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Praise 
 
‘Jean Coulbourne's novel for young adults, JANICE, is a moving moral tale for our times. 
her old home, or the rural life of her grand-parents in the country? Old-fashioned values and 
a desire to better herself is at the heart of this new novel which is a well-timed and accessible 
read.’  
Maggie Harris, winner, Commonwealth Short  Story Prize (Caribbean Region)  
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Chapter  One 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Kingston, Jamaica, 2005 
 

Janice peered through the crack in the window. The pane of glass was dirty. She looked over 
at the yard, which was dotted with small houses and surrounded by a rotting zinc fence.  
     In one corner stood the standpipe where Miss Clara was bathing.  
The water was running plentifully as usual. It never seemed to stop running, even in times of 
severe drought in the city. Miss Clara was naked except for her panties, which hung about 
her like a balloon. As she washed herself, she sang a song. ‘When the roll is called up yonder, I will 
be there.’ She used the rag to wash under her pendulous breasts. Then she rinsed and wiped 
herself.  
     Janice continued to stare. Everybody knew what Miss Clara looked like. 
     Everybody knew how everybody else looked in the tenement yard. One person’s business 
was everybody else’s business in this place. Janice herself bathed like that under the 
standpipe and had done so for as long as she could remember.  

All around the yard, the hens scratched at the red earth, clucking as they searched for 
worms, their feathers as red as the dirt around them. The fowl had lice, and all the children 
and adults in the yard tried to avoid them. They roosted under the floorboards of the houses 
and sometimes the fleas broke through and bit the occupants in their beds. No matter, the 
hens supplied the people there with eggs, and whenever Miss Clara was able to sell some of 
them to the corner shop, she brought home well-needed money. 

Janice looked away from Miss Clara to the baby boy who played in another corner of 
the yard. He wore a grubby blue chemise but his naked buttocks were as red as the dirt on 
which he sat. He had an old cotton reel in his chubby hands, and as he played with it he 
smiled and chattered to himself. Close by him stood the coolie plum tree where all the 
children gathered when they came home from school.   

Now the fruit was almost ripe as it was January. When the fruit was ready, the boys 
took the little green and yellow plums downtown and sold them on the streets. After 
Christmas was the time of year when they all needed money to get back to school and to 
provide food for those who lived in the yard.  

The coolie plum tree was the only tree that stood on that piece of ground. In fact, it 
was the only green plant that grew there, because the earth was so hard and the fowl and the 
playing children would not allow any other green thing to thrive, not even the grass that 
Janice’s mother Rosemary had sown so often and tried to get established. 
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 Miss Clara stopped singing. She held up her head and called, ‘Charlie! But a where 
that boy is sah? I tell him to look for the fowl egg them under the house. Every time I want 
im, im gone. Soon tun gun man pon me. On all a we. Trials an tribulations all the time.’ She 
resumed her song: ‘When the roll is called up yonder, when the roll is called up yonder…’ 

Miss Clara put on her clean brown blouse, the one with the patch on the sleeve, and 
stepped into a grey skirt. She almost always wore that skirt around the yard on a Saturday 
evening. It was as predictable as the Saturday-evening chicken-foot soup. 

She wiped her feet dry and pulled on her slippers which were made of a thick rubber. 
This was a signal that meant she was almost ready to cook her chicken-foot soup and go into 
her room to read her Bible. She was a very religious woman. Every Sunday, Miss Clara spent 
all day in the church up the road - and when the service was going on, the noise was 
unbearable as the pastor called for more testimonies, songs, prayers - and money. Miss Clara 
usually wore white as she was in the choir. She sang alto and loved to boast about the time 
Pastor made her sing solo at Convention. It was the most important day of her life so far, 
and she longed to repeat the feat. Only that was four years ago and now she sang with the 
rest of the choir and had never been called on to sing solo again. 

‘Charlie,’ she shouted again. ‘I want the eggs for breakfast tomorrow morning, you 
know. I don’t have anything else but mint tea and crackers - and tomorrow is Sunday. We 
must make a little change for the Lord’s Day. Charlie! But where him is sah? Heaven give me 
a holiday. That boy is a trial.’ 

Her hiss teeth could be heard all the way across the yard as she plodded over the 
hardened dirt and went into her one little room. She lived there with Charlie, her fourteen-
year-old grandson and his twelve-year-old sister Shellie Ann. Miss Clara’s only child, Delroy, 
had left the children with her and gone overseas a long time now - from since Shellie Ann 
was a baby. She had heard nothing from him since.  

Miss Clara had never known the mother of her grandchildren. Rumour had it that 
the woman was in prison for running drugs;  nobody knew for sure. But Miss Clara lived in 
hope that Delroy would write and even send a few US dollars for the children. It distressed 
her to know that after all she had done for her son, it had come to this.  

Shellie Ann was spending the Saturday at a friend’s house up the lane where she was 
studying for the Grade Six Achievement Test. The GSAT examination would be held in two 
weeks’ time. Everyone was praying that she would be placed in a good high school, just as 
Janice had been placed by the old Common Entrance exams five years before.  

Janice smiled as she watched Miss Clara. The big woman was like a grandmother to 
the whole tenement yard. Even Janice’s mother, Rosemary, regarded her as such.  
     ‘She hold us together as a family,’ Rosemary often said. 
     As Janice carried on observing, she saw the gate open and her mother enter the yard. She 
looked tired, as usual - but today there was something different about her. What was it? the 
girl wondered. Rosemary was walking with a sure step - more confident than before. 
     Janice ran over and opened the door. Rosemary entered, threw her parcels on the bed 
and hugged her daughter. 
 ‘Is what happen, Mama?’ asked Janice. 
 ‘We moving out of here.’ 
 ‘Moving? Where to? Mama, what happen? You get a job?’ 
 ‘To look after an old lady in Barbican. They is rich people, and there is space for you 
to live there too. You can help me when you come home from school. Mr Soares say him 
will give you pocket money so that you can go to school in the day and help me in the 
evenings. They have a room at the back where we can live.’ 
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 Janice took in the news quietly. She stared at Rosemary, her eyes filled with tears of 
joy. Then she went and hugged her mother. 
 ‘Mama, it was hard for you to go to college on Saturdays and do the Practical Nurse 
course after you work all week as a domestic helper. But it work out. How the pay?’  

‘Good enough. I only hope the old lady live long though. I want to see you go 
through with you high school and pass you exams, Janice mi child. Things working out at 
last. No more rent to pay. When you leave school and get a job you can go a little further in 
your studies and then help me buy a house. I going to save money, Janice. You watch and 
see. At last. Thank You, Jesus.’ 

Janice turned and looked at the room which she had called home practically all her 
life. She saw the rotting wooden floor, the one bed that her mother owned and in which they 
slept, the dresser with the figurines that her mother prized. She saw the small wardrobe that 
held all their clothes and the dinette set with the four chairs in one small corner of the room. 
The table was stacked with her books and pens and pencils. From the roof hung a lone light 
bulb on a cord, and around a corner from the bed was a shoe stand holding four pairs of 
shoes, one pair each for school or work and one each for church.  

It was a small room and full of the familiar things that had grown around them over 
the years. They would leave all this behind and live in another place where most likely there 
would be no rats, no fowl lice creeping through the floorboards and no cockroaches to 
contend with. 

Janice felt her heart bursting. Maybe she could take home a friend or two from St 
Eustace’s School to her new living-quarters. It was something that she had never dared to do 
in all her five years at the exclusive school. Janice was bright - a scholarship winner and an 
achiever - but she lived on the wrong side of town. She had never gone to other girls’ homes 
when they invited her because she feared that they would expect return hospitality – expect 
her to invite them home to her one room in a tenement yard in the inner-city community in 
eastern Kingston. 

Janice thought now of her father, who was in prison for life. He had been caught 
with an illegal gun and sent down by the court.  That had happened five years ago, just as 
Janice had been entering high school. She could never bring herself to tell her school-friends 
the truth, preferring instead to say that he had died in an accident.  

Janice was ashamed of her father. He had been a gunman and a house-breaker. It 
was her mother whom Janice loved, and it was Rosemary who had helped to make her what 
she was now: a good student in school, someone with leadership qualities and now a senior 
prefect in the fifth form. Usually it was sixth formers who were senior prefects, but Janice 
had excelled, throwing off her old self to adapt to the new life in the prosperous area with its 
money, its mansions and its vastly different attitude towards life and living. But she had not 
abandoned her mother and never would.  

Rosemary admitted to her daughter that Janice’s father had been a mistake from the 
first, but love is strange. Rosemary had left the small farm in the deep countryside where her 
parents lived, and moved into the city before Janice was born. She had found shelter in her 
aunt’s house and had worked as a clerk in a downtown store. Everything was going 
smoothly - until she met Bert. 

Bert had changed her life and she had fallen pregnant. Disgusted and scandalised, her 
aunt had turned her out and her parents had been disappointed in her. Later, the naïve 
young woman came to understand that the wealth Bert spoke of so often came from stealing 
and burglary. Life had never been the same again. It was downhill all the way for Rosemary - 
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until her daughter’s birth. Janice had given her hope. Bert had been in and out of prison 
during their relationship, and now it was forever. 

Janice was still thinking when she turned again to her mother. ‘What bout de 
furniture, Mama? What we going to do with it?’ 

‘Maybe send it to country. Papa will put it up for us. I don’t want to sell the pieces as 
they were too hard to buy. Prices so high nowadays, I coulda never buy them back again.’ 

‘Mama, I going to save up the pocket money. Maybe start a bank account. I want it 
to help me through University. And later I will buy you a real nice house. Maybe in Cherry 
Gardens, or in the hills like Red Hills.’ 

‘Aye, Jan Jan - we can only dream. We can only dream.’ And Rosemary set about 
preparing dinner - the inevitable chicken-foot soup.  

Janice loved this soup. She loved sucking the flesh off the bony chicken feet. She 
would take them out and lick them clean then she would turn to the flour dumplings and the 
yam that was in the soup. Chicken-foot soup was a must for everyone in the yard, and if one 
family ran out of enough money, another family was there to help. 

Suddenly, there was a howl from the yard. It was the baby who was sitting on the 
ground. Janice broke free from her reverie and rushed outside.  

‘Junior, what happen to you?’ she panted. The eighteen-month-old child was alone in 
the yard. Miss Clara usually watched him, but she was nowhere to be seen. The child seemed 
to be hungry. Janice   picked him up and crooned to him, kissing his dirty cheek in the 
process. Then she took him inside her own room and put him on the floor beside the bed. 
He rubbed at his eyes with his hands, knowing food was on the way.  

It was always like this. Junior’s mother, Simone, went downtown on Saturdays from 
early morning, hawking her goods. She was a nineteen-year-old girl who was trying to make 
it among the numerous vendors on the downtown streets. Sometimes she went further afield 
-   to Falmouth or Mandeville - by minibus, coming in late at night to her son. The child’s 
father had disappeared when he heard that Simone was pregnant. He had claimed that the 
baby was not his and he was not prepared to support any ‘jacket’. Simone had borne her 
shame and welcomed the child into her life after Miss Clara had taken her in and helped her.  

Like Miss Clara, Simone too had been country-bred and had known little of the ways 
of the city when she came to Kingston three years ago. The victim of abuse from her own 
father and mother, she had come here to seek her fortune. Things had begun to pick up for 
her and she had even accumulated some savings in the bank.  She also threw ‘pardner’ with 
her friends – the system by which they would each save the same amount every week or 
month and then draw for who would collect the whole amount that time around; she always 
tried to put her ‘draw’ to good use when it was her turn.  

It was Simone who helped out in the yard when the others were down financially - 
like when someone got sick and had to pay to see a doctor or even go to the hospital, or 
when they were short on the rent. Because of this, Junior was everyone’s baby, and although 
he often sat in the dirt in the yard, he had the love and caring of everybody there. 

The baby ate some crackers while Janice prepared some cornmeal porridge on the 
small oil stove. 

‘Going to bathe him and put him to bed, Mama,’ she said as she stirred the porridge, 
which was getting thick in the pot. ‘Simone not coming home for now.’ 

‘Right,’ answered her mother, ‘you do that while I peel the yams and fix up the 
vegetables for the soup.’ 

There was a companionable silence in the room as the baby ate the porridge that 
Janice spooned into him while Rosemary carried on getting the dinner ready. Then Janice 
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took out the baby clothing that they kept for times like these and took Junior out to the 
standpipe. Gently, she washed him and then dried him in a clean towel and put on his 
clothes. Then she took him inside, hugged him and settled him down for the night. Soon he 
was fast asleep. 

Not wanting to wake the child, mother and daughter sat quietly.  Both were thinking 
of the changes that were coming and what that would mean to their lives.  

As the soup simmered on the oil stove Janice went once more to the window and 
looked though the crack in the windowpane. Life is full of change, she thought. What would 
this bring? What would leaving all this behind bring to her life? 

It was going to be so much easier for her now. She would be living in a better 
neighbourhood. She would be earning a little money to help her through school, and her 
mother was also going to be comfortable in a fairly well-paying job. At least it would be 
better than the household helper’s work of washing and ironing at several different people’s 
houses that Rosemary used to do each week. 

Janice thought of her best friend at St Eustace’s, Serena. But even though she was 
her best school-friend, the other girl had never visited her tenement yard or known the 
conditions under which Janice lived. True, she too lived in a modest neighbourhood, but 
Janice was certain that her house was never in a tenement yard, nor did she have to bathe 
under the standpipe in the open yard, where everyone could see. 

Janice thought too of her major arch-rival at school – the girl who had mocked her 
even when she became a senior prefect.  Catalina Nathan was a wealthy uptown girl who 
swore that she was the queen of the crop and no one could upstage her. Catalina had been 
known to bring down just about anyone who attempted to do anything better than she 
could, and she had done everything to discredit Janice.  She had even told some students and 
teachers that Janice was a thief and a liar. 

 Janice had once won a prize for speech in the school’s Eisteddfod and had beaten 
Catalina for the top award. That had been when she was in the fourth form and Catalina was 
in the fifth. Then to make things worse, Janice had been made a prefect then a senior 
prefect. This made the older girl livid. 

Janice grinned as she remembered Catalina’s rage. She wondered if she herself could 
visit uptown restaurants now, or even go to a night club - just once. Catalina was known to 
frequent night clubs and to dress in clothes sold at boutiques.  

As the soup boiled and the chicken-foot soup mellowed in the pot and the gentle 
snores of little Junior and her mother’s almost silent breathing cast an air of quiet and 
contented expectation over the room, Janice continued to dream. Maybe things really would 
change for the better: maybe Catalina would not laugh at her any more, and maybe she could 
take her friends home sometime and pretend that her mother was a fully qualified private 
nurse who had been trained overseas. But no, that would be lying. Yet her mother was a 
nurse of sorts: she had her certificate now to prove it. Maybe Rosemary could go on after 
this to become an Enrolled Nurse. And maybe she, Janice, could help her.  

Her thoughts went here and there as she thought of St Eustace’s and the challenges 
she had undergone and would still have to face. Later, when she was older, she hoped to go 
on to the University of Technology to study Pharmacology. 

Suddenly Rosemary jumped up. 
‘Soup ready,’ she said. ‘Wonder where Miss Clara gone sah? I want to tell her about 

me good fortune.’ She took the ladle. ‘Come, Jan Jan. Drink you soup. We will have to plan. 
We have to get the furniture to the country to Papa and make ready to leave this place. 
Going to miss it though,’ she added regretfully as she pushed a few stray strands of hair back 
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from her face. ‘Going to miss everybody, even little Junior here with him cotton reel. Well, is 
so life go, you know, Jan Jan. Change and change. What my Mama used to say? No progress 
without change. Like you bury the past and you slip into the new. Like getting a new dress 
and you burn the old one. Come. Soup look good, man, even though is me who make it. Let 
me leave some for Junior too. Him always like a little chicken soup. And him growing up, 
nuh true?’ 
 ‘Yes, Mama,’ said Janice as she dipped into the soup and found the toes of the 
chicken. She pulled them out and sucked away, enjoying the succulent flesh as it left the 
bones. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


