulls her shoulders back and the shadow does the same.

Miss Marcelle turns the phone face down and looks up. You reach you century yet, Miss Pauline? How you so strong? You go live forever, nuh true?

Miss Pauline hears this often from the people in the village of Mason Hall, parish of St Mary, island of Jamaica.

Don’t chat fuckery inna ma ears, she says to Miss Marcelle. Nobaddy live forever. Nobaddy want live forever.

Youngsters laugh at an elder swearing, the church sisters shake their heads. Miss Glad, her mother, said badwuds were forty-shilling words, because that was the fine for using them back in the day.

You too bad, says Miss Marcelle, playful. Miss Pauline knows the postmistress wanted her to swear, because she finds this entertaining, coming from an elder. The much younger woman drinks from the mug. The lemony smell of fever grass drifts across the counter. Pastor Edmond Slowly’s drink. Pauline’s stomach roils.

She puts the envelope on the counter, says, Turn that ting down, nuh? You soon deaf. How much for the stamp-them? She searches for the cloth purse in her pocket.

For the US? Same as ever. You hear ’bout the eart’quake? You feel it?

Miss Pauline looks up. Nuh-uh. What eart’quake?

It come on the news, Miss Marcelle says. Two o’clock a mawnin time. Three point four them sey. Right here in Mason Hall. Three in a week. Tremor from two week before that. Them sey we must look out for aftershock.

Aftershock.

Were the sounds she heard and felt nothing more than the earth gathering itself for a quake? She remembers the one after the devastation of Hurricane Gilbert, the primal terror she felt, exploding from the shaking ground itself. But no, there was that clammy, interior wind inside her bedroom, that smell. Tremor cyah mek breeze. She grits her teeth. Girl, nuttn wrong wit’ you mind.

Me never feel it, she says. She seals the envelope using the small round sponge on the counter, hands over the money and the letter to Miss Marcelle.

Outside, she doesn’t know what to do with herself. How long will a letter take to get to New York? What will Justine make of what she wrote? She should have read it over before sending it. She’s not hungry, has no inclination for the usual household chores, wants to be away from her house. She should have brought her water bottle with her, then she could have filled it at River’s banks. A simple, daily task. Her mind feels cottony, her legs uncertain.

Her footsteps lead her towards River. She’ll be able to make it down, because now there are concrete steps and a rope to hold on to at the steepest places. She stops at the top of the slope, and suddenly she’s seven, looking at the dangerous, divided path to the river, holding a clean glass bottle that once held white rum. The first time her mother sent her to collect water. Then, there were occasional tree trunks to hold on to – rose apple and anchovy pear – and a few rough steps cut into the hillside. The height made her dizzy. Women and girls were already at the riverbank, and she could just hear their voices above the chatter of the water.

Steep, eeh, Puss? her father had said from behind.

She nodded. She wanted to ask him to hold her hand and come with her to River, but she knew he wouldn’t. He pointed with the cutlass that would later kill him. Go the long way. Not the shortcut. Next time, tie the bokkle to you waist. Leave you hand-them free.

She fell that first time. The rum bottle went flying but didn’t break. It rolled down, finding its way, clinking against rocks. She liked the don’t-care attitude of the glass bottle. She cut her right elbow and bruised both knees.

First time? a girl said, peering at the cut on her arm. This way. We get drinkin water upstream where it more clean. You can wash off too. Pauline, right? Me will call you Paulie. You soon come school, right? How old you is? Me is eight. Me is Zepha.

River became her favourite place, and she claimed the best rock for drying clothes as her own. She named it Sollah, after the wise man in the bible Pastor Edmond Slowly talked about in school.

She traces the old scar on her elbow; then reaches for the new rope. Steps down, once, twice. The concrete blocks are too far apart. A female voice behind her calls, Miss Pauline? She turns to see who it is and misses her footing, twists her ankle, almost falls. Whoy, what you doin, Miss Pauline? Cyah still be climbin down to River when you have pipe water inna you house! Dat nuh mek any sense. It’s Lora, Zepha’s youngest child, now an elder herself, buxom and cheerful, wearing the green, black and gold of the Jamaican flag, carrying an empty basket. Come back up, she says. She holds out her hand and Miss Pauline takes it.

What you doin? Lora says. You need sumpn?

Miss Pauline blurts, How long a letter tek to get to New York?

What? Lora wrinkles her brow. Letter? What letter? Why you lookin for a letter at River? Wha’ going on, Miss Pauline?

Nuh matter which letter. Nuttn going on. Jus did tink you might know.

Nobaddy write letter anymore. Only person can tell you dat is Miss Marcelle.

Just comin from there.

Well, go back. Ask her. Who you writing to, anyway?

Ma grand, Justine. She tries to remember if Lora ever met Justine but can’t.

Why you don’t just call her? Or go to the library and Skype? You know Miss Amoy’s grandson, him always over there, him can show you. Lamont him name. You want me come wit’ you?

No, chile. You go about you business. Me is good.

Lora looks unconvinced but turns away to begin her own climb down to River, her steps confident, swinging the basket as she goes. She doesn’t hold on to the rope.

Miss Pauline sets her face in a frown to discourage any unwelcome observations from Miss Marcelle and goes inside. Stupid to be returning so quickly, she should have asked about the time the letter would take to be delivered on her first visit. The post office is empty.

Of course a letter is not the best way to get in touch with her granddaughter. Before Alvin died, he often badgered her about getting a smart phone (which she had ridiculed at the time) or showing her how to use the computer terminal at the refurbished branch library. Lawks, Mumma, you could talk to me anytime you want, Alvin said, his irritation obvious. She misses him, although she knows he found her a trial.

She had not wanted to outlive her children.

She never hears from Alvin’s wife, Leesha, which is fine with her. She migrated with their two babies and she and Alvin never lived together again. One of their children, the older girl, became an airline pilot in Canada, and this gives Miss Pauline a sense of unreality – that in her own lifetime, it has become possible for women to fly aeroplanes, taking hundreds of people from place to place, across oceans and mountain ranges. She’s never been on a plane, never will now. The younger girl – Alvin never complained about not having sons, at least not to her – left Canada for Australia. Miss Pauline knows nothing of her life – what she does for a living, whether she married, if she has children. She has photographs of her other grands, Carol’s children, Jacob and Justine, at various stages of their lives, which she keeps in the cedar chest in her bedroom. If she were deemed to have lost her mind, she supposes her fate would rest with Carol, Jacob or Justine.

She’s leans on the counter. Her mouth is so dry. She should have gone down to River. Of course she can still make it down that hill.

She calls out again and bangs on the counter. Sounds come from the back, but no one answers her. Wutless ooman. Maybe she should just go to the library, seek out Miss Amoy’s grandson. It’s no longer the dilapidated, intimidating room of her childhood and Miss Adina, the woman who swung the door of literacy wide open for her, has been dead for five decades. She’s been there over the years, and she’s seen the computer terminals, fed by something called WiFi (which she translates as Why Vi, as if it’s a question to an unknown woman), and the shelves of new books with bright jackets. She doesn’t remember when last she visited, and she hates it that her time there as a girl is sharper in her memory. She stopped going once she started to reread the books she owned as the old friends they were.

Impatience becoming anger, she shouts for Miss Marcelle. In daylight, noisy, shaking stones are bare foolishnis. The post office is like her, a creature of another time, long past its relevance. She’s fading, her brain cells flaking like paint, her spine crumbling, joints fusing, the past seeking its reckoning. Well, high time. She never thought she’d live to see the date change from the 1900s to 2000, marking a whole new century, and now that is almost twenty years ago.

Soon come! Miss Marcelle finally calls from the room at the back. There’s a catch in her voice. A man speaks in an undertone. Probably Miss Marcelle’s man. Those days of lust, so long ago. Sometimes she dreams about the sweat and slide of desire, not of particular men, or of sex itself, but of that heady, life-affirming, reckless drive, and she loves those rare dreams. In her waking hours, she doesn’t miss lust or sex, but she wonders if her cells still hold that hungry longing, and if not, where it went.

Maybe, like a body, stones can hold on to yearning.

Mawnin again, says Miss Marcelle, emerging from the back. She clears her throat. Her T-shirt is ripped and one eye is half closed. You, ahhm, you forget sumpn, Miss Pauline?

Miss Pauline frowns. Wha’ happen to you?

A man she doesn’t know walks up and grasps Miss Marcelle’s neck from behind. She flinches. Nuttn happen to her, he says. He holds a steaming mug, brings it to his lips. More fever grass tea. Pastor Edmond Slowly.

The man slurps, smacks his lips. What you want, old ooman? Don’t you same one was jus here? You tun eedyat or what? He’s short and rail thin. Not young. Shaved head. Two gold chains. Expensive clothes and polished shoes. Not from country. Maybe a politician.

Miss Pauline glares, takes a step closer to him, the counter between them. You is renk an outta order. Me is here to discuss post office business wit’ the postmistris, Miss Marcelle. You is who?

The man cocks his head on one side and sips. A condescending smile flickers behind a wispy moustache. Miss Marcelle looks at the ground, straightens her T-shirt. Miss Pauline makes an irritated ‘now what?’ gesture with her hands, and the man nods. Awright, Granny, you do you business. To Marcelle he says, Mek me know when you dun.

Me is not you fuckin Granny, Miss Pauline snaps.

The fever grass smell wraps around her, like the damp wind invading in her bedroom, and she thinks of bloody underwear and the churchman.
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