STEPHANIE RAMLOGAN

To Kill a Soucouyant

The hottest pepper in Trinidad. Well, dat is how it does feel for me

all over my whole self when salt get rub in my skin. I getting real
tired ah dis stchupidness. In my own house where I born and grow, I have
to be hiding my skin? I just know it is my own blasted grandchirren doing
it. You ever see more?

The folklore does say that to kill a soucouyant, you must rub salt in she
skin when she leave it behind in the night. Kill a soucouyant? For what?
Nobody eh dead from a soucouyant bite in donkey years. Still people does
be throwing rice on the ground in front of old women, to see if they would
stop and count the grains. Imagine walking around minding your business
and jesso jesso, somebody pelt a set ah rice on your foot. I tired, oui.

People does say all kind ah ting ’bout soucouyants. That they is lonely
old hags, who does take off they skin and turn into fire, flying in the night
looking for blood to suck. Let me tell you something, not all old people
lonely eh, and lonely doh have to mean miserable. I living home here with
one set ah people in this house. They does be making noise whole day. TV
blasting. Sonny quarreling. And these kiss-me-ass chirren always running
’bout throwing down ting and mashing up the place. Old hag? 1 strong as
anybody. I does still go market every Saturday morning, bright and early.
Sonny does be worried with me going out by myself, but I does need the lil
fresh air and ting. I doh take he on. I cyah stay chook up in the house every
day so. I does put on a nice lil pink lipstick, some rouge in meh cheek, with
my waist cinch up small, looking good. Smelling sweet.

Actually, the other day I did take a taxi all the way to the market in
town. The driver was a strapid dougla fella. Long, curly hair shave down
on the side, and lil earring in he ears and ting. A young boy nah. He was
well asking me my name and if I like bake and shark. How he does make
it home heself, and how it better than the famous Richard’s one from
Maracas Beach. A little more again, I say this man would ah ask me to
taste my saltfish! Ha! I tell he, he younger than my son and not to play too
fresh with me. He say, “Son?!” I say yes. I have a big hard back forty-five-
year-old son, meh boy. Two grandchildren, too. A boy and a girl. He say,
“Babes, I would ah never guess you have a big man so for a son.” And this
wasn'’t the first time some young man try a ting with me out the road yuh
know. So you see, I doh know where these doltish soucouyant stories does
come from. Old hag my mudda ass. Is like as soon as you reach a certain

You ever get a hot pepper seed in yuh eye? A scorpion pepper one eh.

THE IOWA REVIEW 43



age in this place, some doh consider you as people anymore. They couldn’t
be more glad for the excuse that soucouyants is some kind ah danger to
them. Leh we make everybody scared of old women! Leh we make sure they just stay
in their house where we don’t have to think *bout them or see them at all! They does
act like being old means you spoil and hadda get throw away. Like we cyah
do nothing again. Doh even bother try to ask a young person to show you
anything with no cell phone or computer or them kinda ting. They does act
like you is a beh-beh. My lil dougla taxi man was one ah the few good ones
out there, who have some kind ah right mind. I was too quick to refuse that
bake and shark he was offering, oui!

But is true though, what they say ’bout the fire. When the night is right,
I does rub myself down with ah oil that does peel off my skin. My mother
teach me to keep the skin in a mortar. But these children here in the house
over fass, and must be hear about the mortar in dem old time stories. Today
I had to buy one expensive canister to hide the mortar in. I went all the way
to the Indian trade fair. Sonny did carry me. I tell him I needed a box to
keep some gold bangles that Priya would get when I gone. You know how
we coolie people love inheritance, so he eh ask no question. He hurry to
carry me. This fancy box I buy have purple glitter dust and small diamond
shape mirrors all over it. Most important, it have a lock. But if you see it,
one set ah Maharani thing for two hundred dollars! All this drama, for
what? I wish everybody in the village would just know who was a soucouy-
ant and a lagahoo and a douen and a whatever else, and that nobody would
say boo. Nobody trying to lock up nobody inside, far less bun up they skin
with salt! I doh understand why if I want to fly around whole night to chase
cloud and bat, that have to be some big-big problem. I come to be a grown
woman finally, only to get treat like a pot hound in a kennel.

I just want to fly in peace. It have nothing else in the world as good as
how it does feel to fly—burning through the cool night, singeing mosqui-
tos and sandfly. They does make a plaks and then tssss sound I like to hear.
When they talk ’bout soucouyant, all they does study is the damn blood
part, never the flight. Oh gorm, I does only suck them a little bit. The blood
is what does give we the powers to fly and transform into all dem ting. Half
the time is cow blood I does suck anyway. Cow blood have a richer iron
taste. It stronger. If I choose a little boy or a grown man, is only because I
was having some fun. I might even pull a toe if I see one peeping out from
under the sheet. They doh even self wake up, fuss it’s a quick ting. But now
they does call we all kind of names like vampire. Monster.

This morning is vex I had to vex again. I did have to wash this skin in
oil to get the salt out before the sunrise bun me up. I watching these chir-
ren in the house slight now. Extra close. Not ah ounce ah shame they have
doing this to their own grandmother. I did planning for when Priya get big
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enough, to tell she that she have soucouyant spirit in she. All the women
in we family have it. But I not able to go through this shit so long, nah.
It goh be years still before she ready to learn. But right through I have to
wash skin, wasting my good-good oil. If they only know what I does have
to do to get this oil! Dig up in the dutty cemetery for rottening bodies for
Papa Diable. He must be want to know what it is I does really be doing that
I does be coming to he all the time asking for blasted oil. One day he goh
spin 'rung and tell me no, watch and see. And then what? I cyah fly again?
I might have to tell this child tonight self, oui.

I come back early from a quick joy flight to the orange grove and back.
Not every time I fly out is to drink, yuh know. Oh gosh how I love to fly
‘rung them orange and pootigal tree. The oil in the fruit skin does smell
strong when it get warm. The firefly and dem does think I is their mudda,
and they does come together in a bunch, moving through the leaves, light-
ing up the tree to say oye. I didn’t stay too long, like I does normally. I could
spend whole night til morning just watching my fire turn the river gold. I
does be flying so high sometimes, my flame does get small-small. I would
zoom back down with speed, and that does feel like a whole new big breath
of air as I full out again into a sun. Sometimes—I lie—all the time, I does
wish I didn’t have to turn back into a woman. An old woman.

When I reach back to the house, I didn’t pour through the front door
keyhole as usual, instead I turn into a little tabby cat with black stripes and
big yellow eyes, and climb in through the kitchen window. The yard always
have a set ah stray cat. They is the best disguise for when I want to go for a
lil walk during the day, without anybody harassing me ’bout what safe and
what not safe and who get kidnap and whatnot. As I jump off the counter,
I see Priya moving funny like she up to something. The little scamp was
liming by my bedroom door. I run up to she quick, and rub my face, belly,
and tail on she foot.

“Puss, puss!” She picked me up. “Where you come from little pussy puss
puss?”

I wanted to ask she where she feel she going when she opened my bed-
room door and take me in with she. She was very comfortable on the bed.
Rolling around with this mangy cat she doh know from Eve. She went
straight under the bed where I used to hide the mortar, and my claws dart
out one time but I eh say nothing. Is when I see she dip she finger in she
pocket and pull it back out, white with salt, that is when I couldn’t take it
no more. She wasn'’t salting no skin here tonight at all, at all!

I tell she not to frighten, but of course the girl jump when she hear this
cat start to talk to she. “Is me. Ma,” I say. She freeze watching the cat.

“Ma? But...how?”
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“Hush! I doh want yuh brother and dem to hear we.” I jump up on the
dresser, then climb up on the handbag that I does hook on the side of the
wardrobe, so I could leap to the top where I does hide my skin now. I look
down at my granddaughter, the girl eye big-big and she mouth hanging
open. “I going and change into something else, ok? I need proper hands to
hold this thing.” I warn she, pushing the canister so she could see it, but
still not sure if I could trust she to keep she ass quiet. “I going to change in
something with hands.”

My front paws turn first. They get big and start to grow knuckles and
long black hairy fingers. I eh take my eye off the child. This would frighten
anybody, far less a lil girl. You could imagine if I didn’t think, and had just
turn back to a woman then and there, with no skin, just a skeleton and
ligament? Oh gad oh!

She eh move though. My small, pointy cat ears start to round out and grow.
The fur from them drop off, turn to dust and then disappear. My face get long
and triple in size. My back straighten up. When I finish transform, I could
feel the energy of this beast fill me up good. Playing the monkey does be fun.
Priya sit down on the bed. I watch the middle part travel long down she shiny
black hair as she lower she face into she hand and dem, hiding.

“You good, child? Is still me. Ma.” I had to make sure I was safe to come
down before she run outside screaming and cause the father to come inside
here. Think if Sonny did see a chimpanzee sit down on the wardrobe! Oh
god! He would ah kill me for sure. I didn’t know if I could ah change into
a bird and buss it through the window fast enough. But the girl was good.
She look more curious than anything. I was holding the canister in one
hand, and used the other hand to help me climb down.

Both of we was on the bed watching each other for a good while. I
thought the child would ah dead. Ha! She lil heart was beating so fast, I
could ah hear it. Them monkey and dem does hear real good. I had to break
the silence only because we didn’t have much time, but I goh be lying if I
say I didn’t enjoy the suspense. This hot-mouth child so quiet for the first
time? A classic! I slide the open canister of skin towards she on the bed and
ask she if she know what the mortar is.

She shake she head. Priya have long eyelashes and bushy eyebrows like
she father. She bite down hard, chewing on she tongue fast-fast.

“Doh lie. You well know what this is!” The monkey lip turn up and show
off meh gum. “It is you that does be putting salt in my skin!”

“Ma,” she exhale hard. “Ma, so you really is a soucouyant! That...that ting
in there is really your skin!”

“Hush, hush, hush!” I had to remind she we not home alone.
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“You does drink blood!” She watch the door like she was planning to run.
I reached my monkey hand toward her little girl one, and she pull it away
from me.

“You ever hear 'bout somebody deading from a soucouyant bite? Steups.
Never. A little bit ah blood is all we does come for. Girls does miss more
blood from their periods. So what, they goin’ and start rubbing salt on their
pum-pum now to punish it for bleeding?”

She screw up she face cuz I say pum-pum.

“The blood is for Papa Diable. A small trade for the powers to fly.”

“Papa Diable? The Devil!”

“Yes. He is the one who did teach the first soucouyant to make oil from
dead people body in the cemetery. He show me how to change from woman
to hog, to corbeau, or whatever I want.”

“I rebuke you soucouyant!” The lil bitch pelt me with a handful ah salt
from she pocket. The grains stick up in meh fur, looking like dust. I raff she
by the wrist, my gums bared again.

“Doh play mad with me here girl—”

She tense up but didn’t scream. Just a little gasp let out.

“If I wanted to do allyuh something, you doh feel I could ah do it long
time ago?”

“But Ma,” she was crying now, “this is devil ting. Leh go meh hand,
please. Doh suck me Ma, please Ma. Oh God. I wouldn’t tell. I promise.”

I realize this was a good bit to take in, so I did pause for a second. I let
go she hand lil bit. “Doux-doux, it goh take plenty explaining to show you
this is not what you feel it is.”

“But you now say you does talk to the devil, Ma. The devil!”

“I doh expect you to understand everything one time, but this soucouy-
ant business is not what you think.”

She nose was still running, but she eye did stop.

“But I ’fraid, Ma. You is a monkey talking to me!”

“I can turn back into the cat if you want.”

“Cat, monkey, it doh matter. You does drink blood

“Forget the drinking blood stupidness for now nah. Oh gosh. You doesn’t
eat puddin’ and hops? What you feel puddin’ is?” I had to suck meh teeth.
“Pudding is pig blood!”

She screw up she face, but that shut she up.

“I does do whatever I have to do to get to fly.” I let she go. “To turn a big,
orange fireball, passing over the high-high cane, fooling people to think I is
the sun rising in the night.”

Priya rub she eye and pinch sheself.

17
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“You not dreaming doux-doux,” I say soft, “soucouyants is not monsters.
We is magic. Free creatures that could live forever if we want to. Flying
forever. You doh want that kind of life?”

We hear Sonny buss out laughing from behind the door. He was looking
at one ah dem shows that does come on after the news. I watch Priya with
a cut-eye. If she did talk just a little harder, Sonny would ah be able to hear
she. But she was whispering now. “Me? But how? You goin’ and turn me
into one too!”

I watch she, and even with my beady monkey eye she notice the look;
the doh-be-stchupid look. But she eh stchupid. She figure out what I was
telling she.

“Ma, I is a soucouyant too?”

I smiled, showing off meh bruk up monkey teeth. “Well, one day you
could be one. If you want.”

“Me? A soucouyant?” She lil voice come out shaky, but it wasn’t only with
fear anymore. I know she did start to like the idea, at least a little bit. We
does know these things in one another, when one of we is nearby, and even
what one of we truly want in that moment.

“You come from soucouyants, yes. All the woman in the family have the
gift. But you young still. Plenty to learn.”

“I not sucking nobody blood! Oh geed! Nah. Never.”

“Well then, you goh cyah fly. Up to you.”

“But what blood does even taste like? It really like puddin’?”

I could hear the rhythm of her heartbeat change. She wanted to know
everything, so I tell she. That night she hear ’bout the first time I meet Papa
and ting too. How frighten I was in the cemetery. How sick I feel when I see
ah rancid dead body for the first time, mouth black with rot, smelling like
old cabbage and wet shit. She didn’t like this part, so I didn’t stick there
too long. I explain that the legends twist up this thing all how and make we
out to be a set of evil witch, forcing we to keep it a secret. Soucouyants doh
ever harm nobody who not looking look for trouble. I even tell she about
the other soucouyants in the family and in the village, something that really
should ah be a secret until she reach the age. But oh gosh, I was just so
excited to talk dem ting with somebody.

“Tantee Mala is a soucouyant too, ent!” She spring up like she win a
Bingo. “Every time I go in that parlor she have she hand in rice, saying a
bag burst and she cleaning it up.”

“Mala is ah old bat, yes.” I had to laugh. “But she eh no soucouyant.”

We laughed together. I tell she stories ’bout flying over the house, and
how I did patch the galvanize a couple times. How from a certain height
under each moon phase, the river does look like it flowing in a different
direction. I did never really like this girl child, eh. She mouth over rude
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for twelve years. Children now does feel they too bright when they start
going big school. But tonight, I did start to really love she. She make me
feel excited again about what I is, that in meh old age it mean I get to be
a kind of teacher. Like a guru. ’Cause I goh be honest, a small shame does
form when other people tell you ’bout yourself. Even though you know
the truth, it not always easy to ignore the stories and the folklore about
these evil, ugly old woman. Talking ’bout how we skin quail-up-quail-up
from taking it off and putting it on every night. Why so much devil ting
does be ’bout woman? Why old people must always have some 'nanci story
to explain why a woman living by sheself? It could never be because she
choose to be so. Allyuh doh know nah. Being ah old woman these days is
not easy. I remember how much respect we used to have for we elders when
I was small. We did look up to them. They was heads of the home. Now?
We does get treat like we doltish and fragile. Nobody doh want to get old,
or look old. You doh see all them ad and them on TV ’bout anti-aging food,
and cream for your face, and surgery to lift your tot-tots? It have all kinda
medicine and exercise to do to keep you young and fit, God forbid you get
a wrinkle and turn senile! Is like aging is a sin, and the sight of me in the
village is a reminder that everybody doom to go to hell. I does still feel a lil
shame, doh mind I does act bold and ting. I know I good eh, but oh gorm,
it doh feel nice when you know people watching you and thinking you is
exactly like how they never want to be.

“Ma, I could try it on?”

“Try on what, beti?” I had to ask to be sure.

“The skin, Ma. I could wear it over my skin? It could work so?”

“But why you want to put it on for? Dark squingy old-lady skin? You goh
be frighten to see how it look on you.”

“I still want to see,” she say. “I want to know how it goh feel when I have
skin like yours.”

“The same skin yuh was trying to salt down and kill me with?” I laugh.

“Oh gosh Ma.”

“Is ok doux-doux.” I pinch she on she smooth lil face. “But doh be in no
rush to come ah old lady like me. To just be stick up in the house whole day,
nobody trust you to do anything by yuhself. No freedom at all.”

“How that so different from me now?”

“Wha yuh mean?”

“Ma, I doh get to do nothing I want. I doh get to go nowhere. And all I
does hear is how I too small to do this and that and the other.”

She didn’t turn away when I move from monkey to human, just bone and

muscle and wild wiry gray hair. I did warn she about what to expect. I pour
oil into the fold up sheaths of skin and rub it in nice and good. I slip some

THE IOWA REVIEW 49



skin out the canister, and lay it on my face. My old woman cheeks and nose
full out and I looked more like the Ma the child know.

“Much prettier,” Priya giggled. I did feel a lil shy when she say it.

I drape a long piece over my shoulders and arms. Some unravel down
my back. Breasts, belly, bumsee. I peel off some and put my left foot into
it, careful to fit the toe and dem in it like finger in a glove, making sure
my nails didn’t tear up the delicate part. Then I take one of Priya foot, the
right one, and guide it gentle into another bit of skin. We put we two foot
together and laugh some more, walking 'rung the room arm in arm, looking
like some kinda four-legged ting.

“How you find it is?” I asked, plopsing back down on the bed together
with she. Priya take some of my hair and start to plait the ends.

“Not so weird like I thought,” she say, finishing the plait, “but how long
I have to wait to start to fly?”
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