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but you must know all about this from your own shivering life

—Lucille Clifton, “1994”
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I hear the storm. They talk to me about progress. . .

—Aimé Césaire, “A Discourse on Colonialism.”

“No,” we chorused.

—Merle Hodge, “Crick, Crack, Monkey”
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OPENING REMARKS

THE MURDERERS IN THIS DRAFT are those who write the laws, who tell you to prepare for the tragedy of the afternoon because they have claimed—with their Black Codes—every morning of every country on Earth. They won’t tell you that it is their minister, their president, their physician, or their deacon swept up in another breaking, buried language—all those who will be ridiculed by midmorning. The murderers must admit you are growing into their fictions, that it is your hello that begins the conjuring. There is only one word for this fiction in the English language: belief. And two in the French: croyance et loi. Okay, there’s also la foi. But who’s counting? In five minutes a strange order of time that does not involve experience or awareness—only innocence—will arrive, and you must be prepared. On another bridge, with a lit match, there’s a poet asking, What does it mean to speak as though the world you know is the world?

I do not require your belief.

If you are here, you know by now that the bankers are useless, though dangerous; the kings are flies; the craven philosophers, with some of their poet friends, have left for the mountains; and the rest of us, we are somewhat bored with it—all of it—and somewhat overcome. So, keep pace with what is about to happen in these pages. If anybody gets to preaching, you point them to the footnotes. If anybody tells you they have the only truth, you use your nose instead. If anybody claims innocence, stop them. If anybody tells you everything is working fine, run. Or do whatever you want. It may be that the world is always tuned to our senses, and we attach ourselves—against our best wisdom—to everything above the surface of the earth. This whole thing: it is all a set-up, as likely as homecoming is to the homeless. What else is law?

What happens in these pages is a set-up in the same way that the cosmos does not select its own plot, its own afterlives of universes and planets. In the same way that the gods are as small as the people who invent them. I sometimes went flying with a winged assassin. We flew across the continents, met gods with wrecked noses and infant deities with erections, all framed in rooms of men-at-arms, and we sometimes named the things against which we thrash out our living. Now, in our boiling world, the perspective of the drone assassin forms part of the shifting earth of this writing. What other way to live on this side of the history you will encounter here?

When that King (and the ones before and after him) wrote his codes, he could not fathom how the mountains would be filled with cowardly philosophers. I am not the first to tell you this, but I must say it here: this is the world. This is the world you don’t know you know.


PART ONE

Now
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1.

The Keeper of the Dates

The woman keeps all her dates in a black room.

You enter the room barefoot. She is standing at the front of the room beside a single white Roman pedestal. Upon it rests a statue of a golden chien, its rust-dark tongue curled up to the height of her palm. She relaxes her hand on the statue. She pets it. We have been told she remembers everything there ever was.

She does not welcome anyone to the auction. There will be no such exchange of protocols and we do not expend the silence to express outwardly that we are grateful. It is a strange respite from wasting our lives in the lingering noise of men who had arbitrarily determined what was important enough to be ritual.

As we wait, a recording begins on loop: Sit. Sit. Sit down. Good. Out. In. Get out now. No, stay. Good. Good. Good. Good. No. No. I said no. Stay. Yes. (A loud, prolonged wind full of sibilant Ss enters the room and hovers, as though it had been expunged from a watery cavern, and we needed to learn its constitution). Who’s hungry?

Against this soundtrack the woman begins the auction, and a crew of men, wearing velvet blindfolds and striped suits, begin to bid on the dates.

A small light falls through a hole in the ceiling. When she is done with the language of the dates, her skin glistens, onyx. But I don’t think she sweats.

I did not feel anything extraordinary about the dates. But still. I thought I would throw some research to the wind.

I memorized the dates as best I could. And then we left, carrying the feeling that we were travelling toward a wind that would scatter our lives beyond any manageable scope. That we were not allowed to enter the room with anything, not even the clothes we wore, seemed enough for my already dead heart—here only to witness—only to bear.

Three hundred and twenty-two years from the day of the auction, in a place called Code Noir: Risking the Dark, you will find the dates’ mutations, and an arrow illuminating a path through the dark.
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2.

No ID, or We Could be Brothers

Last night, after his usual taxi rounds, Gregory was supposed to pick us up from that restaurant on King Street. As the early-autumn light fell slowly, I saw him arrive at the corner, and by the brief flash of his blue sedan’s lights as he reversed on the street-side I knew he had decided to park. I turned back to Andi, who nodded. We raised our glasses to finish our beers.

Gregory knew the place where Andi and I would be waiting. And even though it wasn’t the first time he had told us to wait someplace and did not show up, there we were, twenty minutes later, Andi and I, unbothered by the time that had passed between seeing Gregory’s car park and the argument we were now having about Sara. We were used to being consumers of misery. We were unsurprised by those who would manufacture it. The last time Gregory had kept us waiting, it was in the Distillery District and Andi and I were arguing about some grand-sounding-but-empty thing we’d read about feminism and badness in the national paper. We ate tapas and drank liquors and lost ourselves waiting. It was an effortless way to spend our time, since we’d already accomplished all the grooming we’d need before meeting our lovers later that night. By the time we no longer cared that Gregory had abandoned us yet again, we had simply taken another taxi, saying nothing much to each other on the ride to Sara’s house.

Last night on King Street, I thought I saw Gregory step out of that car, just briefly, peripherally. His driver’s door swung out as if some madness lived in its hinges. I wish now that I had decided to leave Andi and our argument at the table and walked a few paces toward him. I should have hailed him and asked after the mad swinging of his door. Anyone who knew Gregory knew how much he lamented anyone swinging open or hard-shutting his car doors. I now wish that even if he hadn’t heard me as he got back into his driver’s seat, carefully closing the door, he might have sensed some uncannily familiar presence watching him as he drove off. I might have seen Gregory laughing in his rear-view mirror. I might have seen someone in the passenger seat, even if I likely could not say for true whose shape it was, no matter the effort I would put into this seeing. And as the car moved into traffic, I might have had a thing to say about this unknown person’s heavily ringed hand, with its polished nails flung backward and forward. I might have seen a few things more as Gregory drove beyond sight.

All of these details somehow made it into the police report I read today.
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Gregory—an intense man, those who knew him might say—had been pressed into rigidity by the half-forgotten landscape of his earlier life. He had left his family on an island, waiting, as he accumulated, in the arteries of the metropolis, many things worth numbers less than zero. He had come from what most people viewed as nothing: the tough plantation life, now only memory, of a now-mythic Caribbean. He would often say that Sara was the most human part of his life, and he longed for her warmth well before he could clock out at odd hours. But leave me to the small rooms where I relinquish his memory. We are so much alike, me and Gregory. We even look alike. We could be brothers, though most of what we are is two people who love the same woman. And now he’s as remote and distant from my present as a forgotten age when gold coins passed for legal tender.

Before the restaurant on King Street last night, Andi and I shared a whisky at my place. Then we called Gregory to make plans for after his shift. The driver who picked us up to take us to the restaurant had blistered lips, smiling like something too familiar with cold, cold air.

“King Street,” Andi said, texting wildly on her phone. The driver nodded, turned the volume way up on Coltrane’s “Venus,” and drove off.

“Anywhere you say,” Gregory would have answered any passenger. We hadn’t seen Gregory since the past weekend, when we’d been at Sara’s house—never at Gregory’s, since he was a half-legal refugee who couldn’t afford lodging on his own terms. Now Andi made a joke about the blessing of Coltrane’s obnoxious sax giving us the chance to plan how to bring up Sara’s newest failed pregnancy with Gregory and say why I would do the job if Gregory couldn’t. We could be ignorant, apathetic motherfuckers sometimes, but this wasn’t one of those times. I would do things for Gregory that I wouldn’t do for anybody else. I’d even make a child I did not want, if that would help mend the hole of what Gregory believed was his failed manhood. I knew he could not be convinced to accept any such help from me, but in the car with Andi I was willing to invent that future.

We finally left that restaurant on King Street near eleven, giving up on Gregory, and decided to walk a few blocks south through the half-heavy air of the city. We decided we might as well hit up that after-hours underground restaurant for tropical cocktails, the downtown’s best-kept secret, owned by two gay Bajan fellas. I called Gregory’s cell, just in case, to let him know we’d decided to change locations. There was no answer, so we took another cab. Some kilometres down the road, at the corner of Adelaide and Spadina, a young man dressed like a Vogue model in black high threads and white Doc Martens, a leather satchel clutched under his right arm, stood dangerously close to the live traffic lane.

Our driver pulled into it indiscriminately and stopped. He pitched a small brown package out the front passenger window, and it landed at the feet of the young man. The driver then gave a quick glance in his rear-view mirror as though to confirm that we had registered what just happened and knew it was none of our business. He had that air of a neighbour who displays his rank by never locking his doors, no matter the time of day or night. You knew to just let a man like that be.

“You two got a sense of adventure, don’t you?” the driver said as he merged back into traffic without so much as a lilt of concern in his voice.

“We may have too many,” Andi answered.

“If it doesn’t break our hearts, we don’t want it,” I added.

The driver nodded and lowered the volume on his car stereo. “Not to change the subject without warning, but did you folks hear of what happened earlier tonight?”

“What happened?” Andi asked.

“Taxi man from south. Some hooligan cops did him severe. He’s at St. Joseph’s hospital fighting for any damn life right now. They say he hadn’t got no ID on him. At the time of the altercation, they say he was off duty. His roof light was off.”

“From south?” I asked.

“Southside. Jamestown. But what fucks me up is how these hooligans who did him nasty carry ID badges that turn every plain thing in their hands into a weapon.”

“Which taxi man? What’s his name?” Andi asked, impatience scoring her breath.

“I think he’s from Antigua or Tortola or some such place.”

Andi and I looked at each other. We could taste the heaviness of Gregory’s absence. The sound of his uncharacteristic laughter, a sound that had raised our brows the last time we saw him, distracted us as our driver travelled up his litany of judicial objections.

Andi dialled Sara’s cell and it rang out. She tried Sara’s house line and it rang out. She tried Sara’s work line and left a frantic voicemail. The driver, meanwhile, was not sobered by our unquiet. “Anyway. They say those cops took him down like, you know, one of those things you watch on Planet Earth documentaries. Wild cat versus tame cat. They wrote in their police report ‘immigrant,’ and you two know they mean every syllable of that accusation. We cab drivers, we like a brotherhood. We talk, man, we talk. We keep no secrets.”

“Yes. Yes. I see,” I said, cajoling calm out of some imaginary place. I closed my eyes. I took a deep breath. I thought I understood nothing exceptionally true.

“What did you do before you started driving people?” Andi asked the driver. She must have sensed my panic and been desperate to change the subject. She has always been better at coping than I.

“Two degrees in political science have done me no good here or there,” the driver said. “Anyway. You take a decent man. I know him, you see? I know that taxi man. A decent man. But whatever you think he is, you give him one more reason to think of life as indifferent education, right?”

“I see,” I said again.

“Don’t you want to know how I know?” the driver added, his voice cool, recondite.

“What do you think you know?” I asked.

“Look. Listen close. Some woman called the police about a taxi driver who was harassing her over an underpaid fare. She claims he started pressing buttons all over the machine when she wouldn’t entertain his hand on her thigh.”

“Listen to me,” Andi said. “Can you take us somewhere else?”

The driver agreed and Andi told him our new destination.

I was thirsty. All I was was thirsty.
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Yet another driver in a car that smells like cardamom tea rounded the corner near Lincoln Street as the now-rising sun rusted the view. I threw some bills at him and stumbled out the back, slamming his door.

At six-fifty this morning, I called Gregory’s phone. It rang to voicemail. I did the same thing again, every few minutes for an hour. I listened each time until the ringing stopped and the voicemail clicked on.

After that, I went to the nearest police station instead of St. Joseph’s hospital, where I knew Andi was planning to go. I’ve been known to abandon sense before.

I stood in the station lobby, dry-mouthed, for a long while before someone paid me any mind. Andi was supposed to call me the minute she got to the hospital, but she hadn’t called in the hour it took me to finally speak to one of the cops.

“Discharged,” the officer said.

“Discharged?”

“You want to know what happened to your friend?”

“I do,” I said.

“Then I already told you, you should go to the hospital because it will be a while before he is discharged. I can’t tell you anything about what’s under investigation.”

“What’s the name of the suspect?”

“You’ve given me a description of the suspect, and all I’ve said is I cannot confirm his name or tell you what’s under investigation.”

“Why is my friend a suspect?” I asked again, fearing I hadn’t been clear.

“Look, I’m not working this case. There’s nothing I can add, but I suspect you will be better off where your friend is.”

I walked outside into the coldest of Octobers. Breath like knives in the throat.
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At St. Joseph’s hospital I barely recognized the man who looks like me. Gregory was hooked up to all manner of tube and machine. I wondered if this was the fate of every human body, one direction towards a hope that hardly matters. Every human body broken into, demanding an evolution into machine, dismissive of every felt sense.

Andi and Sara were in the hallway, peering into the ICU. Sara’s body couldn’t still itself. She was never particularly good at stillness.

I walked up next to her and held her. She did not hold me back, but she leaned toward Andi as a child would lean into a parent’s grasp.

“What happened, Sara? Do you know anything about what happened?” I asked.

“I was waiting for G for thirty minutes or so last night,” Sara began. “He was supposed to drop me off at home before he came for you two on King Street. I was impatient and hurrying to get home, so I kept watching for him. I sat in that hard plastic chair at work, looking out through the window, and I thought two taxis that pulled up at separate times were G when they were not. Somewhere between that realization and my anger and looking down to read an article on my phone, sirens began to wail, and I looked up and saw them damn flashing lights already on the street. I can’t tell you how much time had passed. Of course, I went out. Of course, I was screaming for the cops to stop hitting before I saw who they were laying low.”

Listening to Sara, I wished that Gregory would look up and I could make new meaning out of the way his eyes were barely visible through the swollen tissue around them. He would have seen my attempt to hold his woman, and protested, and I would have let her go. He and I would have given all our attention to each other; he would have sat up, detached himself from the machines, and walked out of the ICU a new man, carrying a new, alert life that he would guard with anxious clarity, the way we all struggle to keep our lives clean, to guard our being with invention and by keeping pleasing things.

But Sara was whispering now as she leaned further into Andi, looking at me like I was Gregory’s ghost. “They were making noise about resisting arrest and just laying G low like some game,” she said. “In these moments, you know, you want things to add up . . . you want things to add up that don’t add up.”
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3.

Leaving Oneself in the Cupboard

The Rastaman and the Bugle

A few hours on his bicycle took Al right across the country on that day the Rastaman played a bugle to announce the end of the Second World War.

Involving the Krill and the Whale

Al was up and gone from the house that morning, even before the sun had brightened his side of the world. His daughter Rose had come running through his bedroom door early to find him already awake. Her afro made her face tiny and her limbs long. She told him, with a breathless curiosity, that she had heard La guerre! La guerre fini! from somebody outside—though she hadn’t known, she told Al a little later, that the person was on a bicycle. War! War done!

When the war had started, Al and men like him had thought the world would open to them—open, not to more calamity, but to more of their need—if they joined the efforts to stop the warring Germans. They’d accepted their weapons and sworn fealty to a history marching somewhere far beyond them. Al, of course, always had his doubts. He thought that if he managed to stay alive, he’d become more prey to himself, his own weaknesses, his own tongue, as anyone with a short life who lives in a world that takes centuries to change should expect. But he also wondered about those like he was now (not like he might be in the future), who could locate a suitable curve of space by finding some way, when it was all over, to re-enter the world, a world that would need rebuilding.

He would find a way to apply his own reason and instinct to building something, whereas before the war he’d rejected out-loud the things that forbade him from recognizing himself. He was far outside of that compass, that scale, that would allow complete condemnation of someone unlike himself, who needed nothing of war or wrath or rations to live. He did not mean to speculate on the probable entertainments or visions concerned with the co-dependence of the krill and the whale. The true victory, he imagined he would one day tell Rose, was yet to be won.

A Grand Association

He would tell Rose all this, he decided, as soon as he came back from working the trunk pipeline as a supervisor in Southern Louisiana for Seaholds Limited, which had supplied crude oil to the allied war effort. So, the morning the war ended, he packed up early and left on his bike for the port. But they would not let him on the boat.

Communing with the Trees

The next morning, by the time light started appearing over the hills—hills like translucent beaks—Al was standing up, dusting his knees with his grandfather’s old oil-company cap. He moved quickly and imprecisely through the kitchen, making oatmeal before Rose awakened. A sharp pain seized his calf and he hunched, clutching his leg in a mute complaint of pain. He could hear Rose in his mind,

pointing out where the branches outside the kitchen window looked wet in the early morning light, and inch by inch he forgot the pain, which returned this gesture. He stared out the window, as if communing with the trees, and in that exchange remembered exactly how Rose would gnaw at her tongue when she meant to eat.

He lit one of the stove’s two burners and put water, clove, star anise, and a trio of spices that had launched a crude and unpopular empire, into a pot on the stove.

Chances And Other Loves

Two months later, Al was carving slices from a chunk of spam, wondering at what he had not imagined: the weeks of extreme drought that lay ahead for everyone, and for Rose most of all. Soon after that, he asked his mother if Rose could live with her; he had little other option than to try again to sign up for leaving. With a stubbornness that was nothing like aggression, he filed an application with the Ministry of Labour to be a sugarcane harvester in Florida.

Entering the air-conditioned offices of the ministry, he’d noticed the secretary there. Soon Al was saying to her, I’ll take all of it. And the secretary was saying, Tell me how you like it. And they posed such questions to each other in the hard, unsurveilled intervals between her work hours. Nonetheless, they did manage to avoid sitting together with a breakfast set before them. Such disappointments, Al supposed, could be afforded to them.

Once There, He Finds Himself Provisioned Again to The Condition of The Battalions

In the later part of the century, after stuffing a roll of ox-rope into his rucksack, Al picked up his machete and checked to make sure there was nothing left to do but start toward the plantation.When he reached the plantation, he took his kerosene lantern and lit it. The sugarcane had to be burned to make it easier to harvest. The brutal work. The bolts of lightning each time the leaves of the sugarcane met the skin by some force of accident, exhaustion, or carelessness.

Another thing that spread like flames through a sugarcane field, voracious but steady, controlled, was the pay that diminished without explanation. The long hours the same, or even longer.

Divisions

In April, when the goats gave milk, Rose’s grandmother, Ingrid, sent her off to a spot near the junction to buy some of that milk from Primus, a man who was twenty years older than Rose. Rose waited in the spot, wearing much the same items of clothing as Primus: rubber boots, a vest beneath an old cotton dress shirt, large fibrous belt to support her waist and spine as she carted the jerry can of milk back up the hill to her grandmother’s house. Everything in such countries has their history: the milk, the goats, the people who trade one story for another between the cycles that measure a life against the stubborn stages of the tides. Her records will begin with distinctions between the man with his spear tied to his belt who sells the milk, and the girl who carts the milk away, having paid with an arm balancing a rucksack stiff on her shoulder. The hour of the new human was nearby.

The Ways Over Means

Rose and her grandmother began each day by walking outside. One day in April, the sun’s heat levitated past their kneecaps as they decided to walk farther than usual—all the way until they reached the coast. At the estuary the tide had receded and Rose ran over to observe the small invertebrates seeking shelter beneath the mud of the mangrove and between dimly exposed coral caves.

“Not too far,” Ingrid reminded her grand-girl.

“I won’t forget,” Rose volleyed back.

Then a loud noise like wind breaking a branch. Ingrid and Rose started—but were calmed by the sight of Primus overturning some wire-mesh nets next to a canoe.

Ingrid asked Primus if she and Rose could come out on the waters with him, and he agreed—if they took a small crash-course first about how to act on the water. Ingrid was no stranger to this party, but she played along while Rose embraced the role of researcher.

The slight crew stopped rowing as they neared Primus’ deposit of lobster cages. Primus fastened his hand-held spear to his pant-belt loop, explaining to Rose that usually small spears are attached to a short rope at one end, which wraps around the wrist, making them easily recovered while in motion underwater. But Primus preferred to have his spear on his hip. He dove in, the water making white swirls around him. Rose studied the man from above. She watched him spear some lobster out of a wire cage. Soon after that, Primus emerged with a wire-mesh bin filled with mithrax crabs, emerald crabs, red crabs, lobsters and even a massive fiery-orange horse conch. Ingrid helped haul it all into the boat.

On their way back to shore, they passed talkative dolphins with their perpetual or sinister smiles, outwardly unaware that coastal floods caused any damage. The coastline to the left was coated with salt, and flamingos made pendulums of their necks, feeding on brine shrimp, their young taking food from their beaks.

Rose and Ingrid left the beach that day carrying several pounds of lobster, flying fish, tuna, having paid with coins for none of it.

When the Company Sat Down

Ingrid likes to remember Al with his friends, seated together, confident as stacks of wood. She hoped that one day soon, one of Al’s old friends, the six-foot-six Edward Octave, would appear as he often did, carrying his son high on his shoulders. Al, with two other men who also worked the plantation, would welcome them and Edward would let the boy down beneath a palm tree. Edward would shake each man’s hand.

“I haven’t seen you in some time,” he would say.

“I haven’t seen me in some time, too,” Al would say, looking at Edward’s boy.

As Through a Flower or Kitchen Garden

On the way up the hill to the house, Rose and her grandmother met Leo, Rose’s cousin, who was tall and broad, like a tenement.

“A little help?”

“We don’t mind at all,” Rose said to him.

“You carry these things, you come for lunch. That’s all about that,” Ingrid offered.

“Well, alright.” Leo bowed and took the load from them both.

As soon as they reached the house, the phone rang. Rose picked up the receiver.

“Rose, very glad I got you. How are you, girl?”

“Daddy, when are you coming back?”

“I don’t know. Maybe you can come see me here someday.”

But by then Rose knew she hadn’t enough words to fill the distance between herself and wherever Al was. “Mum, daddy on the phone,” she told Ingrid. And mother and son said their goodbyes, their see-you-soons.

[image: Charcoal drawing on a page of the original 'Code Noir' historical decrees, defining the conditions of slavery in the French empire. ]


4.

The Birth Dealer, or the Two-Snake Caduceus

Ole Moon rode into town on his brown horse, towing a beige carriage. A calamitous trail of dust hovered when he stopped in front of the Great House, which was next to the tavern. He asked where he could find one Helena Jallaim. He said it like this, with his “one” alveolar, beginning with gw: “Anybuddy know gwhere I might find gwone Helena Jallaim?”

I and several others watched him let the horse shift his heavy ass all bèlèkont to-and-fro. When at first I thought nothing of his awkward little life, his portly presence held aloft on the animal, the horse found my eyes to be of concern and decided to gawk right back; and since I could not bear that, I turned to look at Ole Moon, who at that point didn’t care one zinc bucket if I was alive. But when Ole Moon got close enough to the bench under the tree outside the tavern hall, and I could see his cheek bulge with the usual haste of a tongue throwing tobacco sideways, and he hawked phlegm up into his sinus, chewing the remaining bits of tobacco (I presumed), and whipped the animal for no cause, and swallowed—I figured this man ain’t so right in the head. The horse stopped walking, threw his tail at some flies. And ignored the man— and me—right away.

Helena was Dou-Dou—sweetheart, darling—to everyone sixty miles from here. She was the local midwife, like her mother before her and her mother’s mother, going back two hundred years. She who birthed my mother on the big water. Who birthed me, too. All of them named Dou-Dou. Not the first, the second, the third. Just Dou-Dou. One of each generation, starting out new. Dou-Dou (each generation) often said, I have delivered more babies than god herself made. So many babies, in fact, that there’s few towns and villages every direction from here ain’t got scores of them now grown and handling their business. Not only adults, but grand mos and pos, grandfolks as well. And since this man asked for Dou-Dou by her government name, which most everyone here (except me and two others) ain’t known and ain’t gone be stirred by anyway, we knew he got no business here.

“Who’s asking?” said Ma Weight. She was sitting at a large wooden tray full of preserved goods—the jams; I loved the jams— she’d packaged and prepared for sale. Her usual spot for this business was by this roadside, hefty and soft. That’s how come everybody call her Ma Weight.

“Whose business is it who’s asking?” Ole Moon whipped back, and went to disembark his horse, which was thirsty. Thirsty as a horse can get, foaming at the mouth, foam so thick and dry it float off when the animal open-up that mouth.

“You come around here—” I said, unable to pretend to ignore him any further, and promptly Ma Weight said: “Now hold on.” And she paused.

I walked over, patted the horse’s mane. I gave him some water from a badly stained mason jar. The horse drank violently. All the while, he looked at me, gentle-gentle, in my one green eye, as though to say sorry for not noticing that subtle detail earlier. Looked at me like he mean to, with his glazed eyes.

Ole Moon stood quiet for a small while, stroking his beard. He pulled an envelope from his leather vest. He flicked it with his stubby fingers, hugged it. Then he told me I should have never touched his horse.

We both stilled, looking at each other and then at Ma Weight, waiting for her to continue. She worked her face from stern to hot intrigue, her cheeks gone bluer with some type of fright, some anger even.

She narrowed her eyes at Ole Moon. “I seen only one envelope like that before in all my days. You don’t think I seen one like that before, but I been more than a smiling woman with things to sell in all my days.”

“Uh-huh,” Ole Moon said, as though he was done talking with Ma Weight. “So you know you better off just telling me where I can find gwone Miss Helena Jallaim, don’t you?” He took several steps closer our way. We could smell the tobacco air fleeing from his mouth. Smell the whisky in his beard, his sour hair
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“If you are here, you know by now
that bankers are useless, though
dangerous; the kings are flies; the
craven philosophers, with some of
their poet friends, have left for the
mountains; and the rest of us, we
are somewhat bored with it - all
of it - and somewhat overcome.
So, keep pace with what is about
to happen in these pages.”
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