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Giftus John was born in St. Joseph, on the Caribbean island 
of Dominica. He is well aware of the life that he experienced as 
a young man growing up in the village of St. Joseph and in this 
book tries to recreate the life that he knew back then. 
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Ma William and Her Circle of Friends is the story of a Caribbean 
village and its people as portrayed by a shopkeeper, Ma William, 
and her “trusted” friends. Through the eyes and the mouths of 
these people, we understand the conditions of life—in its varying 
aspects—that the villagers deal with on a daily basis. We see 
the political, social, religious, educational and economic challenges 
these people face and how they try to survive—the ways in 
which they deal with the ups and downs of everyday life in 
a village where things are quickly changing. Ma William and 

Her Circle of Friends is also the story of a woman around whom 
many situations revolve. She has to try to remain level-headed 
while dealing with her own emotions and crises: her wavering 
political decisions; the death of her mother; the distrust of 
her fellow villagers; and the uncertainty that surrounds her 
family as her daughter heads off to college in a foreign—and 
communist—country. Ma William and Her Circle of Friends is a 
snapshot of life in Dominica and the Caribbean at large as its 
people adapt to the constant and rapid changes that engulf them.
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Giftus John’s Ma William and Her Circle of Friends recreates the 
idyllic life in the village of St. Joseph (Senjo) with a shopkeeper, Ma 
William, at its center. Her shop is a mecca of sorts; one where the 
villagers assemble to discuss the issues that impact their lives. … 
The village is slowly changing as a result of external forces. The 
reader is left to wonder if these changes are for the better. Written 
with great sensitivity and attention to local speech rhythms, Giftus 
John’s most recent work recreates a life that is slowly witnessing its 
demise. This book confirms John’s reputation as one of 
Dominica’s finest writers.  
Justice Dr. Irving W. André 
Provincial Judge 
Brampton, Ontario, Canada 
 
I have been reading the works of Giftus John for several years 
now. I have always found that his poems and short stories 
transcend Dominican life and culture and actually recount tales of 
Caribbean people in general whether they still reside in the 
Caribbean or “overseas.” Ma William and Her Circle of Friends is not 
different. In this collection of short stories, Giftus presents an 
exposé of Caribbean culture that resonates with every Caribbean 
person or person of Caribbean ancestry. This is a must-read for 
people of the Caribbean and those who love the Caribbean or want 
an education in Caribbean culture. 
Vaughn E. James Ph.D. 
Judge Robert H Bean Professor of Law and Director, Tax Clinic 
Texas Tech University  
Lubbock, Texas 
 
Anyone who grew up in St. Joseph in the 1980s will identify with 
the events and personalities who make up this colourful and lively 
production. As I read, I see faces, I see places. This is the work of 
someone who has embedded in his memory even the very minor 
details of the life of a village which appears to have changed but 
really stills holds on to a lot of its history and culture. Ma William 
and Her Circle of Friends are still very much alive in St. Joseph and in 
Dominica, today. 
Johanna Bertrand. 
Former Teacher-Convent High School and Lecturer-Sixth Form College 
Roseau, Dominica 
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Dedication 

 
To all the people of Senjo, especially those who 

struggled to keep the village and its memories forever 
sketched in my mind—the men and women who were the 
main players in a village of many—and to the memory of my 
dear Mom, Vernice John, who departed this world on May 
23rd, 2009. 
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Foreword 
 
 

Within the Cusp of Change 
 

Alwin Bully 
 
 
Viewed from the Southern part of the by-pass road 

that sits above the town almost encircling it, St. Joseph, 
affectionately called “St. Joe” or “Senjo,” looks like a huge, 
colorful quilt blanket lying in a gigantic bowl. The Catholic 
Church dominates the landscape with its tall steeple and 
sprawling grounds; a small stream winds its way down from 
the mountains and meanders through the town to meet the 
calm Caribbean Sea in the West. But the calm demeanor of 
this idyllic scene belies the vibrant and complex life of the 
people who inhabit it, their daily concerns, their joys and 
sorrows, their customs and traditions, beliefs and 
mythologies—in short, their unique Dominican culture even 
as it changes and adapts itself to the uncertainties of time. 

 
It is this phenomenon of change that most concerns  

the author in this brilliant collection of anecdotes based on 
the lives of a group of people living in Senjo in the recent 
past—that is to say, in the 1970s and 80s. By placing the 
stories in that particular period, Giftus John captures the last 
manifestations of a lifestyle that is fast disappearing and 
giving in to the modernity of the 21st century as global sprawl 
begins to reach the most remote nooks and crannies of the 
world. He paints for us a vivid picture of a society just about 
to succumb to the reach of satellite television with its foreign 
ideas and materialistic ideals, the divisive nature of modern 
politics and evangelism, the migration of large numbers of 
people in search of greener pastures, the separation of 
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families and the new lives that the older folks must come to 
accept if they are to survive and continue to contribute to 
society.  

 
The village shop, where most of the stories are set, is 

therefore symbolic of the ancient gathering ground of the 
community. Ma William is the keeper and guardian of that 
ground, her circle of friends representing the myriad facets of 
the society that has grown and blossomed in that space.  The 
gathering ground is the country itself, the island of Dominica; 
the guardian is its centre pole, constant, unchanging but 
observing the changes with understanding and empathy. 
Being primarily a grocery and rum shop, it sustains life by 
providing nourishment for the body and at the same time 
spiritual release from reality and access to the world of 
dreams and fantasy, an access which can be abused. The 
Caribbean rum shop therefore has always been a space for 
dreaming, allowing both men and women (but traditionally, 
mainly men) to talk about and journey into the field of 
limitless possibilities and even to escape the boundaries of 
their own reality. 

 
In a few quick decades those of us born in the mid 

20th century have witnessed the transformation of 
communities like Senjo from rural villages into bustling towns 
with cable television in every other home. Road networks 
have facilitated travel between village and city so that many 
people now commute on a daily basis for work or school. 
The isolation that characterized the typical Dominican village 
is now a thing of the past. 

 
The stories in this collection are loosely linked 

through Ma William, the central character from whose eyes 
we see and respond to the particular world she inhabits. As 
dictated by custom, she goes by her husband’s first name so 
as to distinguish her from the wives of her brothers-in-law. 
The use of the masculine name also lends her power and 
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authority which she uses as required. It is one of the means of 
survival—knowing what works and what does not, when 
change is necessary and when adherence to the time-tested 
customs of our fore-fathers is the wiser choice. 

 
In centering his stories in the cusp of these changing 

times, the author paints for us pictures of both the old 
Dominica and the new. We see the old traditions dying or 
struggling to survive as new life-styles and ideas move in at an 
ever increasing pace to replace them. The stories are paced to 
reflect that. In the first one, “The Gang,” Ma William and her 
friends are surprised and perplexed by the sudden rise of 
petty crimes perpetrated by a group of young men in the 
village. They are shocked by this new phenomenon. Where 
has it come from? Where did the boys learn it? Where is the 
respect that people had for other people’s property? What 
does it all mean? What is the world coming to? What is 
happening to us as a people? The old structures and mores of 
civil society are beginning to fall apart. The theme of change 
is set. 

 
We soon learn of people who are leaving the island as 

migrant workers, seeking employment opportunities in cold, 
far off countries. We hear of young people sailing off to 
universities in non-English speaking lands. We see the rise 
and the strength of politicians and the divisive nature of 
politics. New approaches to religion find their way in. Old 
friends part ways, young people move away, life is no longer 
what it used to be. Ma William, the centre-pole, observes the 
passing parade with stoic patience and strength. 

 
What Giftus John has given us in this collection of 

stories is a carefully crafted reconstruction of a culture and a 
life-style that has all but disappeared. In villages such as Senjo 
the strength of the society resides in the relationships that 
exist among the people, their respect for each other and their 
understanding that their survival depends on the cohesiveness 
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of the unit. Because of Dominica’s mountainous terrain and 
the dense forests that cover most of the island, for many 
years villages were completely separated from each other and 
from the capital city of Roseau. In those isolated 
circumstances they developed a spirit of self-sufficiency that 
formed the community into a team that would help them 
survive against the forces of nature as well as from negative 
interference from outsiders. This fabric of an inter-
dependency which valued such traditions as ‘koudmen’ when 
the entire village would come together to clear a plot of land, 
to plant a vegetable garden or to move a house, were 
recognized and respected. Even when there were altercations 
between individuals, in most cases those would be eventually 
patched up in the interest of restoring the mutual support 
network which assured the survival of the whole. 

 
It is the gradual fading of this life-style that the author 

laments most.  Change is recognized as inevitable but the loss 
of family and friends as dependable supports is always hard to 
accept. The loss of a gentler, more caring society is a loss 
indeed and one hopes that even while modernity arrives the 
old values would endure. But it would seem that the two are 
incompatible.  

 
Yet there is hope that the next generation will have 

retained at least some of the old values of strong, positive 
interpersonal relationships—the author’s love of country is 
too strong to allow the series to end on a negative note. In 
the final story of the book, Ma William eventually gets a long-
awaited letter from her daughter, Shirley, who is studying 
medicine in Cuba. She will be the first in the long history of 
the family to receive higher education; and to be a doctor will 
give her even greater prestige—not only in the village but in 
the island and by extension, in the region.  How much more 
could a parent ask for? But more importantly, in her letter 
Shirley sends her love to all the ‘old folks’ in Ma William’s 
circle of friends who she obviously holds dear. The old values 
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are certainly not lost on her and it seems likely that the sense 
of community that was inculcated in her by her parents is 
alive and well. We join her parents and the author in their 
hope that, despite the impersonal nature of the new world 
that they will inhabit, the next generation will keep the 
essential character of the village alive and all will be well … all 
will be well. 
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I want to express my sincere thanks to all who helped 

me with the production of this book which I felt obliged to 
complete in true respect and appreciation of the numerous 
“characters”—and I say that very fondly—who made Senjo 
the village that I knew as a boy growing up. I can attempt to 
list them all but I risk omitting one or another. Hence, I’ll 
simply say thanks to all of them, many who have gone on to 
the Great Beyond.  

But there is one I will not omit whatever the case may 
be: my own grand-father, Mr. Garnet “Papa Garnet” Julien, 
whom many in the village referred to as “Ragafragga.” My 
cousin, Reggie Fagan, and I, to this day, fondly call each other 
by that name.  

Papa Garnet was the village tinsmith, repairing leaking 
pots and pans for the villagers and the measuring containers 
that the shopkeepers used when selling rum, cooking oil and 
kerosene. He spent hours doing that in his kitchen and 
beneath the breadfruit tree in his backyard. I remember 
sitting in the doorway to his home and watching as he toiled 
away or when he stopped and engaged in conversation with 
the customers who came to visit him. Sometimes these 
conversations ended amicably; at other times they did not and 
Papa Garnet would then let his visitors know how he felt 
with no uncertain loss for words. But they still came back 
because they had no one else to do the repairs they needed. 

Papa Garnet was also famous for some phrases which 
he supposedly uttered or coined and which many people in 
the village loved to repeat. Some still do, even to this day. 
One of his most famous ones was “aay caramba!” Many 
thought he was a mad man, but on reflection, I think there 
was a method to his “madness.” 

I want to express thanks to members of my family 
both in the United States and in Dominica, and to all my 
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friends and supporters—my own Circle of Friends—who made 
their invaluable contributions to the completion of this book.  

Special thanks to Professor Vaughn James, Lola, 
Muspa, Johanna, Kali, Alwin, Baba and Judge Andre. 

Your collective help and support is beyond what I can 
repay and I sincerely thank each of you.  

My Mom passed away before this book was 
completed. I want in a special way to thank her for all she was 
to our family. Mom was my number one fan. It’s a pity she 
didn’t get to read this book and ask me questions about it, 
but I know she’s smiling down upon us now and I can hear 
her asking, “Where you get those stories from, non, Pa Gif?”  

But the Good Lord had other plans. We will surely 
miss her. Rest in Peace Mom!!! 
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For My Mom 
 
 
 

 
 

The flowers still bloom in the garden 
The birds still chirp in the morning 
The sun rises over the mountains 
And a voice keeps on singing. 
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The Gang 

It was 10:30 p.m. and Ma William was yearning to get 
out of the shop. She was tired and wanted to go home to rest 
her weary body. Her regulars: Paul, Pappy and Mr. Jones, 
together with two others who visited every now and then, 
Briggs and Charlie, were in the shop tonight, and she didn’t 
feel it appropriate to rush them out. She had never had any 
reason to do so before and she didn’t think that she should 
do that tonight. She started doing a few things that she hoped 
would give a hint to the men that she wanted to close for the 
night.  

Ma William washed the glasses the men had left on 
the countertop in the small sink at the back of the counter. 
She then set them to dry on the small rack on a shelf along 
the wall. She then closed the small window that was open 
next to the counter, to the eastern side of the shop, tidied up 
the counter and then untied her coloured apron from her 
waist, folded it and placed it atop a box beneath the row of 
shelves. 

She was very eager to get on her way because another 
shopkeeper, Ma Celeste, had been robbed on her way home a 
couple of nights ago and the thugs had run away with her 
meager earnings. Ma Celeste was not hurt, but was very much 
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emotionally affected by the incident. The police had 
responded to the villagers’ pleas to catch the criminals but up 
to now they were unable to identify or arrest any suspects. 
This made many in the village, especially the shopkeepers, 
very uneasy. This was similar to what had happened on New 
Year’s Eve when a young lady, on her way from a friend’s 
home, had her purse stolen, and although no one had been 
arrested, there was strong suspicion as to who had committed 
the crime. Many of the villagers preferred not to speculate too 
much and rather hoped that the police would eventually catch 
the suspects. 

 
“One for de road, boys?” asked Pappy, who was 

seated on a wooden stool in the far corner of the shop closest 
to the Formica-covered counter. The four other men looked 
at each other and nodded their heads in agreement. They 
were not going to allow a free drink to pass them by. “Ma 
William, give dose guys another one before we go,” Pappy 
said, as he pulled out his billfold and placed it on the counter 
in full view of everyone. It was Friday night and fortnight—
payday, moreover—and Pappy had some extra spending 
money in his pocket. 

“I will take one,” Briggs said, as he got up from the 
box crate on which he was sitting, next to the open window. 

“No problem, man,” Pappy said.  
“Ma William, give me a Guinness. You know dat is 

my usual,” said Briggs, a slight smirk on his face. 
“You know what? I will take one, too,” Paul yawned 

lazily. “I think I can handle a extra one,” he said cautiously. 
“Mr. Jones, what about you? You not takin’ one with 

us?” Pappy asked the eldest man of the group who was seated 
on a wooden stool next to the window that opened out unto 
Front Street.  

Mr. Jones hesitated for a while. “Um … I doh know 
for sure,” he finally said. 

“Come on! Is on me. Is de las’ drink for de night. 
Come, take one, man,” Pappy begged. Mr. Jones stood up 



Ma William and Her Circle of Friends 
 

and reluctantly made his way towards the counter to join the 
other men. “What you takin’?” Pappy asked. 

“Give me a Macoucherie,” Mr. Jones said, a bit 
timidly. He was not one who spoke a lot. “I will take it 
straight, Ma Will,” he added. 

“Well, everybody havin’ one so I better have one 
too,” the last guy in the group said as he also worked his way 
towards the counter, fixing the old grey felt hat that was 
slanted to the right side on his head, and then shoving his 
shirt-tails into his worn and patched denim pants.  

“What you talkin’ about?” Pappy asked him. “Get a 
drink man! Don’t be bash, like Mr. Ruford would say,” he 
laughed. 

“Ma Will, give me a nanni,” the man ordered, as he 
brushed off dust from the bottom of his pants. “It seem dat 
if I didn’ look for myself I wouldn’ get nothing,” he said 
jokingly. 

“What nonsense you talkin’ dere, Charlie?” Pappy 
replied. “I ask all man if dey takin’ one for de road. You not 
one of dose man?” he asked sarcastically. 

“I jus’ jokin’,” Charlie answered. 
“Well doh make joke like dat, den. You hurtin’ my 

feelin’, you know,” Pappy said, cradling his hands on his 
chest. 

The men laughed and all was forgotten for the 
moment as they gathered at the far end of the counter like 
they had done so many times before. 

Ma William served each man what he had requested, 
hoping that this was really the last round. She had been in the 
shop from six o’clock that morning, taking only a two-hour 
break to return home to prepare lunch for her family. It was 
now almost five minutes to eleven and she longed to go 
home. She did not always mind when the men hung around, 
especially when it was the fortnight. At that time they had a 
little more money to spend and that was good business for 
her. But she did not feel up to it tonight. She wanted to go 
home. 
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Ma William was still troubled by what had happened 
to Ma Celeste. She, too, had been violated once before when 
thieves had broken into her shop and stolen some grocery 
items from her shelves. The thieves had also left with some 
of the alcoholic drinks. But Ma William was in a quandary 
because as much as she really wanted to go home, she didn’t 
want the men to know that she was worried. She put on a 
brave face and served them as if all was well with her. 

“Aye, aye, what goin’ on in dere, non?” a familiar voice 
said from the right side entrance of the shop. The men all 
turned around. Standing in the middle of the door, with his 
hands on his hips, was Bamboo, a look of sheer disbelief on 
his face. “So what happen? I come too late?” he inquired. “I 
hope not,” he answered himself, before any of the men could 
say anything, a broad smile now appearing on his bony face. 
The men looked at him as if wondering where he had just 
come from. “Ma Will, I will take one on my friend, Pappy. I 
sure is he dat buyin’. Something tellin’ me is him. I cannot let 
a drink go by tonight an’ doh taste him. I sure dey pay him 
today, so he can afford it,” Bamboo said, as he tightened the 
old leather belt that was around his narrow waist.  

Ma William looked at Pappy. “What you say?”  
Pappy nodded his head in approval. 
“I will take a …” Bamboo paused for a moment and 

looked at the drinks lined up on the shelf. “What you have 
dere, Ma William?” he asked, with his usual dry cynicism. 

“Whatever you want. But I doh have to tell you. You 
not seein’ for yourself, non?” Ma William told him.  

“Yes, but, anyhow give me a … give me a pwèv,” 
Bamboo finally said. “With some cokes, please,” he added. 

“Okay, Mistah Bamboo,” Ma William answered. She 
poured him his drink—local rum flavored with a herb 
commonly referred to as pwèv jenné. 

“I will have a pwèv too, Ma Will,” Pappy said, “Let me 
have something different tonight,” he told her. 

“Go ahead, help yourself,” Ma William answered. “I 
trust you, you know,” she laughed. 
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“An’ how much is dat?” Pappy asked, as he fumbled 
through his billfold after having fixed himself the drink. 

Ma William made a quick mental calculation. “Jus’ 
give me seven,” she said, as she once again double-checked to 
make sure she was not short-changing herself.  

Pappy pulled out a ten-dollar bill from the leather 
billfold and handed it to Ma William, hoping that her 
calculation was right. 

“Man, you loaded tonight,” Bamboo cried out, hiding 
himself behind Paul as he said so. 

“Why you doh watchin’ your business?” Pappy asked, 
while he placed the change Ma William gave to him into the 
billfold.  

“But you open it in front of me,” Bamboo answered. 
“I can use de change, you know.” 

“Your eyes seein’ too much, man! Jus’ close it for a 
while, non, man.” Pappy stared at Bamboo for a while and 
then nodded his head. “Go an’ do some real work if you want 
change,” he advised Bamboo. “Anyhow, enough of dat,” he 
said. He raised his glass. “Cheers, everybody,” he cried out. 

“Cheers,” they all said, doing the same.  
Bamboo and Pappy hurriedly gulped down their 

drinks but Mr. Jones and Paul sipped theirs slowly, enjoying 
and savouring the drink. Much to Ma William’s chagrin, they 
were in no rush to get out of the shop, even at this time of 
the night. 

“Thanks,” Bamboo said, as he belched loudly, 
angering the men and Ma William. 

Ma William looked at him with disdain. “Where you 
leave your manners, non, boy?”  

“He leave it in de boatshed or on de street,” Paul said, 
as he gave Bamboo a stern, hard look. 

But Bamboo didn’t care. He just shrugged his 
shoulders and wiped his mouth with the right sleeve of his 
plaid shirt. “Man, I come jus’ in time, eh, but you know how 
it is. I on de move again. I will see all you tomorrow night. I 
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have some business to check out now,” he said, smiling, a 
hint of mischief showing in his eyes.  

Pappy, also, decided that it was time for him to take 
his leave. “Is time for me to hit de road, too, oui, pal. I gettin’ 
tired man,” he explained. He fixed his shirt tails into his pants 
and tightened his belt some more around his waist.  

“You already goin’, man! Jus’ because I say I goin’, 
you goin’, too. Since when?” Bamboo asked. 

“Why you always have to open your mouth?” Pappy 
asked Bamboo, as if pleading with him to remain quiet. “Let 
us let Ma William close her shop,” he stated. He yawned 
lazily. “Ohhh man, I tired,” he moaned, arching his body 
backwards. “You doh want de lady to go to her home, den?” 
he asked Bamboo. 

Ma William smiled. She had been waiting for that 
moment for a while now. She finally felt a bit of relief. She 
believed that once Pappy left, the others would follow. He 
was the unofficial leader of the group. 

“I too, oui,” said Briggs, fixing the old worn out and 
frayed straw hat on his head. “Time for my bed, man,” he 
said. He waved goodnight to his friends and stepped outside 
unto Front Street. 

“Well everybody goin’ so I better leave, too,” said 
Paul. “I gettin’ tired, too,” he stated. He tipped the bottle into 
his mouth and gulped down the balance of the drink. “I not 
stayin’ to watch de shop. I not no night watchman, non,” he 
laughed. 

“Man, you drink dat like a pro,” Pappy said to Paul as 
he made his way towards the door. 

“If you think so,” answered Paul, somewhat 
nonchalantly. “You think so, man?” he asked. 

“Is why I say dat,” Pappy replied. 
“Is long time I doin’ dat, eh. I can close my eyes an’ 

do dat, you know,” Paul boasted. 
Pappy said nothing. He waved goodnight to Ma 

William. Ma William nodded and smiled. She was really happy 
to see him leave. 
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“So long I waitin’ for him to go,” she whispered to 
herself. “Thank you, oui, Papa God,” she muttered softly. 

Mr. Jones and Paul were the only ones left now, but 
before leaving, they helped Ma William close the windows 
and doors and ensured that the shop was properly secured. 
They waited until she locked the last door and then bid her 
goodnight. Ma William quickly made her way along the faintly 
lit street and headed alone to her home. She turned the 
corner unto Back Street and disappeared from view.  

“She’ll be allright,” Paul said. 
“Uhumm,” agreed Mr. Jones, as he placed his hat 

upon his head. 
 
 
Pappy, Paul and Mr. Jones were the regulars at Ma 

William’s shop. Almost every evening, after six o’clock, they 
gathered at the shop and engaged in all sorts of discussions 
among themselves and with other patrons who came to do 
business at Ma William’s shop. They also spent the time 
making rounds of drinks for each other or having drinks 
bought for them if a friend or two happened to stop by. Ma 
William’s shop was like a sanctuary or refuge for them after 
the hassles and drudgery of the day. 

Bamboo, whose real name was Grantley, was one of 
the many popular characters in the village. He was one of 
those guys you hated at times and loved at other times. He 
could be very difficult to deal with, especially when he had a 
few too many drinks, but otherwise he spent his time moving 
about the village shops, helping with the odd job, moving 
goods, bagging grocery items or pumping cooking oil for the 
shopkeepers in exchange for a small fee or at times a warm 
meal. He could also be found at the boat-house where he 
spent a lot of his time, sometimes falling asleep in one of the 
canoes. He was more of a pest to many people who found 
him very annoying. But that did not bother Bamboo. He was 
tall and slim—thus the reason why the village folks had 
nicknamed him, Bamboo. He was, as they said, tall like a 
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bamboo. He felt very important in the village and acted like he 
was. 

He was unemployed and was somewhat of a 
wanderer, but you would often find him at Ma William’s 
shop. The other men found him cheap because he never 
bought them drinks, yet he was always “on time” when a 
round was being made. That had somewhat driven a little 
wedge in their friendship at one point, but they had patched 
things up and were back to their old tricks all over again. 
Nothing seemed to bother Bamboo one bit. Somehow, he 
always made himself present.  

Briggs was just a straggler, more or less, who made 
use of opportune times to get a drink. He walked around the 
village eyeing activity within the shops and stopped wherever 
he saw the potential to have a drink. He was a boyhood 
friend of Mr. Jones and today had made his stop at Ma 
William’s shop with Mr. Jones. He was almost in his seventies 
and loved walking the streets of the village aimlessly or sitting 
on the roadside with his friends like Spanky, Jeff and Bolom. 
But unlike Bamboo, he did not really frequent Ma William’s 
shop.  

Pappy’s real name was Bernard, but Pappy was the 
nickname he’d had from the time he was very young. He had 
no idea how he got stuck with that name. However, although 
he had no children, everyone in the village called him Pappy. 
He lived with his common-law wife, Angelina, on the Morne. 
They had been together for almost ten years. Though she had 
a child from a previous relationship, she and Pappy had none 
between them. That didn’t bother Pappy. He enjoyed being 
who he was and always said that he would have children 
when he was ready, not when people or his friends thought 
he should have one.  

“All you will buy milk for de chile?” he once asked 
Ma William when she brought up the topic in the shop. 

“Maybe. But is not a problem,” Ma William answered. 
“I know you can take care of your business, eh. I doh have to 
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tell you what to do, but you know what we mean,” she 
smiled. 

His friends usually made fun of him as to his fear of 
getting married to his girlfriend, but he always shrugged them 
off. It was not a priority for him. He felt very comfortable 
with his situation and was in no hurry to change it. He 
worked off and on as a labourer at the Macoucherie Estates, 
about four miles to the northwest of St. Joseph between the 
village of Salisbury and the fishing hamlet of Mero. It was 
there that the popular Macoucherie Rum was produced. But 
surprisingly, Pappy was not a fan of that rum. He preferred 
the pwèv jenné and Soca Rum. 

Pappy was about six feet tall, with broad shoulders, 
thick arms and strong hands. He believed that he could do 
better than anyone at anything he attempted. Pappy took 
pride in the person he was and though he was not a bad man, 
he used his height to his advantage when he was faced with a 
situation he wanted to straighten out.  

Paul, on the other hand, was in his early forties, just a 
few years older than Pappy. He was a few inches shorter than 
Pappy, though not as muscular and firmly built as Pappy was. 
He was a farmer who tended his own plot of land in Gould, 
in the hinterlands of the Layou River valley. However, at the 
end of almost every day, he, too, made his way to Ma 
William’s shop. Sometimes he played dominoes with some 
other friends at another shop in the village, but most times he 
stuck around with Pappy who was his long time neighbour.  

Paul was married but his wife resided in St. Croix. She 
had immigrated about two years ago to join her mother and 
sister, but Paul decided against joining them and leaving his 
livelihood behind. St. Croix did not appeal to him. He 
enjoyed being able to hang out and have what he called “his 
freedom” in Dominica. He enjoyed working the soil—that 
was his passion—and leaving it behind to move to St. Croix 
was never really an option for him. 

Another member of the gang was Mr. Jones. He was 
the most reserved of the group, though; very soft-spoken, 
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and a bit slow in the way he did things. For him it seemed like 
time stood still. His wife had passed away a few years ago, 
and after that he became friends with Paul and Pappy when 
he started frequenting Ma William’s shop with another friend, 
Mr. Joseph, who had recently moved to Colihaut. The shop 
became his place to hang out, to spend time, since he was 
alone in his house. His children were grown—he had only 
two—a boy and girl, both now adults, and they both resided 
in the United States. Mr. Jones took things easy but 
sometimes he could become a problem. He could not control 
his drinking and every now-and-then he had to be taken 
home after a long night at the shop. When he smiled he 
always showed a gap where a front tooth was missing. It was 
strongly believed that he had lost it after falling down during 
a drunken session. But Mr. Jones never shared the true story 
as to what had caused him to lose his tooth. He kept it a 
closely guarded secret. 

 
So Ma William’s shop became the central point, the 

hub of their lives at night, so to speak, and when the shop 
was closed, especially on a Sunday night, they would 
somehow find another activity to occupy their time. Ma 
William opened her shop for just a few hours on Sunday. She 
went to church in the morning and usually opened in the 
afternoon from one o’clock to six o’clock. That did not work 
too well for the men. 

It seemed like the men were drawn to the shop by 
some magical force imposed by Ma William. Therefore, on 
Sundays, they would gather on the verandah of Mr. Jack’s 
house where a number of men from the village met to play 
dominoes, sometimes into the wee hours of the next 
morning. But then “the gang” would resort to their usual 
activity on Monday evening. If, for some reason, that was not 
possible, each man found a way to spend his evening in a 
manner that pleased him best. 

The shop was one of three on Main Street, although 
you could make a case that it was not exactly on Main Street 
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but at the corner of Main and Front Streets—but more on 
Front Street. But for years it was referred to as being on Main 
Street and no one cared. And although it was not a very busy 
place, there was a faithful clientele who patronized Ma 
William. The shop was situated on the first floor of a two-
storey stone and wooden building. The first floor space was 
rented to Ma William by the owner, Ma Alberta, who herself 
resided on the top floor. Ma Alberta was the makoumè of Ma 
William’s mother, Ma Olive. Ma Alberta once had her own 
shop on that very same floor, but poor health and advanced 
age had forced her to close it. Before Ma William opened her 
shop, the floor she occupied had been vacant for almost three 
years, since Ma Alberta was not too eager about renting it 
out. But Ma William was able to persuade her to rent it to 
her, maybe because of the relationship between her mother 
and Ma Alberta. 

The inner walls of the shop were painted a light 
yellow. The shelves were painted brown. The windows and 
doors were painted green, while the L-shaped counter was 
painted in the same color as the walls, except that the top was 
covered with an aqua looking Formica. An odd colour mix. 
However, it was just big enough for the business Ma William 
had to deal with on a daily basis. 

A kerosene lamp that served as a backup in the event 
of a power failure hung from the ceiling attached by a length 
of wire. The glass shade was covered with a thick layer of 
soot and needed to be cleaned. 

The shelves in the shop were adequately stocked with 
flour, sugar, rice and canned goods. On a crudely built table 
in a corner, on the right side of the counter, Ma William had 
opened boxes of salt fish and smoked herring, the smell of 
which permeated the shop. Next to these was a huge drum 
from which Ma William pumped cooking oil that she sold by 
the pint or per bottle. There were some more items packed 
here and there around the shop in random order. There were 
two stringed flytraps hanging from the ceiling to help Ma 
William lessen the effects of these pesky creatures that easily 
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made their way into the shop through the opened windows 
and doors and buzzed in, hovering over the salt fish, smoked 
herring and sugar, or anything that attracted them. 

There was also the alcoholic section, set aside at the 
far end of the shop, on the left side of the counter, so that the 
men who frequented that area did not have too much 
interaction with her customers who came to purchase regular 
goods. There was no real, physical division, though everyone 
who entered the shop knew, because of the layout, that that 
corner of the shop was for the drinkers. Ma William knew 
that some of her customers did not like to mingle with the 
drinkers, or soulas (as they liked to refer to them), when they 
came to purchase items in her shop, but she didn’t allow that 
to be a problem. It was a way of life and it was the style in 
almost every shop in the village. Ma William sold both the 
local rum that she bought at A. C. Shillingford’s Wholesale 
Department in Roseau and the imported kind she bought at 
other merchants. Now and then she stocked Macoucherie, 
Belfast and Soca rums, but she realized that her customers 
preferred the cask rum from A. C. Shillingford more than the 
others.  

Ma William enjoyed being in the shop. It gave her the 
opportunity to meet many of the villagers and keep herself 
occupied in a meaningful way, earning an income in return. 
She had been at this same shop for almost ten years after 
moving from the little roadside shack close to her home, 
where she had started doing business. She had now built up a 
nice little niche of faithful customers. 

Besides the men who usually gathered in the shop, 
Ma William also had a few friends who sometimes spent time 
with her gossiping about the latest happenings in the village 
or just passing the time. The most regular of those was Ma 
William’s childhood friend, Carol, more commonly known as 
Ma Simbert. There were others like Ma Hill, Ma Garnet and 
Ma Gerald, but Ma Simbert was the most prominent of these 
women in many aspects. She was the one closest to Ma 
William. She was also the most vocal and outgoing of them 
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all. She did not hesitate to speak her mind whenever she got 
the opportunity to do so. 

Every now and then, Ma William and the ladies, 
sometimes one or the other, or on the odd occasion, all of 
them, would sit in the shop when things were not too busy 
and discuss everything possible that perked their interests or 
just helped them share each other’s company.  

But Ma William did not always trust Ma Simbert. 
There was something about Ma Simbert that troubled her. 
Although they laughed and joked and made fun of each 
other, Ma Simbert seemed to be unhappy about something 
almost every time, and Ma William felt very uncomfortable 
during those times, even to the point that she would talk 
about it with her husband. But she still gave the benefit of the 
doubt to Ma Simbert. Ma Simbert was her friend and Ma 
William hoped that she, Ma Simbert, saw it that way, too. 

Ma William took things in stride. She hoped that one 
day she could expand and have a bigger place to do business, 
but she was always aware that it was going to take a lot of 
effort and dedication, and she was not sure if she would be 
able to achieve her dream. She remembered how she had 
started, selling a few items from the front of her home on a 
wooden tray and eventually growing bigger, which forced her 
to erect a sidewalk stall in the vacant plot of land next to her 
home, a plot of land that no one seemed to know who owned 
it. Eventually, she was able to expand her business to what it 
is today. She was aware of how far she had come from those 
days, so this dream was not impossible. But as to whether she 
had the means of getting there, that would be another 
question. Yet, she plodded on. 

 
 
 
“Okay, Mr. Jones, we will see,” Paul said, as he 

extended his hand and they shook hands. 
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“I think I will go home right away. It lookin’ like it 
goin’ to rain again tonight,” stated Mr. Jones. He looked up 
toward the sky. 

“Maybe you right, eh,” Paul answered, looking up 
too. It was a very dark sky. Tiny drops of rain had started 
coming down.  

It had rained for almost the whole week after a long 
dry spell and although it was a welcome sight, especially for 
the farmers, it was becoming a problem for the villagers who 
had to be dealing with muddy roads, alleyways and backyards. 
As if by clockwork, it had rained every night for the past 
week. 

“Okay, Mr. Jones. Take care, non. Watch out for de 
soukouyans an’ dem, eh,” warned Paul, as he pulled his shirt 
over his head for protection against the rain. 

“Doh worry about dat man. I is dere master. You 
know me better dan dat,” Mr. Jones boasted. 

“Okay, but take care anyhow,” Paul warned again. 
“You, too,” replied Mr. Jones, as he began to make 

his way along the now empty street which earlier that night 
had been filled with late evening shoppers, young men and 
women who had gathered together on steps that bordered 
Main Street, and vehicles winding their way towards other 
villages along the coast. The building where the musical band, 
Waxx Combo rehearsed was now quiet, too, and the crowd 
that had gathered on the open verandah of the building 
listening to them was no more. 

“I’ll see you tomorrow night, if God spare,” said Paul. 
“Uhumm. Me too,” answered Mr. Jones. He waved at 

Paul, and began his usual, slow walk home, mindless of the 
rain. He whistled softly to himself as if to charm the soucouyans 
along the way. 
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