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      Auntie Mag put the white drill trousers on the scrub board and began to push it against the ridges. Long Dan’s clothes must be crisp and clean for church Sunday morning. She had to get the dirt out, all of it. It had rained last week and Long Dan had walked in the mud to come home. She had gone to church too and she had seen how dirty the church flooring was after the congregation had stepped in with the mud on their shoes. She cleaned the church floor every Friday and she sighed as the thought of the job. But she loved doing it as much as she loved washing Long Dan’s clothes.

      Long Dan her secret love.

      A great man that. He was tall just like the giraffe she had once seen in a child’s reading book and he was single and alone. She cooked his meals for him, kept house washed and ironed his clothes. All she needed now was the ring and the sacred place in his bed. It had been ten years of trying to attract him but not yet not yet. Maybe the time was not right and as she waited like a secret lover on her man she endured the pain of waiting as she imagined the time he would pop the question to her on his knees with the engagement ring in his hands putting it on her fingers then the bridal march some time afterwards with the song ‘Here comes the bride’ being played by the church organist as she walked up to join him at the altar. Wait wait wait. It was painful to have to wait while so many younger women had done it had eased themselves into the heart of some man and captured his attention. But Long Dan was a stubborn old mule and Auntie Mag was growing old now. Time was fleeting like a high wind and still she waited.

      While she waited she prayed just as Hannah had done silently at the altar every Friday after cleaning the church floor and arranging the flowers and the various pieces of worship on the altar place before the Minister. Sometimes she took a candle with her, lighted it and prayed. She was alone in the huge building and no one seemed to know her secret except the Creator and she knew that she would wait on Him to tell her when it would be time for Long Dan to propose, marry her and take her on a honeymoon and give her nice clothes and shoes. For Auntie Mag was poor as a church mouse and depended on the pittance from cleaning the church and keeping house for Long Dan for a living.

      Auntie Mag smiled. Yeah man, she would wait for that glorious day, that unforgettable experience, when she would grace the dining table as lady of the house, full of pride for what she had put on the table for the both of them and later for the children that would come for although she was in her late thirties, she longed for the little smile and the tiny hands of a child, holding her captive in love.

      When Auntie Mag was ready with the drill suit she hung it on the clothes line. She hoped there would be no rain today. That would be a disaster, Long Dan had to wear his suit this Sunday and she would watch him walk up the aisle collecting money in the collection plate and feel proud as she sat on the choir. Yes, she sang alto on the church choir, did Auntie Mag. They had practiced the hymns they would sing that Sunday morning on Tuesday evening choir practice and Pastor was pleased as punch as he sat there in the first pew below the altar and listened to the choir master, who was the local headmaster of the school, sing the songs with the choir.

      With the clothes on the clothes line facing the morning sun, Auntie Mag went into the house to finish the cleaning and to prepare Long Dan’s evening meal which she would place carefully on the table under cover from the flies. She would eat something and go home to return in the evening to take the dried suit and iron it with the flat iron that she heated on the coal fire that she cooked on.

      She entered the bedroom to straighten the place as she did every morning. She looked at the bed. It was a four poster from way back in time maybe from Long Dan’s grandmother’s time and she had already put a spread on it. It was a blue chenille bed spread. Auntie Mag smiled. How she longed to lie in that bed with her husband beside her. Her husband Dan. Time will tell. Nothing happens before its time the good book said. She must wait.

      The dresser was dusty so she found the duster and began to clean it. Where did all the dust come from she wondered as she grabbed the duster. It was then that she saw the letter on the dresser. It was opened flat out on the wooden surface. How could she help but read it?

      “My beloved Dan” it began. Tears gathered as she read the piece of romance that the letter represented. It came from a woman in St Bess, the parish of her grandparents, parents who had both died long ago. She wanted to tear the missive to bits but resisted the temptation. She read the letter slowly. This was real romance. This was a real love letter. She finished reading and looked up at the mirror that was on the dresser, she felt that she could see the woman in the glass.

      “Just you wait,” she muttered to her “you wait, I will get you even if is a obeah man I have to go to. Lord Jesus Help me. Long Dan have a girl friend and is not me. You forget me Lord, Why? When me clean you church and wash the Pastor surplice? When me sing on the choir and try to make sure the girl children wear hat to cover them sins? Me Lord? Me who pray like Hannah for a child within a marriage to Dan? Me, your servant Maggie better known as Auntie Mag?

      First it was disbelief. Dan would never hurt her, would he? Maybe the woman Ruby was an admirer that Dan would never want. Maybe it was another Dan and he had got hold of this letter from the other Dan. Maybe it was a ruse to make her jealous or why would he leave the letter open like that? Just maybe, maybe, maybe till it hit her that the maybes did not matter. It was true. This was why Long Dan had disappeared sometimes saying he was going on business. He was going to St Bess. But why lie to her? Why? She had never let him know her feelings for him. She had hidden it under her tie head like a sacred secret. She had been as professional as any helper can be. Why Why Why? She began to shed tears but they did not bring relief. They accompanied the deep feeling to hate for the famous Ruby and the feeling of revenge. She would kill her if she ever came into this house. She would use cassava poison and kill her. No one would ever know. Then Long Dan would see her and know her as he should. He would be her husband. Auntie Mag began to plan.

      Auntie left the dresser with the dust and placed the letter back where she had found it. Anger deepened into bitterness. Everybody and everything was against her. She had to be a domestic servant all her life. Why did God allow this to happen? He, who she worshipped and cared so much about? He whose church floor she cleaned and whose church building she kept spotless? What was God’s plan for her? She wished she could die. But no she would kill Ruby. Ruby would die for this. Dan was hers, had always been hers and she would begin to take her secret from under her tie head and flaunt it in his face. You just watch and see.

      After finishing her work in the house, Auntie Mag started on her journey home. She had a mile to walk on the main road and then down through a lonely pathway to her house in a valley far away from the main road. She was lonely there, so lonely sometimes that she would go and hold a one sided conversation with the goats. There were five of them, and aside from the old broken down hovel in which she lived, and the two surrounding acres her parents had left her, they were her only investment. She would sell a goat when she was in dire need.

      On her journey, she met Mad Ants and Tall Blacks, two young men from the district next to hers. She was too angry to answer their “Evening, Auntie Mag”. She brushed past them with a face that was full of hate. She had decided that she hated all men.

      “Auntie Mag vex like bull today,” said Mad Ants who was as cool as a cucumber despite his name.

      “I wonder is what hurt her now.” said Tall Blacks.

      “Maybe somebody in the church or Long Dan. Me really want to know because she never always behave like that.” said Mad Ants.

      The two young man walked down the road towards the square. They saw Long Dan coming up the road towards them.

      “Evening Mass Dan, “ they chorused.

      “Evening, how you do?” Long Dan replied.

      “We alright. But Auntie Mag not so alright. Is what happen to her?” asked Mad Ants

      “Auntie Mag? Me nuh know maybe is the time of month again. You never know.” replied Long Dan laughing.

      “Maybe. You never know with woman.” said Tall Blacks who had a troublesome girlfriend.

      “Anyway me going home to me dinner. I only hope she cook something nice for me” said Long Dan going up the road to his house.

      “Alright.” The young men chorused to Long Dan as they went their way. They were going to the local bar

      Long Dan passed the pimento trees and the slim bamboo plants that lined the roadside. The road was unpaved and the dust flew up when the cars passed. The dust was bauxite red. But there were just a few cars in the district and only few cars passed through to go to the south of St Bess. The countryside was quiet. There were only a few things happening to make news. The newspapers came in only for the teacher at the school and the pastors of the churches in the district. The radio was only in a few homes and some who owned them kept them on for only an hour or two in the evenings to preserve the batteries. Electricity had not yet come to the district. Crime was almost non- existent and the few times that anything resembling crime was reported to the local police, it was theft of a few goats or stealing of crops from the field of some farmer. Break-ins were not common and the perpetrators were likely to be punished by the locals with a whipping. The policemen were bored and laid back. They had so little to do.

      The evening passed into night and all three men forgot about Auntie Mag and her troubles while Auntie Mag took in the goats from the bush around the house and put them in a pen and went inside to bed without supper. She bathed in cold water from the tank in the yard and schemed as she took the bath. She had to know what to do. But in spite of her scheming she felt as helpless as a young ram goat ready for the knife.

      She cried all night.
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      When Long Dan arrived home, he went to the kitchen removed his meal from the kitchen table and went to the dining room with it. He removed the cover. It was his favourite, cabbage and codfish. He ate with relish. It was good. Auntie Mag was such a good cook. He knew Ruby could cook but she was in the family way two months now and he wanted to make things easy for her now that she was carrying his child. So yes, he would keep Auntie Mag as the helper till the child was born and maybe afterwards too. She would help Ruby settle in and take care of the child when they had to be away from the house.

      Somewhat vaguely, he wondered what was troubling Auntie Mag. She was always such a happy person and she was devoted to her job. He knew that. But then he thought of Ruby and the coming baby and that put Mag completely out of his mind. As he ate, he thought of the many tomorrows that lay ahead for them, the wedding that they were planning, the birth of the child and then more children if possible.

      He worked as a tax collector and he had his gardens in which he grew a few food crops for himself and for sale to the higglers when they came around. He had five acres of land and Ruby was anxious to get into the chicken business that was taking over the place. She wanted layers that would provide additional income for themselves and the baby.

      Ruby came from a farming family in St Bess and was accustomed to life on a farm where they grew scallion , thyme, cassava and many other crops suited for the dry climate. He was glad to have met her and be successful in his courtship. He had waited for so long for this and she was right for him. He was sure of that.

      After eating, he went back to the kitchen and washed the dish. Then he went to his bedroom. He saw the letter on the dresser and wondered how he could have left it out like that. He smiled. Auntie Mag was a prying one and he was sure that she read it. The news would be over the district in no time. Never mind. It was not bad news. He was happy and that was enough for him. He was sure that the men at the rum bar and the grocery shop would be clapping him on the back and congratulating him now. They had teased him for long enough. Now was his turn to take the back slapping and the occasional drink from the bar.

      Long Dan sat back in his chair by the window and contemplated life. He was incredibly happy. His lonely life was going to change soon. He had called on Pastor Granger to ask him to announce the wedding bans in church. His and Ruby’s would be a small wedding. Just a few of their friends and relatives. He would give the best speech at the wedding and he was already preparing it. Long Dan was fairly well educated, as he had passed the Third Jamaica Local examination at an early age and had become a tax collector after serving in the Parish Council in the nearby town. He knew that many of the younger women had been after him but he had not been really interested. Ruby had attracted him from the first glance. She was pretty and plump just as he liked them and she had returned the interest he had in her. Life was looking up. She would get the five acres working even harder by employing local people to help him, something he had never been able to do much with as he was so involved in his work. His work took him all over the parish and into town a lot.

      The wedding would take place in the church right there in the district and the reception was to be held in the schoolroom. He had already arranged all of that. Ruby’s family was coming up to prepare and arrange for the food. They had to have a goat killed for curried goat and some chickens to fry There had to be mannish water as well. He thought of buying the ram goat from Auntie Mag. He had to help the poor lady as she was really pathetic living there in the bushes with the goats and the few chickens. He wondered sometimes just how she managed. She would welcome the sale of that ram goat. No celebration took place in the district without curried goat and white rice and goat head soup or mannish water as it was known . Maybe Auntie Mag would help to cook the meal. She would be glad for such a job. She had cooked at celebrations in the past.

      Long Dan had already arranged to get a new suit. He had bought the material and given it to the tailor in town. Ruby decided to get her wedding dress in the city. The wedding was to be in a month’s time as Ruby did not want anyone to know yet that she was already pregnant. The speculations would come later. He was prepared for that. He just wanted to see his love settled and happy before the birth of his first child. Just think of it, a little baby in the house. He hoped it would be a boy to begin the crop of children because he wanted many children even if it meant building another room or two on the house.

      Long Dan stood and looked out the window and decided to get a drink at the bar. He wondered if Mag had spread the news already. She was a strange one, was Mag. What on earth was she on about with Mad Ants and Tall Blacks? Those were two young men who wouldn’t hurt a fly let alone Auntie Mag. Long Dan chuckled as he contemplated this and he went to the door pulled the latch and went outside. He must face the back slapping and the teasing if Auntie Mag had done as she always did, spread news just like Miss Tiny the telegram woman who knew every tragedy and every sickness before the telegram receiver.’ Lord help me’ he said to himself and he chuckled again. Auntie Mag, what a character.

      Long Dan went down the rough road, his long legs moving nonchalantly down the hill towards the village square. It was getting rather cool now. He had forgotten to take a pullover but he was accustomed to the cool air in the evening and indeed he relished it. Ruby’s countryside in St Bess was hot and dry . He hoped that she would adjust to the cool air of South Manchester. There had not been much rain lately and the dust was high on the road banks. The few cars in the district made a fuss with the marl on the road. He disliked it that way. But it had always been like this. He wished that he would soon see asphalted roads in the areas around here. When when when he asked himself would such a thing happen. The mother country, Britain, was broke after the war and taxes from the colonies were slow in coming. He knew as a tax collector just how bad things were here and throughout the countries that Britain ruled. He met Miss Gatha coming up from the square and he met Mass Rob too. They greeted him.

      Mass Rob stopped in the middle of the road. He was a short man so he looked up at Long Dan.

      “Lawd Mass Dan, how the fields? The time getting dry you know.”

      “Yes Mass Rob, but what to do? The rains will come one day. We nuh have to just live and let live!”

      “I tell you Mass Dan. We just have to pray. You going to church Sunday?

      “As usual Mass Rob.”

      “But what a question. As if you ever miss a service. Well, take it easy and pray for rain. Hard times can be really hard around here. The water tank them soon run dry. We nuh want to carry water from parish tank again. That too hard. Well see you.” And Mass Rob walked away

      Miss Gatha had stood there listening hard. As soon as Mass Rob walked away she was ready to talk. “How you doing Mass Danny?” asked Miss Gatha. She was a small woman, black in complexion and inquisitive.

      “”Everything alright Miss Gatha.” He answered her. “Things tough but I giving thanks”

      “I tell you, what else we can do? The belly part still a go up and down. We need little rain though nuh true? It getting kinda dry. You nuh think so?” Miss Gatha obviously wanted a conversation and Long Dan wanted to get on
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