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South Street

Mum always told me not to kick my football along the street. ‘If a big truck come and squash it, don’t bother come running to me!’

It had been a fourteenth birthday gift from my eighteen-year-old brother, Edson. Mum had bought me a mobile phone – she also moaned about my use of that at the dinner table.

On the way home from school, I had always kept close control of the ball. It never escaped my feet. To impress my school friends, I’d play keepy-uppy on the pavement, dribble past pedestrians and play one-twos off walls, trees and fences.

‘Me bet you can’t do this with your bend-up toe and boomerang feet!’ I bragged to my friends.

‘You’re too boasty!’ replied Sienna. ‘One day your ball will drop down to the gulley where the mosquito breed.’

It was Friday.

Sienna, Melody and I had finished school for the day. We swaggered down South Street in our green and yellow uniforms. The afternoon sun roasted our head-tops as we swapped banter about boys, trending songs and celebrity gossip. We looked forward to treating ourselves with cool drinks and hot snacks at the Juici Pattie takeaway store.

As we approached Old Harbour town centre, it was the usual hustle and bustle. Impatient drivers blared their horns. Cyclists shouted for more room on the roads. They cussed badwords as drivers ignored them. Mothers yelled at small children to keep to the pavement. Higglers raised their voices at passers-by, still hoping to win a late afternoon sale for their fruits, vegetables and bammy. Minivan and taxi drivers packed their vehicles to the max. Miss Winnie, an old lady, sat in her usual chair at Louis’s bar taking her time over her bottle of Dragon Stout. She watched the world go by and listened to the quarrelling car horns.

Suddenly there was another sound.

Crack.

It split the air, echoed and bruised the insides of my ears. I held my ball in my hands and stood still. Sienna and Melody looked ahead towards Old Harbour town square. People ran in all directions. Young children were scooped up in their parents’ arms.

‘Get flat!’ someone called. ‘Get flat! Gunshot!’

A white pick-up truck raced towards us on the wrong side of the road. It blasted its horn as other drivers were forced to swerve to avoid a collision. I almost tripped over as I backed away. The driver of the pick-up wagon had momentarily lost control. His wheels sang a high-pitched tune as they threw up dust on the grass verge. He hurtled towards us. Fear gripped my heart. I felt its beat vibrating inside my throat. Tension stiffened my fingers.

As the driver passed, a rush of wind cooled my face. He caught me in his glare. Hard eyes. Dark skin. Short hair. A thick silver neck chain. A wispy goatee beard. I guessed he was around twenty-one. He owned a crusty build that I imagined could deliver a powerful punch.

I only glanced at it for a short second, but I thought I spotted a gun sitting on the front passenger seat.

He flashed by. Lord Jesus! Please don’t make him turn back. Other motorists tooted their horns at him, but he was well on his way to the toll road.

The shouts and screams coming from the town centre became clearer.

‘Oh, my Lord!’ someone cried. ‘Dem kill a next one.’

‘The boy just stand up so in the queue to get into the bank and get shot up!’

‘Me can’t believe dem shoot a somebody so close to the police station.’

‘Dem have no respect for life!’

‘Someone call one-one-zero!’

I shared a look with Melody and Sienna. No one said a word. Instead, we sprinted towards the square to see who had been gunned down.

I couldn’t explain it, but I had this creeping dread strangling my heart. It spread to the inside of my stomach. I dashed ahead of my friends and reached the crime scene.

I could just about see through the gathered crowd. Three policemen were in attendance. They were shadowed by the town centre clocktower. One of them spoke into his phone. Another tried to push the throng back. ‘Move back! Move back! Give we room.’

The third officer knelt to examine the body. His broad back blocked my view. He raised a hand of the victim and checked a pulse. After a few seconds, he turned round and said to his fellow officer, ‘No saving this one.’

I recognised the victim’s trainers. Yellow with the Puma green stripe. Blood spattered his three-quarter-length jeans. A deep red soiled the collar of his lime-coloured T-shirt. Something gripped and twisted inside me. A scorching heat blazed through my head. I dropped to my knees as I sensed every vein pulsing in my body. I fell backwards. Sienna caught me. I opened my mouth as I fought for air.

‘Noooo! It can’t be. Nooooo!’

I’m not quite sure what happened in the following moments. Did I faint? I had lost any feeling in my legs. I remembered someone taking my phone.

‘What’s his name?’

‘Edson. Edson Best.’

‘Me know him,’ someone said. ‘Me watch him play football on Saturdays. Him really good.’

‘The gal who drop is his sister.’

‘Somebody has to call their mother.’

‘Call the father too.’

‘Give the gal a drink, mon.’

‘Make sure she’s sitting comfortably. She just get one mighty shock. Deep trauma she suffering from.’

‘Take her away from the scene! She don’t need to sight the body.’

‘Somebody cover the boy’s head. A terrible someting! Nobody need to see that! May our Lord Jesus take care of him.’

‘Gunman never meant to shoot the boy. The bullet was intended for somebody else.’

‘The Lord God will strike dem down. Evil, dem evil!’

I focused and tried to compose myself.

A gentleman from the nearby bank offered a fold-up chair for me to sit on. My legs wobbled as I took my seat. His white shirt was spotless, and his blue and yellow tie was neatly secured.

‘Take time,’ he said. ‘Take time. Is there anyting else me can do?’

‘Me all right.’

I wasn’t all right.

Sienna placed a glass of cold water in my hands.

I trembled.

Melody rubbed my back.

‘I’ll call your mum,’ Sienna offered.

I nodded. Or I think I did.

‘Miss Claudette.’ Sienna spoke into her phone. Her voice was hesitant. ‘Miss Claudette.’

There was a long pause.

Sienna thumbed the mobile on speaker. She closed her eyes and tried to control her breathing.

‘Sienna? Is that you?’ my mother asked.

‘Yes … yes. Miss Claudette. Me have someting terrible to tell you. Me don’t know how …’

‘Someting terrible?’ Mum repeated. ‘Kadeen in trouble wid her English teacher again? Me done tell her already to stop the talking back.’

‘No … it’s not that.’

‘Then what is it? Is she all right?’

The world stopped as Sienna paused again.

‘Someting happened in the square just outside the National Commercial Bank, Miss Claudette.’

‘Stop taking the long route, Sienna! Tell me what ah gwaan?’

‘It’s Edson,’ Sienna said.

Silence.

‘He’s been involved in an accident?’ wondered Mum. ‘Is he all right? Me always say dem drive too reckless in the middle of town. It’s one of dem taxi driver, isn’t it? Or one of the minibus men. The police should really do someting about dem.’

‘No … it’s not an accident, Miss Claudette. Somebody shoot him.’

My brain informed me that Sienna uttered the word shoot. My heart refused to believe it.

‘Oh, Kadeen,’ Sienna said. ‘Me just can’t believe it. What a tragic loss.’

Maybe it was a mistake? Perhaps she meant someone kicked or punched him. And he’s just in a daze. Maybe I’m confused and seeing tings? He’ll come round in a minute. Everyting’s gonna be OK.

‘What do you mean shoot?’ asked Mum. Her voice was shaky. It was like she was in denial too.

‘I …’

Sienna glanced at me and then stared at the ground.

‘Somebody shoot Edson,’ Sienna continued. ‘He’s … he’s not moving.’

‘Oh, my God! Is he alive?’ Mum wanted to know. ‘Is he alive?’

‘Me … me don’t tink so,’ Sienna stuttered. Tears flowed down her cheeks.

‘Where’s Kadeen?’ Mum asked. ‘Where she there?’

Sienna handed me the phone.

‘Hi … hi, Mum,’ I managed.

‘Is it true?’ Mum wanted confirmation. ‘Kadeen! Can you hear me? Is it true? Talk to me, child!’

‘Yes … it’s true, Mum. Me … me tink he was queuing up to get into the bank. Someone said the gunman shot up the wrong person …’

‘Yes,’ a bystander confirmed. ‘Me see the intended target take off like him batty catch fire.’

Tears dribbled over my lips and chin. I closed my eyes and tried to will away the dreadful sensation in my stomach. This can’t be. My mouth felt dry. I simply couldn’t continue speaking. In my inner vision, all I could see was the spots of blood on Edson’s three-quarter-length jeans and the red stain on his light-green T-shirt.

He was so looking forward to his day. He was going to meet with friends this evening to celebrate someone’s new job. They had all worked hard in high school. Edson was on his way to becoming a maths and PE teacher.

Edson’s footwear was another birthday gift from Mum. I was there to enjoy his wide grin when he first tried them on.

‘These trainers are expensive in Jamaica,’ he had said to me. ‘Me going to make sure that me worthy of dem.’

Oh, God! This can’t be happening. How could The Most High let it happen?

‘Kadeen?’ Mum said. ‘Me coming. Give the phone back to Sienna.’

I found myself trapped in a world between reality and trying to wish away what had happened. The buildings remained the same. I heard the voices around me but couldn’t make any sense of it. The police officers went about their work.

This can’t be my brother Edson! It can’t be. Tomorrow we’ll be kicking ball together, and he’ll be instructing me to use me left foot more.

I couldn’t recall the conversation between Mum and Sienna, and I can’t remember how an hour or two later I happened to be in an interview room with two police officers and Mum.

We were on the second floor. The white rotor fan suspended from the ceiling had its own soft rhythm. It cooled the top of my head. Through the windows, I heard the angry traffic outside. A fly crawled up the wall before it buzzed around again. I followed its flightpath and felt a bit dizzy.

A policeman stood by the door with his arms folded, and a female officer sat opposite me. She had short hair under her black hat. She wore a light-blue short-sleeve shirt and black red-striped trousers. Her black shoes shone brightly. Her eyes were full of compassion. I wondered how many dead young men like Edson she had seen in her career. Mum was parked to my left. She pressed her handbag to her stomach as if she had the world’s secrets inside it.

There was a small square table between me and the policewoman. Three glasses of water rested on it. I hadn’t touched mine. The policewoman smiled and introduced herself.

‘I’m Officer Crystal Myers, and my colleague is Officer Clive Hibbert.’

‘Good afternoon,’ I replied.

Mum nodded.

‘I understand that you’re divorced, and your ex-husband, Mr Hubert Best, lives in Montego Bay,’ said Crystal Myers.

‘Yes,’ Mum replied.

‘Do you want us to inform him of this … dreadful news?’

Mum thought about it.

‘No,’ she replied. ‘It’s something … something me have to do meself.’

‘Are you sure?’ Crystal wanted confirmation.

‘Yes, me sure,’ Mum replied.

‘Are … are you sure you want to be interviewed today?’ Crystal turned to me. ‘We realise this has been a devastating shock for you. Collecting any evidence is a matter of urgency in any homicide, but we can wait until whenever you’re ready.’

‘We’re ready,’ Mum replied. ‘We want you to catch whoever did this to me son as quickly as possible.’

‘And you, Kadeen?’ Crystal searched my eyes. ‘How do you feel? Are you up to being interviewed about the events leading up to … Are you OK to speak with us today? Anything you witnessed may help us.’

Truth was me could barely breathe. I wanted to go back to the start of the day. When everything was normal. Edson had challenged me that if I beat his record of one hundred and eighteen keepie-uppies, he’d take me to Juici Pattie’s and me could order whatever me want.

‘Not … not sure,’ I said. ‘Me still can’t believe it.’

‘If you want, I can call someone to escort you home. We can do this another time.’

‘No, I’ll be all right,’ I lied. ‘Me want whoever killed my brother to be taken off the streets quick-time.’

‘Are you prepared to go through the events from when you left school?’ Crystal asked.

I swapped a long look with Mum. She nodded.

‘Yes, me tink me can do that.’

Crystal pulled out a small notepad and pen from her breast pocket. ‘In your own time,’ she said. ‘Pause when you need to.’

‘We were on our way to Juici Pattie when we heard a gunshot,’ I started. ‘That’s our usual hangout after school. Somebody shouted to get flat. Nuff people drop to the ground. Others ran all over the place. Me and my friends went to see what happened.’

‘And Kadeen knows she shouldn’t have done that,’ interrupted Mum. She turned to me and set her hard glare on me. ‘What’s wrong wid you, child? You don’t run into danger.’

‘Following the gunshot,’ Crystal resumed. ‘Did you witness anything out of the ordinary?’

In my mind’s eye I could see the white vehicle motoring towards me.

‘Yes,’ I replied. ‘Me see a white pick-up truck – a liccle rusty small one. It was driving on the wrong side of the road. Its horn was blaring. Some other driver cuss badword.’

‘Can you confirm that you witnessed this following the gunshot?’

‘Yes.’ I nodded.

‘How long do you think between the gunshot till when you saw the white pick-up truck?’

‘About … fifteen, maybe thirty seconds. It was very quick.’

Crystal scribbled something down in her notepad.

‘Did you recognise the driver?’

I don’t think I would ever forget his face.

‘Yes, me see him, but me don’t tink me ever see him before. He was dark-skinned. He looked kinda stocky, you know, broad-like. Thick arms. He had a goatee beard and short hair. He wore a thick silver chain around his neck.’

‘Did you notice anything else? Anything particular about the face?’

Was it a gun resting on the passenger seat? Me not too sure. It might have been someting else. What else could it be? There wasn’t anyting me remember in particular about his face, but me wonder if he will recognise my own?

‘Me … me tink.’

I closed my eyes as I remembered the man’s hard stare.

‘Yes, go on,’ said Crystal.

‘Me tink me saw a gun on the front passenger seat,’ I said.

‘Are you sure?’

I thought about it.

‘Me sure it looked like a gun … unless me eyes are fooling me. He was going fast but he had his windows open.’

Crystal penned a few more words before she held my gaze again. ‘Did you happen to catch the licence plate?’

‘No,’ I replied. ‘Me never tink about that.’

‘Is there anything else you can add that may help us with our investigation?’

I closed my eyes and recalled the horrific moment when I realised it was Edson lying still in the town centre square. A pool of blood had collected around his head like a red halo. All my strength had been taken out of me. I still didn’t know how I’d managed to walk to the police station.

I couldn’t stop the tears. I felt Mum’s arm around my shoulders.

‘We’ll stop there,’ Crystal said. ‘We’ll catch him, I can assure you of that.’

‘Me hope so,’ said Mum. ‘Too much gunman in Jamaica. Where do they get dem from? They don’t make guns in this island.’

We were led downstairs to the forecourt where Mum had parked. I climbed into the front passenger seat. Crystal closed the door for me. ‘One of our officers will lead you home,’ she said.

‘Thank you,’ replied Mum.

I thought about Dad. He’s living and working his normal day. Oh, Lord!
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