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“You shall flee when none pursues you”
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May 3

So this boy just walks in smelling of Lip Smacker, Matterhorn cigarettes, and sex sweat. He doesn’t tell me his name and I don’t ask for it. Not that I gave him mine, but he didn’t ask for that either. Fine. Be one of them people. Don’t catch anybody’s name until proof that they have a name worth catching, but two can play that game. So, at the beginning his name was Yo. My sister said to me last week, “Eddy, your superpower is that you always read people right, from one sentence, one word, even over the phone.” Which is what she said to me last week when she handed me the phone in the middle of a call with Robbie Lindo because between telling her who she is prettier than and why she needs to check out his bedroom because he have him own video player she couldn’t tell if he was too cool or just some asshole trying to pull down her panties.

As for this hombre, he is more concerned with flinging himself into the armchair onstage, a prop for the play I suppose, throwing his right leg over the red velvet arm and spreading as wide as possible. Brown Levi’s 501 jeans, hard to find even in America. But his smell: Lip Smacker or candle wax maybe, although his lips look like he licks them too much. Matterhorn cigarettes because that is one of three that I know, and only because it was a menthol, meaning that it could have been any fucking cigarette. And fuck sweat, yes mos def. With this sort of homo gay is what he does, not who he is, and he was gay only an hour ago.

He’s first here other than the stage manager, who introduces himself as the stage manager. No Christian names for this bunch, but they sound like they know each other, which is likely in battyboy circles. Stage manager’s lips smile but the rest of his face couldn’t care less. On the brown jean boy’s shoulders is a Stüssy or Gap T-shirt. Somebody’s daddy can afford flights to Miami. Loose because this brother is no friend of fat. Vegetarianism, meaning “greens without the Rasta,” took off like a kite at the university but I’ve never seen this one on campus.

I wouldn’t call it an afro, but there must be a name for high, loose, curly hair that you neither cut nor style. Skin darker than me, darker than the stage manager, but lighter than chocolate. Toffee? There’s another name for that which don’t sound like it come from a four-year-old. Caramel? Now I’m starting to sound like a poem from primary school with snow in it. He is pissing me off. Mostly by being sort of cute. I mean, dimples, but screw him because he is giving this fuck-the-absurdity-of-it-all smile, which I see on every boy who graduated five years ago but still roams campus. Every time he looks at me he raises his left eyebrow. Big eyes, the kind that make you think a brother is friendly. No, not friendly, interested. No, not interested, curious. A neat beard wrapped around his chin, and a mustache over the thick lips that he keeps on licking reminds me that I am eighteen and only recently grew shit to shave. Wild hair but tame beard, who knows what that means. I try to stop myself from doing what I always do, which is to match him to somebody on TV. Okay, Michael Warren from Hill Street Blues. Shit, there I go again.

Sometimes I wish that what I wrote sounded like Prince lyrics. Instead I sound like a high school English lit student with a teacher who when he said he remembers the war, meant World War Two. For real. I wanted to tell him that nobody singing ’bout war no more, busha. Bob Marley still dead, and Prince is singing about AIDS. Bruce Springsteen has a song called “War,” but it’s not him who sang it first, and I’m only writing about it because Bruce is wearing jeans in that video, and Jeeeeeeesus man, them trousers acting like they been waiting from the day they were just cotton balls to run up the length of his legs to hit-and-run the biggest boss bulge in rock and roll where those two thighs are only too happy to meet, so happy that if he turns around to show his backside, right above the crack will be a patch of sweat in a perfect V.

The rain just spent the whole afternoon beating Kingston into a gray that stays that way even when it gets dark. There is this thing about Jamdown, which I never notice in foreign, that by evening even the city starts to smell and sound like country. Crickets and dewy grass and car tires rolling over what sounds more like mud than road, and mosquitoes that think they sing like birds, and won’t leave you alone. And just this, I don’t know, sadness. I love it.

There is no window in this room, so all I know about the evening is coming from sound. As if you need to see sky to know when night is falling. Darkness is a mood in Jamaica. I never told anybody this but from I was eight, I could feel the day change in my body, like when afternoon turns to evening turns to night. The flyer on the supermarket bulletin board said 5:30. It’s 5:52 and the only people here are the boy in brown jeans, the stage manager, and me.

This room was somebody’s living room once. Or some great hall where white people and Syrians used to dance. That would make sense, since not far away is the haunted house where the prime minister used to live, and nearby all those mansions belonging to people who now own hotels but used to keep shops downtown before poor customers made them rich. Now it’s just an empty space with shiny wood floors, meaning somebody was still taking care of it. There’s a white platform in the middle of the room. The stage maybe, with the brown jeans boy sitting on the set? Right boot on the chair, left boot rubbing against the Persian rug. Maybe this was going to be one of those stark, minimalist plays I read this semester. And here I was hoping it would be a pantomime about sweet ol’ Jamaica. That’s sarcasm.

To the far wall behind us somebody left up some art, the sorta abstract-expressionist-but-check-out-the-titties kinda art in just about every uptown hallway.

“Them just leave a Christopher González hanging like that,” someone new says walking into the room.

“A who?” I ask.

“The painting. The painting you was looking at. It’s a González,” he says. Tall, tailored, and more interested in the painting than us.

“Worth money?” I ask.

“Depend on what you mean by money.”

“Can’t buy this house with it but you could buy a houseboy,” says brown jeans.

“Brown,” the man says in a way that makes you think a sigh is coming.

“Titus.”

Names finally. Homos must be the only men who will send a fist all the way up your bottom and a tongue past your tonsils before they tell you what their parents call them. Not even here an hour and I am tired of people already.

Then the man says he is surprised everybody was late, even though (1) we were early, (2) it was raining, and (3) he was late, too.

I am thinking I should leave, but then the stage manager ushers in everybody at once. I wonder if they were watching the house, which usually looks abandoned, waiting to see who went in, wondering if somebody was watching them as they watch to see who was disturbing this dead address on a busy street.

Brown, the brown jeans boy, didn’t get up from his seat, but started humming ba-da da-da ba-da da-da ba-da da-da DAH dah for like six or seven times before I recognized “Sleng Teng.” Sure, brethren offer up more shit to annoy the fuck out of everybody.

“Well, well, thank you all for coming here,” Titus says, adding, “In this rain,” like an afterthought. I can’t read his face. It wasn’t happy, but it wasn’t sad either. Sorta like Mama Jo when you tell her that there are four more pills left on the tray.

The stage manager appears at my back, and I try to act like he didn’t fucking startle me. Titus goes over to him and swear to God, this man honestly thinks he is whispering, even though we hear every word.

“This is it, this is all?” Titus says.

“Marshall’s one, Marshall’s two, everybody I know who hosting a party in this month, every man in my church dance ministry and flower circle.”

“What about the Closet? The Interim Closet? Andante? What about Fanny Hill?”

“It’s 1988, Havelock.”

“Don’t be fresh.”

“Three bars, every private party I know of, Church battymen, and two uptown supermarket bathroom. If there is anywhere else, it don’t open yet.”

“Oh. I see,” Havelock says.

“You the one who didn’t want to put flyers up at School of Drama. Or any actual theater.”

“Lawks, enough.”

“I saw the flyer at JR Wong Supermarket,” I say.

“You must can read gay code,” says somebody I don’t see.

“No need code. ‘Drama audition’ already weed out normal man,” says another voice as thin as the man who says it.

“I thought this was an audition?” says a new guy at the back. Brown. Tall. Half-Chinese-looking. Wide grin. Wow.

“Audition implies that Titus here have a choice. Way it looking, we might be it, Titus,” Brown says.

“Brethren, is Jamaica you deh or you forget?” a tall, thick man says as he steps up on the stage. Stout-stout, as Mama Jo would say. Maybe late forties or early fifties, wearing a navy blue suit that said he was coming from a job that paid more money than any of us will make. Still fresh haircut and a trimmer beard than Brown. Head shaped like Hottentot Venus’s backside if I’m being honest.

“Everybody in this fucking country run on Jamaica time,” he adds.

Including you and everybody but two, I’m thinking.

“If you all want to keep waiting, suit yourself. But nobody else coming,” Brown says. “Yow, watch this. Thanks for coming. You’re all hired!”

“Jordan Brown, just fucking shut it, nuh? Just shut it,” Titus snaps back. I was beginning to like him.

He joins the other two onstage and tells us to gather around, which makes everybody move just one step. He did that clearing throat thing that people with British accents do and introduces himself as Havelock Titus. And yes, he is the director, and yes, this is the audition for the play, well, it was supposed to be. Well, is. Well … let him just get on with it then.

I thought he was going to do that tedious thing where we all have to give our names and say something clever or corny about ourselves, but he asks only for names. The big guy in the suit is Omar. The chubby-cute stage manager is Clive. The half-Chinese wow calls himself Matt Chin (I know, I didn’t believe it either) and sits on the side of the stage. Not in a suit, but his tie is loose, like he was coming from a hard day at a desk job. “Orrin,” says the one I’m already designating the top queen, not because he is matchstick thin, or buckles his belt at the waist, or that his skin is smoother than the lotion he uses, or that he blows out his hair with the hair dryer on blast every day, but mostly because he says, “All the people who talk to me call me Orrin Turner.” I think the last guy’s name is Rainford, but he is so quiet that it feel like I made the name up. Honestly it could be, because I just couldn’t move past how pretty Matt Chin is.

“Short for Matthew?” I whisper to him.

“Just Matt,” he says. I spend the rest of the evening watching him listen.

I can’t say when everybody gathered around, or when Havelock pointed to Clive, who handed out scripts, or when Havelock said this is not the full script but that he would have more if … when we come back same time Thursday, just early, please. I would have said, “That means you, too,” but I was trying to find a color for Matt Chin’s bottom lip: not brown, not pink, plum maybe, thick too and pillow soft, I bet. Light brown skin, Chinese eyes (whatever that means), black hair exactly as it means, cheekbones as high as Grace Jones’s, thin mustache, stubble. Wow.

I have the script in my hand but look over at his.

“Yours saying something different?” he asks and grins, and right there I remember that unlike everybody else, my blush shows.

“So how come a white boy hear about this little shindig?” Omar asks.

White boy. He means me.

“My daddy’s black,” I say.

“Him know?” Omar asks and walks off.

I knew that I could have said something so smart that it would singe the hair off his balls. I also knew that this comment would come to me twenty-four hours after I needed it. Fine, my hair is closer to Don Johnson than Philip Michael Thomas. And I like to wear brown because my eyes take on whatever color shirt I’m wearing and “pussy-eye” was not about to follow me to college. And my daddy would call himself brown or mixed or a fucking mestizo before he call himself black. But I heard that in America even one millionth black is still black, so that’s what I call him.

Omar goes over to speak to Havelock; here I am hoping he isn’t telling him to call me the white one. More people who know each other, it seems. Omar spreads his arms, breaks into a grin, and spins to look right around the room. Havelock nods, looks at his copy of the script, and takes out a pen. Maybe they all know each other in some sort of way. Maybe they are all theater people, which would make me the odd one out. Now I was happy that we didn’t begin with us telling each other our reasons for responding to the casting call flyer. Maybe I would have told them that doing a gay play in Jamdown was the kind of thrill that would come closest to what wiping your backside with a US thousand-dollar bill must feel like. Now, if only there would be nudity—artistically done, of course. I mean if we’re going to stage a battyboy revolution, then we can’t half-ass it.

As for me. I was still looking over at Matt’s script when I saw the name of the play:

Fortune and Men’s Eyes, a play by John Herbert.

Matt looks at me, I look at Havelock who is ready for me with this now I goin’ have to school the plebians look. I want to say Check this out you old bitch, as I know the title comes from a Shakespeare sonnet, having put up with him in A levels. But I want to hear how he talks down to people.

“Canadian play from 1967. Caused a little fracas when it opened. Anyway it’s set in a prison,” Havelock says.

“Like Caged Heat?” Matt asks.

“What? No.”

“Penitentiary? Penitentiary II? Penitentiary III?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Him fucking with you,” I say.

“You think so? Today’s discerning cocksucker prefers La Cage aux Folles or Grease 2,” interrupts Jordan.

“Maybe you’re not that discerning a cocksucker,” says Matt, who looks away too soon to see how hard that punch landed. But I see it.

Not goin’ lie, but there were some deer trapped in headlights in this room, and one was me. Matt holds out his hands for Havelock’s copy, then scans the jet-black cover, the title in white and red and the author’s name in leaf green, while two sad white men behind bars stare at the reader from a high contrast photo.

“Cover is like Genet’s The Blacks,” I say. I want Matt to look but get Jordan.

“Anyway, this is an adaptation,” Havelock says.

“Into what, pantomime?” Jordan asks.

“No.”

“Sad. As much fun as always, Titus.”

I grab the book. The back says “a bitter play about degradation and brutality in a Canadian reformatory.” The cast of characters includes a queen named Queenie, a ragamuffin punk named Rocky, and another prisoner named Mona. “So this is a gay play?” I ask.

“No … it’s not … Why the two of you don’t shut up and let me talk.”

Easily flustered, this queen. He then tells everybody else that the play has all these layers about the individual and society, the nature of violence, the inevitability of corruption and the fall of man. “It’s like Lord of the Flies with big people.”

“But with man-on-man fucking,” Jordan says.

“Anyway, this is the kind of play that blows open the whole fragile myth of Jamaican male sexuality and homophobia,” Havelock says. “Because prison is the ultimate male institution and yet masculine sexualities that could never happen outside in the normal world flourish in there all the time. Does prison make the gay, does gay make the prison, or do homosexuals just have a criminal nature because our very existence is a crime? But the love that dares not speak its name speaks loudly behind bars.”

“Look at you, Titus, dropping Oscar Wilde like ah no nothing. Scared o’ yuh,” Jordan says.

“Bosie,” I say.

“What?”

“Bosie. The one who called it the love that dare not speak its name. It’s there in his poem ‘Two Loves.’”

“I know where it is,” Jordan snaps, but I don’t look in his direction for what would definitely be a frown, but to Havelock for what I knew would be a smile. Not even one evening done and all the bitchiness was beating itself out like dust from a rug. A reason for me to stay after all.

“You ever go prison, Havelock?” Matt asks.

“He’s definitely been some places dark,” Jordan says.

“Will you shut your fucking shit. Just this one time” comes from Havelock.

“So this is some Kid Ralph kinda thing?” Orrin asks.

“Who is that, please?” Havelock sighs out. He’s already so tired of us.

“Come now, Havelock Titus, even me know ’bout the one Kid Ralph,” Matt says. “In prison in the 1950s for assault. As soon as they let him out, he commit some crime guaranteed to get him locked back in. Usually rape. Word is there is a man in penitentiary who he keeps going back to. They even staged a wedding in the cell.”

“And people say Jamaica don’t have no love story,” Jordan says.

“Anyway,” Havelock cuts back in. “The love that dares not speak its name shouts all sort o’ ways in prison. Even a Jamaican prison. Yes, there will be violence. Yes, there will be tenderness. Yes, there will be rape. Sal Mineo, the actor in Rebel Without a—”

“Rape? Man and man really goin’ fuck in this?” Orrin asks.

“Those are two different things, sir,” says Jordan.

“You know what the man asking,” says Matt.

“Gay men doing a gay play. Which part of this is shocking to you? Pantomime auditions are in October if that’s the excitement level you looking for. But I was figuring that if you came through that door you’re expecting to do something that has never been done before, or am I wrong, gentlemen?”

May 4

Me mother must did hit her head. Just now—no lie, just now she comes into my room to tell me she is exactly like Clair Huxtable. Not even a good morning.

“Really, Mummy, which part?” I ask. “The part that speak Flemish or the part that look like you’re the mother of the Osmonds, not the Jacksons?” Mummy knows neither, which is why it was funny.

“I am a working woman who holds her family together, you don’t know how it’s hard,” she says and honestly anybody can take one look at Daddy and know how hard it is. But right there I shudder a little because more and more it’s starting to look like she’s picked me as the one to tell serious shit to. I mean to raas man I’m not the oldest. Also not a daughter that she could talk girl stuff to. Or woman stuff. Or whatever stuff that I would never in a million years be able to talk about.

“You better not let any of your Key Club friends hear you say that,” I say. “Especially the black American ones.”

She frowns at the exact second I knew she would, because God would spread legs and plop out another son before a black American woman joins Key Club. And by join I mean one of Mummy’s friends would have to invite her, but didn’t you hear? In Jamaica it’s not about race but class. Meaning that it would be because her people don’t know their people. Yes, I realize the irony about race coming from a boy who could pass for white. A boy who once watched another boy he really wanted to French-kiss get turned away from Mingles nightclub because of what he was wearing. One minute later they let me in, even though I was also wearing T-shirt and jeans. I told him to look at it as punishment for pretending that we weren’t arriving together, but he didn’t find that funny.

Maybe I was being too hard on Mummy, after all she is not British. I’m sure the Belgians are responsible for all sorts of serious fuckery, but not British fuckery. Most of what Americans talk about when they talk about racism goes right above her head. You know I don’t hate a living soul, darling Edmond, alors, look at my husband! I don’t shoot back what her husband thinks.

The thing is, I know what she meant by her being just like Huxtamom. It’s not that she thinks she’s like a black TV character. It’s that Clair is just like her, a modern woman. She’s said that exact phrase to me at least seven times now: “You know, Edmond, I want you to know that I am a modern woman.” And she always says it in a way that expects me to say something back. I don’t know what. For example, last week I was leaving the house kinda late, because the new boy at badminton practice told me that he wasn’t new, that this was his second time at the court, and he come back to check if I was practicing today or just chilling (because a badminton court is where all the cha-cha boys go to chill) because his preacher said you can never make too many friends. Code for anything you want it to mean. Anyway, I was heading out to Devon House, neutral but uptown territory. Mummy asked me where I was going and I said out. “What do you mean by this out?” she asked and I said, “Outsiiiide, Mummy!” She nodded, and then when I was just out the door, she said, “You know I am a modern woman.” I wanted to say to her, Mummy, if you ever want me to say Y, you have to first say X, but that would fly over both our heads.

American families talk all the time on TV. To everybody. I watch Family Ties, mostly because Michael J. Fox sits cute. And stands cute. And laughs cute. And wisecracks cute. And the way he grabs and shakes his belt when he says he’s got eighteen years under it makes me forget what he says next. But he tells his parents everything and sometimes they tell him everything, and I don’t know anybody in real life who does that, certainly none of my friends or their parents. Anyway, what would the point be? Jamaican families just don’t run that way, as if I know fuck about Jamaican families beyond the ten houses outside my window. I don’t even know the difference between King Street and Duke Street. But I know enough about my mummy to understand that there is no question I have that she can answer. Daddy even less.

At least I’m on summer holidays so I have a reason to be bored. The first summer where I’m not going back to high school. How is that supposed to feel? High school was fuckery for a lot of reasons, none of which I want to write about. Okay, some that I want to write about. Right now, I’m remembering all the cool boys who used to like hating me. Sometimes they would hate liking me especially when I walk into class with the Audio Two album or tell them that Rob Base is saying “can’t stand sess,” not “sex,” which means I must be cool. But cool people can’t be … It’s the weirdest thing seeing some ragamuffin youth wanting to drop some shit on me, either a bitch lick or a wicked diss, but hesitate because nobody in Jamaica was raised to say or do anything bad to somebody lighter than him. But hear this: It’s about class, not race. Which means they take me on because I live up Heights, not because I look like 90 percent of TV.

The last day of school as soon as the bell went off, I jumped up and ran out of the classroom, then through the gate. I mean I take foot so fast and so far that I hit Crossroads before realizing that my bag and books were still in class. No, I never went back.

Mummy pops back in to tell me Dionne called. She told her I was busy, then says, “Don’t turn getting your mother to lie into a habit.”

May 5

Everybody shows up at the Lady Musgrave Road house early this time, except for Jordan, who was earlier than everybody. Rehearsal begins.

Dear diary, journal, logbook, whatever the fuck you is, let’s get this out of the way: Matt Chin is the kind of pretty that only gets prettier. That is not how this is supposed to work, especially with boys. The first time you see a pretty boy, half the time you seeing with your dick. The second time lust stops blinding you and you see the crooked nose, the more than four pimples, the flat head, the fuckery personality, the inability to string a sentence, and/or that the bredda really wasn’t that cute. No. This boy took the day off to get hotter. I know what it is. It’s because nothing gave him reason to laugh the last time, and now I’m seeing that he’s one of those men who laughs with all of his face, unlike Clive who do so only with his lips. Chiney eyes, mulatto skin, coolie hair, and negro mouth. Somebody’s going to send me to hell for describing the perfect man like a house slave. I won’t bother to write then that I was at the door grabbing one of the stacked chairs when he comes in and from behind I see the backside that nobody full, half, or quarter Chinese is supposed to have. But (1) I’m already assuming he has a man, and (2) I hate whoever that is. Besides, I am eighteen and he’s definitely older than that. Not because he drove here, but because it looks like he owns the car. I’ve never felt so much like a high school student.

Baggy pants. Fucking baggy pants. He’s sitting across from me in those baggy pants everybody is wearing, which means that even though he spread his legs wide, I can’t see nothing. Fuck. This is the part where I want to talk about how I waited seven years to wear ’70s clothes only to realize we’re no longer in the ’70s. The one guy I know who dress disco is the madman who usually goes to Barbican Square to piss on the traffic police, who then beat the shit out of him, which of course makes him laugh, which of course makes Babylon beat him harder.

Anyway, Matt Chin is sitting across from me because Havelock told us to make a circle. Jordan’s smart mouth didn’t make the remark I was expecting it to make, which disappoints me in a weird kinda way. Havelock apologizes for the lack of organization two days ago, and for not yet handing us the rest of the play. He was looking for the Sal Mineo version of the script but none of his contacts in New York City know how to procure it so we will have to make do.

“Sal Mineo from Rebel Without a Cause?” Matt asks.

“That would be the one,” Havelock says.

He then asks us to introduce ourselves, a real introduction this time. Name, favorite book or TV show, horoscope sign, and why we want to do this play. I guess everybody’s sign before their turn and, well …

Havelock Titus. He has been a manager for the Jamaica Dance Theatre, acted in local and foreign theater (but never one of those “roots” plays), was a scholar at Oxford, and the first black concierge at the Myrtle Bank Hotel. His book: The Dragon Can’t Dance by Earl Lovelace surprises me because Havelock looks and sounds like he has a favorite Brontë sister. His sign: Aquarius (bingo). As for reasons, he says that if the world can take stories about us, like David and Jonathan, and make it for them, then damn it, we can take our stories back. Which sounds defiant in what I’m sure is his way, though Orrin looks at the man like him just chat bare blasphemy. He also feels he needs to give something back.

Rainford Ellis. Okay diary, it’s time for total honesty. Before today I don’t think I knew what this man sounded like, and after hearing his actual voice I still don’t fucking know. Somewhere between a scratch and a squeak, which makes me wonder how the hell he is going to project that onstage. His sign: Cancer (wrong), which he only remembers when it’s his birthday and Star Time Horoscope on AM radio gives the birthday forecast. Havelock says that Cancer must mean he is sentimental and compassionate but doesn’t make friends easily, or rather doesn’t make it easy for others, which provokes a shy smile. As for Rainford’s own words: He has never acted in any play before, not even in school, and this will give him a chance to gain confidence in public. Favorite TV show: Dallas or Falcon Crest.

Orrin Turner. When he realizes it’s his turn he raises both arms to the ceiling then unfurls like a flower. Diary, make me make this clear. No man who is into women ever unfurls. Matt Chin grins and when he sees me looking, grins more. Orrin don’t check much for the reading thing, and don’t have time to watch TV but he have Whitney Houston’s new album on cassette and this new guy named Shabba Ranks. He is a data systems manager at MasCorp and what he likes about computer languages, especially COBOL, is that every little thing adds up. Why is he in the play? Because as much as he loves to perform and as much as the stage is his true home (cue: smile from Matt), the fact that the casting call was from a flyer with a pink triangle (in highlighter) at the bottom must mean this is the kind of role he would never get to play in the normal world, even if he doesn’t know what that is. “Normal” makes me wince, not goin’ lie. He doesn’t know his sign but was born August 18 (Leo, and no, I didn’t guess right because nothing about him says Leo to me).

Matt Chin. Noble House by James Clavell, because somebody loaned him Tai-Pan in second form and he was lost in nineteenth-century Hong Kong for two weeks. He also likes the TV show LA Law because every character in it is too smart for their own good, which is not what he remembered of Americans when he lived in Connecticut three years. But he would prefer to watch something Jamaican like Oliver at Large, or a Leroy Smart music video. This bredda has a voice like smoke, swear to God. But he would rather listen to music and the new Prince album is sequenced in a way that you have to sit through the whole thing in one go.

“The one with him naked on the cover with that flower pistil substituting for his rock-hard penis?” says Jordan, which prompts Havelock to shout out:

“Shut it.”

Matt is tapping the floor with both feet when he says that his sign is Aquarius (bingo), which does not make me imagine him rising out of a river but does make me think he’s here because he’s already in the arts. Okay I do imagine him rising out of a river. Aquarius also means free with everything, including themselves, but I read that in Playboy and it was a sex profile of women. (No, it does not apply because we are not women with cocks.) As for doing this play?

“Listen, I need to feel brave and this makes me feel brave just for doing it. Because I don’t know if I’m a courageous man. Not really. Also kinda wanted to make friends who were … you know … you see me?”

“Maybe I want to break out of my shell,” he also says, but looks at me when he says it. Okay fine, he also looks at Orrin and Rainford and even Havelock.

Me. Color me peach and black Prince sang last year but when I look at my year, especially the high school part, I want to paint the whole fucking thing red. 1987. It was like waking up to realize you’re still in a nightmare, and in this nightmare boys damage you without even touching you. There was this one day in early April—I forget the date when my legs took me all the way downtown. I still don’t know how I got there other than just walking because I wasn’t thinking, and what a sight that must have been, this white-ish boy zombie-walking from school, through the park, past all the higgler stalls with American clothes faked in Panama, shouting at me to buy two and get one free, and the walls of garbage, and the trails of detergent and shit like a stream leading me on, and the music booming about the glamity-glamity in her panty, and the perfume from the Swiss Store trailing me past the stoplight I ignored, and the trucks quaking the road and shaking my balance, past the old houses that look like white people used to live downtown once, all the way down a lane in JLP graffiti to another lane in PNP graffiti, and past the old church, the skyscrapers on the last street before the Caribbean Sea, with my legs taking me right up to the wharf, right up to the edge of the dock, with a third of my shoe hanging off the plank, leaning back and forth, waiting for the sea to whisper, Just come. And that Sinéad O’Connor’s The Lion and the Cobra, Daddy’s hidden Johnnie Walker stash, and blasting cum all over pictures of Michael Hutchence was all that kept me from doing something to myself that I couldn’t undo. And that the reason I’m about to tell them I’m seventeen is because I fucking hated that age when I first went through it, especially April as I said, even though March was fucked up, too, and February, and January in fact all of it was fucked up, so yeah as soon as I left that fucking school I knew I was going to live this whole year over. And even though my birth certificate would confirm that I am eighteen, I tell people something else.

But I don’t say any of that. Instead I say my name is Eddy Porteous. My fave book is Bret Easton Ellis’s Less Than Zero, which I also hate because I wish I wrote it, and I don’t even like prose that much. I really want to pick the Theban plays or Lucan’s Civil War but I would rather leave pretentiousness to Jordan. My sign is Sagittarius, but I was born November 23, so I might as well be a Scorpio. Why I answered the call for this play? Because I wanted something new in my life (which was the closest I could come to saying that I wanted to relive 1987 by doing shit I would have never done in 1987). It was enough to get a smile from Matt Chin, so I guess that was enough.

Jordan Brown. Says that there was this dancer he occasionally fucks and three nights ago was one such occasion. They both saw the flyer at Marshall’s right by the toilet but instead of reading it, the dancer just tore the thing off, then forgot about it the next day. Jordan found the flyer under his bed and thought why the fuck not, who to raas was goin’ stop him? It was either that or spend all summer being terrified of AIDS. And there it was for a split second: fear on his face. Less than a minute later he puts on a beauty contestant voice to tell us that he is doing this to broaden his horizons. He is reading To Sir, With Love and The Thief’s Journal. Neither is meant to be funny, but both make him laugh. Sagittarius, he says. Well, fuck me.

Omar Joseph. He starts to introduce himself, but Havelock cuts him off by saying that Omar is a distinguished member of the private sector and one of the few Jamaicans to run his own shipping business.

“I think him mean company. Higgler run business,” Omar says.

That trips up Havelock so bad he might as well have fallen in a ditch. He clears his throat, then thanks Omar for all the support he is giving the play—financial, of course (which he could have just said), and that Mr. Joseph will be sitting in for a few days to see how we’re coming along, taking care not to get in anybody’s way.

“You mean you want to see how we goin’ spend your money?” Matt asks and Omar laughs.

“You both miss the shot,” he says. “This acting business look like a whole heap o’ fun, so why deny myself any of it?”

I’ll need another year of writing class to describe the look on Havelock’s face at that. He’s too skilled to show utter shock, at least not for long, but this clearly upset him too much to rig a consistent poker face. Either that or the bredda instantly developed a twitch. So since he will be spending all evenings in our illustrious company, for the second time his name is Omar Joseph. Last good book he read was his financial statements. That was a joke, boys, the last good book … hold on … let’s see … My Father, Sun-Sun Johnson? No, that was for school, and that was no fun, am I right, gentlemen? For a time Eldridge Cleaver’s Soul on Ice was speaking to him right down to his bones, making him as black and proud as any of those beret-and-sunglass-wearing boys at the university. But he had to put it down because Cleaver’s malice for the gay ruined the book. You know what he really liked? That Dale Carnegie book. His sign is Aries, and he already told us why he wanted to do the play.

Clive the stage manager clears his throat, but Havelock is busy looking at Omar with the stinkiest face I’ve ever seen.

“Well, my name is Clive, and—”

“Thank you, Clive,” Havelock says and, I swear to God, waves him off. Worse, Clive starts to retreat backways, like he’s taking leave of Elizabeth Regina instead of just a queen.

“Hold on, if Mr. Clive is working with us, we want to know the gentleman,” Omar says.

“He’s the stage manager,” Havelock tosses off.

“So he’s managing the whole ah we?”

“He manages the stage, hence stage manager.”

“It’s a little more than that, Titus,” Jordan says. “Clive is the person who will know where everybody is supposed to be, especially when the actor and even the director forgets. Among other things a good stage manager is the person who literally stops the production from falling apart.”

“What you really saying, Brown?”

“The biggest of your cast no better than the smallest of your crew.”

“I wonder what frighteningly obvious thing you’ll utter next.”

Whatever it is, Jordan whispers it.

“Speak up, Jordan,” Havelock says.

“I said, stop being such a raasclaat snob, Titus.”

“Yes, yes, yes,” says Omar.

Havelock sighs out a full sentence again. “Do us the honors, Mr. Lim,” he says.

Poor Clive stutters twice. Aries, which I would never have guessed since he’s way more sheep than ram. While talking he looks mostly at the floor and once at me where I have an encouraging smile waiting for him. Not surprisingly it is Matt Chin’s smile that makes him talk more. The book he is reading is Summer Lightning by Olive Senior, because he wants to write about Jamaica like her. Jordan nods like he’s read her, of course. The last Caribbean novel I remember reading was The Year in San Fernando and before that A House for Mr. Biswas. I don’t think I’ve read a Jamaican novel since first form.

“When you come back tomorrow, I’ll give each of you your role,” Havelock says.

May 6

These are the roles in the play.


ROCKY: Jordan Brown

SMITTY: Matt Chin

QUEENIE: Orrin Turner

MONA: Edmond Porteous

GUARD #1: Omar Joseph

GUARD #2: Rainford Ellis



“So you not going tell us why you doing this play?” Omar asks.

Havelock sighs. “I already told you why we—”

“Not we, you. Why you want to do this play? Must be some other reason other than man taking off them clothes and having sex.”

“More than enough reason for me, to be honest,” Matt says and even Havelock laughs. Well, he smiles.

“It being a good play not enough?” Havelock asks. “Fine. The guy who wrote the play did six months in prison. The mister coming home one night in Toronto, yes in drag but coming from work, and a street gang ambush and attack, beat the living daylights out the poor boy even though he put up a better fight than the sons of bitches were expecting. Funny thing happened on the way to the jail, the gang turned around and said that Herbert was soliciting them for sex so the police let the gang go and charged Herbert. Six months and one prison sentence later he begins writing this play, yes based on his goddamn experience.

“Jordan—Rocky, he in jail because him make off with his boyfriend car without telling him. Edmond—Mona, he is there because he’s convicted for trying to sell himself to a group of young boys. Orrin—Queenie, he is there because the only real king in prison is a queen. As for Matthew—”

“Matt. Just Matt.”

“Just Matt—Smitty, we don’t really know why he’s there or if he’s even guilty but nobody should have to go through what he will go through no matter what the crime. And no matter what the crime he wouldn’t be there if the judge thought he was straight. And that’s that for this afternoon. As for why, today’s episode of Sesame Street is brought to you by the letters F and U.”

May 7

“Eddy! Phone!” my sister shouts.

“Who is it?”

“Ask your secretary,” she says, and though my bedroom is all the way to the back of the house I can imagine her grinning because she said something smart.

I walk as slow as I can to the damn phone, hoping whoever is on the line will get frustrated and hang up. But I know she won’t, not a raas, and worse, this is Saturday.

“Hello.”

“What if me turn out to be lesbionic?”

“No word go so.”

“Whatchu talkin’ ’bout, Willis? Everybody saying it.”

“Absolutely nobody is saying it.”

“I know is uptown I hear it.”

She made it up. Dionne is always making things up, pretending that she just catching the new lingo but secretly hoping she going to start one. I imagine her right now, pushing the red batwing glasses she stopped needing at fifteen right back up her nose. I start counting to five and right at five there it goes, the bubblegum pop.

“Lesbionic, eeh? You don’t even like your own pussy,” I say.

“Eddy, what the fuck? Too coarse, brethren.”

“Anyway, so you bionic now?” I dropped the “les” because older brother walked into the room. I wish my modern mother would give me my own phone. “Why?”

“How you mean, why? None of them college boy want me, and I don’t want them. Worse, I surrounded by battyman friends.”

“Hold on,” I say and glare at Eli. He takes his time, touching a book, and is about to flip through it just to piss me off, but then realizes it’s a book and leaves.

“Friend. You have one battyboy friend,” I whisper.

“I counting the ones who don’t know it yet.”

She means Alistaire Cooke. She was—is—so convinced that this bredda want cock that once at Shelly deFreitas’s birthday party she pushed a drunk me in the bathroom with an even drunker him and locked the door. Seriously, she found a key and locked the door although to this day Dionne claims that bathroom doors don’t have keys. The only thing that happened in that bathroom was me watching Alistaire almost choking himself to death while trying to vomit and sing “Punaany” at the same time. He also called me one of Shelly’s red friends, which I suppose is better than being called white. I was so fucking mad I didn’t talk to her for a week, but then I remembered that if the boy who maybe winked at me turns out to be a battyboy beater, she is the only person I can tell. And she really knows how to apply concealer to a bruise.

Bubblegum pop.

Last week she said to me, “Battyman don’t really fall in love, no true? Some of them think they love like how two brothers love each other, but is not real love, right? You know that, right?”

I wanted to ask her how the fuck would she know anything ’bout love or anything else, for she’s a fucking nineteen-year-old who thinks that some boy fingering her because he thought she was somebody else means that she is not a virgin anymore. And who thinks she is cool because she is the one Jamaican to have Kate Bush’s Hounds of Love and the Smiths’ The Queen Is Dead on the same cassette, even though neither record new, plenty high school boys have them and not just boys who go to Hillel Academy. Also nobody who is cool for real has to think about being cool or worse, saying it, and God only knows why anybody fucking talk to her still, especially me, especially when to get the cashier’s attention at KFC she never raises her voice or waves her hand or even shouts, but just keeps saying “Excuse me please excuse me please excuse me please excuse me please” until they finally get tired of ignoring her. But there she goes again saying a fucking wrong thing because she thinks having a loser battyboy as her friend means she gets to say cruel things because who else is going to talk to this faggot, not even his own brother. No, I didn’t say any of that.

Sometimes I feel like I’m just a sponge. She makes the mess and I suck it up. I should say that, too, but I don’t. She knows it, too, when I’m not speaking to her, because I don’t call. And when she does call, her best way to fix the situation is to act like nothing did happen, and this nothing that did not happen she is moving on from. Honestly she is the same girl who said to me one time, “You know I hate men, that’s why I love you.”

“I studying Mummy and all her friends. You ever wonder how you can hate men but still fuck them?” she says and drags me back to the phone.

“No. Not really. Not ever. No.”

“Is whaapen to you this Saturday?”

“Nothing happen—”

“I know. That tennis boy don’t call you yet. Look at you, thinking you American. Me seh the boy soon go ’pon date.”

I know she is reaching. She waiting for me to say something that says everything criss between us. Everything cool. Well, not what I say but how I say it. I think of starving her. Letting the call drag out before she really runs out of things to say, because honestly this lesbionic fuckery is her way of saying I have nothing to talk about until you tell me that I can talk to you.

“Girl, Jamaicans don’t go ’pon date. Them go check a ting.”

“Plenty people go ’pon date.”

“A box of KFC and a Pepsi get her to drop the drawers don’t mean you on a date. That mean you giving it up for cheap,” I say.

She screams. But Dionne knows she was let back in the club from the second I called her “girl.” There is not going to be an apology and we’re not going to talk about it because we are not Americans on TV.

“And it’s badminton, by the way,” I say.

“Yes, shuttlecock.”

And so we go on for another half hour maybe, saying nothing. She was not going to ask to come over, but I could tell she was waiting for me to invite her. I didn’t. I don’t know. Something changed and I’m not sure what it is, or if it’s because she said faggots don’t fall in love, or something she said before, or it’s all the things she’s said put together and that was just the final straw, or it’s because she feels she can call me faggot. She isn’t even saying something that memorable (for I don’t fucking remember) when I get one of those things that happen in James Joyce stories … epiphanies! That’s what it fucking is. Anyway, she is off and I’m already in another world even though I hearing her talk about how Louise Diallo finally get her retainers so someday she won’t look like a rabbit. And when my mind is gone far away from her I realize that she is worried that I’m no longer her misery friend. The first time we met, at Shelly deFreitas’s Christmas party four years ago, we blurted it out the same time how much we hated that fucking Chris de Burgh song “Lady in Red,” which kept poking out of Jamaican radio like a booger, and me saying I would like it more if the red was blood from the lady’s slit throat, and she said bombo-raas, red like they just about to serve her up in Cannibal Holocaust, and I looked at her because she said something that should never have come out of the mouth of a Jamaican ever, certainly not a girl. For a second it felt like we ran into each other in one of those New York parties that exists only on TV and we just talk like we know the things of the world when really we’re the only Jamaicans who have a satellite dish and actually watch it because, well, what the raas else you going do?

“At least you showing some initiative with Tennis Boy—”

“Badminton.”

“Eehi. Leave things up to you, you’d never bruk yuh ducks.”

“Yeah, you want medal now? For meritorious service in your endeavors to get my dick wet.”

“Vulgar.”

Bubblegum pop.

The worst part is that it’s true. Halloween party at Shelly deFreitas’s house even though Halloween is not Jamaican. But this is uptown. Shelly’s parents were gone for two weeks, so this was the kind of all-night party that stretched into all weekend, or at least until the toilets get clogged up and she panics because she doesn’t have the number for a plumber and still don’t know what to do with a plunger, and if she leaves it to the household helper that same helper will tell Mummy and Daddy, who will immediately ask if she did have any bombocloth boy over in him house.

The crowd was mostly the same people we all see in school. All of them from Campion, Priory, Hillel, Immaculate Conception, and Wolmer’s Boys’ School. Nobody younger than sixteen or older than nineteen, though some of these boys (almost always boys) look like nineteen take foot and run four years ago. And everybody in their own clothes, instead of the same school uniform, meaning everybody telling you how much money their parents make. And because this is Shelly deFreitas, you get more than the usual foreign exchange students (almost always boys) who sometimes think I’m one of them. Three years ago, and I still don’t know why they let us in because I am 99 percent sure that Shelly don’t like us, at least don’t like Dionne. I also don’t know how Dionne approach these boys or what she tells them because I know if it was me, I would get kicked in the balls by somebody cussing that this is what they expect from people like me. She just have this thing where she can pick out battyboys, I guess. Sonar or something. One time she said to me that she just watch whoever gulp when she say “AIDS,” since only battymen really ’fraid. All I know is that I went to the bathroom and before I even finished, one of the exchange students came in. Okay what happened was I was pissing and somebody opened the door and I shouted “Occupied,” not because I was rude but because the music was loud and the door closed. But when I turned around there was a boy with red hair and I don’t know what color eyes, but he looked like a skinny Thor, so I almost called him Thorbaby. “These doors, they do not have locks,” he said. Then he pointed at my crotch and his eyes spoke a whole sentence, saying that there was no need to put it back in, and next thing I know he was on his knees. It couldn’t have been that long because Shabba Ranks’s “Peeny Peeny” was playing when he got down and it was still playing when I grabbed his shoulder and howled and yeah, still playing when he got up and wiped his mouth.

This was a big house, so it take me a good half hour to figure out that Dionne left. Of course I was surprised and not surprised. Nobody was going my way (which I didn’t believe) but the same boy who blowed me, so it was either leave with him or walk home alone. Which wasn’t going to happen since a Jamaican hill is still in Jamaica and nobody would be so crazy as to walk on any road this time of night. Worse, to walk down this hill only to walk up to mine. Honestly, I really could kill her, or at least scream that the real reason she leave early is because no boy there wanted her, which would be true since she really thinks talking about shit like A Nightmare on Elm Street and An American Werewolf in London is cool. So the redhead boy drop me home. He didn’t say a word the whole time, except “This is your home, yes?” which he said when he pulled up outside my gate. We were not going to raasclaat kiss. He grabbed my crotch hard and I pretended it didn’t hurt. I think he said “Next time,” but I was out the door so quick that my mind might have made that up.

“Relax, you still a virgin, my youth,” she said the next day, when she could get a few words out of her donkey laughing. I laughed along, too, but later on didn’t find it funny.

May 8

I feel like I’m leaning even when I am standing straight. That’s me in the mirror, wondering if having the only full-length mirror in the house gives off some sort of vibe. About what, I don’t know, except that I keep feeling like everybody in this family is trying to read me in their own weird way, as if there is some mystery there, or some secret and I don’t have any damn secrets. That is a lie. Well, it doesn’t feel like a lie, it just feels like when I look at what I keep to myself it doesn’t look like anything I should be struggling to keep. It’s not like there is anything I should hide because I don’t go around feeling like I’m wrong, but it’s more that I feel there are things that none of them have any right to know. Bitch, nobody trying to read you, says a voice that sounds like me. “We don’t talk,” my sister said once, but I am sure she was talking about whenever we are around the TV. Sometimes I confuse a secret with what I should just keep to myself, and I know which is which when I tell Dionne. Not that she would tell anybody, which I have to admit is one good thing about her. But man, how she love to take it as grounds for action and next thing I know, I’m locked in somebody’s bathroom with some drunk boy who gave her a vibe that he didn’t give me, some boy who will vomit in the toilet and tell me that Admiral Bailey’s new song is better than Shabba Ranks’s, and either doesn’t know or doesn’t care that he was grabbing and squeezing his crotch like it was a stuffed animal the whole time he was talking to me.

This is an old house that Daddy bought from a dead man whose family check out in 1976 on one of the seven daily flights to Miami. So maybe it’s the house that is leaning and not me. I am looking at myself in the mirror and taking notes. That sounds like I’m a stenographer taking quick looks at myself, then scratching it down on a pad. But I keep getting up to look at myself and sometimes I’m seeing something I didn’t the last time. Mummy gone to church because lately she wants to, and lil sis Selena goes with her because she has to. Daddy as usual is gone before I wake up and will return after I fall asleep. Eli is at one of those Saturday night parties bigger brothers get to go to that turn into Sunday fetes, so he’s not coming home until late afternoon, if not Monday. I celebrate this time alone by skinny-dipping in our pool and not putting my clothes back on in my room. I am probably bored. I am definitely naked.

Anyway, I feel like I’m leaning, even when I’m standing straight. This may be because my right foot always points north while my left foot points northwest. My right leg moves like it’s about to twist and trip itself while my left leg kicks out and sweeps the floor. My head used to be too big but last year the body caught up. Seriously it’s like that shit happened in just one year. In art class a man’s body is supposed to be the height of seven heads and a few months ago was the first time I looked at myself and counted that number. Five foot ten is what I measured the last time, but I wonder if at nineteen me done grow. No GQ modeling for me if this where I get cut off.

I look at my face and see cheekbones first, which makes me look like the singer in A-ha, though nobody looking at me would ever say something like that. I don’t know, my head still looks like a rectangle, and I wish I had one of those chins that point like an arrow. I can finally shave like a man though. Eli is older than me but I have more facial hair than him, so screw that bredda.

Sometimes when I’m talking I catch myself in a glass and the reflection talks gay. I wonder if anybody notices. Also my head is a box because you hide things in a box and I keep too many things up in there. This is why I start to journal in the first place, though I hate when people turn nouns into verbs, like the fucking American teacher. My head stuffs stuff that straight boys and girls don’t have to. When Trevor Caesar begged me to fix his artwork in the last exam, and I left my own shit to help him cheat, and the very next day he called me Edwina in front of some sixth-form girls, I did what every other faggot does, which is to laugh with them like I really did deserve to be the butt of my own joke, so good show, Trevor. I couldn’t cry in front of them because bad enough being a fish, what kind of loser break out in tears in front of girls? And in public because of what somebody said, since sticks and stones, etc. Unlike students who live far away in Portmore, I see these bastards and bitches even when I’m not at school. At least I no longer have to see them every day.

On the fifty-ninth day of high school a light brown boy called me Miss Dorcas and the whole class burst out laughing when the harshest thing I could say back was “Get lost.” But yeah, these boys leave all this shit in my head and I have no place to shake them loose. Not Daddy, or Selena, who’s too young, or Eli, who is one of them, or Mummy, who keeps telling me that she is a modern woman but is now quoting all sorts of scripture about immorality. The only place I can put them is this journal. Or Dionne. The only difference is that I don’t end up owing my journal anything.

Fuck this, I’m supposed to be talking about how my eyebrows are dark and straight and don’t really curve around my eyes like normal eyebrows. Instead I look like a werewolf, which I do like. Nothing to say about my eyes, except I don’t think they are sad. I used to want Tom Selleck’s eyes. Or Prince’s, though nobody can tell for sure if that is attitude, genetics, or eyeliner. Everything about Prince makes me think about sex, but he doesn’t make me think about actual fucking. Bruce Springsteen makes me think about doing it. I can see him leaving my bed, his backside thick for a white guy, and he’s still hard and it’s enormous. I imagine him with some woman though, not me.

I like my lips. I think they look sly. The rule is supposed to go that the lighter the boy, the thinner the lips, but not me. Thick like a black boy’s but pink like my mother’s. I’ve never seen a dick from a man on my mother’s side, but I’m sure I didn’t get mine from Daddy. But the lips must be the

















May 9





















































































May 10


May 11


















































































































































































May 12








[image: ]



















































[image: ]












































May 13









May 14










May 15
















































May 16




































































May 17






May 18




May 19




































































































































May 20
















May 21




































































































































































































May 22

































May 23



























































































May 24





















May 25






























































May 26































































May 27




















May 28









May 29


















May 30



May 31


June 3




EPUB/images/p003.png
Etl- V\Aﬂ\/\,(‘/ Vo et oos





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/logo_large.png





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-regular.otf


EPUB/images/cover.jpg
Author of the

Booker Prize-winning
A Brief History

of Seven Killings

‘Marlon James possesses
almost frightening levels
of talent” FORBES






EPUB/images/pv.png





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/title_page_logo.png





EPUB/images/p001.png





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-bold.otf


EPUB/images/p003_01.png





