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HAPTER 1

    May stooped over the drawer, taking out its contents before dusting each and returning it to its place. Her movements were automatic after three years of this routine. She had long forgotten her fear of the heavy revolver her employer, Fernando Sykes kept there. Maybe because she had never seen him use it. Her thin, half-Indian plaits hung in two down the sides of her head, her twelve-year-old body bent double as she carried out her task. Sonny, the yard boy, who still looked like a twelve-year-old at sixteen, came up the stairs to the landing where May worked busily.

      “What happen, May? Where Miss Mariana?” Sonny asked, grinning down at her, his teeth white against the smooth darkness of his face.

      “I don’t know.”

      “A Missa Sykes gun dat?”

     He picked up the weapon, surveying it in awe, then pointed it playfully at May.

      “Bet ah shoot you.”

     The girl continued her job, ignoring him, intent on completing her task so that Eliza could begin cleaning the room. Sonny was too idle. The explosion that followed rocked May and she fell backward onto the wooden floor. Sonny dropped the gun, shaking visibly, his large eyes bulging. There was a stunned silence and then everyone abandoned work and dashed toward the Great House.

      “Who dead? Who dead?” Auntie Sarah screamed, running from the toilet, skirt in hand, her white drawers at her feet almost tripping her in the process.

     Sonny stood, mouth agape. He saw Miss Mariana as she came rushing in from the outside, her tanning face now sickly and pale, her thick black curls tumbling around her face in the heat of the day, her mouth a thin line. She looked out of place among the dusty Negroes who flooded the hallway of her house as she tried to push her way up the stairs.

      “Me never mean to shoot it, ma’am,” he explained, his voice a tremor, “ ah was only looking .......”

     Sonny’s whole frame shook. May still lay on the floor, her eyes seemingly frozen in terror. Mariana looked down on the mass of dark faces, the heat suddenly bearing down on her, hoping desperately for the sound of her husband’s buggy signaling his return. She turned to Sonny, his half-cut pants fringed and worn, his child-chest heaving. Her voice rose to a shrill squeak as the full impact of the situation registered in her frightened mind.

      “Pack your things and get out. You should know better than to play with a dangerous weapon. You could have killed her. Get your black tail out of here.”

     The boy, in his terror fled fleet footed down the stairs, the crowd automatically parting before him. Mariana looked down on the silent faces as they stared angrily up at her.

      “What are you all staring at? Get back to work, all of you. One stupid explosion and you all come running. Just another excuse not to work. I have a good mind to deduct ha’penny from your wages, you good-for-nothing niggers. Get out of here.”     

     The crowd stood for a moment as if to protest, then trooped out silently. Not because she was missis but slavery was over. First she had dismissed Sonny unfairly. As far as they knew the boy had never even seen a gun before much less handle one. He was an idiot anyway, so simple-minded. Furthermore, nobody was hurt. It was obvious the boy was as frightened as a cornered mongrel. If Missa Sykes had been there it would have been a different story. He would have laughed the whole thing off, made some joke about the difference between boys and men and poured himself a drink.

     And, whatever else Missa Sykes was, he had never called them niggers. Fernando Sykes had made a big mistake bringing this young, green girl from England to be mistress of the estate. For God’s sake she wasn’t much older than Sonny. Why couldn’t he have chosen a white woman from the island, or some pretty mulatto girl from Montego Bay? There were plenty for the taking. Instead he had brought this young pickney who didn’t have any manners to her elders, even if she was the mistress of the place. Now to come call them niggers. Mariana Sykes you digging you grave.

     Mariana watched them go. She heard their mumbling and angry words and, though she still could not understand their dialect, she knew they were damning her to hell. But she was Mrs. Fernando Sykes, mistress of the estate, they had to know that. Stories of slave revolts and the atrocities that had been committed against owners had frightened her back in England. But Fernando had assured her that slavery had been abolished, plus he had a good staff that was loyal to him. She just had to get used to dealing with them as equals. But six months had not been enough to get used to them as equals or anything else for that matter. May was reaching for the gun.

      “Give that to me,” Mariana grated, snatching the weapon from the girl.

     The hole in the floor gaped at her. Daniel, the young Busha, as the workers called him, stood halfway up the stairs, clutching his hat, his curly blond hair uncombed, his white cotton shirt opened to the waist revealing a sprinkling of hair.

      “I thought...” he began


      “Get back to work, Daniel, I have everything under control. I don’t need anybody’s help.”

     Daniel stepped back. He could see her hands trembling. He wanted so much to take them in his and make them be still. He thought of the young bride that Fernando Sykes had returned with from England.  She had worn a white dress that had contrasted with the black of her hair which was losing its hold in the tropical heat and was tumbling as the island breeze took a hold of it. She had swooned a bit as she had alighted from the buggy, clutching onto her new husband’s arm for support, observing the stoic faces of the workers who stood as if as one against her. He knew how she was feeling, for the first time being in the minority, sensing the hostility from a group of people who were used to taking orders from Fernando Sykes. He looked at her now, her still innocent face twisted with fear. He watched as she ordered May to put the drawer back. Then he stumbled down the stairs, his heart a dull thud.

