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DEDICATION







For the many children in Jamaica who carry heavy stories. 

May your ending be stronger than your beginning.












CHAPTER 1







I used to think the sky was the only thing no one could own. Not the police, the judges, or decent people. But everyone and everything had a price. Especially politicians, so-called leaders, and pillars of our society. 


I realized later in life that we were nothing but currency and bargaining chips to those who thought they held power. They always acted as if the system that was supposed to protect us didn’t apply to them.


Before it was too late, I learnt that “protection” came with a daily cost. It’s paid in fear and silence. It was a byproduct of the environment we lived in. A place where the sky didn’t flinch when gunshots popped. It didn’t turn its face when somebody’s mother started wailing. It stayed blue, bright, mocking blue, with no business being so beautiful over everything happening beneath it.


But it wasn’t that part that mattered. Between me and the blue sky was the window. Thick iron bars bolted deep into concrete. The black paint was chipping down to a crusty brown rust. If you pressed your forehead against the metal long enough, it left deep lines in your skin. It’s like being stamped and filed away.


In the mornings, I would stand there with my fingers curled around the cold iron. I often looked out, reaching through the gaps, hoping to pull a different life back inside. But I never could. So, I live with the reality before me. Not the dream I desire it to be. 


In this reality, I am a teenage girl living in an orphanage. Not an ideal place to grow up. But it was the only home I knew, ever since I was eleven years old. And this was where my story began.


My place of residence, if you want to call it that, was a building surrounded by grass and dirt, with patches of concrete. It often gets hot enough to fry an egg on them, if you believe in wasting eggs. 


The perimeter fence leaned at a tired angle where boys used to climb it. Well, at least until they got older, and the only climbing they did was into people’s pockets. Where their dignity was bought and sold and their aspirations died. That’s how far many had strayed beyond the fenceline.


Besides that, the community was no different from others like it. 


There was a single road with a stretch of deep potholes and a streetlight that had been dead for years. As a substitute, someone hung a regular bulb with a cord to the post. The light was dim, but it did its best to fight the shadows. 


On both sides were zinc fences that had seen better days. The word LOVE had faded in the sunlight, only to be strangled by newer jagged paint that screamed DIE over it. 


Out there, people walked with purpose. Nobody lingered unless they were waiting to do something bad. No one ever grew up aspiring to do bad things. But sometimes the environment and circumstances led many innocent kids down that path.


Just the thought of a hopeless future caused me to pull my fingers from the bars. It left rust on my palm. I brushed them off against the wall. But it left a faint orange smudge on the concrete. I quickly used the hem of my shirt to wipe the area clean, but it didn’t go away, so I turned back to my bunk bed and sat down.


I listened to everything, from appliances, the rooster crowing, cars passing, and the sounds in the room. They were all like they had been. Like the beds creaking as someone shifted under their thin sheets. Or when somebody coughed with a deep, wet rattle. The sound made you think of old men, even though it came from a girl.


Most of them were awake. A few of the little ones were already whispering, trading secrets like they had jewels. Keisha was sitting cross-legged on her mattress, tying her shoelaces into a knot. She kept on undoing it just to tie it again. She wanted to get it perfect. But perfection was an illusion to kids like us, something I thought we would never achieve.


“Are you ever going to just accept that your laces won’t be better than how they are right now?”


“I don’t care. I want it to be perfect. At least me nah stare at the sky,” she said without looking up.


“It’s better than staring down the lane,” I told her.


Keisha snorted. “More like, the lane watching you.”


That was Keisha. Ten years old and already sharp. She’d learned early that you couldn’t afford soft thoughts in a hard place. Still, she wanted soft things. She hid it behind jokes and a bad attitude. But I saw it in the way she hugged her pillow at night. She held it tight, like someone who cared and hoped it would care about her too.


I got up and reached under the bed for a plastic bin that held my personal items. I pulled out a denim skirt, the fabric soft and thin from too many washes. Somehow, yard clothes always looked old. That’s because they were always faded hand-me-downs that had given up long before we did.


I started changing my skirt, then turned to Keisha.


“Come. Change you clothes,” I said. “If you miss breakfast, you a go tink bout it all day.”


“Me already a tink bout it,” she said as she rolled out of the bed.


Around us, the rest of the girls woke up from our disruptive conversation. They climbed out of their beds and changed into yard clothes in the dim light. One at a time, they began filing out, so Keisha and I followed behind a small girl, maybe seven years old. Her pigtails bobbed with every step. As we hit the hallway, the scent met us. A sharp, stinging layer of bleach that hovered over everything, trying to mask what it couldn’t. The sour tang of old sweat, the musty dampness of the walls, and the lingering scent of curry chicken. 


Along the corridor, the paint was peeling in long strips like dead skin, curling tight by the salt air and heat. Underneath the flakes, the concrete was scarred with history. Names were carved everywhere, scratched deep with rusty nails or sharp stones. Andrea. Tasha. Shorty. I traced the jagged ‘S’ in Sasha as we walked. It was as if leaving your name behind was the only way to prove you truly existed. I wondered where they were now. Were they finally sleeping in real beds with their own dressers, or did they just move to another place like this one? Regardless of where they ended up, I hoped they were living a better life.


Keisha shoved me lightly, forcing me back to reality and to move forward as we left the dorm area. The passageway opened onto the stairwell, where the air felt a little thinner but the noise felt closer. We began the descent, our slippers slapping against the raw, grit-covered concrete steps. 


Through the vent blocks in the outer wall, the sounds of the garrison started to bleed in. We could hear the distant thud of a bass line from a passing car and the sharp cry of a bird circling the roof.










CHAPTER 2







That sound and all other kinds of background noises we had become accustomed to. 


So, we blocked it out and shuffled into the dining area on the ground floor. It was loud. Not laughter-loud, just noise. Plastic chairs scraped against the floor, and metal spoons clinked against plastic plates. It was the kind of sound people make when they are trying not to think.


Ms. Campbell stood at the front of the room with her arms folded. She watched us like a hawk, her face set hard against the morning heat. But her eyes were always a little softer than her mouth.


“Sit properly,” she called. “And don’t start any foolishness this morning.”


In this place, nobody started foolishness on purpose. It always started on its own. Keisha and I were expecting something to happen because it usually does every morning. Ms. Campbell kept her eyes on everyone as we joined the food line. 


I grabbed a tray, a plastic bowl for my cornmeal porridge, and a slice of hard-dough bread. After receiving the food, I desperately tried to keep the liquid from splashing over the sides. I then turned back toward the room and scanned the rows for a place to sit. 


Keisha led the way, and I followed, weaving through the maze of heavy benches and dodging sharp elbows. My slippers skidded on the grit-covered floor as we ducked into a small gap at the end of a long table. We squeezed in and settled down. The steam from the porridge rose to meet my nose and dug in.


In the midst of our meal, a boy at the far end of the table started arguing with another one over a spoon. Not even a goal spoon worth arguing over, just a regular spoon. Ms. Campbell’s voice snapped across the room, and the argument died the way things died here. Quick, like they knew better than to prolong the argument. 


Ignoring what had happened, Keisha had no reaction. It was as if she was numbed to bickering like that. She just leaned close to me and stick out her lips. 


“Michelle, you tink dem really get nuff snow?”


I shook my head and furrowed my brows because it came out of left field. But it was something she and I always talked about.


I looked at her and asked, “Who?”


“People a fareign,” she said. “Real snow. You ever see it?”


“No.”


“You think it cold?” she asked.


Her eyes were bright, too bright for porridge mornings.


“Yeah, I think it’s cold,” I said. “I think it’s maybe quiet. Like the world holding its breath.”


Keisha smiled like I’d handed her something. Then she hid it. We knew smiling too long here made you look like you didn’t know what time it was. So, we went back to the usual talk about meaningless things, like whose pigtails were crooked or if Ms. Campbell was in a bad mood today. We spoke in low voices, stretching out the conversation to make the porridge last longer. It was our way of keeping the world small and quiet for just a few more minutes.


But the minutes always ran out.


A sharp clap from the front of the room signaled the end of the meal. No words were needed. The gesture was enough. We stood up, stacked our plastic bowls and trays, and moved with practiced movement. We knew exactly what came next. Cleaning up. Because we always clean up.


A few of the older kids and I got cleaning items and distributed them. Everyone did their share of work, wiping down the tables, sweeping the floors, and washing the plates until their fingers wrinkled.


After that, there were other chores like washing clothes, landscaping and cooking. One thing was certain: the orphanage ran on chores and rules. Ms. Campbell liked to say that chores would keep you busy and rules would keep you alive. I didn’t argue with that logic because I’d seen what happened when kids got idle. They always ended up in the wrong crowd. 


Keisha and I did not mind staying busy. We enjoyed the rhythmic shush-shush of the broom, which made the walls feel less like a cage.


This was our moments of zen.








CHAPTER 3





Keisha and I were about twenty, maybe thirty minutes into sweeping the corridor, when a sudden shadow flickered across the wall. I paused and switched my gaze to the vent blocks. I was wondering if a storm was rolling in or if the sun had finally given up for the day.


Then, our zen moment was shattered. I heard the first siren, faint but audible. It wasn’t close at first, just a long, rising wail. The ones you often hear that your brain tries to tune out, like birdsongs. It got louder, and then another joined it, then another, until the sound began bouncing off the concrete blocks like trapped animals.


I stopped sweeping. Keisha stopped too. A few of the other girls downstairs drifted toward the front door like magnets. Ms. Campbell came out of the office fast.


“Back. All of you. Move from the door,” she snapped, before leaning out to shout at the younger kids still playing in the dirt outside. “Don’t go by the gate! All of you, come inside now!”


Nobody listened right away. Curiosity was a hunger they needed to satisfy.


Although the gate was iron and high, with spikes at the top, the activities on the lane were visible. A small crowd was forming. People stepped out onto the pathway, their heads turning in the same direction. Two police cars were blocking the lane entrance. 


All this was visible from my vantage point on the second floor. I saw an officer taping off the area with a bright strip of tape to set a boundary. But to us, it was a message that read, “This is where life ends.”


Below the tape, I saw a figure lying on the ground.


Not all of it. Just enough, like a leg bent wrong. A foot missing a shoe. A patch of dark that wasn’t shadow.


Someone yelled out, “Dem shoot him.”


Someone else said, “A who?”


Then, a woman’s voice cracked open into a scream. Not a scream like the movies. A real scream. The sound that came from somewhere that didn’t have words. One with agonizing emotions.


Keisha’s hand found mine without asking.


I didn’t move closer. I didn’t need to. I’d seen this kind of morning before. We all had. Some of us more than once. I was about six years-old when my parents died, but my body remembered vividly. The noise, the suddenness, the way the world could switch off like a light with no warning.


Somehow, Keisha and I made it downstairs and near the door among the other kids, curious about what was happening out there. Ms. Campbell pushed through us and pulled the door shut.


“Inside,” she said. “If you want to look at dead people? Go read a book instead.”


We drifted back. Quiet now. The kind of quiet that wasn’t peace. Just fear holding its mouth shut.


Keisha stayed close. “Michelle,” she whispered, “you tink it was one a de gully boys?”


“I don’t know,” I said.


“You always say you don’t know.”


“That’s because I don’t,” I told her, sharper than I meant. Then I breathed out and softened my tone. “Honestly, it don’t matter who. It matters that it happened. It matters that it can happen. So we haffi be careful.”


Keisha stared at the floor. “It can happen to anybody.”


“Yeah,” I said. “That’s why I said we haffi be careful. Come on, mek we finish up.”

***





Later, when the sirens faded and the crowd thinned, the orphanage went back to normal, like normal wasn’t a lie. 


Ms. Campbell clapped her hands twice, the signal to put away the brooms and buckets. We filed out of the corridor, the dust we’d kicked up still hanging in the shafts of light, and headed back to the dining hall. The long wooden tables were covered in open notepads and textbooks.


School books, to be precise. There were kids already there, reading aloud and turning the pages. Keisha, ever my shadow, found us a spot. Somebody laughed out loud. Silence followed. Somehow that sharp, forced sound was meant to prove we weren't shaken. 


I sat at the end of the table with my notebook and a stubby pencil. Keisha sat next to me with her book in hand. I opened mine and tried to focus on my current study area, fractions. I thought of them as shields that could
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