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Chapter One

1

Bgbert Ramsaran kept cows. In itself, there was nothing
strange about this: most of the people who lived in the neigh-
bourhood reared a few domestic animals. What was strange,
however, was that Egbert Ramsaran had no real need of his
cows. In keeping them, he disobeyed an unwritten though
very powerful law: that the rich man, outgrowing his peasant
status, bought his milk from others. It was a symbol of pro-
gress, practical, moral and aesthetic. His son was accosted on
the street by the neighbours. ‘But Mister Wilbert, tell me why
your father does keep he own cow for? Why he so stubborn
and hard-hearted for? Like it have something wrong with
other people cow? You want to tell me that with all that
money he have, he still too stingy to buy milk from we?’

The young boy had no ready answer and, instead - for no
reason they could quite fathom — he gave them money. These
acts of charity pleased Wilbert. The mingled feelings of guilt
and power which accompanied them were not wholly unwel-
come. As for the recipients, they never refused these unso-
licited handouts. ‘I glad to see you not the same man as your
father,’ they said pocketing the paltry gift. ‘You have a heart.
You have a conscience.” He was too young to understand that
what they were in fact saying was: ‘At bottom you is the same
sonofabitch as your father. Only more foolish to be giving
away good money like that.’

It was a common occurrence for the animals in the neigh-
bourhood to bring traffic to a halt on their way to and from
the field where they were allowed to pasture — particularly
late in the afternoon on their return journey home. They
maundered with uncanny preference down the middle of the
road, trailing broken bits of rope looped loosely round their
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necks and looking about them with indifferent vacuity, star-
ing with their rounded, bulbous eyes. Occasionally, their steps
would falter and they wandered across to the sides of the road
— momentarily freeing the blocked stream of traffic — and
nibbled idly at the weeds growing on the verge before return-
ing to their more customary path.

There were other animals as well which marched along the '

road in stately procession: a flock of goats and three old,
yellow-fleeced sheep. The owner of the sheep — if there were
such a person — never declared himself. This irritated Egbert
Ramsaran. By not declaring himself, their putative owner
opened himself to the charge of highhandedness and this
could not be tolerated. ‘If I ever lay my hands on the sonofa-
bitch who own those blasted sheep...’ The sentence ended
in a stream of imprecation and the threat remained tantaliz-
ingly undisclosed. He made numerous enquiries but to no
avail; with the consequent worsening of his temper and multi-
plication of invective.

If by chance his front gate had been left open (a rare over-
sight), the animals would come strolling into what he eu-
phemistically described as ‘the garden’, in reality an exten-
sion of the verge: succulent grasses and weeds of all varieties
flourished there. This drove him wild and he would hurl what-
ever came to hand — stones, bottles, tins — at the intruders,
and this too would be accompanied by a chorus of piping
invective. For his own cows, let it be known, were kept dis-
tinct and separate from these others. They were the aristo-
crats among the animals in the neighbourhood; they were not
markedly different to look at from their hated colleagues
who trod in single file down the middle of the road. They were
as unkempt and as emaciated as the latter. But, they were
Bgbert Ramsaran’s cows and, as such, they possessed certain
very special privileges.

They had their own pasture. Egbert Ramsaran owned a
sizable field adjacent to his house. It was as big as a football
pitch and fenced in from the road by tall, rusted sheets of
galvanized iron. Access to it lay through a gate opening into
the yard behind the house. His cows, therefore, never used

the public highway and they became, like the field which was
exclusively theirs, objects of mystery. The field was bordered
at the back by the Victoria river, at this point no more than
a narrow, boulder-strewn water course edged with trees and
polluted by the cows and the refuse dumped into it. It was
possible to circumvent the fence and approach the field by
following the course of the stream which, in the dry season,
was barely a foot deep. To discourage curiosity, Egbert Ram-
saran had erected a notice-board warning trespassers of the
dire penalties they would incur if they were foothardy enough
to venture on to his property. The river itself was public
property and he could not legally prevent people going to
and fro as they pleased. Egbert Ramsaran had little time to
squander on legal niceties. Not averse to exceeding his rights,
it was one of his favourite pastimes to install himself at the
kitchen window with a rifle and fire above the heads of those
who were rash enough to stop and stare. Few things caused
him greater amusement than the ensuing panic.

There were other reasons why this field exercised so power-
ful a fascination on the minds of his neighbours. For a start,
there was the bull which roamed there. Originally, it might
have been acquired for purposes of procreation but, if this
had once been the case, it had long since ceased to be of prim-
ary importance. No calf had ever been born of it. Partly
through its mere association with its owner and partly
through assiduous propaganda, it had come to be credited
with great ferocity and malevolence. The bull held its neigh-
bours in thrall. It was a more secure barrier against their de-
predations than any fence or barrage of rifle-shot could be.

The field had a further use beyond that of pasturage. It was
the graveyard .for the trucks of the Ramsaran Transport
Company (the sole enterprise of any stature in the area) which
had come to the end of their useful lives. It was one of Egbert
Ramsaran’s inexplicable quirks that he refused to sell them to
the scrap merchants. Salvage of any sort was strictly forbid-
den. Once they had been brought to the field, they were
allowed to rust and fall to pieces slowly — ritually one might

"say — in the sun and rain. Their disintegrating skeletons
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scattered at random over its surface, resembled the dried,
washed-out bones of a colony of prehistoric monsters. )

The field was a fertile source of nightmare for his young
son. During the day, while his father was away at work (at a
time when Wilbert was not yet old enough to be sent to
school) he would sometimes draw a chair up to the kitchen
~ window which gave a conveniently panoramic view of the
field. From it he could see the raggle-taggle herd lazing
hunched together in a group among the rusting, decaying
hulks and flicking their dirty tails at the swarms of flies and
other insects. The bull would not usually be immediately vis-
ible. As if under instructions from his father, it held itself
rigidly aloof from the lesser creatures with whom it found
itself forced to live, preferring to lurk in the shadow of the
fence and moving with the sun. Indeed, the animal’s nerve-
lessness was perhaps its most striking characteristic. It never
broke into a trot or, come to that, betrayed any urge to ac-
tivity that went beyond the strictly utilitarian. ‘Don’t let that
fool you,” his father was in the habit of saying to him, ‘the
day he look you straight in the eye is the day he will eat you
up. So you better watch out!’ -

Thus, to the young boy, the bull’s very nervelessness
seemed a threat; a premonition of the vengeance it had stored
up within its breast for the unfortunate one who should catch
its eye. Ultimately, it monopolized his childish nightmares.
There was a recurring one. He would be standing alone, in
the pitch dark, near the gate leading into the field, tempting
the bull to see him. Every succeeding moment found him
more sensible of the needless danger in which he had placed
himself but, even so, unwilling and unable to withdraw to
safety. He would wake with a loud cry which invariably
brought his mother rushing into the room. Frequently, she
would stay there cradling him ineffectually for what remained
of the night, falling asleep herself, her head resting on his
shoulder.

Iri the evening, the herd returned through the gate, leaving
the bull to his solitary meditations. The row of cowsheds had
been built not many yards from the house and the rich, sweet
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odour of the cows spread lushly over all its rooms. And there
were the flies. They were everywhere. It was one of the mar-
vels of the place no visitor would fail to remark on. Their
chief place of repose was the dining table. Poised delicately
on his chair, the dishes of food arranged neatly about him
(he took his meals alone), Egbert Ramsaran would gaze sol-
emnly at the assembled hordes as if he were gathering his
energies in order to deliver a stirring oration to the mutli-
tudes come to hear him. Picking up a spoon, he would bang
it with sudden vehemence on his plate — he broke many in
this fashion. The flies rose in a black, obedient cloud to the
ceiling and circled balletically round the naked electric light-
bulb before descending to carpet the surface of the table once
agrnin. Having expressed his disapproval, he ignored them.
The flies in his house were as natural a part of the scenery as
the furniture.

By the time he was thirty, Egbert Ramsaran was already
considered a rich man. The gaunt, fortress-like building in
Victoria 'which- housed the offices and workshops of the Ram-
saran Transport Company was a monument to his achieve-
ment in the space of a few short years. He was spoken of with
wonder and respect — if not affection. It was impossible not to
wonder at and have respect for a man who had risen to such
tangible prominence in the business world out of what
seemed to be absolutely nothing. '

He had been born in the Settlement, which was not deemed
worthy of mention on even the larger maps of the island. The
mapmakers did not acknowledge its existence and it can
hardly have existed in the minds of its unfortunate inhabit-
ants. The eye shied away from focusing on the mean huts and

" houses clinging despairingly to the curves of the narrow main

road which wound its way to distant places like Port-of-Spain
and San Fernando. No hill broke the monotony of that flat
landscape divided into neat rectangles of sugarcane stretching
unbroken to the horizon. Where there was no sugarcane it
meant normally that the land was swampy and good for noth-
ing. Nothing grew there but a reddish-green grass with long
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blades. In the wet season when hardly a day went by without
its heavy, thundery showers of rain and the big, grey clouds
came rolling in at noonday over the acres of sugarcane, the
uncultivated land around the village became an extension of
the swamp and the yards were lakes of squelching, yellow
mud. In the dry season, the earth was caked hard and scorched,
by the sun and the swamp grass stunned into a brown and
withered dormancy. The sugarcane alone flourished in that
intractable environment: a bright, burning green offensive to
the eye seeking escape from its limiting and limitless horizons. -

Yet it was from precisely this unpromising background that
Egbert Ramsaran had emerged; much like the first adventur-
ous sea-creature who had crawled out of the primeval waters
and taken to the land. He was a different species from those
around him; a mutant in whom implacable urges had been
implanted. The Settlement watched with astonishment as he
painstakingly taught himself to read and write and perform
elementary arithmetical calculations, labouring over the appro-
priate primers until late in the night. Eventually astonishment
turned to amusement and he was treated as a ‘character’.
They dubbed him ‘the Professor’. ‘Professor!’ they would
call after him, ‘what are you going to do with all that book-
learning? You going to water the sugarcane with it?” They
roared with laughter. ‘Laugh,’ he retorted furiously, ‘that don’t
bother me. But the day going to come when I'll show you
who’s boss.’ ‘We waiting, Professor,” they replied, ‘we waiting.’
He refused to share in the work of the fields. ‘That is for
slaves,’ he said, ‘and I is no slave.’

Egbert Ramsaran had virtually no friends in the village. He
had two brothers but they were considerably younger than he
was. His closest acquaintance was Vishnu Bholai, a boy of
roughly his own age, who was his admiring disciple, though he
could hardly compete with Egbert Ramsaran whose single-
minded determination and harshness both impressed and un-
nerved him. Vishnu nurtured hopes of being a lawyer, an
ambition he dared disclose only to his friend, ‘It have more
money in business,” Egbert said. ‘The money don’t bother me
all that much,’ Vishnu replied. ‘I like the law for its own sake.
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Once I have enough clothes to wear and food to eat — and a

"wife and family — I will be the happiest man on this earth.’

Egbert was scornful. ‘Food to eat and clothes to wear! I
want more than food to eat and clothes to wear, believe me!
I want money. I want to be rich. To be powerful. Not to take
orders from any sonofabitch. That is what I want. I going
to show all of them who does laugh at me what a real boss is.
I going to make them bleed before I finish with them.” He
stared with a shudder of disgust at the canefields and the
mean huts. ‘Money don’t always make you happy,” Vishnu
Bholai objected mildly. ‘Happiness!’ Egbert Ramsaran was
almost shouting. ‘Is not happiness I'm after. I don’t give a
damn for it. What the hell is happiness? Anybody could be
bappy. Ask any of these slaves who does live here and they
will tell you how happy they is. They will say they is the hap-
piest people on the face of this earth. Happy to be slaves!
Happy to be living at the bottom of a dungheap! Well, let me
tell you once and for all, I not interested in happiness. I don’t
want to be happy at the bottom of a dungheap. I would kill
myself first’ Vishnu Bholai was penitent. ‘Listen,” Egbert
Ramsaran said, gripping him firmly by the shoulder, ‘if you
want to get anywhere, you have to forget about this happi-
ness nonsense. You have to forget about having a nice wife
and family. You have to be hard like steel to succeed. You
understand that? You have to be prepared to do anything to
get what you want.” ‘Anything?’ ‘Anything,” Egbert Ramsaran
repeated. ‘ You would even murder?’ Egbert Ramsaran smiled.
‘If is necessary — yes. If you was to stand in my way, I
wouldn’t hesitate to murder you.” Vishnu Bholai did not
doubt him. ‘Keep away from the Professor,” Vishnu was
warned. ‘He going to hang from the end of a rope one of
these days.” Vishnu suspected they were not far from the
truth; but he was the victim of a potent spell not easy to shake
off.

Egbert Ramsaran’s parents soon came to regard their eldest
son as a burden on their slender resources; and, even worse
- a dangerous liability. It was like living with an unexploded
time-bomb. His father summoned up the courage to deliver
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an ultimatum. ‘You don’t do a stroke of work,” he com-
plained. ‘But the man who don’t work shouldn’t want to eat
either. You is just an extra hungry mouth. The devil does al-
ways manage to find work for people like you in the end.
I think the time come for we to marry you off. A wife and
children might knock some sense into that head of yours..
Either that or you must leave here and find out how to butter
your own bread.” Egbert Ramsaran exercised his choice. ‘I
will learn how to butter my own bread,” he said. ‘And not only
that,” he added. He went to see Vishnu Bholai the same nighi.
‘They throwing me out,” he announced. ‘Pack what clothes
you have and come with me. Or better still, come exactly as
you is and don’t take anything. We’ll show these slaves what’s
what.” Vishnu baulked. ‘Why you in such a hurry? Let we
talk it over in the morning.” ‘It have nothing to talk over,’
Egbert Ramsaran replied, ‘you will never get to be a lawyer
if you stay here.’ ‘Let we wait until the morning come,’
Vishnu urged, ‘then we will decide.” ‘Until the morning
come!’ Egbert laughed hollowly. ‘The morning will never
come if ... you have to decide now if you coming with me.’
He squinted at Vishnu. ‘You prefer to stay here and go on
being a slave like the rest of them?’

Vishnu Bholai shuffled nervously, avoiding his friend’s in-
sistent stare. ‘What will we do in Port-of-Spain?’ he asked.
‘Where will we go? Where will we sleep? I don’t know any-
body there. T couldn’t leave home just like that ...” Vishnu
kicked at the stones underfoot. ‘Talk!’ Egbert Ramsaran
said, ‘that’s all it ever was with you. Talk and nothing more.
You don’t want to be a lawyer.’ ‘I do want to be a lawyer,’
Vishnu pleaded. ‘T do. I do. But I can’t leave home just like
that in the middle of the night. I can’t.” “You lying!’ Egbert
Ramsaran shouted. ‘This is your last chance. If you don’t
come with me now is the end between me and you.” The wind
rustled over the canefields, a bending, ruffling presence in the
thick darkness. ‘Don’t take on so.’ Vishnu clutched at his
sleeve. ‘It could wait for the morning. Is no hurry. You don’t
have to take on so.’ Egbert Ramsaran shoved him aside
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_roughly. ‘You lying! You was lying to me all the time. Deep

down you is a born slave just like the rest of them. You prefer
to stay here and rot.’ Vishnu cowered, shielding his face with
his hands. ‘I never say I would run away with you,’” he mur-
mured. Egbert Ramsaran slapped him hard across the mouth.
‘Liar!’ he hissed. Vishnu whimpered. He was trembling.
‘Don’t hit me again. I begging you not to hit me again. I never
lied to you. Never.’ His helplessness enraged Egbert. He slap-
ped him again; and again. ‘How you ever going to get to be a
lawyer, eh? How? You think God will come down from hea-
ven one day and tap you on the head? Well, let me tell you,
God don’t know about the Settlement. Nobody ever tell him
about it’ He grasped Vishnu’s shirt collar and rocked him
back and forth with a violence bordering on ecstasy. ‘God
never hear about us,” he hissed. ‘Nobody ever bother to tell
him. You will end up cutting cane. You will end up a slave if
you stay here and don’t come with me.’ Vishnu's tears flowed
unhindered down his cheeks. ‘I sorry. I truly sorry that I can’t
come with you.” At last Egbert let him go. Vishnu dried his
wet cheeks and watched him walk away. He ran after him. ‘In -
the morning ... in the morning ...’ Egbert Ramsaran walked
steadily on, not deigning to pay him the slightest attention.

It was in Port-of-Spain that he became a convert to Presby-
terianism and sloughed off the name of Ashok which his par-
ents had given him and adopted Egbert in its stead. Religious
enlightenment had not determined the change: it was an in-
tegral part of his campaign and the motives behind it were
severely practical. ‘Egbert is a name nobody could laugh at
and is easier for people to pronounce. That is all that concern
me.’ He became very angry if anyone called him Ashok. What
he did in Port-of-Spain no one was certain. From time to
time, dutiful son that he was, he returned to the Settlement
bringing with him gifts of cigarettes and whisky and brandy
which he gave to his parents. They were sensible enough to
accept whatever was offered; and discreet enough not to press
him too closely as to the. source of these things. The vast
majority of the Settlement, not benefiting from his largesse.
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was inclined to be less than tolerant. ‘Smuggling from Vene-
zuela,’ they told his parents mournfully. ‘That’s what the Pro-
fessor is. A smuggler. If we was you we wouldn’t take none
of them whisky and cigarettes he does bring. No matter how
innocent you say you is, that kind of thing could land you in

big, big trouble.” The Ramsarans were not unduly perturbed |,

by these dire forebodings: they were secretly proud of their
son’s apparent success. ‘If he was a smuggler,” they replied,
‘the police would have catch up with him a long time ago.
Ashok — I mean Egbert — does work very hard.” ‘You
shouldn’t let that fool you,’ was the answer. ‘Them police and
them a lot smarter than you think. They collecting evidence.
And one day bright and early they going to come and cart
him away in one of them vans with iron bars. He will be
swinging from the end of a rope before you could blink.’
Vishnu Bholai contributed his portion of the lament. ‘Re-
ceiving stolen goods is one of the worst crimes you could com-
mit,” he intoned. ‘The law takes a very serious view of that.’

The police did nothing and Egbert Ramsaran continued to
flourish. When his father died, he gave him a decent burial,
paying all the expenses of the funeral. It was also at about this
time that the flow of whisky and cigarettes stopped and his
career entered its final phase. The Settlement gawked the day
he drove a brand new lorry into the village. On its red and
black doors there appeared for the first time in neat white
lettering, ‘Ramsaran Transport Company’. Egbert Ramsa-
ran, propped negligently against the bonnet, gazed disdain-
fully at them. “This is only a beginning,’ he said. Over the
following months he acquired a second; and a third. One truck
seemed to spawn another. It was a startling progress and soon
the Ramsaran Transport Company could lay claim to at least
a dozen trucks and the Settlement abandoned its hostility to
lavish a fearful respect on the man who had flouted their
prophecies of doom. He replaced his mother’s mud hut with
a modest brick dwelling and when she died he gave her too a
decent burial, paying all the expenses of the funeral. ‘Now
it have no more reason for me to come here,’ he said as a
funeral oration. ‘I spend the first seventeen years of my life
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here and, believe me, that was more than sufficient. If I come
here again, it will only be to do one thing.” He scrutinized his
mute audience. ‘That will be to burn it down to the ground.
From now on all you have to come to me.’

It was in Victoria he elected to establish the seat of his em-
pire and raised the gaunt fortress of a building which together
with the red and black trucks were the irrefutable and con-
crete expression of his achievement. The headquarters of the
Ramsaran Transport Company bestrode the Eastern Main
Road out of Port-of-Spain as it unravelled itself through the
small town. It was the chief building of the place and its most
common point of reference. Everything revolved around the
‘depot’ ~ as it was designated, since everything could be lo-
cated as being to the right or left of the ‘depot”; or to the
back or front of the ‘depot’. Around and about it, Victoria
had anchored itself. Ultimately, the ‘depot’ became a virtual
abstraction, like the lines of longitude and latitude on a map.
Here in Victoria, Egbert Ramsaran reigned supreme and un-
questioned.

He did not associate with the rich. There were no parties or
extravagant entertainments. Neither did he go to other
people’s parties or extravagant entertainments: he shunned
all contact that went beyond the normal course of business.
‘A waste of time,’ he said. ‘Small talk is not for me. If I had
spend all my time in small talk I would never have reach
where I is today.’ If a colleague wished to do business with
him, he was invited to the depot: he was never invited to his
home. He very rarely travelled outside Victoria once he had
settled there permanently. His life moved along narrow rails
and he swerved for nothing.

He was a small, wiry man. His hair had turned grey rela-
tively early on and there was a smooth, glistening bald patch on
the crown of his head. This combined with a sharp, promi-
nent nose and a pair of penetrating, deepset eyes lent him an
air of ferocious distinction. In later years he sprouted a mous-
tache — looked after with fanatical care — which suited him.
His lips were pinched and thin and his voice escaped through
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them like steam through the apertures of a whistling kettle.
The analogy held in more ways than one. His voice was high
and piping and querulous and the longer he talked (it made
little difference whether the conversation excited him or not),
the more high and piping and querulous did it become. He
walked with a jaunty, hopping stride.

He had a shameless pride in his physical strength; a pnde
reinforced by the smallness of his build. ‘Don’t let my short-
ness fool you,” he was in the habit of saying. ‘Some of the
greatest men in the world was short.” He was addicted to
showing off his muscles in public. On the slightest pretext he
would roll up his shirtsleeves and flex his biceps for the benefit
of some startled visitor to the house, challenging him to do bet-
ter. Few of them ever could. The satisfaction these displays
afforded him never diminished. And, after the display, there
was the homily. “The most important duty a man have in this
world is to keep himself strong and healthy and in trim. How
you think I manage to get where I is today?’

His day began and ended with exercises. He kept in his bed-
room an impressive array of muscle-building apparatus which
he allowed no one to touch but himself. In his passion for
exercising was revealed another of his quirks of character.
Despite his much vaunted enthusiasm for the well-being of the
body, he never actively encouraged other people to follow
his example. The well-being of the body which he lauded was
the well-being of his own body. While eager to demonstrate
the results of his exertions, the exertions themselves he sur-
rounded in secrecy. He considered it an invasion of privacy
to set eyes on him during the periods he set aside for his exer-
cise and it was a prohibition strictly enforced. When he was
asked — much of the time out of politeness, but he did not
recognize this — about the techniques he employed, he be-
trayed a reticence the true import of which none could fail
to understand: his preoccupation with health, universal as it
pretended to be, began and ended with himself. Not only was
he not interested in the health of his fellows: he was posi-
tively displeased if they decided to tread too zealously in his
footsteps.
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There was a further contradiction in his behaviour when it
came to the ‘health and strength’ obsession. He hated doctors
and the medical profession in general; part of a larger hatred
of all professional people. To his son he said: ‘I don’t want
you to get any funny ideas in your head about going away to
study this or that. Your job is to look after the business when
I die and to do that all you have to know is how to add and
subtract. Don’t try any of this doctor and lawyer funny busi-
ness on me. If you come with any of that stupidness to me,
T’ll cut you off without a penny. Bear that in mind.’

If his wife, Rani, had the temerity to suggest that — perhaps
— it would not be such a bad idea if he had a ‘check-up’, he
would turn on her in a fury. ‘When I want your advice,
woman, and God forbid that I should ever need it, I'll ask you
for it. What’s all this damn foolishness I hear about me going
for a check-up, eh? You think I'm stupid enough to go and
throw myself in the hands of some swindling quack of a doc-
tor? I would never have get where 1 is today if I was such a big
fool. Take a good look at this, woman, and hold your tongue.’
He would roll up his shirtsleeves and flex his muscles. ‘Yes,
Bap,’ she would reply. ‘Everybody know how big and strong
your muscles is. But it have other things apart from muscles in-
side your body. You should look after those too.” This roused
him to an even greater pitch of fury and, having no suitable
arguments to combat the observation, he would most probably
end the matter by striking her. It came to the point where the
mere mention of the word ‘check-up’ was sufficient to send him
into a towering rage. Finally, its use was banned altogether.

His contempt for doctors ended by throwing him into the
clutches of the manufacturers of patent medicines. He had, to
his disgust, an abnormally delicate digestion. Few foods were
bland enough for it and he suffered interminable agonies. He
‘had a medicine cupboard installed above the head of his bed.
This he crammed with different brands of what were essen-
tially the same medicines. There were blue bottles, brown
bottles, green bottles, little square tins, little round tins, pills
wrapped in shining silver paper, pills wrapped in cellophane.
The strong, musty odour emanating from it competed with
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the odour of the cowsheds. Naturally, his wife and son had to
act as if neither his indigestion nor the medicine cupboard
existed. He had banished the word illness from his vocabulary
- if not from his life.

He liked reading popular accounts of the Second World

War. He had filled several scrapbooks with newspaper cut- _

tings about it and, in his rare tender moods, he would show
them to his son, praising his own industry in having collec-
ted them. ‘That was a time,” he mused, fingering the fragile,
yellowing newsprint. ‘Men was men then. It have nothing like
war to make a man out of a boy. Even from a stupid place
like Trinidad you had people going out to fight. If I had had
the chance I too ...” He clucked his tongue. His only other
reading was detective stories. He bought one of these every
week. A slow, plodding reader, he lingered days over even the
quite short ones, always on the lookout for inconsistencies in
the plot. He never discovered any and this annoyed him. It
spoiled his pleasure. He read in bed, a thin cotton sheet
drawn up to his neck, and, when he finished a book, he would
toss it scathingly under the bed to join the scores of its rejec-
ted companions gathering dust.

If by friendship is understood a capacity for affection, in-
timacy and respect, then it becomes obvious that Egbert
Ramsaran was incapable of friendship. His relationship with
Vishnu Bholai had been the nearest he had approached to
anything like it. He had never fully forgiven Vishnu for his
desertion and the lapse of years had not done much to soften
his scorn and rancour. He had relented to the extent of allow-
ing Vishnu Bholai access to his house, but these visits parodied
everything friendship ought to have been. Vishnu Bholai
had fallen too far behind in the race for them to be comfort-
able in each other’s company. The proprietor of the Settle-
ment’s only grocery had to bow to the proprietor of the Ram-
saran Transport Company. Their meetings were sad, formal
affairs wracked by guilt and inferiority on the one side and
arrogance and conceit on the other. To compensate, Vishnu
Bholai talked volubly of his wife and how rich her family was;
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and of his son Julian and the worldly success that was assur-
edly to be his. Egbert Ramsaran gave an exhibition of his
physical prowess. ‘You must come and visit me,’ Vishnu
Bholai said when he got up to leave, ‘the wife always saying
how she dying to meet you.” Egbert Ramsaran was adamant
in his refusals. “You know I does hardly stir from this place,’
he replied equably, ‘and you know how I feel about the
Settlement. If your wife want to meet me, bring she here with
you the next time you come.” Vishnu Bholai smiled. ‘Even if
you don’t come to visit we,” he countered, ‘you could let
Wilbert come. Julian is about his age and the two of them
could play together.” Egbert Ramsaran would have none of
that either. ‘If you want Julian and Wilbert to play together,
let Julian come here. I have nothing against that.” Each of their
encounters floundered to this impasse and the matter re-
mained unresolved. )

Another very infrequent visitor to the house was Egbert
Ramsaran’s youngest brother, who was generally known as
‘Chinese’ because he had deserted the good Indian wife bes-
towed on him and taken a Chinese woman as mistress. Egbert,
fulfilling his family duties, had settled a fairly sizeable sum of
money on him which he had promptly squandered - much to
the disgust of his brother who had thereafter stubbornly re-
fused later requests for assistance. Chinese was spendthrift

.and irresponsible. He was inseparable from the odour of rum

and tobacco and even when sober he tended — perhaps out of
habit — to sway unsteadily on his feet. In all things he was the
opposite of his brother. He was feckless to the point of stu-
pidity and bereft of any kind of sustained resolution.

It was amazing how he had ever managed to do anything
so positive as desert his wife. That one act of rebellion had
apparently used up his limited supply of energy and it was
inertia alone which kept him faithful to his mistress. He had a
childish charm capable of disarming most of the people with
whom he came into contact — his brother being the notable
exception. ‘That, Egbert Ramsaran solemnly informed his
son, ‘is how I could have been if I hadn’t set my mind early
on. And that is what you could turn out to be if you don't set
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your mind.’ When Chinese contracted a mild form of dia-
betes, Egbert Ramsaran could scarcely conceal his satisfac-
tion. ‘If you had listened to me and taken care of your health,
none of this would have gone and happen. At your age it’s a
disgrace. I can’t say I feel sorry for you.’ Chinese was not in
the least downcast. He merely shrugged and laughed.

Nevertheless, the rare visits of Chinese were a refreshing
change from the stern realities which dominated the Ram-
saran household. He fascinated Wilbert if only because he
was the one person he was acquainted with who could be
irreverent about his father. Whenever Chinese came, they
went on long walks together with Wilbert perched on his
shoulders. He chattered constantly. ‘What’s your father do-
ing with all that money he have, eh? (Chinese rounded off
nearly every sentence with ‘eh’) ... what’s the good of money
if you don’t spend it, eh? I would know how to spend it, eh!’
Chinese winked at him and roared with laughter. ‘I bet you'll
know how to spend it, eh! I'll teach you how. We’ll paint the
town red, me and you, e¢h!’ And all the while he giggled and
swayed unsteadily, smelling of rum and tobacco.

As for Egbert’s remaining brother (on whom a fairly size-
able sum had also been settled), he had been no less a disap-
pointment. An inveterate gambler, he had for many years
past, after a chequered career in the gambling dens of Port-of-
Spain, been living in Venezuela. All contact with him had
long since been lost. He was always referred to as Mr Poker.
From Egbert’s point of view, he might as well bave been dead
for he never mentioned him.

Egbert Ramsaran had clients; not friends. Fortunately for
him, as if to make up for the lack of friends, the clients were
numerous. He had two days in the week set aside for seeing
them: Saturday and Sunday. These clients were divided into
two categories: there were those who had genuine business
to transact with him; and there were his admirers from the
Settlement. He saw the former on Saturday and the latter on
Sunday. ’

Many of those who came to the house on Saturday mor-
nings were people deeply in debt to him for Egbert Ramsaran
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was, among other things, a money lender at exorbitant rates
of interest. Until Wilbert was old enough, he was not permit-
ted to be present during these interviews. But from the Kkit-
chen he could hear what was happening in the sitting-room.
The women especially would break down and Egbert Ramsaran
was harshest with- them. Sometimes they wailed loudly and
Rani would put her hands to her ears. ‘Is a terrible, terrible
thing to do,” she murmured. Her son could never understand
why it should affect her so.

Later, when he was deemed to have reached the age of
reason, he was summoned into the sitting-room to observe
and, if possible, to imbibe the techniques he saw practised
there, stationing himself, silent and impassive, behind the
magisterial chair. The clients were received en masse. Those
dismissed with a rough reprimand considered themselves
lucky and beat a hasty, thankful retreat. No doubt with the
intention of adding zest to the audience, Egbert Ramsaran
occasionally brought with him a darkly varnished box from
which, with calculated unconcern, he would extract a pair of
dull black revolvers. The squeaking voice pleading its cause
would fall to a tremulous whisper and the tremulous whisper
die into silence as all those eyes gazed with fixity at the rigor-
ously veined pair of hands fiddling with the catches, toying
with the trigger, counting the bullets and taking mocking aim
at the heads of the assembled company. Simulating surprise,
he would suddenly lift his balding, glistening head, laughing
drily at the base of his throat. ‘What happen to your tongues
all of a sudden, eh? What stop them wagging? Like you never
see a gun before?’ He took aim again, squinting along the bar-
rel. The cowering heads darted crazily, seeking shelter behind
one another. He would laugh with greater gaiety. ‘I thought
you come here to talk and beg. Eh? Eh? Isn’t that why you
come? What you say, Wilbert?’ He glanced at his son. ‘Is to
talk and to beg’ (spoken with increased vehemence) ‘they
come, not so? That is what God give them tongues for — so
they could beg.” Wilbert’s set expression did not alter. ‘If you
don’t start to talk again, I might put all joking aside and really
shoot one of you. Like this.” The trigger clicked emptily. Arms
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raised in supplication, they fell back towards the door, bodies
bundling. Standing there, they watched him. What was most
striking was the total absence of hatred on those faces. There
was terror. There was dumb incomprehension. But there was
no hatred. On the contrary. There was a fatalistic acceptance
of the situation in which they found themselves; as if they
were confronted by a natural disaster, a mindless Act of God
from which there could be no escape and over which they had
no control. At length, tiring of his game, Egbert Ramsaran
would return the revolvers to their box and, one by one, they
would creep cautiously back into the room.

From about ten o’clock on Sunday mornings the petition-
ers from the Settlement began to arrive. They were made to
wait a long time in the verandah at the front of the house; on
occasions as much as two hours. Tt was a source of tremen-
dous satisfaction to Egbert Ramsaran to listen to the low
murmur of their self-effacing conversation and the embarras-
sed, apologetic shuffling of feet on the red concrete floor. If
Wilbert went out to the verandah — and this he liked to do -
they would crowd round him, the men and women alike
showering him with kisses and cries of unbridled affection.
‘But look at how big and strong he getting,’ they exclaimed.
‘He growing up to be just like his father.’ *Yes,’ a second
would chime in, ‘he have all he father features. From head
to toe. Father and son is as like as two peas.” They fawned,
fondled and massaged him and smothered him with their em-
braces.

It was highly gratifying to be fussed over and compared to
his father. They behaved as if Rani were no more than the
indispensable physical vehicle necessary for bringing him into

the world; to be discarded from consideration on fulfilment

of contract. It would, they divined, have been insolence to
suggest he had any other’s but his father’s features and their
adulatory exclamations were pitched at a sufficiently high
level to ensure penetration to the ears of Egbert Ramsaran who
was locked in his bedroom reading. To enhance his prestige
and as a mark of gratitude. Wilbert took them little offerings
from the kitchen: overripe mangoes, bananas and oranges.
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They accepted his offerings with renewed cries of grati-
tude and affection. “You might still only be a boy. But you
have a big, big heart all the same. Just like your father.’ One
or two of them would make a brave show of eating these fruit.
Then, one day, he discovered some of the mangoes and
bananas he had given them abandoned unceremoniously in
the gutter a few houses away. He was genuinely shocked and
hurt. His heart hardened and, inwardly, he accused them of
ingratitude. He informed his father of his discovery, urged on
by a dimly perceived desire for sympathy and revenge. ‘Why
you give them anything for in the first place?’ Egbert Ram-
saran asked. ‘It will only help to encourage them in their bad
habits. Anyway, that not going to make them love you, you
know.” ‘I not trying to make them love me,” Wilbert replied,
somewhat put out by his reception. Egbert Ramsaran laughed.
‘What you was trying to do then? You got to learn how to
handle these people, boy. If you go on like that you going to
end up by wasting all my hard-earned money.’ He rested a
hand on his son's shoulder. ‘Listen to me and listen to me
good. If they feel you have a soft heart, they will milk you
dry. Is not mangoes and oranges they want from you - you
yourself see what they do with them and you should let that
be a lesson to you in the future. You have to make them learn
to respect you. Frighten them a little! Horsewhip them! For
once you take away the whip and start being softhearted they
going to be crawling all over you like ants over sugar. I know
what I talking about. I grow up with them. They all want what
you have and it will be up to you and you alone to see that
they don’t get it. I won’t always be here. Never feel sorry for
the poor because they not going to feel sorry for you. You
understand me? Is the way of the world.” It was a simple and
appalling picture of the world he drew for his son — and drew
with relish. Till then, the poor had seemed a harmless and
immutable species. He had been shown his error and the evi-
dence of those fruit in the gutter was adequate proof. Feeling
beleaguered and hemmed in, he cast a more fearful gaze on
the clients who crowded the verandah and sitting-room; and
their self-effacing shuffle of feet and buzz of conversation
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became as pregnant with threat as the nervelessness of the
bull. Wilbert stopped his weekly donations of rotting fruit.
They did not mention the omission; though, needless to say,
their cries of affection continued unabated.

When Egbert Ramsaran decided they had waited a suffi-
ciently long time, he would push his head through the front .
door and call them into the sitting-room. They filed in, casting
anxious glances around them. °‘Sit! Sit!’ he piped ill-
humouredly at them. ‘I can’t stand here all day waiting for
you.’ They inched nearer the chairs but were still reluctant
to do as he bid, as if fearing the floor would suddenly open
under their feet and they would be plunged into a bottomless
pit. ‘Sit! Sit!’ he screeched at them again, gesticulating ang-
rily and, choosing the unfortunate nearest to him, shoved him
forcibly into an armchair. Only when this had happened
would the rest take courage and slump into their chairs. Giv-
ing the impression of having sunk into some deep and fathom-
less ocean, they stared, unseeing, around them. All being
arranged to his satisfaction, Egbert Ramsaran went with heavy
deliberation to the kitchen and brought one of the hard,
straight-backed wooden chairs from there. Placing it squarely
in the centre of the room and resting his palms flat on his
lap, knees drawn tightly together like a shy schoolgirl, he
glowered soundlessly at them, his bald head glistening. The
audience had begun. v

His moneylending activities, curiously enough, did not ex-
tend to this group. Scruple was not involved; or, if it were,
only to the most minimal degree. They would have been eager
and perfectly content to wallow in indebtedness to him but
he had different ideas. If the interviews on Saturday mornings
could be roughly described as business, then those on Sun-
days, with roughly the same accuracy, could be described as
pleasure. Indeed, money played a relatively insignificant role
in these Sunday morning proceedings. And, to do his visitors
justice, they did not come to the house primarily for the
money they might get. Admittedly, there were handouts; but
they were irregular, unpredictable and tiny. Worse, they were
accompanied by an avalanche of insult and abuse.
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Their chief reason for coming was to reassure themselves
that this man, who had sprung from the same environment as
they had, really did exist; that it was not a dream or an illu-
sio;l; that after all, no matter how unpromising everything
seemed, it was possible to break out of the vicious downward-
spinning spiral in which they were trapped; that there was
hope for them yet. He was the greatest asset they had. It was
easy to sense their desperate devotion by the way they
looked at him. Their eyes caressed him, bore into him, dwel-
ling with care on every distortion of his facial muscles, taking
due note of every inconsequential movement of the hand and

flick of the wrist, every tremor of the legs hidden beneath the

well-seamed trousers.

While these sessions lasted, they did not dare open their
mouths except to express enthusiastic agreement with what-
ever was being said. It did not matter that they were being
called slavish, starving, peasant -good-for-nothings. ‘You
right. You right,” they chorused, nodding their heads. It was
doubtful whether they even heard what he was saying most of
the time, so engrossed were they by his sheer physical pres-
ence. They engaged in an orgy of self-incrimination and self-
denigration. Wilbert studied the performance from a distance.

The wealth symbolized by the red and black trucks and the
gaunt fortress bestriding the Eastern Main Road was an ab-
straction and there can be no doubt that, in the fulsome
warmth of their imaginations, the clients must have exag-
gerated its proportions to fabulous dimensions. Egbert Ram-
saran lived no differently from hundreds of other people who
were a great deal poorer than he was. Many of them ate better
food — the rigours imposed by Egbert Ramsaran’s delicate
digestion were not confined to himself — and kept better
houses. This, though, far from decreasing the respect and awe
in which he was held, actually served to augment it: the dila-
pidation of his house added another element of mystery to
his person.

The sole concession he had made to luxury was a refriger-
ator used chiefly to store what milk was obtained from the
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cows. Milk was the food best suited to his frail stomach. Even
his own bedroom, where he spent most of his leisure time,
he had let go to pieces. It was a bare, cheerless room. The
walls were dull, sun-bleached pink and were festooned with
cracks. There were no pictures. The single item of decoration
was a large almanac printed in bold, black type giving the
phases of the moon and a smattering of information directed
to ‘horticulturists. It was attached to a bit of brown string sus-
pended from a nail which had been carelessly hammered into
the wall. The nail was crooked and the almanac habitually awry.
Thin strips of yellowing lace curtain fell drooping across the
windows. The ceiling bulged in places and was stained with
circular patches where the rain had leaked through.

He resisted every suggestion of renovation. ‘I don’t want to
live in Buckingham Palace,” he used to say. ‘I prefer to leave
all that kind of fancy living to people like Vishnu Bholai. A
roof over my head is all I need.” Yet, he was not a miser in the
commonly accepted sense of the term. His wealth enabled
him to indulge to the full a capricious streak in his nature:
his despotism was not limited to the clients. Once, he had de-
scended out of the blue on the local elementary school and
offered to build them a lavatory. As it turned out (and as he
probably knew) the school was already well provided for in
that direction. The headmaster, risking his wrath, came to the
house to see him and tried to persuade him to donate some
books instead. Egbert Ramsaran was firm. ‘I not donating no
books to nobody,’ he declared flatly. *If it was books I wanted
to give, it was books I would have give.’” The headmaster
pleaded. ‘Come to the school and see for yourself, Mr Ram-

saran. Half of the children don’t have the books they need. -

Is not lavatories we need.’ Egbert Ramsaran was not to be
moved. ‘Is a lavatory or nothing, Headmaster. Take your
pick.” Rather than see the money disappear altogether, the
school graciously accepted the lavatory. Needless to say, the
lavatories in his own house were in a state of utter disrepair.
Somewhere along the line a vital spark had been extin-

guished in Egbert Ramsaran. He had performed his filial dut-

jes punctiliously but it was a punctiliousness devoid of genuine
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feeling. At bottom, he was tied to nothing. For instance, it
caused him not a moment’s real pain that Chinese lived in
direst poverty: to him it was no more than a convenient par-
able; a counterpoint to his own achievement. Neither did he
mourn the loss, amounting to death, of Poker. His parents
might never have existed. He had expunged such foolish, un-
profitable sentiment from his life. Sentiment got in the way
of the particular brand of clarity he had come to value so
highly. “You must try and learn to see things clearly,’ he tire-
lessly advised his son. ‘Never listen to excuses. If a man let
you down once, finish with him. Kick him through the door!
If you don’t do that, people will think you have water in your
veins. Depend only on yourself. Think clearly! And always
call a spade a spade. Remember that!’ His cold-bloodedness
was as tangible a trait as his well-developed muscles. He had
the unshakeable conviction that he had mastered the ways of
the world; a conviction bordering on fanaticism. Possessed
by a completely amoral and neutral sense of righteousness,
he tyrannized both others and himself. He pictured himself
as an isolated individual pitted in a struggle to the death
against other isolated individuals. All men were equally stran-
gers to him.

It was this more than anything else which marked him off
from his contemporaries. They, honestly or dishonestly, and
with varying degrees of ruthlessness, were busy laying the
foundations of empires expected to live on in their children
and grandchildren. Egbert Ramsaran was animated by no
idea larger than himself. He was incapable of the self-
sacrifice it demanded. If he could have taken his money with
him into the grave, he might have done so. He regatded it as
an entity as inseparable from himself as were his arms and
legs and it required an effort of concentration for him to
appreciate that one day he would die and his wealth would
pass to Wilbert who would be able to do with it as he pleased.
A species of panic used to seize him whenever he recalled
this. Therefore he did his best to see that Wilbert, from the
tenderest age, received the distillation of a distorted life’s ex-
perience,
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-+ He used his money to torment and humiliate. Beyond that
‘#t was ‘of no intrinsic value to him. Success had effectively
slaughtered his sensibilities. Years of struggle when, escaping
" from a fate that filled him with terror, he had cast all scruple
.aside and driven himself to the brink of nervous collapse, had
. gradually obscured the original purpose of that struggle.
Years during which, for the sake of self-preservation, he had
had to regard other men as things to be manipulated or jet-
tisoned had, ultimately, clouded his vision and crippled his
freedom of action. He was swept along by the momentum gen-
erated by an original act of will, as much its victim as those
who had been crushed by it. Always within reach, forcing
their attentions upon him like ghosts which refused to be laid,
were the living representatives of the fate he had so narrowly
avoided. He grew to depend on them much as he might have
done on a pernicious drug, since he too had constantly to con-
vince himself that his escape was neither dream nor illusion.
Those closest to him were the worst affected and the first person
on whom he was to unleash his true capacity for destruction
was his wife.

2

Whenever Wilbert thought of his mother, he thought of her
fingers: long and slender, though marred by swollen joints;
the skin taut and yellow; the fingernails like little pink shells
such as one finds by the seaside. She had married Egbert Ram-
saran when she was thirty. In marrying her, he had broken his
vow of never returning to the Settlement: it was there, when
he felt the time was ripe, he had gone to find his bride. By the
standards of her family, Rani was already an old maid and
they had long given up all hope for her. Precedent dictated
that she be banished to the kitchen and the back of the house
- or rather, hut.

Circumstances made it relatively easy for her to endure her
exile. Her physical unattractiveness had put her beyond the
reach of temptation. The evidence was there in the photo-
graphs taken on her wedding day. She was a tall, gangling
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. and sallow-complexioned woman. Her eyes were large and

expressionless and her arms fell awkwardly on the sari she
was wearing. It was as if the various parts of her body had
been joined together artificially, like a puppet’s. The impres-
sion conveyed in those photographs was that of a bloodless,
boneless creature on whom the sun had never shone.

Egbert Ramsaran’s marriage obeyed the logic of his own
capriciousness. Nothing positive or altruistic could have driv-
en him to embark on it. He was twelve years older than Rani
and famous in his youth for having a taste for robust women.
It was common knowledge too that he had an illegitimate
son, Singh (the product of one of his fleeting liaisons in Port-
of-Spain during the early days), about whom little was known
for certain except that he was of mixed blood and lived by
himself on an estate Egbert Ramsaran had bought in Central
Trinidad ~ some said for the sole purpose of getting rid of
Singh. From all angles, it was an unlikely match; especially
for such a man. But these doubts were quickly stifled. It was
the pride of Rani’s family to see one of the red and black
trucks of the Ramsaran Transport Company (he did not have
a car) parked in front of their hut on a Sunday morning.
Rani’s mother, Basdai, was delirious with joy. ‘Imagine,’ she
exclaimed, ‘a man like Egbert Ramsaran for a son-in-law. I
can’t believe it. Is a miracle.” She was right. It did verge on
the miraculous. His wealth, even if it had not opened every
door to him, must have opened a sufficient number to make
it seem inevitable that he would marry into one of the richer,
less finicky Port-of-Spain' or San Fernando Indian families.
There would always be a ready supply of parents quite will-
ing to sell their surplus daughters into marriage and who
would have been as delighted as Rani’s family to see a truck
of the Ramsaran Transport Company parked in their paved
driveways on a Sunday morning.

What a disappointment he must have proved to these Iast!
He used to chuckle when he described how he turned down
all their invitations to Sunday lunch. His having taken instead
a poor and ill-featured girl, getting on in years, from the vil-
lage of his birth lent itself to a fine interpretation of his
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motives. Basdai — if one were to judge by her vociferous asser-
tions — was among the firmest believers in his fine intentions.
Egbert Ramsaran saw Rani only once before he proposed to her
parents. They did not hesitate to accept on their bewildered

daughter’s behalf. Four successive Sundays he courted be- -

tween the hours of ten and twelve in the morning. On the
fifth, he was married. ‘Once that man make up his mind to
do something,’ it was said, ‘nothing in.the world could stop
him.’ As if in punishment for what he had done to his daugh-
ter, Rani’s father collapsed suddenly in the canefields and
died a week after the marriage.

From the beginning they had slept in separate bedrooms
except on Friday evenings when they shared the same bed.
Basdai was pleasantly surprised and tremendously relieved
when her daughter became pregnant: she was nervous about
Rani’s performance, sexual and otherwise. Unhappily, Wil-
bert’s birth had done little to allay her fears. The delivery had
been prolonged and complications had set in. Rani had been
left considerably weakened by it. For several weeks after-
wards she was ill and unable to nurse the baby and her sisters,
despairing, took the child, as it were, to their bosoms: they,
unhampered by their sister’s inabilities, had been blessed with
a prodigious fertility and had been called to the rescue by
Basdai. Plump and healthy, they nursed the baby through the
first tenuous weeks of its life. They never allowed Rani to
forget her grave misdemeanour and the credit she had ac-
crued during the months of her pregnancy was swiftly dissi-
pated. Long afterwards, when Wilbert had grown up, his
aunts seized every opportunity to remind him of the service
they had performed on his behalf.

There were anxious sighs — but not out-of concern for
Rani’s health — when she became pregnant a second time;
and there were groans when she miscarried. Basdai descended
on the house wailing. ‘What she feel she have a belly for?’ she
grieved inconsolably, ‘Is just plain stubbornness, if you ask
me. She was always stubborn - even as a child. Never liked
doing what anybody tell she. She was too great and own-way
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for that. What so hard about making a baby? It have women
making baby all the time all over the world. Look at me.
Look at my two other daughters. They don’t stop making
baby - is why God give them bellies. What wrong with she
that she have to be different from them?’ Rani was never for-
given for this betrayal. There were bosoms pining for further
service to Egbert Ramsaran; service they were denied by one
woman’s malicious obstinacy.

After this failure, Rani was no longer summoned to the
bedroom on Friday evenings and the marriage ceased, all but
formally, to exist. Still, she did not surrender without a
struggle. She continued to bathe and prepare herself specially
on Friday afternoons, making herself presentable and sweet-
smelling. At the hour enshrined by custom, she approached
her husband’s resolutely locked door. She would knock timid-
ly, again and again. ‘Bap, Bap,’ she called, ‘I come to see
you now. Don’t hide from me like that. Open the door and
let me in. I come to see you now.” The knocking persisted,
timid but determined. ‘Bap, Bap, is me. Rani. Don’t hide from
me like that. I come to see you now. Open the door and let
me in.’ Knock. Knock. Knock. The sound drifted bleakly
through the otherwise silent house. ‘Bap? What you playing
you not hearing me for? Why you playing like that for? I
come to see you now. Let me in.’ Unanswered, that voice rose
and fell and rose again.

The silence would be abruptly shattered by a high-pitched,
screamed imprecation. ‘Why the hell you calling me Bap? I
is not your father. Get out of here and leave me in peace, you
no-good, childless slut of a woman. Get out! Get out!’ His
piping voice, like a kettle on the boil neglected for too long,
swept through the darkness; and, to complete the harmony,
there was that other rolling beneath it and complementing
it. ‘Bap, Bap, I make myself all nice and fresh for you. Just as

-you like. Let me in and you will see how nice and fresh I make

myself. Just for you. Just for you.” The melancholy tones
faded away, absorbed into the silence and the darkness. There
would be a clatter as of someone stumbling and falling. The
door had opened and he was hitting her and Rani’s voice
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petered out into barely audible, controlled yelps of pain.
Then the yelps disintegrated into unsteady, jerking whimpers
and the door slammed shut, cutting off the torrent of her
husband’s obscenities. :

For what appeared to be an eternity, she would remain
crumpled against the locked door, her fingernails clawing the
unresponsive wood, crying softly, though she no longer beg-
ged to be let in. Months passed in this fashion: the Friday
baths, the perfumes, the journey through the dark and silent
house, the vain knockings on the door, the voice rising, fall-
ing and rising again, Egbert Ramsaran’s hoarse, piping impre-
cations, the slaps and subdued yelps of pain. Taken together,
they seemed to form the indispensable elements of some
hideous and ineluctable rite that had to be performed weekly.
Came one Friday and Rani did not bathe and perfume her-
self. She had given up.

It was to silence she surrendered. She went as before to her
son’s room on those nights when his sleep was disturbed by
his nightmares about the bull. But there was a strange and
unfathomable vacancy in her eyes and her caresses and words
of comfort were stilted and mechanical. ‘Is nothing,’ she
would murmur. ‘Is nothing at all. Only a bad dream. You
shouldn’t let a dream frighten you. What would your father
say if he was to hear some foolish dream frighten you? Eh?’
Her fingers explored his cheeks, kneading them. ‘Is nothing.
Nothing at all. Only a bad dream.” Dressed in a loose white
cotton nightdress with an absurdly feminine ribbon of pink
velvet drawn through loops in the collar and tied in a quaint
bow at the front, her drawn, sallow face indistinct in the grey-
ish twilight, she bent low over him, stroking his hair and fore-
head with those slightly swollen fingers. Her breath was warm
and dry on his cheeks. Yet, her eyes never sought his, shying
away from any direct contact, and there was something ines-
capably impersonal and remote in these attempts to solace
someone other than herself whose need was so much greater.

No one could fail to notice the silence that gripped her. It
was a sheath covering her. She glided noiselessly about the
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house, her gaze fixed on the ground. She stood interminably
in front of the stove, cooking and looking out of the big kit-
chen window at the field where the dead, decaying bones of
the Ramsaran Transport Company lay bleached in the unre-
lenting sun; and the cows grazed idly, flicking their tails at the
hordes of flies; and the bull skulked nervelessly in the shadow
of the fence. She boiled — endlessly boiled — pots of milk. She
took up her station there in the hot kitchen with green and
yellow tiles, her hair plaited in one thick plait, her back
straight and immobile, watching the milk bubble and froth in
the big emamel pots and stirring it with a bent metal spoon
that burnt her fingers. Together with the milk, her life, little
by little and day by day, boiled away inside that steaming
kitchen. :

After her fall from favour - if she ever had been in favour
- Rani did pot use the sitting-room. She appeared there to
clean and to serve tea to whoever might require it; neither
more nor less. The house, in which Egbert Ramsaran was only
minimally interested in any case, reflected the aridity of her
life. In the mornings she polished and shone in the sitting-
room; in the afternoons, she scoured and scrubbed the bare
floorboards in the rest of the house; in the evening, after she
had prepared the food and waited on her husband at the
table, she did what washing there was to be done. She went to
bed punctually at ten and was up at five. To impress her ser-
vant’s status upon her, she was given one free day every week.
Egbert Ramsaran had perversely insisted on this. ‘I don’t
want your family to think I overworking you,” he said. She
put up a mild resistance. ‘But I is your wife, Bap. You don’t
have to give me days off.” *You! My wife! You might be that
boy’s mother’ (pointing at Wilbert) ‘but as for being my
wife ... I thought you would have get that idea out of your
head by now.’ Thus it came about that Rani had every Sunday
to herself.

To the public gaze, her most outstanding characteristic
must have been her’ characterlessness. Even when she was
physically present, there was an air of invisibility surrounding
her. She was dry and impersonal, part of the lustreless texture
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of the house. Her skin — so pale! — had a kind of unhealthy
transparency, like cloudy plastic; or wax. But, on Sunday after-
noons, Rani blossomed in the privacy of her bedroom at
the back of the house. Then, she indulged her passion for col-
lecting stamps. She had started her collection in the early days
of her spinsterhood when she had been banished out of sight
by her family. Having sprung out of hopelessness and despair,
it had come to be intimately associated with them and it was
natural that it should be revived now.

She had three albums with" differently coloured covers:
red, black and brown. These she kept wrapped in cellophane
at the top of her wardrobe. It was only in connection with
them she exerted anything akin to authority, permitting no
one to touch the albums but herself. Whenever letters arrived
for her husband, she would scrutinize each stamp very care-
fully. Anything from Furope excited her. But her excitement
was firmly controlled. She would simply raise and lower her
eyebrows in quick succession and, resting the letters on a sau-
cer, carry them to her Husband’s room. Egbert Ramsaran read
his letters with the same slow, cautious deliberation he
brought to his detective novels. Her greatest fear was that he
might tear the stamps. Torn stamps, as she informed Wilbert
in a burst of confidence, had absolutely no value. ‘And who
is to say that the stamp he tear mightn’t be very valuable.
Worth hundreds of dollars!’ She opened her eyes wide. ‘Jus
think of that.’ :

Despite this, she was not a discriminating collector. Every
stamp, no matter how common and no matter how many of
them she already had, was grist to her mill. She retained scores
of Trinidad one-cent stamps and was terribly upset if one of
them got torn or misplaced, treating each with the same care
she devoted to her rarer specimens. Sunday afternoons were
her. time for sticking them into the albums. She sat on the
edge of the bed, gingerly balancing on her lap a chipped white
saucer filled with water in which the scraps of envelope with
stamp attached floated. Beside her on the bed were the three
albums and, scattered round her feet, piles .of envelopes wait-
ing to be plucked of their treasures. She worked with studied

36

3

concentration for two or three hours, worriedly attentive to
any sign of her husband’s encroaching presence: she did not
want him to find out what she did with her ‘free time’ in case
it should occur to him to disapprove. Although she never ex-
plicitly asked Wilbert to keep silent about it, they did have a
tacit agreement and avoided talking about her hobby when
he was around.
Her bedroom, unlike the rest of the house, bore the stamp
—~ 50 to speak — of her personality. There was the pleasant
smell of old but scrupulously clean clothes; the tiny clay and
brass ornaments cluttering the dresser; the coloured prints of
Hindu deities pinned to the wall; the photograph, in awkward
juxtaposition to them, of skiers racing down the slopes of a
Swiss mountain, which she had cut from a magazine; the worn
-rug with the fold across the centre which she tried never to
step on. It was a curious collection of odds and ends, for the
most part relics of childhood, and it was never added to.
Neither did she throw anything away. If one of the clay orna-
ments got broken, she simply kept the pieces. Her room and
its furnishings were a final and complete expression of the
nonsense her life had been.



Chapter Two

1

Singh came to the house in Victoria about once a month,
bringing with him sacks filled with fruit from the estate which
Egbert Ramsaran owned in Central Trinidad. He would dump
the sacks carelessly on the kitchen floor. ‘Oranges,’” he said.
Or: ‘Mangoes.’ Rani would immediately tear open the sacks
and proceed to sort the fruit. Singh, propped up against the
sill of the big kitchen window and drying the shining beads of
sweat on his forehead, watched her. He smiled with a wry and
gentle contempt. His conversation with her followed a set
pattern. ,

‘And how is the master these days?’

‘He been very well, thank God.’

‘He still doing his exercises?’

‘Yes.

*Good. And you. How have you been?’ He looked search-
ingly into her tired face.

‘I been very well too, Singh. Thank God.’

He grinned at her, his gold teeth flashing. ‘I bring some
more stamps for you to put in your album.’ Unbuttoning the
flap of his shirt pocket, he flourished before her some Trini-
dad one-cent stamps.

“Thank you, Singh. It was very kind of you to remember
me. God will bless you.’

Singh half-laughed and half-grimaced. ‘I hope so.’ He
turned to Wilbert next. ‘And how has the little master been
doing this month?’ He did not usually wait for an answer, but
delving - this time into one of his trouser pockets — would
bring forth some crudely carved wooden toy he had made
with his penknife. His favourite was a human face, elongated
out of all proportion, with thick Negroid lips and round,
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black holes for eyes. Executed without charm, it was, in its
odd way, rather frightening. ‘I carve this specially for you,’
he would say, thrusting it close to Wilbert’s face. ‘You like it?
Specially for you I make it. It wasn’t easy — take me days.” A
peculiar intensity invaded his expression. If Wilbert tried to
take hold of it, he would tighten his grip. Then, abruptly, he
would erupt into a bout of high pitched laughter and, loosen-
ing his grip, allow Wilbert to have it.

Singh was in his middle twenties. He was very dark and
stockily built and his face had not rid itself of the ravages of
adolescence. It was scarred and pitted with craters. When he
laughed his gums were exposed and one saw his crooked,
yellowing teeth, like those of an old man. Singh laughed a
great deal but there was something mocking and furtive in his
laughter. It did not inspire trust. His laughter was just that
shade too loud, too ringing and too ready; and it was inter-
spersed with those briefly glimpsed flashes of ferocity — in-

‘stantly suppressed and converted into brittle merriment -

when the blood darkened his rough face and he bit hard on
his twitching lower lip.

From early on, Wilbert had recognized that Singh occu-
pied a significant place in their lives. It would never have
occurred to him to give Singh the half-rotten fruit he used to
dole out among the clients. He exuded an authority of his
own. Singh did not cringe in front of his father. He could be
sullen and mildly defiant. On the other hand, it was possible
to detect in Egbert Ramsaran a desire to placate him; not to
contradict him; not to lose his temper.

After the fruit had been sorted, Rani prepared him a cup
of tea. ’

‘Go and tell your father Singh come,’ she said to Wilbert.

When Egbert Ramsaran came into the kitchen he glanced
briefly at Singh. There would be an embarrassing silence. Singh
was never the first to break it.

‘How is everything on the estate?’ He did not look directly
at Singh.

‘The same.’

“You have everything you need down there?’
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Singh nodded. ‘Everything.’

Egbert Ramsaran handed him the twenty-dollar bill he had
been holding in his clenched fist: Singh’s monthly allowance.
Singh folded it carefully and put it in his pocket. He did not
thank him. There was another embarrassing silence. Egbert
Ramsaran stared at the fruit Rani had sorted into neat heaps.

‘What you bring for we this week?’

‘Mangoes.’

Silence.

‘If you ever want anything extra ...’

‘I'll ask,” Singh said.

“Well. . . that’s it for now . . . when you going back?’

‘When I finish my cup of tea.’

Egbert Ramsaran stared vaguely at him and returned to his
bedroom. He would be in a bad mood for the rest of the day.
Perhaps it was because of a strong mutual repulsion that the
two men seemed to generate a sort of electricity between
them.

It was Singh who first suggested Wilbert should come to the

estate and spend some days with him. Wilbert was hesitant;
reluctant to commit himself to such an adventure. His father
never went there and, apart from the fruit it yielded and
Singh’s monthly visitations, it did not impinge on their lives.
To Wilbert, as a result, ‘the estate’ was something remote and
unreal. It was only its association with Singh that kept it alive
- undesirably alive — in his mind. He had no wish to go there.
Singh had understood at once. He laughed loudly.
-. *Imagine not wanting to see a property that going to be
your own one day. Like you frighten of me?’ He turned to
Rani. ‘Why this boy so frighten of me? He does behave as if
1 going to eat him every time he sees me. 1is no cannibal’

‘I sure he don’t think that of you,” Rani said soothingly.
*Is just a little shyness he have. That’sall.’

“What he have to be shy with me for? After all we is...’
Singh, biting on his lower lip, gazed fiercely at him. However,
he recovered himself quickly and laughed resoundingly. *So,
is shy you shy. Well! Well! You coming with me? You will
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soon learn not to be shy.” His mouth distendéd in a wide,
scornful grin. ‘It have a lot of things a boy your age could do
out in the country. I have a gun out there. We could go out
and shoot birds. It have a river out there — a real river. Not
like the little canal you have behind here. A real river with
fish in it. We could go out and swim and catch fish. What you
know about shooting birds and catching fish?’ He gazed
scathingly at him. No one else would have dared to talk thus
to the son and heir of Bgbert Ramsaran. He turned again to
Rani. ‘What you say? I sure you agree with me that is high
time the young master learn about these things.’

‘I have no objection to him going with you, Singh. But is
not up to me. Is his father permission you have to get.’

‘T will get that today self.’

When Egbert Ramsaran appeared, they performed the mo-
tions of their ritual, halting exchange while Singh sipped his tea.

Egbert Ramsaran got ready to depart. ‘If you ever want
anything ...

“Yes,” Singh said, ‘it have something . . .’

Egbert Ramsaran, already in the doorway, stopped in sur-
prise. ‘Oh? What is that?’ He cast a questioning, quizzical
glance at Singh, touched with the faintest hint of irony.

“This boy,’ Singh said, indicating Wilbert.

‘What about him?’

‘I was thinking what a nice thing it would be if he could
come and spend some time with me on the estate.’

Egbert Ramsaran said nothing.

‘T could teach him a lot of things. Show him how to fish
and shoot and catch birds. Show him another kind of life.’
Singh giggled. ‘But he frighten of me. He think I will eat him
up.’

‘Is that so?” Egbert Ramsaran looked at his son. ‘You
frighten of Singh, child?’

“Is *fraid he ’fraid,’ Singh jeered.

‘When you was planning to take him with you?’

‘Today self - if you don’t mind. I have the jeep with me.’

‘A good idea, Singh. No point in postponing it. You take
him back with you in the jeep today.” Egbert Ramsaran
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studied Wilbert critically. ‘It will toughen him up a bit. Yes.
Take him with you and toughen him up for me. Is exactly what
he need. I glad you thought of it.’

So, it was decided. Settled. Singh leered triumphantly,
showing his crooked, yellow teeth.

Egbert Ramsaran’s estate was by no means vast. Its meagre
seventy-five acres were barely capable of comparison with the
two and three hundred acre giants surrounding it. But it was
not its limited acreage alone which distinguished it and put it
in a different class altogether from its neighbours. What was
inexplicable to Egbert Ramsaran’s fellow landowners was that
he made no proper use of it at all. Their ordered and minutely
tended cocoa and orange groves contrasted queerly with the
disordered, untended wasteland wallowing in their midst. It
was a blot on conscience. Over the years, several of them had
" offered to buy it at prices undeniably generous. ‘It’s a sin,
Mr Ramsaran, to let good land like that go to waste. You
could grow a hundred different crops on it if you really try.
If you don’t want to sell it at least take some advice — free of
charge.’ He rejected their offers out of hand. ‘You could keep
your money and your advice,’ he told them bluntly. ‘Why
you buy it for in the first place?’ they persisted in bewilder-
ment. ‘That is nobody business but mine,’ he replied. ‘Is my
land and I'll do what the hell I want with it.’ ‘Shame on you,
Mr Ramsaran,’ they said. ‘Shame on you to be like that.’

As was to be expected, their disapproval only had the effect
of further strengthening his resolve. If such a thing was pos-
sible, he intensified his neglect of the estate and without
Singh’s efforts it would have stopped producing even the few
mangoes and oranges that it did. It was a shock after driving
along rough country roads bordered on either side by indus-
triously cultivated tracts to come suddenly upon this enclave
given over to abandonment and decay, deadened in the heat
of mid afternoon. Singh, who had driven all the way in un-
compromising silence, spoke for the first time.

‘Well, young master, what you think?* He lifted his hands
off the steering wheel and embraced in expansive gesture the
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wilderness of grass and bush and tree confronting them.
‘That is what I does call home.” He laughed. ‘Is no mansion
but I hope a little bush not going to frighten you.” He grinned

- pleasantly at Wilbert. They got out of the jeep and stood for

a while in the burning sun, the heels of their shoes sinking
into the road’s softened tar surface. Insects hummed, darting
among the wild flowers, their wings lit up by the sun. Singh
whistled long and piercingly. Two dogs rushed bounding
through the grass, barking excitedly. He bent down to stroke
the dogs who were nuzzling at his trousers. ‘You missed me?’
He pummelled them friendlily. “You missed your Singh?’ It
was very still at that time of day and his voice, piercing the
heat and stillness, was loud and startlingly sharp. The dogs
whined. ‘Is food they after,” he said. ‘Is only when they
hungry that they like me. If another man was to feed them,
they would forget about me straight away.” He pushed them
away and stood up. ‘ Ungrateful bitches!’

- Wilbert’s throat was parched after the long drive. He asked
if there was any water.

‘Water!’ Singh grinned. ‘We have lots of that here. Come.
I'll show you water.” He led him, running and stumbling, up a
rutted dirt track, meandering through waist-high grass. The
land climbed fairly steeply to the brow of a hill. This, com-
manding a fine view of much of the estate, had been cleared
of all vegetation; an arena of beaten yellow earth on which
had been built a small, wooden hut on stilts about ten feet
off the ground. With its precipitously ridged, corrugated iron
roof and the square holes covered with strips of canvas that
passed for windows, it resembled a watchtower. To complete
the resemblance, there was a ladder leading to the entrance
which was also screened by a strip of canvas.

Holding his arm, Singh led Wilbert under the hut and poin-
ted at three red oil drums balanced on bricks and standing
side by side. Their tops were protected by sheets of corru-
gated iron. The ground around them was sodden and mossy.
Singh removed one of the protective sheets. The drum was
filled to the brim with greyish water. Insects hummed and dar-
ted over the surface. ‘Not to your liking?’ Singh asked. He

43



removed the lids from the other two drums. In both of them
drowned insects floated on the surface. Leaning carelessly
against one of the pillars of the hut Singh watched him.
‘Well,” he said quietly, ‘what you waiting for? Drink.” Singh
idly flicked open and shut the blades of his penknife. ‘What
other water you suppose it have in a place like this? Eh?’ His
- voice grated. ‘We don’t have no clear spring water here, you
know. Is why your father send you — to toughen you up. This
is the water I does hayé‘ to drink week in, week out.” Wilbert
moved away from the drums, his back to Singh. The blades
of the penknife clicked. Open. Shut. Open. Shut. Walking
out from under the hut, Wilbert stood in the sunlight, his
shadow a black dwarf in front of him. A few feet ahead, the
narrow track up which they had recently climbed resumed
its twisting, indecisive course through the grass, dropping
swiftly to a muddy pond beyond which the land rose again,
though not to as great a height. All around the trunks of tall
trees rose like poles into the sky. He listened for the river
which Singh had mentioned but could hear nothing except
the indolent whirr of insects in the undergrowth. Singh re-
lented. He came up behind him and rested a hand on his
shoulder. ‘Lower down near the road it have some orange
trees. I'll pick some for you to suck.” The harshness in his
voice was muted. He seemed subdued.

They returned down the path to the road, the dogs trailing
behind them and sniffing their footsteps. Singh plunged heed-
lessly into the tall grass, disappearing from view almost im-
mediately. Wilbert followed, the grass closing over his head,
irritating his bare arms and tickling his cheeks and nose.
Somewhere in front of him and invisible, he could hear Singh
crashing through the undergrowth. Unable to see where he
was going, Wilbert moved more circumspectly. The noises
ahead of him ceased. Wilbert stopped too. The latticework of
blades was featureless, a yniform crackling green. ‘Singh!’
There was no answer. He panicked, thrashing uselessly as if
he were drowning. ‘Singh! You there?’ This time Singh did
reply but it was impossible to tell from which direction his
muffled voice came. The dogs were barking distantly. ‘I can’t
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see where you is,” Wilbert shouted back blindly into the crack-
ling Iatticework. Singh cursed. The crashing noises recom-
menced, coming nearer, and soon Singh’s dark, unsmiling
face was hovering above him.

‘You should have waited for me out on the road like I had
tell you to.’

“You didn’t tell me nothing.’

‘You should have use your common sense and stay there.
This is no place for a child. Is bad enough for me without
having you to bother about.’

Wilbert did not say anything. His arms and face itched and
he started to scratch them.

‘And all you could do is stand there and scratch!’ The
blood flooded his face and his teeth pressed hard on his lower
lip. He grew calmer. ‘Come.” He grasped his hand roughly.
‘Next time make sure to listen to what I tell you. And if I
don’t tell you anything, then use your common sense. Use
what you have up there.” He screwed his index finger into the
side of his head.

They resumed their journey through the grass, Singh
marching ahead with giant strides. ‘Just there,” he said. The
group of orange trees was nearly suffocated by the profusion
of growth pressing in on them from all sides. Surprisingly,
they were laden with pendulously drooping fruit which
looked as if they had been artificially attached. Singh skirted
the fringes of the group of trees, gazing up warily into the
branches. ‘Watch out for the jackspaniards. They could sting
you real bad if you not careful.’ Wilbert waited while he com-
pleted his examination. ‘Okay,” Singh announced, ‘I don’t
see any so we could start to pick oranges now.” He smiled
goldenly at” Wilbert, becoming more expansive. ‘You see,
young master, everything is a art. Everything! Take picking
oranges, for instance.” His head disappeared among the bran-
ches as he reached up on tiptoe leaning into the tree. He re-
emerged with a grunt. ‘Is not just a simple matter of pulling
them from the tree. You have to know about jackspaniards,
then you got to know which is the right time to pick, then you
got to know which will be the best and most juicy ones.’ He
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paused, staring intently at Wilbert. ‘Yes, young master, even
the simplest thing like picking oranges is a art. Is very impor-
tant for you of all peope to realize that. You will have to be
worrying your head about all kinds of things which I will
never have to worry about, so now is the best time for you to
start learning.” He laughed. ‘Because when you stop being the
young master and become the real master ... well, that is the
biggest art of all, not so? You couldn’t afford to lose yourself
in the grass then.” Wilbert turned away from him. Singh gig-
gled, but already his mood was changing; the expansiveness
dying away. ‘Yes,’ he said morosely, staring at the fruit
strewn on the ground, ‘I expect you will discover that for
yourself in time. I think we have more than enough oranges
now — even for a thirsty man like you.’

He gathered the fruit and bundling them in a pile next to
his chest he retraced his path gloomily through the grass,
muttering under his breath. They returned to the hut where,
one by one, Singh peeled the oranges with his penknife and
passed them on to his guest. When he had finished, he washed
his hands in one of the drums and, from another, drank some
water which he scooped up in his cupped palms.

‘It don’t kill me to do that,” he said, scrubbing his lips and
hands dry on the front of this shirt.

They slept in the hut that night, Singh drawing up the lad-
der after him. In one corner of the room there was a rusting,
two-burner kerosene stove and, on a smoke-blackened shelf
above it, pots and spoons and enamel plates. Ranged along
the wall opposite the stove was a low, extremely narrow camp
bed covered with a thin cotton bedspread. It looked unin-

~viting and uncomfortable. There was a solitary chair in the
room which Singh offered to Wilbert.

‘It don't have much to do here after dark,’ he said, loosen-
ing the canvas flaps over the windows and rolling them up.
‘No radio. No newspaper. Out here in the country you does
have to go to sleep with the chickens and get up with the
chickens. Not like Victoria, eh?’ He uttered a choked but not
unfriendly laugh. ‘Mind you, I don’t care for newspaper and
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‘electric light and that kind of thing. I'm a simple man with

simple tastes. I like the country life. It have too many crooks
in the city. A few hours in Port-of-Spain is enough for me.’
Lowering his head, he peered closely at Wilbert. ‘Like you
sorry you come?’

Wilbert stared unblinkingly at him. He did not answer.

‘Ah! That’s good. That’s very good. Toughen you up.
That’s what we have to do.’” Singh nodded vigorously. He bit
round the edges of his thumbnail. ‘Who is your best friend,
young master?’

‘I don’t have a best friend.’

‘But you must have a best friend. Everybody have to have
a best friend.”

Wilbert was unblinking.

Singh chewed on the slivers of fingernail. ‘What about
Julian Bholai?’ he queried. “They say he is a very bright boy.
Going to be a doctor one day. You want to be a doctor too?’

‘I don’t know. Pa don’t like doctors.’

‘What you want to be then? A lawyer? A engineer?’

‘I don’t know.’

“You don’t know!’ Singh pretended to be amazed. ‘These
is things you have to know, young master. Julian Bholai
know he want to be a doctor.’

“The cnly thing doctors good for is to cheat people.” Wil-
bert was suddenly aggressive.

~ Singh laughed. ‘Who tell you that? Your father?’

Wilbert scowled. He and Julian went to the same school in
Port-of-Spain, a deliberate choice on the part of Vishnu Bho-
lai who had hoped they would become the greatest of friends.
He was disappointed. ‘I going to be a doctor, Ramsaran,’
Julian had declared at the outset. ‘My father saving up for
me to go to England. How about you?’ ‘I going to run my
father business when he die,” Wilbert had replied. Julian
could not conceal his contempt. ‘That is all?” ‘My father
don’t like doctors,” Wilbert said, ‘he say they only good for
cheating people.’ Julian guffawed. ‘Your father must be a

funny kind of man. He don’t know what he talking about.’
Wilbert squared, ready to settle for blows. ‘What about your
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father? Tell me what he does do.’ Julian backed down. ‘I
don’t want to pick no fight with you, Ramsaran.’ A quiet,
unspoken hostility developed between the two boys after this
incident and they avoided each other’s company. For Wil-
bert, the memory was fresh and painful; an open wound
which any discussion of the subject was likely to irritate. It
did so now. :

“A profession is what is important nowadays,’ Singh was
saying. ‘Money alone is not enough. You need a education
to really get on in this world. Take me. You suppose if I had a
little education I would have been shut up on this estate like
some animal?’ He stopped speaking suddenly.

Wilbert was tired and sleepy. The day was dying fast. A
blinding red sun was sinking beyond the most distant line of
trees and the dust particles had turned golden. It was cooler
too. After the brightness he had been gazing on, it was black
in the room. Amoebic globules of colour floated before his
eyes. He closed them, concentrating with drowsy stupor on the
restless play of colour and shadow on his eyelids. Singh
prodded him into wakefulness, his face melting and imma-
terial.

‘Bducation is the important thing, young master.” His voice
floated dreamily, wrapping itself around Wilbert and insinua-
ting itself into the darkness. “You ever ask yourself why it is
I does have to make do with that dirty rainwater which even a
dog shouldn’t have to drink? You think is because I have a
different kind of stomach from other people?’ His head
swivelled slowly around the room. ‘You think is my fault I
have nigger blood running in my veins? You think is I who put
it there? You believe was me who was responsible for that?’
He spoke with mounting, importunate excitement; with a
sense of relief. ‘Whatever happen to my nigger mother? I
never see she face. I would like to see she face. Just once. I
would like to see the face of my nigger mother.” The ugly

head leered at Wilbert, thick-lipped, with eyes like holes.

Singh sank to His knees, head drooping. ‘Poor young master.
No pity for Singh at all who never see his nigger mother. And
if is anybody should have pity is you.’
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It happened before he was aware of it. He had reached for-
ward and slapped Singh hard acros sthe mouth. Singh covered
his lips with the back of his hand. Wilbert drew back, look-
ing round him wildly. But Singh did not move. He remained
as he was, kneeling on the dusty floor and rubbing his hands
back and forth in a measured rhythm across his bruised lips.

The mosquitoes had invaded the room, their humming
louder in Wilbert's ears than the croaking of the frogs outside.
He sat there in the darkness, numbed, hungry and afraid of
what he had done, warding off the attacking mosquitoes feed-
ing greedily on his arms and face while Singh brooded ex-
haustedly at his feet. At length, Singh roused himself and
stood up. Wilbert listened to him blundering about the room
and cursing as he groped among the pots and pans on the
shelf above the stove. A match scraped and he was bathed
momentarily in a flickering, yellow glow that cast mountain-
ous shadows on the walls and ceiling. The match went out.
Singh swore softly and lit a second which he held aloft while
he searched in the cupboard near the stove and brought forth
a sooted oil-lamp. The lamp flamed into life. Singh bent low
over it. Having adjusted the height of the wick, he set it on
the floor. Singh rolled down the strips of canvas but not
before a bevy of insects had swarmed into the room, orbiting
round the glass funnel and a large black moth with red mark-
ings on its wings had settled on the ceiling.

He cooked a simple meal of vegetables, most of which he
had grown himself, and rice. He apologized with sarcastic
humility for the simplicity of the food as he doled it out on
to their plates. ‘Is what I myself does have to eat every day
of the week.” After they had eaten, he brought some sacking
and spread it on the floor. ‘The bed is for you,” he said. Wil-
bert demurred. Singh lost his temper. ‘Is not manners what
make me offer it to you,” he shouted. ‘I have no manners. I
don’t know what manners is — nobody ever take the trouble
to teach me. Out here in the country a man doesn’t have time
to waste on things like that. You think if I really wanted to
sleep on the bed I would offer it to you or anyone else?’ He
must have startled even himself by this unexpected outburst
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for he finished by saying in a more subdued, placatory tone:
‘Is because I not accustom to sleeping on beds. That’s why.
I prefer the floor.’ :

He dimmed the oil-lamp and lay down on the sacking in the
same clothes he had worn all day. He yawned. ‘I hope you
rest well tonight, young master. Tomorrow it have somebody
coming here who want to meet you. Is a person who been
asking to meet you a long time.’

‘What person?’ Wilbert asked mechanically, too weary to
be curious.

Singh, propped on his elbow, was looking intently at him.
‘You’ll find out soon enough in the morning. Now stop asking
so much question and go to sleep. We have a long day ahead
of we tomorrow.’ ‘

The bed was hard and uncomfortable and the fibre pro-
truded from the mattress, grating against his skin. Wilbert
drew the thin blanket provided up to his neck — in the manner
of his father. Singh had not been telling the whole truth. The
bed and the blanket had the smell of nightly use. Tired as he
was, he could not fall asleep and tossed from side to side.
Wilbert stared at Singh. He had drawn his knees up to the pit
of his stomach and his big, clumsy hands pillowed his head.
Watching him sprawled thus across the sacking, his fears les-
sened. Asleep, Singh seemed trusting; vulnerable; even inno-
cent. He had thrown his head back - like a creature crucified -
and he breathed laboriously through his wide open mouth.
The lamp burned dimly, casting its mountainous shadows on
the walls and ceiling; and outside, the unexplained noises of
the night. Wilbert closed his eyes and waged ineffectual battle
on the invisibly whirring mosquitoes.

Well before daybreak Singh had risen and gone off with
the gun and the two dogs. It was the report of the gun and the
dogs’ frenzied barking that awoke Wilbert. At first, he did
not remember where he was. Then he saw the oil-lamp and
the dishevelled sacking and he remembered. The mosquitoes
had vanished with the coming of the day and the moth too
bad departed its ceiling roost. Sunlight streamed into the
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room and the strips of canvas ﬁapped in the breeze. It was
still pleasantly cool. This, together with the absence of the
mosquitoes and the brightness of the morning, cheered him
up considerably. However, the sound of Singh’s rasping voice
calling to him from just beneath the window did much to
dispel his cheerfulness. '

“Time to get up, young master. Remember what I was telling
you. Out here in the country we does get up with the chickens.
T have a little present for you.”

Wilbert kicked off the blanket and, rubbing the sleep out
of his eyes, went to the window and looked out. Singh held up
a dead blackbird for him to see, its bedraggled feathers
stained with clotted blood. It swung from the tips of his fing-
ers. The dogs were leaping around it. Singh dangled it tantaliz-
ingly close to their gaping, snapping mouths. He laughed.

‘T shoot three of them this morning,’ he said. ‘I thought I
would bring this one to show you. Not very pretty, what you
say? But you mustn’t feel sorry for it. If T didn’t shoot them, I
wouldn’t have a single vegetable left. I does shoot them and
give them to the dogs. So!’ The bird plummeted from his
fingers and the dogs, barking furiously, fell upon it. ‘They
have a feast, he said, smiling up at Wilbert. ‘Go and get
dressed now. Don’t forget we having a visitor this morning.’
The dogs scrambled and fought over the dead bird, growling
and snarling at each other.

Wilbert’s cqriosity was stronger now., ‘ What visitor?’

‘You'll find out soon enough. Go and make yourself
ready.’

Wilbert left the window and picked up his clothes draped
on the back of the chair. Singh’s dark face appeared at the
top of the ladder, the gun slung across his shoulders. He hauled
himself grunting through the door. Beads of sweat watered
the tip of his nose and his forehead and.he breathed in sharp,
irregular spasms. His knee-high boots were coated with mud.
He eased the gun off his shoulder and rested it on the floor.
Downstairs, the dogs growled.

‘Go downstairs if you want to wash,’ he said.

The ladder leaned at a steep, precarious angle and it swayed
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alarmingly as Wilbert inched his way down the rungs. Singh’s
boots resounded overhead: he was pacing and muttering to
himself. The two mongrels, having finished their feasting,
came running up to him, nuzzling his legs and whining. There
was a mess of scattered feathers on the ground. One of the
dogs rolled over on its back, exhibiting its spotted pink under-
side. It was pregnant and the sight of its distended teats filled
him with sudden revulsion, and, following Singh’s example,
he kicked it away. With its tail tucked between its legs, it
shrank away from him. His attention was caught by some-
thing else. To his astonishment, there was, next to the oil-
drums - the prospect of which he had been dreading — a
bucket freshly filled with water, a new bar of soap and a
towel, He gazed up wonderingly at the resounding floorboards
and proceeded to wash.

He thanked Singh on his return. Singh scowled and rejected
his thanks gruffly. ‘Drink your tea,” he replied, handing him
a steaming mug, on top of which was balanced a slice of but-
tered bread. ‘Drink your tea and forget your thanks.’

They had their breakfast in silence. When they had done,
Singh, refusing Wilbert’s offer of help, washed the mugs, tidied
up the bed and swept the room. The shrill voice of a woman
called out to him.

“That you, Myra?’ Singh shouted back.

‘No. Is King George.’

‘Bitch,” Singh muttered. ‘Well,” he shouted, ‘come up then.
What you standing there for? You expect me to lift you up
here?’

‘Don’t be stupid, man. I have the child with me. How you
expect me to climb the ladder with she?’

‘You could manage.” '

There were rebellious murmurs but Myra did manage to
ascend the ladder with the child clinging to her waist.

“You see,” Singh said, ‘you could do it without my help.
Safe and sound.’ .

‘No thanks to you,” Myra puffed. ‘If I had fall and break
both mine and the child neck...’

She was a plump, dark-skinned woman of uncertain race —
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probably Indian and Negro. Her hair cascaded in untidy coils
over a crude, heavy-jowled face. She wore a loose, pink dress
and a pair of leather slippers. The baby, its thumb buried in
its mouth, clung limpet-like to her hips. ‘I don’t know how
you could be so inconsiderate as to make me climb the ladder
with the child,’ she continued, smiling. ‘Sometimes I does feel
you mad...” The smile evaporated when she saw Wilbert
standing in a corner of the room. She stopped speaking, look-
ing at him and Singh in turn.

‘You guess right. That is him.” Singh indicated Wilbert
with an unceremonious jerk of the thumb.

Myra glanced at Wilbert a second time as if to ascertain
that he were really there and not a figment of the imagination.
Her scrutiny, though unabashed, was neither friendly nor un-
friendly. She hitched the straps of her dress further up her
shoulders. Singh took the baby from her. ‘This,’ he said, ‘is
Indra and that woman who can’t take she eyes off you is
Indra mother. Indra is my daughter.’ He gazed at Wilbert
defiantly. The baby started to cry. Singh peered at its pinched
features and rocked it in his arms; but without real affection.
Myra had retreated to the corner near the stove, her eyes
fixed alternately on Singh rocking the screaming baby and
Wilbert. »

‘Like you didn’t feed she?’ Singh asked.

“You think T would let she starve?’ Myra was offended. ‘It
must be gripe she have.’

‘Gripe!’ Suddenly, Singh thrust — almost threw — the child
at Wilbert, and instinctively he held out his arms to catch it.

‘Oh!® Myra exclaimed involuntarily, clapping her hands
across her mouth. ‘One day you going to kill the child with
you foolishness. I never see a father behave like you in my
born days.’ Nevertheless, she remained in the corner, making
no move to interfere.

*Shut up,’ Singh commanded.

The baby screamed louder than before, squirming like a
fish in Wilbert’s grasp.

‘Let me hold she,” Myra said. ‘She not accustom to stran-
gers.’
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‘Stay where you is.’ Singh pushed her back rudely. ‘Let
him hold she. He is not a stranger.’ He laughed.

‘How long he going to stay with you?’ Myra asked.

‘A day or two,” Singh answered absently. ‘I haven’t decided
yet. I been trying to learn him a few things.’

Myra looked at Wilbert. Her neutrality was weakening:
she seemed marginally more well-disposed towards him. ‘Be
careful with him,” she said. “You see how he does treat his
own daughter. He half-mad.’

‘Nobody interested in your opinions,” Singh replied ang-
rily. “You better leave now.’

Myra took the baby from Wilbert. ‘Somebody got to help
me down the ladder. Coming up is one thing but going down

*I will help you.’ Wilbert stepped forward.

‘You is a gentleman,” Myra said. ‘Not like some I could
mention.’

Wilbert assisted her down the ladder. Myra departed.

‘Well, young master, that is my little family. What you
think? As you see, we doesn’t even live together. A man can’t
bring up a family here.” Singh stared round the room. ‘Look
at my daughter. What she have to hope for except to be some-
body servant one day? Is not a fair world at all’ He winked
at him. ‘You agree with me?’ He picked up the gun from the
floor. ‘Your answer wouldn’t make any difference anyway.
Come.” He went to the ladder. ‘Let we go for a little walk
now. Show you the estate.’

The early morning coolness had already vanished. Singh
strode on purposefully ahead of Wilbert, the gun slung negli-
gently across his shoulders. He started to whistle, raucous and
out of tune. The two dogs skipped playfully back and forth,
‘darting into the thick bush on either side of the path. Singh
‘stamped and yelled at them but they paid him no attention.
The path led steeply down from the hut to the muddy pond
which Wilbert had noticed the previous afternoon. Singh
paused by the pond.

‘It have a lot of cascadoo in there.’
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THe dogs chased each other round the circumference.

“You should see how big it does get in the rainy season. It
does flood all over the place.’ He extended his arms in a
wide sweep. ‘It does get deep too. A man could drown in it
then if he didn’t take care.” He spoke with relish and Wilbert
could see for himself how much the pond had shrunk in the
dry weather. It was surrounded by a broad band of caked,
creamy-white mud, minutely veined and segmented by a mo-
saic of tiny cracks. Singh prodde(kat it with the butt of a gun.
‘Just think,” he commented wonderingly, ‘that in another few
weeks or so, all where we standing now will be under deep,
deep water.’

Not far away, but out of reach of the floodwaters from
the pond, was the neatly fenced-in enclosure where Singh
grew his vegetables. A lovingly detailed scarecrow had been
pinioned on a wooden cross in the centre of the enclosure.
Wilbert recognized Singh’s handiwork in the face it had been
given: it was a replica of those he carved for him except in
this one, to increase the effect, its cheeks were streaked with
red and green paint. Wilbert tried not to look at it. This was
the only cultivated spot in the estate and Singh was clearly
very proud of it. ‘I does grow nearly everything I need here,’
he said. ‘Cabbages. Tomatoes. Peas. Beans. You name it.’ The
banked beds were well watered and weeded. Singh vaulted
the fence and strolled along proprietorially between the
arrow-straight rows of plants, examining the leaves. He
scooped up a fistful of earth and let it run through his fingers.
‘All my own work,’ he said. ‘From start to finish. Not a soul
help me in doing this. It was high grass here, more than waist-
high — just like it is down by the orange trees. I spend wecks
clearing it and digging it, working with my bare hands in the
sun and rain.” He meditated on his calloused palms. ‘In sun
and rain and with my own two hands I make this — so that I
wouldn’t starve to death. Not a soul help me.” The blood
flooded his unattractive face and he pressed his teeth on his
twitching lower lip. ‘So you see, when the birds come and try
to ...’ He laughed and, going across to the scarecrow, hugged
it. ‘But with the help of my friend here, I does get by.” He
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kissed the macabre countenance. ‘He and me is very good
friends,” he said. ‘He mightn’t be very pretty but he is my
best friend.” He smiled. ‘In that way, I luckier than you. I
know who my best friend is.’

Away from the pond, the land rose again and the deeply
rutted track disappeared in the high grass. The wall of the
forest approached closer and the crowns of tall trees drooped
somnolently overhead. Birds flew and twittered among the
branches that seemed to brush the sky. Their feet crunched
on fallen twigs and leaves. Singh moved with assurance, nam-
ing  unfamiliar trees and flowers. There were a great many
varieties of palm. The grey monumental pillars of the royal
palm towered all about them; as did the less spectacular
cabbage palm; and the gru-gru palm with its clusters of shining
red nuts, the size and shape of marbles. There was another
palm whose name Singh did not know, the trunk of which was
najled with hard, sharp thorns. There were clumps of bamboo
whose polished stems curved upwards in gentle arcs with
leaves like the brushed strokes of Chinese writing.

‘It have something I want to show you,’ Singh said.

They left the track and waded a few yards into the forest.

A damp hush enclosed them and the sky was lost from
view. ‘Look.’ Singh pointed with his rifle at an avenue of
stone pillars buried in the dim recesses of the bush.

‘What is it, Singh?’

‘That used to be a house, young master. A long time ago
that used to be a house. Rich people used to live there.” He
spoke with the same sense of awe and wonder as he had done
when describing the desiccated pond’s transformation in the
rainy season. They could see the ruins of a porch and the
broad flight of weed-choked steps leading up to it. They
climbed the steps and looked in through the yawning gap that
must once have been the main entrance, and entered with the
trepidation of interlopers defying an invisible, guardian pres-
ence. There were scattered heaps of crumbling masonry
everywhere. Trees had established themselves in the crevices
of the brick pediment, marauders pillaging the ruins. Jagged
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portions of the outside walls had survived the battering mira-
culously intact — though much overgrown with strangling net-
works of vines and creepers — and the vague outlines of rooms
were discernible; ghostly outlines traced in the rubble. What
had they been? Sitting-room? Bedrooms? Kitchens? There
were no clues left in this gutted shell. Their footsteps were
dogged by the invisible guardian presence that haunted the
place, intimating, by a chill of discomfort, its displeasure with
their unwarranted intrusion. They hurried between the aven-
ues of decapitated pillars, not speaking. Many of the pillars
had tumbled to the ground. Bits of glass glinted among the
rubble and foliage. At the back they found the ruins of out-
houses: the stables and servants’ quarters, dank, dark cells
with the subterranean atmosphere of caves and carpeted with
velvet moss. There was a flutter of wings inside and they
drew back. Beyond the outhouses were the skeletal remains
of a garden planted with fruit trees gone wild; an ornamental
pond, paved paths wandering through the grass, leading no-
where. They saw rusting water-tanks lying on their sides and
mud-filled drains and ditches. Further beyond, the collapsed
drying-house for cocoa and scattered rusting pieces of mach-
inery, abandoned to the encroaching jungle. It was a compre-
hensive, abject surrender without terms.

‘The people around here believe this is a haunted place
Singh laughed heavily. They had come to a clearing in the
trees. He slumped on a half-rotten log. ‘They does never
come here. Only I brave enough to do that — I don’t believe in
ghosts and all that stupidness.” He squinted slyly at Wilbert.
“You believe in ghosts, young master?’

Wilbert sidestepped the question. The chill of their recent
explorations was strong upon him. ‘Who used to live here,
Singh?’

‘Some Scotsman or the other. He used to own not only your
father estate but nearly all the land you see around here. But
that was a long time ago. Before even your father was born.
Or before even his father father. A long time ago.’

‘Why he leave?’ |

“That, young master, is a mystery. Maybe he died and
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didn’t have any children. Maybe he thought he had made
enough money out of it. Maybe he just get fed up and wanted
to go back home - to Scotland. Who is to say what happen?
Is a mystery. Nobody will ever know why.’ Singh laid the
gun across his knees. ‘What this place must have been like!
Is almost as if you could still hear them talking and laughing.
You could almost smell the cocoa drying.’ He appeared to
listen. ‘You hear the talking and laughing, young master?
Listen carefully and you will hear it. Listen!’ Singh cocked
his head.

Wilbert shuddered. ‘Let’s go from here, Singh.” He looked
around fearfully.

Singh roused himself from his reverie. ‘You frighten young.
master? Like you too believe in ghosts?’

“Let’s go from here.’

‘In a minute, young master. ] want to have a rest. Remem-

ber I been up from sunrise.’

The dogs settled at his feet panting, tongues drooping from
their mouths. Imperceptively, the wind, which all morning had
fanned through the grass, died away. The sun climbed higher;
the day’s heat coalesced. A faint roar of water was borne to
them through the trees, The air was dank and acrid.

‘You know what I would do if this place was mine? And if
I had the money that is?’ He screwed up his eyes, staring into
the white, shimmering heat of the clearing. ‘I would make
this into a flower garden. I would plant all kinds of flowers
and trees people never hear of before. Orchids especially.
They is the prettiest kind of flower. And I would build a little
house where the hut is now because that is the nicest spot for
a house being so high up. Nothing too fancy, you under-
stand. Something cool and shady where I could sit in the after-
noon and look at my garden. I would never want to stir
from here then.” Singh, laughing softly, waved his hands and
brushed away the dream. ‘That will never happen though.
Not here. If you turn your back for one minute — well you
yourself see what does happen. Maybe that was why the
Scotsman leave. It was too much hard work. Maybe is easier
in Scotland.’
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His expression hardened. He drew a wavering circle in the
dust with his finger, enclosing a long column of brown ants
moving in steady procession past the log. Viciously, he
ground his boots into the middle of the column and watched
the survivors scurry in crazed disarray. Wilbert stared at the
dead and dying ants.

‘Ants is funny things,” Singh went on absently, stirring the
dust with a twig he had picked up. ‘These fellas you see here
for instance, they have a nest right under this log. Sometimes
when it get too hot — I don’t like the heat — I does come and
sit here for hours just watching them carry a tiny piece of leaf
somewhere. They don’t pay no attention to me. And yet, in a
second, I could kill every last mother’s son of them.’ He bowed
his head low to the ground, watching the ants. ‘Is like that
with anything anybody try to do. It always have something
that bigger than you. Like what the jungle do to that place we
just see. What it do there is just like what I do to the ants.
No difference.” Singh smiled. ‘As the master you will be able
to do exactly the same to me one day. You could throw me
out of here — do anything you want. But, it also have some-
thing bigger than you. Except we don’t know what it is as yet.
That is why you have to be careful. That is why you should
try and get a profession. To protect yourself. Remember,
young master what Julian -Bholai going to be. You should
tryand.

‘Don’t call me young mastér, Singh. And don’t talk about
Julian Bholai.” Wilbert rose from the log.

" Slapping his thighs, Singh erupted into a bout of prolonged,

mocking laughter. ‘Why you don’t want to talk about Julian
Bholai? The young master is a real little tiger when you get
him angry. I better watch out.’

‘Don’t call me young master, Singh. I don’t like it.’

‘That is exactly what you is all the same. The young master.
Next to you, I is like one of them ants, Like them all I could do
is bite. But you...’

‘Leave me alone, Singh.” Wilbert had raised his voice. ‘I do
nothing to you.’ The fiery smell of the day burned in his nos-
trils.
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‘Be sensible young master. Face the facts. Who else but
the young master would slap me? You should be proud . ..’

There was a muffled explosion somewhere deep inside Wil-
bert’s head. The heat and fire seemed to be drawn out of the
day and sucked into him. That scarecrow face, thick-lipped
and with holes for eyes, leered at him. The world went black
and fathomless. When he came to, Singh was crouched low
over him and his head was pillowed on a bundle of grass and
dried leaves.

‘Is only the heat,” Singh murmured in his ear. ‘Only the
heat.’ He fanned Wilbert with his shirt which he had taken off.
The sarcasm and mockery had disappeared and in their stead
had come something approximating to dread and concern.
The sound of water filtering through the trees, though choked
and distant, cooled the day. Wilbert closed his eyes and
listened to it.

‘How long I been like this Singh?’ o

‘Five minutes. If that. Even 1 feeling the heat more than
usual today.’

‘Is that the river you was telling me about, Singh?’ Wilbert
tried to raise his head but Singh would not let him. -

‘Yes. That is the river I was telling you about. I going to
take you there. But you must rest a little longer. I sure you
wouldn’t want the blood to rush like that to your head again.’
He forced his head back gently on to the pillow of grass and
leaves and fanned his face. For some minutes, they remained
as they were. The sky was an unrelenting blue, flecked with
whiffs of high, white cloud. There was not a breath of wind.
Singh, squatting, rocked backward and forward on his heels
fanning Wilbert with his shirt. The two dogs slept and the
forest around them slept, the leaves of the trees limp and
motionless. Leaning forward, Singh peered into Wilbert’s face.
*How you feeling now?’ He assisted him to his feet. ‘You sure
you feeling strong enough to walk?’

“Yes. Yes.’ Wilbert pushed him away irritably.

Stepping back, Singh regarded him with a faint air of irony.
His compassion was weakening again. He kicked the dogs
awake and hoisted the gun on to his shoulders. Without an-
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other word, he stalked across the clearing and disappeared
into the thick bush, heading towards the sound of the river.
The dogs, fully restored to life, leapt on ahead of him through
the crackling grass. There was not the slightest indication of a
path but Singh moved with arrogant assurance, looking back
at Wilbert from time to time. The sun, to begin with, had
shone directly into their eyes but, as they descended, it gradu-
ally disappeared over the crowns of the trees. .

They slid stumbling over jutting roots, through a green,
subaqueous gloom of tangled undergrowth and slim grey
trunks banded with creeper. The sound of the river, some-
where below them, grew louder and the air became cooler
and moister. For the last few yards, they scrambled among
some rocks and big boulders, holding to the festooned tree-
trunks for support. Apart from the water’s distant applause,
everything was hushed. Wilbert squirmed: his way between
the slippery boulders down to where Singh stood, head
thrown back and arms akimbo. The dogs had disappeared.

‘There,” Singh said quietly, extending an arm but not look-
ing at Wilbert. ‘This river is the boundary of the estate on
this side.’ The river, brown and slow-flowing in the sunlight,
wound its way in a leisurely loop beneath them, uncoiling it-
self with a lank lethargy as if it too were affected by the heat
of the day. It lay in a deep, steep-sided ravine about forty feet
across, gouged out of the flaking rock. Elongated tongues of
greyish sand and gravel were visible here and there. A profu-
sion of fern flourished in the niches between the rock and
lianas trailed in the water from the branches of overhanging
trees. Lower down, there were clumps of bamboo. The balis-
ier, like many-branched candelabra, flamed redly on the op-
posite slope. Singh and Wilbert slid down to the gravelly bank
and followed the loop of the stream. They could hear the
dogs barking now. Soon they came to an amphitheatre of
rock fed by a stretch of low rapids over which the water
foamed and spluttered. The dogs greeted them with happy
barks. Singh cursed and they skulked away. Then he took off
his clothes and advised Wilbert to follow suit. ‘I'll teach you
how to swim,’ he said. ‘Is nothing to it at all.’
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After the heat, the water was icy to the touch and Singh,
when he had swum, lay naked on the warm rock, face down-
wards. He appeared to have fallen asleep. Wilbert sought the
sole shaded refuge and watched him. Again he thought qf
him as trusting, vulnerable and innocent; a creature crucl-
fied on the burning rock. Singh sat up and turned to look at
him. .

‘I would like to travel far, far away from here,’ he said.
‘So far that even if I wanted to I could never come back.’

Wilbert was sufficiently astonished by this declaration to
smile.

‘And what about your flower garden?’ he asked.

Singh gestured irritably. ‘Forget the flower garden. As I
said, it would never work here.’

‘Where would you go?’ )

‘Is all right for you to laugh,’ Singh replied. He rested hgs
chin on his knees. ‘But you don’t know how much I hate thjs:
place. I didn’t choose to live here. I had no say in the r.natter.
Then he added slowly and deliberately, ‘I think I hate it moref
than anything in the world. I hate it even more th.an T hate...
He checked himself. ‘Never mind.” He gazed with a shudder
of revulsion at the yellow, sun-covered rock and the unre-
strained masses of vegetation cascading down the slope.s of
the ravine. He had been set down in this place to run wild -
like a pig. And, like a pig, he had run wi.ld. The heat and the
vegetation had washed in torrents over him and vhaﬁi dx:owned
him. ‘I would like to go somewhere cold,’ he said, Some-
where very cold. Somewhere with ice and snow. Go to
Greenland and live like the Eskimos and forget about all

his.’ . o

' “You might get tired of all that snow and you mightn’t like
Id atall.’

th?lfl(z:v you know what I would like and wouldn’.t lil‘(e? * The

blood flooded his face and he bit on his lower lip. I' would

never get tired of it. Not me.” He juggled his head ob.stmatf.ly.

“I could sit for hours fishing through a hole in the ice — just

like T does sit for hours watching them ants carry a little piece ]

of leaf.’
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‘Where you learn all this, Singh?’

Singh darkened with sudden embarrassment. I see it in a
picture,’ he admitted sheepishly. ‘A long time ago in Port-of-
Spain. That’s how the Eskimos does fish. Through a hole in
the ice.” He gave way to a musing silence, his chin still resting
on his knees. The shadows of the trees stretched out blackly
across the water in which the orange clouds of the setting sun
were reflected. ‘Come,’ he said suddenly, rising to his feet.
‘Enough of this nonsense. Is getting dark and time for we to
be getting back.’

They returned to the hut through the gathering gloom.

The visit lasted a week and the invitation was never re-
peated. Singh seemed anxious to forget it and turned aside
every reference to it. He was more cold and aloof to Wilbert
than he had ever been. As for Wilbert, the estate was no
more a real place than it had ever been; and Singh himself no
less a threat. The visit had merely provided him with a land-
scape: he became inseparable from images of intolerable
heat, prolific vegetation and ruin. He remained one of the
dark faces governing Wilbert’s childhood. The innate fear
and revulsion he had always felt did not lessen. It simply
ceased to be arbitrary and gained shape and coherence. Some
things are never expressly told one. There are bits and pieces
of information which gradually seep into the consciousness.
It was like that with Singh and his connection with him. No
one ever told him Singh was also his father’s child. Slowly,

and without any deliberate effort on Wilbert’s part, the reali-
zation took shape.




Chapter Three

1

All morning it had been raining steadily and the sky was
black with gust-driven cloud. It was Sunday and Rani was
sitting on the edge of the bed, an album opened on her lap
and the envelopes arranged in neat piles about her feet. The
rain sprayed against the misted windows. The sky flurried with
lightning and shortly after there was a tremendous crash of
thunder, rattling the ornaments on the dresser. She looked
up eagerly when Wilbert came into the room.

“You call me?’ He seemed put out and annoyed.

She jerked her head quickly up and down. ‘Why don’t you
sit with me a little this afternoon? Eh? Like you used to do?’
Thick lines of rain slanted against the window-panes and the
wind tore through the trees. ‘The rain,” she explained halting-
‘ly, staring at the stamps. Her swollen fingers rested lifelessly
on the album. ‘Only till the rain stop.” She was coaxing. ‘ After
that you could go.’ Lightning, blue and instant, flashed on the
ceiling and the thunder crashed swiftly in its wake. The room
shook and two of the clay ornaments fell off the dresser and
shattered. She collected the pieces and held them in her hand.
Wilbert went and pressed his face up against the cold glass of
the window. When the wind gusted especially hard, she would
turn and look at him, shivering a little as she did so. Wilbert
walked to the door and stood there with his hand on the
knob.

‘I coming back soon,” he said. ‘I just going out to the front
to have a look. I won't stay long.’

She did not try to stop him and he went out. When he had
gone, she gazed at the spot where his breath had condensed

on the window-pane.
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The swollen Victoria river had burst its banks and brown
tides of fast-flowing water had inundated the road at the front
of the house. fBranches, tins, bottles and pieces of wood bob-
bed and staggered on the surface. The field was a lake reflect-
ing the black sky and the cows were huddled together in a
group near the galvanized iron fence, miserable and wet. Wil-
bert saw the bull, drenched and haggard, flicking its tail across
its haunches. It no longer frightened him. The water had in-
vaded the front ‘garden’ and licked the bottom step of the
verandah. Some boys were splashing in the flood. The rain
sprayed stingingly into Wilbert’s face as he listened to their
shouts and laughter and to the wind ripping at the roof. He
returned to his mother’s room.

Rani did not hear him open the door and come in. Her chin
propped on her hands, she was staring at the ceiling. The
angle at which she held herself was unfamiliar to her son.
There was an air of expectancy about it; of tension.

‘I come back.’

‘Oh! Is you!’ She jumped up, startled.

She did not speak after this, resuming her examination of
the album on her lap. Throughout the day the radio had been
issuing  hurricane warnings. But the weather grew no worse.
The hurricane had veered, missing the island in its sweep
northward. By nightfall, the wind had died away into weak
and ephemeral gusts and there were many breaks in the driven
cloud. The rain lessened. Rani shed her air of tense expect-
ancy. She sat on the bed hunched over the stamp album, limp
and flaccid — a punctured balloon. The rain became lighter;
a gentle drizzle. Then it stopped altogether. The night was
fresh and clear and the moon had a washed, watery bright-
ness. Streaks of tattered cloud hung like rags in the sky.

‘YLcould go now?’

Wilbert went to the door and opened it. She raised her head
and looked at him. She had been crying. The world had not
been destroyed after all. She had been deprived of the great-
est excitement life would have given her.

“Yes,” she said. “You could go now. It was very kind of you
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to stay with me. You could go now and tell your father ru
have his food ready for him soon.’

Rani’s death seemed little more than an empty formal-
ity; the final ratification of a condition long existing. Yet, in
death, she acquired a substance and reality which she had
lacked in life. It was her true fulfilment. For Wilbert, it was
an immense relief. It was not that he had not pitied her
(though he could not love her - she was too ghostly to pro-
voke so positive an emotion) but pity was, in the end, swam-
ped by the extremity of her suffering. Like everyone else, he
had grown accustomed and inured to it. He could not help her.
Pain was the very stuff of her existence and he was powerless
before it. Remove it, and there might be nothing left. While
she lived, she was a vacuum round which people skirted,
afraid of being sucked in. So, like everyone else, he had re-
jected her thereby completing the injustice.

Inwardly he had begun to blame her for the awfulness of
her life. He had become increasingly short and sharp with
her, discouraging her displays of tenderness which, he suc-

ceeded in convincing himself, were designed to do no more
than lure him into the vacuum. The Sunday afternoon of the

abortive hurricane was the first time he had been in her
room for many months. He had been doing his best to avoid
entering it and Rani had not complained. She accepted his
betrayal as she had accepted all those other betrayals of
which her life had been compounded. It was as if those Sun-
day afternoons with her son had never existed. »
During the last months of her life, Rani shrank further and
further into some impregnable part of herself. She continued
to boil the endless pots of milk, standing interminably in
front of the stove and stirring the bubbling, frothing liquid
with the bent metal spoon that burnt her fingers; she contin-
ued to sweep and scrub and polish; and she continued to serve
her husband his food in silence, a daily witness to the ritual
banging of the spoon on his plate and the cloud of flies ascend-
ing to circle balletically around the naked electric lightbulb.
She was receptive to suffering in a way that most people are
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not. Her dark eyes, deep-set in the recesses of a cadaverous
face, gazed out blankly at the world and did not question
the origin or purpose of that suffering. She had no standard
of happiness against which to judge it.

In these last years, there was only one dramatic change:
she took to wearing glasses. They were round and gold-rim-
med, and, if not her most sentimentally precious, they were
certainly her most expensive possession. She had saved up for
them out of the monthly ‘allowance’ her husband had given
her. ‘Real twenty-two carat gold she gone and buy,” he ex-
claimed. ‘Is why she family never get anywhere. All slaves is
the same. Never-see-come-see ~ that’s what they is.’

Egbert Ramsaran was disturbed by his wife’s new acquisi-
tion: it reminded him of her presence. Her eyes, magnified to
almost twice their normal size by the thick lenses, stared out
from behind them and loomed at him, weak, wandering and
jelly-like. He read into them accusation and resentment which
she was not capable of intending. But he was not to know this,
and he forbade her from wearing them in his presence. Basdai
could scarcely contain herself when she learned of her daugh-
ter’s doings. She believed pride and vanity alone could ac-
count for it: it was a piece of flagrant effrontery. ‘Imagine
doing a thing like that at she age! Treating money like it was
water. Mind, I not saying she shouldn’t have glasses if she
really need them — though I must say I have my doubts about
that. But, leaving that aside, you seriously want me to believe’
(and here Basdai was so overwhelmed by the audacity Rani
had displayed that she spluttered into guttural incredulity
and had to cough and thump her chest) ‘... you seriously
want me to believe that at she age she need gold glasses? She
can’t even make baby and she want gold’ (another round of
coughing and thumping) ‘... and she want gold glasses?’
Then Rani lost most of her teeth. ‘I suppose she going to fill up
she mouth with gold teeth now,” Basdai said. She was disap-
pointed. Rani contented herself with simple false teeth which
she kept in a tumbler on her dressing-table.

Rani died in the week following the abortive hurricane,
quietly and without fuss during the night. ‘Cardiac seizure,’
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Egbert Ramsaran looked at his son. ‘Whether I miss a day,
a week or a month is none of your business. I not as young as
I used to be. You should take that into consideration.’

‘You not feeling too well?’

‘Fit as a fiddle!’ He laughed uneasily. ‘Anyway, what is all
this? Since when I have to explain what I doing to you? Since
when you turning into a slave-driver, eh?’

Compared to what they had been, his audiences with the
clients on Saturday and Sunday mornings were — relatively —
mild affairs, To the women who broke down and wailed, he
said: ‘Go outside and do your crying. You giving me a head-
ache with all that bawling and screaming.’ If he aimed the
pistols at their heads, it was clearer than it had ever been that
the threat was not meant to be taken seriously. Externally,
little had altered: a stranger might not have noted anything
out of the ordinary; and have interpreted literally the threat
implied with the gun aimed at his head. However, the clients
were no strangers; they were skilled and avid students of
the behaviour of their tormentor. Some intangible, unfore-
seen alchemy had been at work corroding the soul of Egbert
Ramsaran and the clients had sniffed it out. The harsh school
of necessity and fear had trained them to detect the minutest
shifts in behaviour and attitude of their subject and their
noses had seized on the scent immediately. A fissure had been
created which they could attack. Thus, despite the fact that
the same wooden chair was brought from the kitchen; despite
the fact that they were confronted by the same glistening head;
despite the fact that there was the same piping invective, the
clients were no longer frightened out of their wits. They were
still frightened — but not out of their wits. That, from their
point of view, was progress. When the gun was directed at
their heads, they cowered to a lesser degree; and did not re-
treat with their former haste towards the door. The props
remained: the difference was that they were recognized by
the clients for what they were: mere props. Their eyes and
ears and noses had informed them with unerring accuracy of
a shift of which Egbert Ramsaran himself was not aware.

There were other signs of a faltering strength of will. He
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was anxious to justify and rationalize what he had done in the
past. In a sense, he had always done this: Egbert Ramsaran
liked to hold himself up as a shining example. But whereas
the philosophy of life described in his boastful moods had
been instinctive, springing from the depths of his own person-
ality and experience, it now seemed that that instinct was dy-
ing. He was shoring himself up with shadows of vanishing glor-
ies. The smouldering fire, which had impressed and appalled
Vishnu Bholai, was being slowly damped down and extin-
guished and his words were like ashes. And perhaps, in an
unconscious effort to fan the flames of the dying fire, ashen
words flowed compulsively from his lips. His descriptions of
himself and his exploits were tinged with an unperceived
(unperceived, that is, by Egbert Ramsaran) nostalgia which
increased Wilbert’s uneasiness about his father. He could not
accommodate himself to the change and it was lasting too
long to be dismissed as simply another example of his capri-
ciousness. The reduction in scale was unacceptable to the
designated heir of the Ramsaran Transport Company. He had
grown accustomed to the cut-out cardboard figure of the
man of iron will and these glimpses of ordinary human frailty
upset him. '

2

Basdai was an extraordinarily thin and spare woman with
arms and legs like knotted sticks. Her narrow, bony face was
lined and wrinkled to an astonishing degree and her cheeks
had caved in on her nearly toothless mouth. Being one of
those people who consider the mere accumulation of years
as in itself worthy of admiration and devotion, she was proud
of her appearance: it was only her bright and alert eyes which
hinted at something other than decrepitude.

She smoked cigarettes stooping in a corner of the hut, re-
fusing to sit on either chair or bench, though there were sev-
eral of these scattered about. Burying the cigarette inside her
cupped palms, she inhaled with a hissing, sucking wheeze. The
cigarettes made her cough terribly, especially at night when
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she lay on her pallet gasping for breath. There was another

luxury which she did not scruple to indulge on the slightest
pretext: her taste for cheap white rum. She asserted strenu-
ously it was ‘good’ for her cough and used to send her grand-
children to the local rumshop, the Palace of Heavenly De-
lights, to buy her ‘nips’. ‘Remember,” Basdai warned, ‘if
Farouk ask you what I want it for say is for my medicine.
Medicine for my cough — you understand that? And don’t let
him cheat you. You should get so much (marking off the
amount on her index finger) for six cents.’

The rum was kept in a bottle which had formerly contained
cough mixture and Basdai always referred straightfacedly to
her ‘cough-mixture’, These sessions of hers were strictly pri-
vate and she emerged from them still coughing but more gar-
rulous and bright-eyed than ever. ‘Ma been soothing she chest
again’ became an established saying. Gradually, the amount
Basdai spent on her cough-mixture crept up from six to eight
to ten cents; and eventually, she added a new instruction.
“Tell Farouk I is a little short of cash at the moment and I go
pay him at the end of the week.” The debt accumulated. But
Farouk - some felt a shade too obligingly — never hurried her.

The immediate effect of Rani’s death on Basdai was to push
up her consumption of her cough-mixture from ten cents’
worth to twelve cents’ worth; the amount, in fact, represented
by the length of her index finger. Her daughter’s death had
assumed in her mind the proportions of a catastrophe: the
prospect of losing her connection — however tenuous it had
been — with Egbert Ramsaran was too terrible for her to con-
template. She had derived nothing from it to date and now it
appeared more unlikely that she ever would. It was one of
the principles round which she had organized her life and it
was inconceivable that she should discard it. Therefore, her
response to the situation was as automatic as a reflex action:
the vacancy in the Ramsaran household had to be filled some-
how and filled quickly before it was too late. She cast around
desperately for a possible substitute to replace the prema-
turely worn-out part.

Happily, Basdai was one of the most acute students of Eg-
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bert Ramsaran and she had instantly sniffed out the subtly
altered atmosphere. She did not know quite what construc-
tion to put on it and returned home from the fuperal in an
extremely thoughtful frame of mind. Could she have been
mistaken? To guard against error, she went again to the
house in Victoria. And again. No. She was not mistaken. Bas-
dai returned to the Settlement from their third visit to Victoria,
her imagination teeming with plots. It was obvious that a mere
substitute for Rani was not what was required. Something
more was needed; a new departure.

But what. Basdai secluded herself and pondered over
glass after glass of white rum. She smiled. The thought had
occurred to her that Rani’s death might not be the calamitous
misfortune she had assumed it to be at first glance. She
inched her way step by step, gradually refining and honing
down her crude assessment until she arrived at the triumph-
ant conclusion that her daughter’s death was a blessing in
disguise, opening new spheres of influence to her. An irritat-
ing obstacle had been removed. Had Rani been other than
a liability? An unadorned animal-cunning guided Basdai
through this maze of speculation. She was enthralled by her
cleverness. It was like a game played for no end beyond the
pleasure and satisfaction it afforded. She studied the bottle of
cough-mixture in front of her. The solution was clear, writ
large across the heavens and she was thankful she had been
able to diagnose the symptoms so accurately. With the hunt-
er’s skill and intuition, she had divined the weakness of her

. quarry and was ready to bait the trap. None but Sushila

would do. The only problem was to secure her cooperation.

For reasons unspecified, Sushila had been left in the care

~ of Basdai when still a young girl. It was generally assumed

that she was a distant relation, but the connection - if there
was one — had never been satisfactorily explained and re-
mained wrapped in obscurity. Sushila had combined con-
siderable beauty with independence of spirit. It was an in-
flammable mixture, transforming the charming, self-centred
child into the wayward, reckless young woman who, by the
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‘lesson’, had been her emancipation: she was a full-fledged
woman after it. Basdai might still abuse her but she could not
beat or strike her any more. Abuse meant nothing to Sushila;
and if anyone struck her she was prepared to repay the com-
pliment in kind.

Despite Sita (the name she had bestowed on her child),
there were men willing and ready to marry her; to make, as
they said, a respectable woman of her. Sushila was not ready,
even in the face of Basdai’s dire threatenings to murder both
her and Sita, to be made a respectable woman. ‘Is not my
respectability they want,” she laughed, ‘is something else.’
‘Think of Sita,” she was urged by the more rational spirits,
‘what the future going to be like for her? Think of what it
would mean to Sita if she have nobody she could call father.’
The argument did not impress Sushila. ‘I manage well enough
without anybody to call father,” she answered. ‘What make
Sita so special?’

When Sita was old enough to walk, Sushila disappeared

from the Settlement, abandoning her daughter to the mercies
of Basdai. Where and how she lived was a mystery. Now
people claimed to have seen her in Port-of-Spain, now in San
Fernando. And, although she had no visible means of sup-
port; the invisible ones were clearly ample and she appeared
to prosper. As Egbert Ramsaran had done before her, she
returned to the Settlement at unpredictable intervals, always
looking cheerful, healthy and unrepentant and bringing gifts
‘with her: toys and dresses for Sita and half-bottles of white
rum for Basdai - who made a great show of reluctance before
accepting what was brought her.

‘How I know where you get it from?’ she would ask. ‘For
all I know it might be thief you thief it and then, before I
might realize what happening, the police going to be swarm-
ing all over the place searching and questioning.’ It was sub-
stantially the same warning given to the parents of Egbert
Ramsaran years earlier but the memory had dimmed. - -

“You could take it or leave it,” Sushila replied carelessly. ‘I
not fussy one way or the other. Is not water off my back.’

Basdai grasped the bottle more tightly. ‘I’ll take it this
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time,’ she conceded. ‘But remember, if the police come round
here asking question, I not going to lie for you. I going to say
straight out is thief you thief it.” Her conscience soothed, she
would hurry away clutching the bottle close to her bosom.

The duration of Sushila’s stay was as unpredictable as her
arrival, varying from barely an hour to almost a week. It was
never clear what obscure impulses prompted her descents on
the place and her abrupt removals from it. Sushila was not in
the habit of divulging her plans and, if questioned, she would
merely smile mysteriously and with a shake of her head say:
‘I can’t tell you because I don’t know myself. It depend on
how I feel’ Her visits could be more correctly described as
appearances and disappearances rather than arrivals and de-
partures. Without a word or a change of expression, she might
suddenly arise and stroll out into the yard casually, as if she
were going for a drink of water; and when after ten minutes
someone called out for her and received no answer, it was
understood she had gone for at least another six weeks.

It was Sita who, living in constant subjection to the vagaries
of an unsympathetic household, received the curses that
ought, by right, to have been reserved for her mother. ‘You
going to turn out just like that wretch,” she was informed glee-
fully. ‘Good blood does never come out of bad blood.” Hap-
pily for her, she was never actually beaten; but it was only
fear of what Sushila might do that saved her from the brutali-
ties regularly inflicted on Basdai’s grandchildren. Sushila, per-
ceiving her power, made use of it. The first question she would
ask on meeting her daughter (accompanied by a lowering
glance at those present) was whether any of them had been
mistreating and ‘taking advantage’ of her during her ab-
sence. To which Sita invariably replied ‘No’. ‘That’s good,’
her mother replied. ‘Is exactly what I want to hear. I hope it
remain like that because the day any of these bitches so much
as lay they little finger on you, the Devil go have to pay the
price.’ These threats were vague; unenforceable bravado. But
Sushila inspired sufficient respect to make them seem real
enough.

Her attentions, while she remained, were devoted chiefly
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to Sita. It was as if she desired in those few hours or days to
erase from her daughter’s mind the memory of her deser-
tion and to compensate for all the maternal laxities of the
preceding weeks; to demonstrate by public exhibitions of
affection the abiding love she cherished towards her. She was
unwilling to let Sita out of her sight or retreat beyond her
touch, perpetually kissing, stroking and caressing her. Sushila
demanded to be shown what she had been doing at school
(she paid the fees) and went into ecstasies that she should be
so ‘bright’ and get such good reports. She spent. many hours
combing and searching through her hair for lice; bathed her;
and dressed her, promising to bring her more new clothes
from ‘town’ the next time she came. They went for long
walks together, brazening the disgust of the Settlement, Sita
decked in her city finery and with Sushila’s arms draped in
defiant possession about her shoulders. It was an orgy of affec-
tion while her visits lasted.

At the end of each visit, Sita cried. This embarrassed and
irritated Sushila. ‘What you crying for, foolish child?’ she
chided her with something less than her usual benevolence.
‘Look at the nice dress I bring for you. I'll bring more from
town for you the next time. Now stop your orying and be
sensible. Is not as if I going away for good.’ Once, when Sushila
had made her apparently casual exit, Sita had run screaming

after her to the main road. ‘Don’t leave me here,’ she begged, -

clinging to her mother’s skirt. ‘Take me away with you. I want
to come and live with you.’ Sushila was flustered by this de-
monstration. ‘What nonsense is all this, child? You can’t
come to live with me.” ‘Why?”’ ‘Because you can’t. That’s why.
Now stop fussing and let go of me. You spoiling my clothes
with all those tears. If you don’t behave yourself I won’t bring
anything for you the next time I come.’ Sushila’s maternity
had melted tracelessly. She flagged down a taxi. Sita was still
clinging tenaciously to her skirt. Sushila extracted herself
brusquely from her daughter’s grasp and, climbing into the
taxi, slammed the door shut. Then she smiled radiantly into
Sita’s tearstained face. ‘Be a good girl and stop crying. And
if any of them lay they little finger on you ...’ The taxi drove
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_off in a cloud of dust and Sushila’s words were swallowed in

the roar of the engine as it gathered speed. This incident, wit-
nessed by the Settlement at large, more than counterbalanced
Sushila’s maternal pretensions. :

*If you love Sita so much,’ Phulo, one of Basdai’s daughters-
in-law, caustically observed to her on a later occasion, ‘why
don’t you take her to live with you? That is what I can’t un-
derstand about this whole business. You say you love she and
yet...’

Sushila was momentarily thrown off balance and did not
answer immediately.

- Phulo pursued her advantage. ‘You should hear how the
child does cry for you. She does keep me awake all night with
the crying and bawling whenever you leave. I feel you don’t
love she at all. Is only mouth...” Phulo became goading: '
there was no love lost between Sushila and herself.

Sushila did not recover her composure but she recovered
her voice. ‘Who the hell is you to talk to me like that, eh?
What business of yours is it what I do or don’t do? Whatever
happen between me and Sita is mine and Sita’s business. Not
yours. But don’t think I going to leave she here for the rest of
you to take advantage of she.’ Sushila cradled Sita. ‘You
mustn’t let these foolish people and they idle talk bother
you. You hear that? Is just they jealous...’

‘Jealous!* Phulo expostulated. ‘Me jealous! What you have
for me to be jealous of? At least my children have a man they
could call father ...’

Sushila ignored her. °. .. one day you and me going to live
together. I had that plan a long time ago. But is not conveni-
ent for me to do that right now. But the time not far off. You
is my daughter. Don’t let none of them forget that. My daugh-
ter !’ Phulo sniggered. ‘T’ll eat my hat the day that happen.’

“The trouble is,” Sushila said, ‘you don’t have no hat to eat.
You don’t have a damn thing to call your own. You just wait.
Soon you will be laughing on the other side of your face.’

It seemed that Phulo was right. The years slipped by and
the ‘day’ did not arrive. Sita had stopped crying and the
project appeared to have been shelved. Shelved — but not entirely
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forgotten because, periodically, Phulo would surface with
her uncomfortable reminders to which Sushila responded
with the unchanged mixture of promises and insults.

Sushila was astounded at the suggestion Basdai put to her
on her next visit to the Settlement.

‘You must be joking,’ she exclaimed. ‘Either that or you
going out of your mind. Like I have to stop bringing you all
that rum. It must be rotting your brains.’

Basdaj shook her head. ‘I was never so serious in my life,’
she replied. ‘The rum have nothing to do with it.’

Sushila retreated a step or two and clapping her hands on
her hips, surveyed Basdai incredulously. ‘You must be jok-
ing! You couldn’t really be serious — if I hear you right the
first time, that is.’

Basdai shook her head again. ‘You hear me right the first
time. Is no joke I making with you. I is being serious. How you

feel about it? I don’t expect you to make up your mind straight

awaybut...’ .

‘What you take me for?’ Sushila exploded. ‘A servant? A
housemaid? If that is the case, you talking to the wrong per-
son. Why pick on me? That is what I would like to know. If
you so anxious to find somebody to take Rani place — and
frankly I don’t see why you so concerned about him - why
don’t you ask Phulo? Or one of your daughters? Why ask me?
I sure somebody like Phulo would be only too glad to help out.’
Sushila tittered.

‘Phulo and my daughters is out of the question — as you
well know. They is married women with husbands to look
after. You on the other hand . . .” Basdai smiled equably.

‘Although I have no husband I too have my own life to
lead. Imagine you having the nerve to suggest that I take Rani
place! I can’t believe it.’

‘You not going to be taking Rani place,” Basdai explained
patiently. .

‘What else you would call it then? And with a man like that
to boot! I hear enough about him. They does talk as if he is
the devil himself.’
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‘He is no devil. Take my word.’ Basdai was serene.

‘Look at what he do to Rani. If you think ...’

Basdai smiled. ‘What happen to Rani won’t happen to you.
For a start, is not as if you going to be married to him. If you
don’t like it, you could leave. Anyway,” she added slyly, ‘I
thought you would know well enough how to handle a man
like that. You frighten of him?’

Sushila’s professional pride was offended by the suggestion.
‘No man could frighten me,’ she replied. ‘That have nothing
to do with it.’

“That is exactly what I thought,’ Basdai intercepted smooth-
ly. ‘And if no man could frighten you, then you have nothing
to worry about. As T was saying, if you don’t like it there...’
Basdai clasped her hands together. ‘Egbert Ramsaran is no
devil and you could be the one to prove it. Just think of what
it could mean.’

‘You mean...’ Sushila’s anger dissolved. She burst out
laughing. ‘If I understand you right, what you trying to tell
meis...’

‘Exactly,” Basdai said. ‘Exactly.’

Sushila’s laughter flooded the small hut. ‘What a little
schemer you is! So this is what you been planning behind my
back. But I haven’t gone crazy as yet — not so crazy anyway.’
She circled round Basdai. ‘I can’t think why I wasting my
time standing up here arguing with you. If is a woman
Bgbert Ramsaran want, let him find one for himself. For a
man with so much money, it shouldn’t be hard for him to
find somebody to come and jiggle they backside in front of
him.’

Basdai looked pained. ‘You being very crude,’ she said. ‘I
didn’t say anything about him wanting another woman to

" come and ...’ Basdai was considering. ‘Whatever happen is

up to you. Just try it out for a bit. It won’t kill you. Just a trial.
You never know .. .

Curiosity welled in Sushila. ‘Why me though? Who tell you
he will . . .2

‘Don’t worry your head about that’ Basdai was contem-
plative. “Nobody else would do but you.’
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‘Like you ask him already?’ Sushila narrowed her eyes sus-
piciously.

‘No, no,’ Basdai assured her hastily. She smoothed her
voice down to a confidential, entreating level. ‘ Just think what
it could mean for you. Comfort. Security . ..’

‘If it was comfort and security I wanted, I would have got
married long before now.’

Basdai waved aside her objection. ‘He have a whole house
with only Wilbert in it and you always saying you want some-
where for you and Sita to live together. Well, here’s your big
chance if you act sensible and stop playing stubborn. If he like
you, you could get Sita in there in no time at all.’

‘You is a sly one,” Sushila said laughingly. ‘I never would
have thought it. You really surprising me.’

Basdai was modest. ‘Is not slyness. Is common sense. Think
about it. Take your time. But remember is a once in a life-
time chance for you and Sita. What you have to lose?’

Sushila knitted her brows. ‘One thing still puzzling me
though. Why you doing all this? You can’t be doing it for my
sake. Or for Sita sake. I find that hard to understand. After all
the things you call me in your time, then to want me to go and
butter up your precious son-in-law. . .’

Basdai radiated a diplomatic discretion. She batted her eye-
lids sleepily. ‘He might be grateful to me for bringing you
there. But I not asking for anything. Even you might be grate-
fultome for...’

Sushila smiled reflectively. ‘Is an interesting idea. Give me
time. "Il have to think about it.*

‘Take all the time you want,” Basdai said in an access of
generosity. She was well pleased with her progress.

Later that afternoon, when the sun had cooled and was
floating fiery and low over the canefields, Sushila and Sita set
off on one of their excursions through the Settlement, follow-
ing the extended curve of the narrow main road that cut its
way like a scythe through the Settlement. The field workers
were returning home, pedalling slowly on their bicycles.
Women were filling their buckets at the standpipe. Sushila

82

and Sita walked past them in silence, arm in arm, chased for-
ward by their hostile gaze. One of the women muttered some-
thing and the rest giggled. Whenever a car approached they
stepped on to the verge and waited for it to go by, Sushila
holding her head with an erect insolence. The houses threw
cool shadows astride their path. Children were playing in the
dusty yards among clucking hens. Sushila and Sita were twin
objects of curiosity to their parents rocking in their rickety
verandahs and fanning themselves with newspapers. In virtu-
ally every house they passed, the radio was on. Sushila smiled
at each face shielding behind its newspaper and received no
sign of recognition in return. Sita tried to walk faster. These
expeditions were 2 torment to her and she could not under-
stand what compulsion led her mother to submit them both
to this blatantly unfriendly scrutiny. Things were bad enough
as they were: there was no need to make them worse by
throwing down a pointless challenge.

‘What you hurrying for?’ Sushila held her back. ‘They
can’t eat us.’

Sita slowed her pace and fell in step again beside her mother.
Now and again Sushila giggled to herself: she was consider-
ing Basdai’s suggestion from all its angles, trying as best she
could to weigh up the advantages and disadvantages. The
idea, outlandish as it was (doubtless because of that), attrac-
ted her more and more. Egbert Ramsaran! The devil him-
self! Sushila giggled. It would be interesting; amusing even.
She had, as Basdai had said, nothing to lose and, with luck,
much to gain from the adventure if it were successful: it
would infuriate all those watching them go past. They would
scarcely be able to contain themselves. She laughed out loud.

‘What you laughing at?’ Sita asked.

“Nothing. Nothing. Keep your eyes on the road.’

They were approaching the ramshackle splendour of the
Palace of Heavenly Delights with its multicoloured signs for
various drinks glinting in the sun. It heightened Sushila’s fes-
tive mood. A hum of drunken conversation drifted out
through the swing doors of the greying, wooden building. Two
old men, nursing glasses of rum on their knees, were sitting

|
83

-



“"*No." Sita stared at her mother’s indistinct face. ‘But...’
‘But what?’
‘If you're only doing it because of Phulo. ..’
‘Phulo have nothing to do with it,’ she rasped. ‘All I want to
know is whether you want to go on living in the Settlement
for the rest of your life?’

‘No,’ Sita said.

‘Good,” Sushila replied. ‘I always say I would take you
away from here and I going to keep my promise.’

A few yards beyond where they were, the main road
straightened itself and ran unhindered through the high banks
of sugarcane, disappearing from view over the crest of a
gentle rise. On it rolled to San Fernando and places further
afield; places Sita had never visited. Sushila had travelled up
and down its length so many times, she had long since ceased
to be affected by its promises —~ real and illusory. For Sita,
however, it was still a magic carpet.

‘No,’ she repeated. ‘I don’t want to live here for the rest of
my life.”

Sushila laughed. ‘

‘Where you taking me? San Fernando?’
‘No. Not San Fernando.’
‘Port-of-Spain?’ Sita glanced in the opposite direction.
““Not Port-of-Spain either. I can’t tell you yet. Is not defi-
nite. But one way or the other I taking you away from here.
You have to be patient though. It will take time to work out.’

‘T can wait,” Sita said. ‘A few more months won’t make any ~

difference.’
The sun had sunk out of sight and the first lights had come
on in the Settlement. Verandahs emptied. The night was cool.
‘Is time we was getting back,’ Sushila said.

A week later Basdai arrived at the house in Victoria with
Sushila in tow. Brushing importantly past Wilbert, she hustled
Sushila into the sitting-room. Sushila did not need the en-
couragement. Wilbert followed speechlessly. ,

‘Don’t overdo it,’ Basdai whispered. ‘Remember you have
to make a good impression. Let me do the talking.’
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Sushila slowed her pace and laughed, allowing her stride
to fall into a lazier, more slatternly rhythm. She winked at
Wilbert and, resting her hands on her hips, stared inquisitively
round her. In what was a good imitation of her son-in-law,
Basdai pushed her into one of the armchairs. ‘Sit there zfnd
behave yourself,” she commanded. ‘You will spoil everything
if you not careful” Her calm growing with each new assault
from Basdai, Sushila arranged herself with careful delibera-
tion in the chair and, crossing her knees, she awaited further
instructions. ‘You have to learn to behave yourself if you
want to stay here.’ .

‘Stay here!’ Wilbert exclaimed involuntarily and w‘xth
deepening astonishment as the spectacle unfolded. ‘She going
to stay here?’

Basdai smiled serenely. ‘Go and tell your father we come,’
she said in the same peremptory tone she had been using with
her wilful charge. Then, recollecting herself, she added more
politely: ‘He expecting we.’

“He didn’t tell me he was expecting anybody today.’

“You just go and tell him we come,” she urged, primly con-
fident.

‘He resting. You know he doesn’t like ...’

*Since when I have to be asking your lordship permission for
who I see or don’t see? Eh? Since when? I is still the master
around here.’ The door to the front bedroom had opened a'nd
Egbert Ramasaran stood there in his dressing-gown, star}ng
coldly at his son. He turned to Basdai. “This boy been .beha-vm’g
very peculiar of late. I don’t know what is the matter with him.

‘I didn’t know you was expecting ...’

- *Quiet!’

Wilbert stuttered into obedient silence. He bowed his head.

‘Good.’ Egbert Ramsaran, pulling the cord of his dressing-
gown tighter, directed a sardonic gaze towards his mother-i.n-
law. ‘Now,’ he said, ‘tell me what it is bring you here to dis-
turb my peace.’

‘Well, you remember, ever since Rani died . . ¢

“Yes, yes. I remember well enough. Get to the point.’

Basdai discarded the speech she had rehearsed. ‘Well, to
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cut a long story short, Sushila here say she willing to come
and look after you and Wilbert. She is a strong, healthy ...’
Basdai proceeded to enumerate all the desirable qualities her
own daughter had so patently lacked.

‘Sushila!’ Egbert Ramsaran transferred his sardonic gaze
to her, giving the impression he had only just then become
aware of her presence. Sushila returned his scrutiny unabash-
edly, a smile animated the edges of her lips.

‘Stand up, girl, when your elders and betters speaking to
you. And wipe that smile off your face.’ Basdai fidgeted.

Not taking her eyes off Egbert Ramsaran, Sushila uncros-
sed her legs and raised herself languidly from the chair in one
smooth, fluid movement. Egbert Ramsaran was visibly dis-
comfited by this accomplished performance. The sardonic ex-
pression which he had borne down on her seeped away and in
its place came something like interest and curiosity. His self-
assurance flickered unstably. He turned away abruptly, frown-
ing, and addressed himself to his son.

‘You expect me to spend the whole morning standing up
like this?’ :

Wilbert did not understand immediately.

‘A chair, boy! A chair!’ he ground out irritably between
his teeth. ‘Go to the kitchen and get me a chair.’

Wilbert hastened to the kitchen.

In his absence, no one spoke. Egbert Ramsaran, his hands
buried deep in the voluminous pockets of his dressing-gown,
assumed his by now familiar air of being lost in remote specu-
lations. Sushila, who had resumed her seat, watched him ex-
pectantly as did Basdai who was trying to decipher and assess
his reaction. Wilbert returned with the wooden chair and
placed it in its usual position in the centre of the room. Egbert
Ramsaran sat down. It seemed to restore some of his com-
posure. He drew his knees together in his schoolgirlish fashion.

‘What kind of relation Sushila is to you?’ He gazed sternly
at Basdai. o

‘Oh!’ she answered, waving her arms in a vague flourish,
‘Sushila come from somewhere on my husband side.” She did
not elaborate.
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‘Where on you husband side? The right? The left?’

“To tell the truth, I not sure from where she come exactly.
My husband never tell me.’

‘She just drop down out of the sky, eh! Plop! Like that.
Egbert Ramsaran clapped his hands.

Basdai’s resigned smile seemed to suggest that this was pre-
cisely what had occurred. She was thankful he did not pursue
the point any further.

‘She married?’ He was behaving as if Sushila were not there.

‘Well . ..’ Basdai executed her vague flourish.

‘Either she married or she not married. You must know
that.’ Egbert Ramsaran glowered at the hapless Basdai.

‘To be frank with you, Sushila not married,” Basdai admit-
ted helplessly.

‘How come? That is a little funny for someone of she age,
not so?’ His forehead furrowed questioningly.

Basdai hesitated. ‘It just never work out that way with
Sushila. Is like that with some people. But it don’t mean noth-
ing bad. Sushila just never meet the right man. That’s all.’

Egbert Ramsaran looked at her doubtfully. ‘It never stop
any of you before,’ he said.

Basdai giggled. She had nothing else to say to him. Her
cunning was letting her down.

‘Though I never get married,’ Sushila broke suddenly into
the conversation, attempting to lure his attention to herself,
‘1 have a child — a daughter called Sita. She’s about your son
age in fact. Maybe a little younger.” She sat forward on the
edge of her chair, craning her neck towards him; willing him

- to look at her.

‘I tell you to let.me do the talking, girl. When we want to
hear you, we will ask. Sita have nothing to do with all this.’

‘I have a tongue to do my own talking with.’

‘You don’t have to worry your head about Sita,” Basdai
assured Egbert Ramsaran hastily. ‘That is why I didn’t men-
tion she in the first place. Sita going to be staying with me.
We arrange all that already. Anyway, she’s a big enough girl
to take care of sheself.’

‘Sita is a very bright child,” Sushila explained. ‘She very
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interested in education and that kind of thing. When she
grow up she want to be a B.A. Languages.’

Caught in the crossfire, Egbert Ramsaran seemed not to
have heard a single word.

‘Why you never get married?’ At last he turned to look at
Sushila.

‘Marriage didn’t agree with me,” Sushila replied readily,
pleased she had captured the conversation. ‘Is not for all of
us. I don't like being tied down too much.’

Egbert Ramsaran, rubbing his chin, nodded sympathetic-
ally. ‘It didn’t agree with me either.’

‘Women is no different from men in that respect. For some
- like me ~ is as bad as it is for some men. Even worse because
is always easier for a man to get away.’

‘What about the child father? Where is he?’ Egbert Ram-
saran asked.

Basdai fidgeted.

Sushila, however, was in firm control. She parried neatly.
‘He run like greased lightning when he find out I was making
a baby for him. He might be dead for all I know — I never see
him since.’

‘So, he give you a baby and he run. You let him fool you.’
Egbert Ramsaran spoke with satisfaction.

Sushila was affronted. ‘He didn’t fool me. I wouldn’t let no
man make a fool of me.’

*Still, he give youa baby...’

‘The baby was an accident — that is the price you have to
pay for being a2 woman.’ She grimaced. ‘Mind you,’ she went
on, as if justifying herself, ‘he was very nice. Very hand-
some. I even used to think I was in love with him ... for a
while.’

‘In love !’ He stared balefully at her.

Sushila laughed. ‘I was a young girl at the time and T used to
fall in love with nearly every man I meet.’ Tilting her head,
she stared at him out of the corners of her eyes.

Egbert Ramsaran smiled in spite of himself. But it was a
smile tinged with a vaguely formulated apprehension.

‘I could never stand the Settlement,” Sushila continued,
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guiding the conversation away from her pregnancy and into
what she suspected would be a more fruitful channel. ‘I had
run away twice when I was a girl — before I ever get preg-
pant.’

Basdai fidgeted.

‘Is that so?’ Bgbert Ramsaran elevated his eyebrows. He
showed interest. ‘Where did you used to go?’

‘Anywhere. The further the better.’ .

‘T was like that too,” he said reflectively, retreating momen-
tarily into that air of distant cordiality. ‘I had ...’ (he laughed)

. ‘I had very big ideas. I always wanted to get away. Every-
where you turned in that place was one thing and one thing
only. Sugar...’

‘... cane,” Sushila completed the word triumphantly. ‘I
know exactly what you mean. Everywhere you turn.. ..’

“Even now to see sugarcane . . .” He wagged his head.

Her tactic had worked. Sushila glanced at Basdai. ‘She used
to beat me up for running away.’

Basdai was apologetic. ‘What else I could have do?’ Never-
theless, she was pleased with the way things were going: very
pleased and therefore happy to accept the blame.

A thought occurred to Egbert Ramsaran. ‘Why you want
to come and work here?’

Sushila laughed. ‘I hear so much about you in the Settle-
ment and everywhere else. I remember how excited everybody
was when you married Rani.’ ‘

‘What you hear about me?’

“That you was worse than the devil himself!’

‘Not true,’” Basdai put in. ‘Not true at all.’

They ignored her.

‘Supposing,” Egbert Ramsaran said tentatively, ‘you came
here, how long you think you will stay?’

‘That depends. If you is really the devil they say you is, a
few minutes at the most.’

‘And if I is not the devil they say Iis?’

“Then it will depend on ... on how I feel. I never like stay-
ing in one place for too long.’

Egbert Ramsaran scowled. ‘I is not an easy man to get on
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with. When I say I want a thing done just so, I mean I want it
done just so.” He was endeavouring, but in vain, to marshal his
ferocity.

‘So they say.’

“You don’t believe me?’

‘I believe you,’ she said simply, her eyes feeding on his face.
‘It have just one other thing. If I come here, I must be free to
come and go as I please.’

*Of course. You is not a prisoner.” Egbert Ramsaran got up.

‘Sushila is a very hard worker,” Basdai put in. ‘She won’t
give you no trouble.’

‘We'll wait and see,’ he said. ‘T'll give it a2 try. We need a
woman about the place . . .” He paused in confusion.

Basdai beamed. ‘That is all we want. A trial. If you not
satisfy ...’

The rest of her words were wasted on him as the door to
his bedroom closed.

After the interview, Wilbert listened to his father pacing
about the bedroom. Late that evening, he was summoned
with an irritable shout. Egbert Ramsaran had stopped his pacing
and was lying in bed, the thin cotton sheet drawn up to
his neck. ‘All the windows in the room had been thrown wide

.open, the lace curtains drooping lifelessly in the still air. The
detective novel of the moment lay unopened on his chest and
the almanac was awry on its rusted mail. From the cupboard
above the bed was wafted the musty odour of patent medi-
cines. But there all similarity with previous encounters of the
kind ended. An infantile truculence had taken hold of Egbert
Ramsaran. The untidy bed told the tale of his restlessness.
His cheeks were flushed and he seemed unable to keep his
arms and legs motionless. He hauled himself upright when
Wilbert entered the room.

‘What you standing up there looking so stupid for?” His
voice whistled. ‘Look at that almanac. Never straight. Noth-
ing is ever straight in this house. Do something about the
almanac. Make yourself useful for a change.” He shook the
rippling sheet.
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Wilbert straightened the calendar as best he could and
waited. :

‘Sit! Sit! I can’t talk with you standing up there like a
statue.” Waving his hands pettishly, he tapped the edge of the
bed. Wilbert sat down. Egbert Ramsaran massaged his stom-
ach and groaned. He flung back the sheet. ‘Look at it. Tight
as a drum tonight.’ Reaching up, he unhooked the catch of
the medicine cupboard and feeling his way among the multi-
tudes of bottles and boxes and tins, extracted from it the blue
Milk of Magnesia bottle. ‘Is all the same rubbish. Nothing
does do the trick any more. My indigestion get a lot worse
since your mother die. Like she haunting me from the grave.’
He studied the bottle, rolling it between his fingers. ‘What’s
the use?’ he muttered. He tossed it away from him. ‘Haunting
me from the grave. Tight as a drum. Feel it!” He grasped
Wilbert’s hand and pounded it on his stomach. The skin was
smooth and leathery. ‘Well,” he continued after a pause and
with heightened irritation, ‘what you have to say for your-
self, eh?’ His piping voice whistled piercingly into Wilbert’s ear,
“Your tongue couldn’t stop wagging when Basdai bring that
woman here. What happen to it all of a sudden?’ Egbert
Ramsaran pummelled the pillows into shapeless lumps. ‘Don’t
pretend with me. You know damn well what I talking about.
Ever since your mother die you been ... what’s the matter
with you? What’s wrong?’

‘Nothing is the matter with me. I didn’t know you was
expecting them. You hadn’t tell me.” Wilbert stared at the net-
work of cracks on the walls.

‘And since when I have to tell you all my business? Since
when?’ Egbert Ramsaran glowered at his son.

Wilbert said nothing.

‘Be more careful next time.’ Egbert Ramsaran picked up
the Milk of Magnesia bottle. Averting his face from Wilbert,
he chiselled with his fingernail at the label.

Wilbert got up, moving to the door.

‘Where you think you going?’ Egbert Ramsaran asked. ‘I
not finished with you yet. Sit back down. I will tell you when
to go.’
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way my blood wanted me to marry. But a mature man - a
man with money to his name — have to be very careful. You
can’t marry the way your blood want you to marry. I wanted
a nice, quiet woman. Somebody who wouldn’t get big ideas in
they head. Somebody who would know they place. But because

a woman nice and quiet, it don’t mean she have to be dead.

That is what happen to me. It was my huck to marry someone
dead as a doornail.” He picked up the detective novel and
flicked idly through the pages. ‘You understand what I say-
ing?’

‘Yes,” Wilbert said.

Egbert Ramsaran leaned back further into the pillows.
‘Mind you, I would never have marry a Port-of-Spain girl. No
city girl as a matter of fact. Not after what happen to me.” He
laughed. ‘There was this girl — I can’t even remember she
name now. Something like Amelia. A stupid name like that.
She father set a big Alsatian dog on me one day. It bit my leg
~ 1 still have the scar from it. Is a kind of souvenir. That is
what teach me my lesson with them Port-of-Spain girls. After
that - finish!’ He dusted his palms. ‘It was easy. All T had to
do was look at that scar and remember . .. let me show you.’
He pulled up the leg of his pyjamas and showed Wilbert the
scar. ‘Once bitten, twice shy as the saying goes.” He laughed.
“You better watch out for them Port-of-Spain girls yourself.
If you was a gorilla and you had money they would be after
you like a shot. Sunday lunch and what not! But if you poor
- as [ was then - well, is a different story altogether.’

Voices drifted in faintly from the road. The night remained
hot and stifling. Egbert Ramsaran’s agitation had abated. He
gazed tranquilly at his son.

‘What I really wanted to say,’ he said after a short while,
‘was that it would be nice to have a woman with life in this
house. Just for a change and even if is only for a few weeks.’
He drummed on the cover of the detective novel. ‘You
grudge me that?’

Egbert Ramsaran started to read. ‘Now you could go,’ he
said.
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Sushila appeared in the yard of the Ramsaran house three
days later. She wore a tight-fitting, sleeveless dress emblaz-
oned with green and blue flowers of indeterminate species and
a broad-brimmed straw hat pulled low over her forehead so
that her eyes were invisible. Her slightly plump arms were
reddened by the sun. Behind her, Farouk staggered under the
weight of two brown suitcases that had seen much travel. A
handkerchief was tied around his neck. Egbert Ramsaran
watched the procession from the bedroom window.

‘Stop!’ His piping, querulous tones echoed across the hot
yard.

Sushila slowed to slatternly pace and swivelled lazily in the
direction of the window, pushing the brim of her hat upwards
with the tip of her index finger.

‘T was expecting you to come yesterday,” he said.

‘I didn’t say when I was going to come,’ she replied. ‘I had
some preparations to make. You lucky to see me so soon in
fact.’

‘Who may I ask is that person you bring with you?’

“That person is Farouk. A good friend of mine. You
couldn’t expect me to tote them suitcases by myself.” The
battle, she suspected, had begun. So much the better. She had
come determined not to yield an inch of her sovereignty to
this man.

I don’t like strangers walking about in my yard.’

‘Well in that case I better go straight back where I come
from this morning. I is no less a stranger than Farouk.” Sushila
started walking briskly towards the gate.

Farouk, puzzled, shuffied indecisively after her.

‘Wait! What you think you doing? Come round to the
back and let we talk it over.’ Egbert Ramsaran’s head disap-
peared behind the curtains.

Sushila laughed. She retraced her steps.

Farouk cursed. ‘You better make up your mind one way
or the other. These suitcases don’t have feathers inside them,
you know.

They trooped down the yard to the back of the house.
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Egbert Ramsaran was there to meet them. Farouk rested the
suit cases on the bottom step.

‘What you have in there?’ Egbert Ramsaran looked dis-
approvingly at the two suitcases.

‘How you mean what I have in there? What you expect?
Clothes! I can’t walk about the place naked, you know.’

Farouk smiled.

‘Let your friend bring the suitcases inside for you. Then he
could leave.

‘Not so fast, Mr Ramsaran. I would like to clear up a point
with you. I mentioned it when I was here but like you didn’t
take any notice.’ Sushila, removing her hat, shook out her
hair. She twirled the hat on her fingers.

‘We discuss already all it have to discuss,’ he said, his eyes
fixed on the twirling hat as if he were mesmerized by its mo-
tion. ‘Let your friend take the cases inside and leave.’

Farouk lifted the suitcases.

Sushila rested a restraining arm on his shoulder. ‘Wait.?

‘T said to let him take the cases inside. If it have anything to
discuss, we could discuss it later.’ Egbert Ramsaran’s voice
whistled.

‘P'm not entering this house until I clear up that little point
I was talking about,” Sushila said. The hat twirled; a blur on
the tips of her fingers. ‘I come here as a free person or a
prisoner?’

‘What nonsense is all this?’

‘Is not nonsense to me, Mr Ramsaran. If I didn’t pay at-
tention to such nonsense as you call it, I would have been a
prisoner a hundred times over before now. If I hadn’t paid
attention to such nonsense I would have been tied hand and
foot. You have no idea how many people try to pull a fast one
on me - try to bundle me up and lock me away in a cupboard.
Is better to clear these things up right at the start. I come here
as a free person or as a prisoner?’

‘Of course you come here as a free person.’ His greying,
neatly trimmed moustache worked agitatedly. ‘Nobody ever
suggest otherwise.’

‘Free to come and go?’
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‘Free to come and go.’

‘As I please?’

‘As you please.’

‘Free to:.choose my own friends?’

‘What nonsense. ..’

‘Free to choose my own friends?’

‘Yes. Yes.’

Sushila smiled. ‘Good. That is all I wanted to know. And
we have a witness.” She patted Farouk. Replacing the hat on
her head and resting her hands on her hips, she said, ‘You
could take the cases inside now, Farouk.’

‘All the same,” Egbert Ramsaran added, stepping aside to
let Farouk pass, ‘this is my house and not yours. You shouild
remember that I have some rights too.” Egbert Ramsaran stared
sourly at her and returned to his bedroom.

“You was very hard on the old boy,” Farouk said when he
was out of earshot.

Sushila giggled. ‘I sure nobody ever speak to him like that
before. I thought he was going to blow up.’

“You shouldn’t push him too far. He still have teeth to bite
with.

‘T’ll sweeten him up a little. Don’t worry.’

Farouk shook his head worriedly. ‘Take care, Sushila. You
might be letting yourself in for more than you bargain.’

‘If he’s Samson, then I'm Delilah. Don’t let it worry you. I
know how to take care of myself — and him.’ Sushila swung
her body indolently and laughed full-throatedly.

Sushila took over Rani’s bedroom. It had not been lived in
since her death and everything had remained more or less as
she had left it.

‘I never see so much junk in my born days,’ Sushila ex-
claimed to Wilbert. *Where you mother pick up all this from?’

‘She always had it.’

‘Is unbelievable the things some people like.” Her attention
was caught by the faded photograph of the snowy Swiss
mountain with skiers hurtling down its slopes. ‘What is this?’
She went up close to the photograph and peered at it. ‘Why!
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Is just a picture cut out from any old magazine. What was so
special about this one, I wonder?’ She shook with laughter.
“You mind if I remove it?’

‘Go ahead,’” Wilbert said. ‘Is no use keeping it now.’

With a sudden sweep of her hand, Sushila ripped the photo-
graph off the wall and, rolling it into a crumpled ball, tossed
it on the floor. ‘That’s much better,’ she said. ‘A real improve-
ment.” Where the photograph had been, there was now only a
gaping rectangle — like a lost tooth — of lighter coloured paint.
Having taken the plunge, she flitted rapidly around the room
and, within a few minutes, that bizarre assortment of memen-
toes was gathered into an untidy heap on the floor. Sushila
Jaughed even louder when she discovered the three stamp
albums on the top of the wardrobe. ‘I thought only children
used to keep stamp albums but I see I was wrong.’ She leafed
through the albums, her hilarity growing by the second. ‘Is
unbelievable. Almost all the stamps she have here is Trinidad
one-cent stamps. What did she want to do with all this rub-
bish? Is really unbelievable. I never see the like in my born
days.’

‘She used to say that one day she might come across some-
thing really valuable. Something worth hundreds of dollars.’

‘What would she have do with the money? Buy more
stamps?’

‘I don’t know what she would have do with the money,’
Wilbert said. ‘The only thing I ever see her buy was a pair of
gold glasses.’ '

‘I heard about those,” Sushila replied. ‘Poor woman!’ She
gazed at him, more serious now, her eyes clouding. ‘Sorry. Is
wrong of me to be making fun of she like this. After all, she
was your mother. Is very wicked — especially when the woman
is hardly cold in she grave. But I can’t help it. It just don’t
make sense to me.’ She held out the albums to him. ‘Maybe
you would like to keep them as something to remember her
by. I suppose they might have what people does call senti-
mental value. I myself don’t believe in that kind of thing, but
I know for some people it mean a lot.”

Wilbert drew away, suddenly not wishing to touch them.
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Sushila shrugged and tossed the albums on the heap. ‘If
you have no use for them, much less me,’ she said. ‘They will
only clutter up the place and I have my own stuff to find room
for.

Like his mother’s death, this act gave Wilbert a sense of
release. He would have liked to have seen every shred of evi-
dence relating to her existence destroyed; and this for no
reason he could properly fathom except that it pained him
unbearably to be reminded of her.

‘And what is this?’ Going up to the gold-framed photo-
graph and standing on tiptoe, Sushila examined the pallid,
sunless face. ‘That is she on she wedding-day, not so? You
could have frame a nicer picture than this.’ She shuddered.
‘T couldn’t sleep with that in here, to tell you the truth. It
would give me nightmares. Whose idea was it to do this?’

‘Pa.’

‘Funny man, your father.’ She unhooked it. ‘If it should
be anywhere at all it should be in your father bedroom - or
yours. Either would be more suitable since this room going to
be mine in the future.’

*Since this room going to be mine in the future.’ The phrase
jarred. Sushila giggled.

‘Well, you know what I mean. Not forever — but for the
time being at any rate.’

There succeeded an awkward pause.

‘How long you going to stay with us?’ Wilbert asked.

‘I don’t know. That depends.’

‘On what?’

“You is very inquisitive. Ask no questions and you’ll be told
no lies.” She laughed, wagging a finger at him. ‘How you ex-
pect me to know? It depend on a lot of things.’

‘Like?’

‘Like how I get on with your father for a start.’ Sushila
studied his face. It was not as fine-featured as his father’s.
“You think he going to like me?’ she queried lightly.

Wilbert considered. His face broadened into a smile. ‘It
depends,’ he said.

They both laughed.
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Chapter Four

1

Important as it was, the chief public building of the Settle-

ment was not the notorious Palace of Heavenly Delights. It

was the grocery with the solid red doors owned and operated
by Vishnu Bholai. Like Farouk’s establishment, Vishnu Bho-
lai’s grocery was the only one of its kind within reasonable
walking distance. His was a captive market and he prospered
as a result. The Settlement had its grievances against him —
as was inevitable: Vishnu Bholai was universally disliked be-
cause he refused to extend credit to any of his customers.
This, however, was not the full story. The Bholais were gener-
ally regarded as moving on a superior plane. They were in
transit, so to speak, through the Settlement and their children
were not encouraged to associate with those of the village.
This was acknowledged to be largely the doing not of Mr
Bholai himself but of his wife. She it was who kept her hus-
band’s more democratic instincts well in check. Mr Bholai
had married a little above his station: his wife was reputed to
have family with extensive business connections in San Fer-
nando. ‘She does give old Vishnu hell,’ it was confidently as-
serted, and heads would nod in bleak satisfaction. ‘That go
teach him to be high and mighty with we.’

For some reason, the Bholais had decided to call their
youngest child Julian: they had given unambiguous Indian
names to their three daughters. At the back of Vishnu Bho-
lai’s mind might have lurked the example of his childhood
friend Ashok. He must have thought it would ease his son’s
passage through the world as once it had eased his friend’s.
From the day he was born, the Settlement had been made to
understand that Julian Bholai had a great future ahead of him.
His father had broadcast the fact to all and sundry. Julian was
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destined to be a doctor ~ or a dentist. ‘He could choose any
of the two,” Mr Bholai said magnanimously. ‘Both have a lot
of money in it these days. One jab with the needle worth ten
dollars nowadays. You pull out one small teeth — twenty dol-
lars and no questions asked.” His froggish eyes bulged conten-
tedly. ‘So, you see, it don’t matter to Moon and me which of
the two he choose to be. The boy will decide that for himself
when the time come.’

Nearly all the profits he made in the grocery were being
set aside for Julian’s education in England. The girls were
expected to find themselves suitably rich husbands. ‘But with
a boy is different,” Mr Bholai enlarged. ‘He will have a wife
and children to support one day. Now you will understand
why it is that I don’t give anyone credit. A man in my position
can't afford to take risks like that. Is not that I saying’ (he
was careful to add) ‘that any of you will cheat me. But the
fact is I never see money come out of credit yet. So how you
expect me to take the chance and risk the future of my boy?
Eh? If no money does come out of credit, as you yourself
would be the first to agree,” (they had agreed to nothing of the
sort) ‘and I start giving credit left, right and centre, is like
throwing good money down the drain. Julian would never be-
come a doctor or a dentist at that rate.” He behaved as if
Julian’s career was of as vital import to them as it was to him.

Attitudes to Julian in the Settlement varied according to
mood. On the one hand, people respected him because he was
going to be a doctor — or a dentist. On the other hand, they
disliked him because he was, ostensibly, the cause of their not
being granted credit. Opinion seesawed from day to day
and from hour to hour; but, on the whole, he was more res-
pected than hated. After all, Egbert Ramsaran apart, the
Settlement could not boast of any illustrious native sons and
few doubted Julian Bholai’s future would be as glorious as
predicted by his father, Also, Mr Bholai had promised that
Julian would not charge more than was strictly necessary for
his services — unlike ‘other doctors’. ‘He will give all of you
discounts when the time come. What I don’t give you now,
he will give you later. You have to learn to think far ahead -
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like me.’ It was an ingenious argument, calculated to appeal
to their forbearance. Mr Bholai was secretly terrified that
someone, in a fit of pique, might try to burn down the groc-
ery: he did not relish the idea of wasting money on insurance.
Since he seemed sincere enough, the Settlement, despite its
better judgement, gave him the benefit of the doubt and no
fires were started. To further tip the scales to his advantage,
Julian Bholai was a handsome boy; and, as an additional mark
of distinction, his hair developed a reddish tint when exposed
to the sun. This his father — and the Settlement — interpreted
as a sign of manifest destiny. ‘

It was one of Mr Bholai’s fondest dreams that his son and
Wilbert Ramsaran would become the closest of friends and
bring to fruition in a later generation what the earlier genera-
tion had failed to achieve. To promote this, he had put him-
self to extra expense, sending Julian unnecessary miles to
school every day. He was prompted partly by sentiment; and
partly by the hope that some of what he conceived of as the
Ramsaran magic might rub off inadvertently on his son and
thus on himself. But, so far, he had reaped few rewards either
tangible or intangible; and Mr Bholai was beginning to think
his policy a failure.

‘Did you see Wilbert today?’ he would ask his son on his
return from school.

‘No,’ Julian replied.

‘But how come? The school not that big.’

*All the same I didn’t see him.” These sessions irritated Julian.

‘You don’t have to bite my head off for just asking you a
simple question,” Mr Bholai said mournfully. “Still, I expect
the two of you is good friends?’

Julian was evasive. ‘He in a different class from me, you
know.’

“That shouldn’t stop you from being good friends.’

‘He older than me,’ Julian said.

‘What difference that make? It doesn’t stop you from being
friends.’

‘It make a lot of difference,’ Julian said.
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Mr Bholai threw up his hands and sighed. ‘I don’t under-
stand you boys at all. At your age I was the best of friends
with his father. The best of friends the two of we was. Why
don’t you invite Wilbert to come and spend some time here?
That way you will get to know him better. Ask him the next
time you see him.’ It was just possible that where he had failed
Julian might succeed.

Julian promised he would ask but he never did so. Mr
Bholai’s exasperation deepened. Meanwhile, he intensified his
own efforts and, on his occasional unhappy visits to the house
in Victoria, continued to plague Egbert Ramsaran with his
requests for Wilbert to come and spend some time with them
in the Settlement. And, as before, Egbert Ramsaran had
continued to refuse his permission, ‘Let Julian come here,’
he said, ‘if you so anxious for the two of them to be friends.’
Mr Bholai would have been willing to compromise. Unfor-
tunately, his wife was constructed of sterner stuff and she
vetoed the suggestion in no uncertain manner. ‘If Egbert
Ramsaran too proud and great to send his son to we,’ she
said, ‘T see no reason on earth why I shouldn’t be twice as
proud and great as he — considering who my family is —
and not send my son to he. He have a lot of cheek, if you ask
me. Who he think he is? Is not as if Julian is a beggar. He have
his cousins to spend time with in San Fernando and they just
as rich as Wilbert Ramsaran — and better brought up too.
You should have more self-respect, Bholai, and not send your
child all over the place as if he is a beggar.’ She glared at him.
‘You quite right, Moon,” Mr Bholai admitted. ‘You quite
right.’

Buffeted by these gales of disapproval, Mr Bholai was sore-
ly tempted to give up his quest and let matters take their as-
signed course. But then Rani’s death had intervened and the
changes it had wrought in Egbert Ramsaran were not lost on
him. Like the clients, like Basdai, he seized on the opportuni-
ties it presented and renewed his overtures.

“I know what you after,” Egbert Ramsaran said affably.

‘Eh?’ Mr Bholai laughed: it was the most positive reaction
he had ever been able to arouse. ‘I not after anything. All I
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saying is that it would be nice for Julian and Wilbert to keep
each other company.’

‘Is not Wilbert and Julian keeping each other company I
worried about. Before I know what happening you going to
be having Wilbert married off to one of your girls.-..’

Mr Bholai protested. :

‘I not going to allow that, Bholai. You was always more of
a schemer and trickster than anything else. Is why you never

-get very far. You just don’t do anything in a straightforward
way.’

‘You not being. fair to me, Egbert. The girls hardly old
enough to think about such a thing.’

‘Maybe,’” Egbert Ramsaran said, still affable.

*Is good for Wilbert to associate with children of his own
age. Let him come - for a week.’

I'll think about it, Egbert Ramsaran said. ‘Come and see
me next week.’

Mr Bholai was heartened. He returned the following week.

‘If Wilbert want to go, I have no objection. Is up to him
though.’

Wilbert had no alternative but to agree. There was Mr Bho-
Iai, standing a few feet away from him, rubbing his hands and
beaming delightedly.

‘It would be so good for Julian having you there. You could
never tell what mischief those boys in the Settlement will lead
him into. The people there jealous of him real bad.’

For Mr Bholai, it was a signal triumph.

No one was more provoked or made more indignant by
Sushila’s audacity in going to live in Victoria than Mrs Bholai.
She regarded it as a personal injury and insult. She remem-
bered that last flaunting procession with Sita along the main
road when she had had to tug Julian back from the verandah
railings. The news of Sushila’s success spread gleefully through
the village by Basdai — and less gleefully by Phulo — had inci-
ted her to such a pitch of violent fury that it ended by reduc-
ing her to a state of near collapse. Her children were forbidden
from mentioning the names of mother and daughter — for, in
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Mrs Bholai's mind, Sita shared to the full her mother’s evil
intentions. ‘If I hear you mention the name of that woman
or she daughter, Mrs Bholai threatened her children, ‘I
going to break every hand and foot in your body.” She exemp-
ted herself from the ban. ‘Here I is,” she stormed, ‘breaking

. my back to bring up my son and daughters in a decent way

and then to have this shameless whore Sushila and she equally
shameless daughter shaking they backside for all the world to
see. What kind of example that is to young children like
mine?’ She went so far as to propose that Sushila might be
forcibly restrained from returning to pollute the air of the
Settlement. ‘I don’t want she coming back here,’ she said.
“And as for Miss Sita — they should send she away to a orphan-
age. She even more dangerous than she mother. You see
all them book she does be pretending to read? Soon she going
to start thinking she is as good ~ if not better — than my daugh-
ters. Who is to say what kind of dangerous ideas she going to
plant in they head if she get the opportunity?’

‘Is a free country, Moon,’ her husband explained mourn-
fully time and time again. ‘I don’t like the idea of Sushila
coming back here any more than you but is nothing you can
do about it. Is a free country and it have no law in the books
to say that Sushila can’t come and go as she please.’

Mrs Bholai did not believe him. ‘You just making that up,’
she accused him.

“Go ahead then,” he said. ¢ You throw the both of them out.’

She switched the argument. Mrs Bholai had a great variety
of weapons in her arsenal. ‘Is that man Farouk to blame. Is
he who give Sushila the child in the first place. Is he they
should hang. If it wasn’t for he Sita would never have been
born to trouble me. I would have been a happy woman to-
day.’ More than almost anyone in the Settlement, Mrs Bholai
had been affected by Sushila’s pregnancy and subsequent out-
rageous behaviour. The anathema it inspired in her was not
easy to explain. She had no reason to be especially offended;
but especially offended she had been. It was as if she had con-
vinced herself that Sushila had become pregnant for no other
reason than to provoke her, and her frantic denunciations
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had been as much the occasion for comment as Sushila herself
was. To Mrs Bholai, mother and daughter were a pestilential
pair for whom the fires of hell could never burn brightly or
fiercely enough. But the present tempest that raged in Mrs
Bholai did not have as its only cause Sushila’s joining the Ram-
saran household. As if to compound her troubles, she had
been told just two days previously that Julian and Sita had
been having secret meetings during the monthly visits of the
Library Van to the Settlement. The ubiquitous Basdai had
been the agent of this shattering piece of rumour. ‘I thought
it best to tell you myself,’ Basdai had confided, her face
wrinkled with sorrow at the self-appointed task it was her
melancholy duty to perform. ‘It can’t be true,” Mrs Bholai
had replied. ‘Julian would never do a thing like that. He
wouldn’t go behind his own mother’s back.’ ‘Why don’t you
ask him?’ Basdai had challenged. But Mrs Bholai, forthright
as her rejection of Basdai’s rumour-mongering had been, did
not have the courage to ask her son. She did not even have
the courage to speak of her fears to her husband: to do so
would have given them a status she did not wish them to
have. ‘If Sita had never been born,” she repeated, ‘I would
have been the happiest woman in the world today. That child
was born to torment me.’

“That is only because you does let she trouble you, Moon.
People would think is Lucifer you talking about and not a
young girl, the way you does be carrying on.’

Mrs Bholai switched her argument again, ‘And then to
invite Wilbert to come and stay with we! I won’t have him in
this house! You hear that? Not while Mistress Sushila living
under the same roof as he.’

‘Yes, Moon.’

‘T don’t know why you want Wilbert and Jules to be
friends,” she raged uselessly. ‘What could be the result of
bringing him here but more trouble for me? I glad to see
Jules have enough sense not to mix with people like thit. But
that didn’t satisfy you. Oh no! You had to invite him here.’

‘You beihg unreasonable, Moon. Is not Wilbert fault that
Sushila working for his father.’
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I don’t call it working. I call it addling his brain.’

‘Yes, Moon.’ .

‘You should send Jules to another school.’

*You didn’t have anything against him going there before.’

‘Well I have now.” Mrs Bholai folded her arms resolutely
across her bosom. ’

Mr Bholai sighed and shook his head. ‘If that is what you
really want I could do it tomorrow. You just have to say the
word.’ .

‘Me? Why me?’ She belied her resolution.

*You want me to cancel the invitation to Wilbert?’ He was
gentler.

‘Me? Why you asking me? Is you who invited him. Is too
late to do that. What’s done is done. But if anything wrong I
will know where to put the blame. You could depend on that.’

‘I think I better cancel the invitation,” Mr Bholai said. ‘I
could tell him is not convenient after all.’

Mrs Bholai gazed at him scathingly. ‘Sometimes I think
you is really stupid man, you know, Bholai. How you sup-
pose that will look? After all the years you spend begging his
father and when you finally get him to agree to turn round
and say ...’ She laughed. ‘ Use your common sense, man.’

Mr Bhohi shook his head perplexedly. ‘You is a funny
person, Moon. I just never know where I is with you from one
minute to the next. First you don’t want him to come and
then . . . what’s the use?’

It was a heartfelt criticism. Mr Bholai was anxious to please
and do whatever his wife thought was right. Unfortunately,
it was not an easy task to discover her true opinions. She
placed the burden of decision-making on him and, at the cru-
cial moments of a project, would cut the ground from under
his feet. The crux of the problem was that Mrs Bholai was
driven by a host of contradictory desires and notions which
she had not learned how to control and subordinate to one
another. Taken singly, they might have been plausible and
legitimate; but taken together (as was her habit) they were
implausible and illegitimate. At any one time, all these con-
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tradictory desires and notions dangled alluringly before her
like fruit waiting to be picked. Mrs Bholai felt she had simply
to reach forward and pluck whichever her fancy chose. She
wanted everything simultaneously and, that not being pos-
sible, she was therefore an unhappy woman. Reason ~ as
epitomized by Mr Bholai — served merely to increase her frus-
trations and her husband’s strictures reinforced her fury
against its thwarting constraints.

Her life in San Fernando before marriage to Vishnu Bho-
lai, she depicted to her children in the most glorious hues:
while, in contrast, the Settlement and all who lived in it were
depicted in the most sombre tones. Yet, when Mrs Bholai
returned to San Fernando to stay with her relatives, she could
not resist the temptation to boast of the Settlement where she
was undisputed queen, enumerating the manifold virtues and
compensations of country as opposed to city life. She talked
then of the noise and the traffic and the wearying bustle. It
was not dissimulation. She spoke truthfully at both times, for
truth was not absolute with her. It arose from the circumstan-
ces and needs of the particular hour and thus, as the hours
changed, could accommodate quite flagrant inconsistencies.
This chain of self-contradictory truths lay looped in her mind.

Her family did indeed have extensive business connections
but, to Mrs Bholai’s mortification, her own branch of it had
none. Poverty had put her into the invidious and humiliating
position of having to accept the first respectable suitor who
came along; a catastrophe for someone who was by nature
choosy. Vishnu Bholai - his ambitions to be a lawyer still in-
tact — was that man and she had to be grateful to him for
rescuing her. Nevertheless, her gratitude could not be un-
mixed. Marriage to her had, undoubtedly, elevated him a
rung or two and she demanded to be paid due homage. She
floundered, trapped between gratitude for the man who had
rescued her; and condescension for the man she had elevated.
Over the years, condescension seemed, gradually, to have
gained the upper hand, for her husband had not lived up to
expectations: the budding lawyer had become the propnetor
of the Settlement’s only grocery.
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It was a tragedy for Mrs Bholai. She worshipped wealth
and her husband was a poor man who ran a grocery. When
she visited her relatives in San Fernando, their supercilious-
ness forced her into singing the praises of virtuous, hardwork-
ing poverty so as not to be unfaithful to the man for whom
gratitude was still uppermost on such occasions. Reinstalled
in the Settlement, she bemoaned her lucklessness and cursed
her husband.

Mrs Bholai believed there was only a limited quantity of
success to be had in the world and the smallest symptom of
ambition in other people — for example, Sita’s reading — filled
her with dread. The fragility of her position communicated
itself strongly to her: one slip and she would tumble she did
not know where. Everyone and everything, not excluding her
husband, was a potential threat to the future she had staked
out for her children and herself. Naturally, she wished to re-
serve the maximum amount of success for her own personal
use. If one man had a voracious appetite, then there would be
that much less available to her. Thus, she could not forgive
Egbert Ramsaran, holding him vaguely responsible for her
husband’s lack of progress. Success and failure were, in her
scheme of things, connected together like the two ends of a
seesaw. She admired Egbert Ramsaran for what he had done -
but she could not forgive him. Comparison with her husband
heightened her contempt for the latter. ‘Bosom pals indeed,’
she would snort. ‘Being bosom pals with him didn’t get you
very far, Bholai! Instead of boasting about it, you should be
hiding yourself in a corner!’ Mrs Bholai regarded it as her
sacred duty, on behalf of her children, to redress the balance
of the seesaw.

The ambiguous mixture of scorn and respect she bore to-
wards Egbert Ramsaran flowered in its full bloom when she
came to consider his son. The battles of the older generation
had been fought and lost. Nothing could be done about it
now. Those between the younger generation were still to be
fought. It was impossible for Mrs Bholai not to conceive of
Wilbert and Julian as natural enemies, locked in a pre-
ordained and mortal combat for supremacy. It was a struggle
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between light (Julian) and darkness (Wilbert) and light was
bound to prevail. The Ramsarans were a bad breed, degener-
ate to a man. Poker! Chinese! Egbert himself! There were
many strange stories told about that family. The irrefutable
taint of Singh’s blood could not be forgotten. And now, there
was the affair with Sushila. It was unlikely that Wilbert should
have escaped unscathed. Like Sita, he was burdened with an
incubus of original sin. Who was to know what lethal germs
he might implant in Julian under the guise of friendship?
Yet, her opposition to her son attending the same school as
Wilbert and going out of his way to do so had been weak. To
her family in San Fernando she said: ‘Tules and Wilbert
Ramsaran does go to the same school. He and Jules thick thick.
Mind you, is Wilbert who does search out Jules. Not the other
way round. He does keep inviting Jules to stay with him but
1 don’t care for the idea too much. Jules a million times bright-
er than he.’ ‘Who is this Wilbert Ramsaran you always talk-
ing about?’ the ignorant might enquire. Their ignorance as-
tounded Mrs Bholai. ‘Like you never hear of the Ramsaran
Transport Company? Where you does live? All them red and
black trucks you does see going up and down ...’ ‘You
mean ..." “That’s exactly what I mean. The son of Egbert
Ramsaran himself. He and Jules thick thick. You can’t separ-
ate them.’

Though she had not dared admit it even to herself — and
here was the essence of the contradiction — Wilbert inspired
certain hopes in her. Mrs Bholai would have denied it strenu-
ously, but the fact was that the Ramsaran fortune featured
much in her thoughts when her gaze shifted from Julian to
her three daughters. Seen in this light, Wilbert was trans-
figured beyond recognition. It would be appropriate and just
if one of the three were to be united with his fortune. This
put her in a typical quandary. Wilbert was simultaneously
both threat and promise: a two-headed creature with aspect
infinitely monstrous or infinitely pleasing, depending on the
view one adopted. Mrs Bholai had adopted both points of
view. So the fulminations against him and the visit that had
been arranged, real as the motives guiding them were, stum-
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bled against another set of motives equally real. Therefore,
her fulminations petered out into nothing specific.

On the day Wilbert was supposed to arrive, Mrs Bholai re-
verted to Farouk, the enemy most convenient to attack.

‘Basdai tell me he have murder on he conscience,’ she said,
‘and I believe she.’

Mr Bholai wondered where it was leading to. ‘Careful,
Moon. Don’t work yourself up. You does pay too much at-
tention to Basdai. Farouk could have you up in court for
defamation of character if he hear you saying that. Is a very
serious charge.’

Mrs Bholai swept on, heedless of his opinions. ‘Then, as if
that wasn’t bad enough, he does make people waste they
money on rum. All them children you does see running about
in rags wouldn’t be like that if Farouk didn’t make they
fathers waste money on rum. Is a crying shame. The police
should take away his licence and give it to somebody like you.’

Mr Bholai sighed. ‘You just say is a crying shame that
people does waste they money on rum and then in the next
breath you want me to get a licence ...’

‘If people stupid enough, why not? At least we would have
a good use for the money. But what use Farouk have for it?’

‘Very true,’ Mr Bholai replied a trifle sadly. The possibi-
lity of Farouk losing his licence had often occurred to him.
‘You quite right. We would have a use for the money which
is more than you could say for a man like Farouk who have
neither wife nor family to worry about.’

‘The solution is simple,” Mrs Bholai announced after re-
flecting briefly. ‘Don’t serve him in the grocery. And if he
can’t buy food to eat he will have to go from here. You can’t
eat money.’ She laughed.

‘If you running a business,” Mr Bholai lectured, ‘you have
to serve anybody who come to you. The law say so. No dis-
crimination against race or creed. How many times I have to
tell you that?’

‘Chut, man. You making it up. Anyway, Farouk would
never report you to the police. He too frighten.’

Mr Bholai sighed, his froggish eyes bulging wearily. ‘Even
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if Farouk was to go from here, is not to say the police would
give me the licence. If I own both the grocery and the rum-
shop that would mean I would have a monopoly of trade in
the area. The law don’t like that either.’

‘According to you the law don't like anything at all.” Mrs
Bholai was losing her temper.

‘Farouk is a good customer. Don’t forget that. A Iot of
money he does make in the rumshop he does spend here. He
like to eat well. Money is money however you look at it.
Where it come from or who it come from is none of Vishnu
Bholai business. All I concern about is that same money going
to make Julian a doctor or dentist one of these days.’

It was a good argument, persuasively put, and Mrs Bholai
recognized its force. However, it could not prevent her anger
from running its appointed course.

‘T think you want Farouk to stay here,’ she said. ‘Like you
want Miss Sita to stay here and torment me. Two pound of
butter, half-pound of salt, that is all you good for. You for-
getting you is the father of four young children? You want
them to grow up cheek by jowl with that drunkard and his
devil daughter? What your so-called law have to say about
that? Eh? What it have to say?’

‘Calm yourself, Moon. What it is you want me to do?’

‘If you had any self-respect you would move out of here.
We would go and live by my family in San Fernando. I can’t
live in this place 2 moment longer cheek by jowl ...’

‘Okay. Say we sell the grocery. Where the money going to
come from to make Julian a doctor or dentist? Answer me
that one.’ ‘

‘Two pound of butter, half-pound of salt!’

‘That is not an answer.’

‘Two pound of butter, half-pound of salt. You want to
drive me mad.” - ‘

By the time Wilbert arrived, the Bholais had reached a
fresh state of crisis which had thrown the entire household
into disarray. . :
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It was not the first time the idea of removal had presented it-
self to Mrs Bholai. Whenever the contradictions that ruled
her life became too blatant she sought a scapegoat, blaming

“the Settlement for her troubles and asserting that she would

be the happiest woman in the world if they had been living
close to her family in San Fernando. Mr Bholai had hu-
moured her. ‘Is only temporary, Moon. The moment we get
the children off we hands we going to leave here.” ‘Chut, '
man,’ she would reply, ‘I tired hear you say that. You don’t
mean a single word of what you saying.’ Her grumblings
would reach a climax and then die away, leading a subterr-
anean existence until once again the contradictions became too
blatant for comfort, when they would resurface. To Mr Bho-
lai’s dismay, they had resurfaced in force.

‘T can’t stand it another second living cheek by jowl with
Farouk,’ she moaned.

“What you expect me to do, Moon? Lift up the shop on my
back and tote it to San Fernando?’

‘Get Farouk out of here then.’

‘How, Moon? How? As I was saying to you before, it have
nolaw...

‘I tired of you and your blasted law, she shouted. ‘If I
hear you use that word again ... you making it all up, Bholai.
I know you. Is shame you want to shame me and my children
by making we live cheek by jowl with him.”

“You not living cheek by jowl with him.’

“You want to drive me mad, Bholai. That is what you want
to do. You marry me just to drive me mad.” She stared pas-
sionately at him.

‘Please be sensible, Moon. Nobody trying to shame you
or drive you mad or anything. You making Wilbert embar-
rassed getting on so. Remember he is we guest.’

‘I don’t care what he is, Bholai. You know I always believe
in speaking my mind and I not going to stop now for your or
anybody else sake. I not cunning and sly like you, two pound
of butter, half-pound of salt. If Wilbert don’t likeit...’
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“‘Moon! Moon!’ Mr Bholai drew her to him. ‘You don’t
know what it is you saying. Wilbert is we guest.’

He released her. Mrs Bholai staggered away from him,
clutching her head. ‘Sorry, Wilbert. Is not you I angry with.
Is he who put me in a bad mood making we live cheek by
jowl...Ithink I'll go and lie down. I have a headache.’

*That’s a very good idea, Moon. You go and lie down.” Mr
Bholai escorted her to their bedroom. He returned, rubbing
his hands apologetically. ‘ You must excuse Moon,’ he said to
Wilbert. ‘I don’t want you to feel this is how we does always
be. Ask the children. We is a happy little family really. Is just
that Moon hasn’t been sheself these past few days.’ He bab-
bled on. “Ts not easy having to worry about the shop and four
children and Moon is a born worrier.” Mr Bholai sighed. ‘Is
just she tired. Nothing to do with you at all. Nothing.” He
turned to his son. Why don’t you show Wilbert the rest of
the house, Jules? You not being a very good host.’

‘What’s there to see?’ Julian asked laconically. ‘He
wouldn’t be very interested.’ )

Mr Bholai looked from one to the other, rubbing his hands
as if he were soaping them thoroughly. ‘At least you could
show him where he going to sleep.’

The bedrooms opened off a narrow corridor running par-
allel to the sitting-room. Julian rose from his chair and led the
way into the corridor in as laconic a manner as he had spoken
to his father. He flung open the second of three doors. “This
is my bedroom.’ These were the first words he had addressed
to Wilbert since his arrival and they seemed to cost him a
great deal of effort. ‘ You’ll be sleeping here.’ He pointed to the

first door. ‘Ma and Pa sleep in there and the girls share the'

room at the back.’ ‘

Wilbert entered the room. It was small but light and airy.
There were two beds covered with matching green counter-
panes pulled tight as shrouds over the pillows. On one — pre-
sumably his — was a neatly folded towel and a bar of soap still
in its wrapping. The walls were hung with photographs of
Julian: Julian as a babe in arms being bathed by his mother;
Julian, guided by his mother, cutting a cake with one candle
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stuck in the centre; Julian, urged on by his mother, taking his
first tentative steps; Juliam, his mother in the background,
cutting a cake with four candles; Julian, his mother waving
to him, setting off for school, a satchel slung across his shoul-
ders; Julian, in fact, his mother’s watchful eyes presiding, at
virtually every stage of his development. Wilbert stared at the
photographs wondering where Mr Bholai had been when they
had been taken. His absence could not be accounted for mere-
ly by assuming he was the man behind the camera. It was not
the simple absence of the cameraman. It was something
more: it was a denial of his existence. The photographs pre-
sented 2 vision of a world Wilbert had never known; a vision,
however perverse and distorted, of tender sentiment and
pride. He had no such photographs to commemorate him and
he envied Julian. He stared at them open-mouthed.

“That’s Ma’s work,” Julian said in embarrassed tones. ‘She
wouldn’t let me take them down.’

Wilbert went to the window and stared out across the low
roofs of the Settlement. The sugarcane fields stretched un-
broken to the horizon; an undulating, restless sea lapping at
the frayed edges of the village. Immediately below was the
curving main road along which the cars passed in a steady
stream. On a dresser next to the window were set out in splen-
did array rows of model aeroplanes with labels attached say-
ing what they were.

‘You build these yourself?’ Wilbert asked.

Julian nodded. ‘By myself. It was a hobby of mine at one
time. I have nearly every kind of aeroplane there.’

Wilbert picked up one of the models: a transport heli-
copter. He rotated the blades.

“Careful,’ Julian said. ‘It’s only plastic and glue. They very
easy to break.’ The model did indeed seem extremely vulner-
able in Wilbert’s clumsy hands.

Wilbert put it down.

“You have any hobbies yourself?’ Julian asked politely.

“No...well...Iused to collect stamps at one time.’

‘Stamps! I was never very interested in those. I find them
very boring. Give me planes any day.’ Julian leaned negligently
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against the door, swinging it to and fro. ‘You had a big col-
lection?’

‘Not very . . .1 don’t have it any more. I destroy it.’

' “Why? That was a strange thing to do.’ Julian laughed.

Wilbert shrugged. ‘I lose interest,’ he said.

‘You could read any of my books while you here,” Julian
said. He indicated a laden bookshelf. ‘I’'ve got all the classics
there.’

Wilbert scanned the bookshelf without visible interest. ‘I
don’t read much.’

“You don’t read at all?’ Julian seemed incredulous.

‘I don’t care for it.’

‘That’s very strange,” Julian said. ‘I couldn’t live without
books, I think.” It was his favourite word: ‘strange’.

‘I don’t find it so strange,” Wilbert replied sullenly. ‘I does
live well enough without them.’

‘Oh well. ..’ Julian said.

There was an awkward silence. .

‘So,” Julian said, ‘Your father finally agree for you to
come.’

‘Yes.

‘You wanted to come?’

Wilbert, his back to him, did not answer.

‘If I was you,” Julian blurted out suddenly, ‘I wouldn’t have
bother to come.’

Wilbert turned to look at him. ‘Why?’ He was taken aback.

Julian swung the door. He laughed. ‘You see for yourself
how Ma and Pa like to quarrel. It’s not because she “tired”
either. That’s rubbish. You might as well know the truth. They
always at one another’s throats. I can’t think why they ever
got married. It’s very strange. Very strange.’ Julian brushed
his hair from his eyes. ‘And you must know why Pa was so
anxious for you to come here.’ He peered at him. ‘You know,
don’t you?’

Wilbert stared at him.

‘The only reason he wanted you to come was so that he
could boast about it to everybody ...’

‘Why you telling me all this for?’
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‘T thought you might as well know ...’

Mr Bholai’s voice boomed behind them. Julian fell silent,

‘I hope Julian is making you feel at home, Wilbert.” Mr
Bholai entered the room smiling cheerfully. ‘I want you to
treat this place exactly as if it was home.” He slapped Wilbert
on the back. ‘You must promise me you would do that. The
son of my best friend must be no stranger in this house. We'll
all be one happy little family.’

“That’s what I been telling him,” Julian said. ‘I've been
giving him all the lowdown.’

After dinner; when the family. was relaxing together, Mr
Bholai said to Wilbert: ‘It have one thing I could never un-
derstand and perhaps you could explain it to me since Julian

. well’ (defying his son’s clearly expressed disapproval)
¢ . what I wanted to ask you was this. The two of you is good
friends at school, not so?” Mr Bholai scraped away at his teeth
with a toothpick.

Julian and Wilbert looked at each other. It was the ques-
tion Wilbert had been dreading.

‘The thing is,” Mr Bholai went on quickly, ‘whenever I ask
Julian . ..’ Mr Bholai’s smile was tinged with apprehension.

‘We not in the same class, Pa. How many times I have to
tell you that?’

“That is what he does always say.’” Mr Bholai dried the
toothpick on the sleeve of his shirt, doggedly addressing his
remarks to Wilbert. ‘It don’t make much sense to me.’

Wilbert took his cue from Julian. ‘Being in different classes,’
he said, ‘we don’t get much chance to speak to one another.’

“That is what I keep telling him,” Julian said relievedly.

‘And you quite sure that is the only reason? What I mean
is ... the two of you haven’t quarrel or anything stupid like
that?’ Mr Bholai stared at Wilbert hopefully.

‘Don’t be ridiculous, Pa. What reason the two of us will
have to quarrel?’ '

“That is all I wanted to know. You don’t have to bite my
head off. It would be hurtful to think that my son and the son
of my best friend ...’
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‘Oh God!’ Julian said. *Why can’t you leave us alone, Pa?’

Mr Bholai picked up the newspaper. ‘Not another word,’
he promised.

The mention of her husband’s ‘best friend’ appeared to
revive Mrs Bholai who, up until then, had been subdued.

‘How is your father these days?’ she asked.

‘He well,’ Wilbert replied.

‘1 suppose it must make a big difference having another
person in the house.’ It was an apparently casual remark,
thrown out randomly to stimulate the flagging conversation.
Wilbert took it in this spirit; but Mr Bholai, who had begun
his nightly exercise of going through the court cases in the
Trinidad Chronicle, looked up anxiously from his newspaper.

“Yes,” Wilbert said. ‘Tt make a big difference.’

“For better or worse you would say?’ Mrs Bholai smiled
sweetly at him.

“Now, Moon,” Mr Bholai butted in cautiously, ‘that is no
kind of question to ask Wilbert.’

‘I wasn’t talking to you, Bholai. You feel is only you who
could ask question? If Wilbert don’t want to answer he don’t
have to answer. Mind your own business.’

Mr Bholai returned to his newspaper.

Mrs Bholai did not press the point, however. She asked
another question. ‘I hear that Sushila daughter might be
coming to live with you as well. It have any truth in that
rumour?’

‘I haven’t heard anything about that,” Wilbert said.

‘Somebody was telling me — your grandmother I think it
was — that your father was thinking of it. He haven’t told
you?’’

‘I haven’t heard anything about that,” Wilbert said.

‘Now, Moon, all that is none of your business.’

‘Keep out of this, Bholai” Mrs Bholai glared at her hus-
band. She turned again to Wilbert. *You would like Sushxla
daughter to come and live with you?’

Wilbert did not answer. He gazed at the vases of flowers
arranged with artistic pretensions sprinkled about the room.

“They say Sita is a very intelligent girl.” Mrs Bholai giggled.
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‘She does read a lot of book — from the Library Van.” Re-
membering Basdai’s tattle about what happened on its month-
ly visits, her eyes clouded. ‘She could count herself a lucky
girl if she come to live with you and your father.” Sita living
in daily contact with the Ramsaran fortune! Her imagination
spawned grotesque images of the benefits that might accrue
to her. ‘My girls had to do with a lot less. For instance, My-
nah teacher tell me she never meet anybody so bright yet. I
would have pawned my soul to give my daughters a really
high-class education. But all the money we ever earn we put
aside for Julian to be a doctor one day.’ She was sitting
directly beneath the electric light and her oval face was
extraordinarily pale in its yellow glow.

Mr Bholai could not concentrate on the court cases. He
folded the newspaper and rested it on his lap. ‘You have
nothing to reproach yourself with, Moon. We doing the best
we can.’

Mr Bholai could not concentrate on the court cases. He
at the floor, ‘a grocery is only a grocery after all. And the
Settlement is only the Settlement. You can’t expect miracles.’
She breathed in deeply. ‘Even so, I glad to see it have some-
body from the Settlement making they way up in the world ?

“That is the best way to look at it,” Mr Bholai said peace-
ably.

‘Is exactly what I thought you would say, Bholai. No self-
respect — that’s your trouble. Two pound of butter, half-
pound of salt! If you had more self-respect we wouldn’t be
living here today. My girls would have been going to school
in San Fernando, getting a proper education. Instead you
have we living cheek by jowl with that drunkard Farouk.’

‘Now, now, Moon,” Mr Bholai implored. ‘I thought we
had finished with that nonsense. You working yourself up
again for no reason.’

Mrs Bholai brushed his objections aside. ‘You know what
it is Sita want to be when she grow up?’ It was a rhetorical
question aimed at the room in general. She turned fiercely
on Wilbert. * You know what it is Sita want to be?’

The girls giggled.
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‘Sita want to be a B.A. Languages,” Mynah drawled.
‘Everybody know that.’

Mrs Bholai snorted. ‘A B.A. Languages! I hope you hear
that, Bholai. Miss Sita want to be a B.A. Languages. A child of
Sushila want to be a B.A. Languages. But what about your
own daughters, ¢h? What they going to be?’

‘Moon, Moon ...

‘Why shouldn’t Sita be a B.A. Languages? What’s so strange
about that?’ Julian, sprawled on the floor, flipping through
the pages of a book, looked up lazily at his mother.

Mrs Bholai studied her son sorrowfully. ‘I don’t know how
you could say things like that, Jules.

Julian clasped his hands behind his head. ‘All I'm saying

‘Don’t put your hands behind your head like that, son. Is
not nice.’ Tt was a superstition of Mrs Bholai that to clasp
one’s hands behind the head indicated a wish for somebody
to die. Naturally, when Julian did this, she interpreted it as
a wish for her own death.

Julian laughed and closed the book. ‘It’s not fair to attack
a person behind her back. Why shouldn’t Sita want to be a
B.A. Languages?’

Mrs Bholai twirled and twisted her bracelets. “You should
be defending your own sisters instead of she — a total stran-
ger.’ She stared intently at him. ‘She is a total stranger to you,
not so?’

Julian skirted round the question. ‘The only reason I'm
defending her is because she has nobody else to do it for her.
Shanty and Mynah and Gita have you. Mind you,’ he added,
‘I'm sure if she had the chance she could defend herself very
well.’

‘How you know that?’ Mrs Bholai asked sharply. ‘Like
you been speaking to she or something?’

Julian was adroit. “You yourself said just now she was in-
telligent’. )

Shanty and Mynah giggled. ‘Oh! Oh! Oh!’ —

Gita, the eldest, remained austerely serious. ‘Julian right,
she said. ‘Is not fair to attack a person behind their back.’
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Julian grinned maliciously at his distraught mother. ‘She’s
very good-looking too. Have you notice? She resemble her
mother.’

‘Oh! Oh! Oh!’

‘Julian!* Mrs Bholai gazed horror-stricken at her son.

‘There’s a very interesting case in the paper today ...’

‘Shut up, Bholai!” Mrs Bholai twirled and twisted the
bracelets on her wrists, enmeshed in the coils of an acute dis-
tress. ‘Is all your fault, Bholai. All your fault. None of this
would have happen if you wasn’t so stubborn. You hear how
Julian talking about she? Soon Miss Sita will be thinking she
is more than the equal of my children. B.A. Languages! What
any child of Sushila have to do with booklearning? Is all pre-
tence. I was speaking to Phulo in the shop only yesterday and
she say that she sure as she name is Phulo that Miss Sita does
only be pretending to read all them book she does tote home
from the Library Van.’

‘Phulo can’t tell “a” from a “b”,’ Julian said goadingly. ‘So
how come she know when people reading or not reading?’

‘Jules! It does break my heart to hear you say such things.’
Mrs Bholai began to cry. ‘Miss Sita should be learning how
to cook and wash and sew. That is all any child of Sushila
should ever want to learn how to do. Is all she will have any
use for.’ ‘

‘Rubbish.’ ‘

Mrs Bholai lost control of herself. ‘What that wretch ever
do for you, eh? What? I will wring she neck. You want to kill
me that is what you want to do. Take your hands from behind
your neck.’

Julian laughed. ‘ You being silly.’

‘You want me to die ... to die.” Mrs Bholai sobbed. ‘My
own son want me to die.”

‘I can’t take this any more.’ Julian got up from the floor,
dusting the seat of his trousers. ‘You see what I mean, Ram-
saran? It’s a madhouse you come to.’

‘Where you going, Jules? How you could be so cruel to me?’
Mrs Bholai tried to grab at her son as he went past but he
dodged her and slipped into the corridor. ‘Jules...’
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The door to his bedroom closed.

‘Is all your fault, Bholai. All your fault” Mrs Bholai
swayed on her chair.

‘I don’t see how is my fault, Mr Bholai said softly. ‘No-
body would ever dream we have a guest in this house.’ He
stared belligerently at the vases of flowers. ‘Julian better learn
'to control that temper of his. Is a little too quick for my
liking. He not a doctor as yet.’

The cars went by on the road below, their tyres screeching
on the curve. Mrs Bholai, slumped in her chair, paid no atten-
tion to her husband. She was more vulnerable to Julian’s in-
difference than he was. Her sensibilities being rawer and more
various, they had a correspondingly greater liability to out-
rage. Having invested so much of her passion and devotion
in him, she reacted violently to any diminution in the return
she had led herself to expect. Julian recognized this and made
full use of it. His ‘defence’ of Sita was not motivated purely
by gallantry: he was fully aware it would erirage his mother;
as he was fully aware what the effect of clasping his hands
behind his head would be.

He exploited her credulity to its limits. ‘I think I'll be a law-
yer after all,” he would speéulate loudly in her presence. ‘They
might make me into a judge.’ Mrs Bholai swallowed the bait
instantly. ‘Jules! You not being serious with me. What you
want with being a stupid lawyer?’ ‘I’m being very serious, Ma.
You wouldn’t catch me dead as a doctor or dentist. I don’t
like the sight of blood.” Mrs Bholai, as was her habit, vented
her frustration on her husband. ‘This is all your doing, Bho-
lai. You won’t get away by hiding your head behind that
damn newspaper of yours. I see your hand in what Julian say-
ing plain as day.’ ‘I didn’t say a word to the boy, Moon. Cross
my heart.’ ‘I don’t believe anything you say, Bholai. Liar is
your middle name. I always know you didn’t want him to be
a doctor. You does sneak behind my back and put ideas in
his head.’ She would start to weep. ‘I didn’t put any ideas in
his head,’ he protested. ‘You could see the boy only joking
with you.’ ‘I'm not joking,” Julian intervened with all the ap-
pearance of absolute seriousness. ‘I'm going to be a lawyer
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like Pa was going to be before he open up the grocery.” Mrs
Bholai was beside herself by this time. ‘That is proof is all
your doing, Bholai. Two pound of butter, half-pound of salt!’
And, turning to her son, ‘Say is only joke you joking, Jules,
and put my mind at rest. You mustn’t let him lead you astray.
Say you don’t want to be a stupid lawyer.’

Julian would give up when he grew bored and tired of the
game; or when his mother was dangerously close to hysteria.
He taunted her mercilessly; teasingly withholding his favours.
Mrs Bholai never learnt to ignore him. Where her husband
was concerned her scepticism seemed to have no limits and
her powers of forgiveness were nonexistent. However, where
Julian was concerned, the contrary was the case. Then it was
her credulity which seemed to have no limits while her pow-
ers of forgiveness were extravagantly abundant. She treated
his absurdities at their face value and refused to rest until she
had extorted from him, through bribes and tears and cajolery,
exactly what she wished to hear.

A frivolous word from Julian could plunge her into darkest '
distress; while another equally frivolous word lifted her into
lightest ecstasy. Sometimes Julian would persist in his obsti-
nacy for days on end, driving her to distraction, and it was
Mr Bholai and the girls who would have to pay for his in-
constancy and pettishness. These performances were master-
pieces of their kind; so convincing and plausible that he him-
self appeared to be taken in by them and was angry if anyone
should suggest they were a feint. ‘This is the end of me,” Mrs
Bholai would whimper. ‘I not going to forgive him this time
even if he come crawling back to me on his hands and knees.
It would take more than that — much more than that - to
make up for even a tiny part of the suffering his thoughtless-
ness causing me.’ Julian did not need to crawl. His charm
never failed to save him and Mrs Bholai was too grateful to
remember her vows. ‘I knew all along it was only joke he was
joking with me. I was a little worried but never really fright-
ened. Boys must have they fun.’

Julian could conjure up feelings and emotions at will. He
had inherited much of his mother’s chameleon nature; ex-
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cept that with him it served no higher purpose than self-
indulgence. With this ability went the capacity to turn off his
emotions and feelings at will. Each day, he could invent a new
and tantalizing Julian Bholai, quite distinct from the Julian
Bholai one had talked to the day before. He would have made
a marvellous actor; and, indeed, he tended to treat the world
as a scenario written especially for him and the people he
encountered as characters to be manipulated. His versatility
and elusiveness gave him a startling power over his mother.
She, with an inveterate blindness, refused to understand its
real nature and, as a result, she suffered terribly.

Shanty followed Julian out of the room. Mynah, taking a
file from the pocket of her dress, filed abstractedly at her
pails, humming a popular tune. Mr Bholai watched her.

*Stop filing your nails in front of me, child. You should have
more respect and manners.’

Mynah stopped her filing, holding the file lightly between
her fingers. She continued to hum.

Mr Bholai sighed. ‘I wonder where Shanty and Julian get
themselves to,” he muttered irritably. ‘Shanty! Julian!®

There was no reply.

Mynah jerked her head in the direction of Julian’s bed-
room. ‘They lock themselves up inside of there telling each
other secrets.” The light slid sharply off the nail-file, dazzling
her father.

“Since when Shanty and Julian have secrets to keep from
me?’

Mynah laughed. ‘What you mean “since when”? They al-
ways had their secrets. Just like everybody else.’

“You have your secrets too?’

‘Of course!’

He looked at Gita. ‘What about you?’

Gita blushed and stared down into her lap.

Mynah giggled vindictively. ‘You should know better than
to ask Gita a question like that, Pa. She want to be a nun.
Always praying to God.’

“To be a nun you have to be a Catholic,’ Gita said.
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-‘Why don’t you tell Pa how hard they always trying to con-
vert you in school?’

‘Convert you? Who trying to convert you?’ Mr Bholai
smiled perplexedly at Gita.

‘Nobody trying to convert me,” Gita replied morosely.
‘Mynah playing the fool. But,” she concluded defiantly, ‘I
don’t see anything wrong in praying to God.’

‘Nothing wrong at all in praying to God,” Mr Bholai re-
plied soothingly. ‘I does pray myself — sometimes. But it depend
on what you does pray for. Tell me what you does pray for.’

Gita frowned and was silent.

‘You see, Pa,” Mynah chirped happily, ‘even a saint like
Gita have secrets from you.’

*You shouldn’t make a mockery of God,’ Gita said sternly.

‘Now, now, children. What kind of behaviour is this? We
have a guest staying with we. You should have some consider-
ation for him. Wilbert must be getting a very bad impression
of we.” He smiled apologetically at Wilbert. ‘Don’t let all this
fool you. We is a happy little family when you get down to it.
But even in the happiest of families you must have your little
misunderstandings from time to time. Things can’t run silken
smooth all the time.’

Mrs Bholai, who seemed to have fallen asleep, opened her
eyes at this. ‘Huh! Sometimes I really like to hear you talk,
Bholai. Things would be running silken smooth if we was
living in San Fernando. Two pounds of butter, half-pound of
salt!’ Having fired her parting shot, she too got up and left
the room and went into the kitchen. ‘

‘Come, come,” Mr Bholai appealed. ‘Let’s forget all this

- nonsense about God and San Fernando.” He summoned up

a cheerful smile from the recesses of his despair. ‘Did I ever
tell you, Wilbert, about the txme when Mynah wanted to
learn the violin and .

‘Pa!” Mynah mterrupted without a trace of friendliness.
‘I must have hear you tell that story at least a dozen times.
And is not very funny either.’

Mr Bholai’s feigned enthusiasm was checked. ‘But Wilbert
never hear it.’
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Mynah rose from her chair. ‘I'm going to go if...?

‘Ah! These children!’ Mr Bholai looked at Wilbert. ‘They
have no patience at all with they old father. I don’t under-
stand it. Sit down, Mynah.’

*Not if you're going to tell that story.”

‘I won’t say another word. Not another word. Promise.’
Mr Bholai, crossing his heart, shook his head sadly and re-
lapsed into silence.

It had been Mr Bholai’s misfortune to be drawn into close
association with people more energetic, more ambitious and
more ruthless than himself. His was an inert temperament
which, left to its own devices, would have followed the paths
of least resistance and been content with its meagre lot. Fate
had not been so kind to him: it had seduced him from his
natural bent and forced him into a series of roles for which he
was ill equipped. There had been, to start with, his unlikely
association with Egbert Ramsaran; and then, there had been
his no less unlikely marriage. He was now busy reaping the
fruit of his fatal perversity.
~ Mr Bholai was a lonely man. He could confide neither in
his wife nor in his children. Instead, he seized on his guest and
to him uttered traitorous thoughts such as he would never
dare to utter in front of his wife and children. *You is an out-
sider,” he told him. ‘The son of my best friend. To you I can
talk like T can’t talk to the rest of them. They have no use for
me any more.” The froggish eyes dimmed. ‘Is one of the rea-
sons I wanted you to come and stay with we. A man must
have somebody to talk to otherwise he might go mad and
have to be put away somewhere.’

It was not that Mr Bholai did not love his wife and chil-
dren. He was absolutely devoted to them. His devotion to his
wife — or a portion of it — sprang from the fear that he was
not worthy of her; that he had won her under false pretences.
“Moon could have marry any of a hundred different men,’ he
said to Wilbert. ‘They was lining up. But it was me - Vishnu
Bholai — she choose out of all of them.” He exaggerated the
extent of the competition but exaggeration was essential to
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him in that, at one and the same time, it comforted him to
believe he had triumphed over so many rival suitors; and,
also, it emphasized Moon’s innate superiority.

‘Of course,” he elaborated, ‘I was a lot handsomer in those
days. I didn’t have my pot belly then. I remember I used to
take she chocolates — the kind with pretty pictures on the
box.” He laughed. ‘I never discover till long after I marry she
that she didn’t like chocolates at all.” He became serious. ‘I
had tell she I was going to be a lawyer and she had believe me.
I wasn’t lying. I had set my heart on that since I was a boy.
You could ask your father. I usedto dream about the Inns
of Court. Funny kind of name, eh? The Inns of Court. The
problem is that you have to have money to study law and
where was I to get the money from? I didn’t know any Latin
either — you need that for the Roman Law. So nothing ever
come of it.” He chuckled. ‘That was how I end up in the gro-
cery business — not wearing a gown and wig but an apron.
Two pound of butter, half-pound of salt. I wanted Julian to
be a lawyer but Moon wouldn’t hear of it. “Look where
being a lawyer get you,” she say. You can't really blame she
for thinking like that.” He derived a vicarious pleasure from
reading — preferably aloud — the cases reported in the Trini-
dad Chronicle. Even this Moon frowned upon.

Tutored by their mother, his children had reached the stage
where they tolerated rather than respected their father. He
had been effectively cast out from their lives and they treated
him with an indifference verging on contempt. It was Julian
who, in a moment of inspiration, had coined the phrase ‘two
pound of butter, half-pound of salt’ which was forever after-
wards to pursue Mr Bholai. He accepted it all with an out-
ward show of calm and forbearance, only the slight twitch
around the edges of the mouth betraying him. Constant repe-
tition brought him perilously close to believing that the name
(for Mrs Bholai had pounced on it with relish and made it his
name) was no more than his just due. Julian inspired in him
the same mixture of fear and devotion as did his wife. If he
felt himself to be unworthy of the one, he felt himself to be no
less unworthy of the other. He had long ago succumbed to
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the notion that Julian was the exclusive property of his mother.
Sufficient for him was the glory — and undeserved privilege —
of having fathered such a prodigy.

Mr Bholai’s rebellions against his wife’s propaganda were
ineffectual and lacking in conviction. None could deny, not
even he, Julian’s cleverness, handsomeness and goodness ex-
cept on grounds of jealousy. To do so would have been tanta-
mount to sacrilege. The intermittent accusations he levelled
against Julian augmented the already substantial burden of
guilt he carried around with him and were generally followed
by vigorous disclaimers to the contrary. He would allow no
one else to criticize Julian and he could be as zealous in his
defence as his wife. ‘I don’t want you to get the wrong im-
pression,’ he warned Wilbert. ‘Julian is a good son to me. He
is a boy with brains and you can’t expect him to be patient
with his foolish old father all the time. You have to make
allowances for that. If I does complain a little now and then
is just because I is a selfish old man. Nothing more. No father
could be more thankful and grateful than me for being bles-
sed with a child like him.’

Yet he could not control the note of bitterness which crept
into his lamentations. His children had no use for him be-
yond the satisfaction of elementary necessities: food and shel-
ter and clothing. ‘Yet, it have nothing surprising in the way
they turn out,” he confessed to Wilbert. ‘Is how we wanted
them to be after all — to be different from us. To be better. Is
why we sacrifice to give them a education. Is like doing an-
other man work - like being a builder. You spend all your
time and energy planning and building a great big house for
somebody else to live in while you yourself can’t do better
than a little rundown shack.’

Mr Bholai, seeing the inevitable approaching, had em-
ployed delaying tactics. He had tried to prolong their child-
hood, perpetually reviving — to their considerable annoyance
~ memories of their earliest years. ‘You wouldn’t believe how
well we used to get on together when they was small. Daddy-
father they used to call me. I bet you would never guess that
from the way they does behave to me now, eh? It used to be
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Daddy-father this and Daddy-father that. Is amazing how
things does change.’ The sense of rejection, of superfluity,
gave rise to harsher moods in which his concealed bitterness
found its full expression. ‘What happen? What does make
people change and become so? Is it something they was born
with inside of them? What is it?’ He had witnessed so many
mutations; while he had remained essentially the same, trying
to keep pace but always left behind. Ashok to Egbert. The girl
he had married to the woman who despised him. Daddy-
father to lonely old man. Where was the key to these trans-
formations? ‘Maybe if I had beaten they backsides raw, it
wouldn’t be like this today. Having secrets from me! I’ll teach
them how to have secrets. A lot of the blame must rest with
Moon. She digging she own grave without knowing it. Play-
ing with fire.” It was a monologue of grief, bitterness and des-
pair to which Wilbert listened.

There was justice in these charges. Mrs Bholai regarded it
as her prime duty to protect her children from the evils sur-
rounding them in the Settlement. She had attempted to erect
what could only be described as a sanitary screen behind the
shelter of which she hoped they would be safe from the nox-
ious influences beleagureing them. If they ventured beyond- its
protection they were immediately hauled back to safety. The
enemy to be repulsed was within as well as without. Mrs Bho-
lai sought to preserve her children from the insidious influen-
ces emanating from their father and to monopolize their af-
fections. They were forbidden to serve or even appear in the
grocery. ‘Leave that to your father,” she advised them. At every
the two pound of butter, half-pound of salt man.” At every
opportinity she spirited them away to stay with their cousins
in San Fernando and imbibe a healthier nourishment. ‘I does
hardly have a chance to talk to them,’ he objected. Te which
Moon had replied: ‘What you have to talk to them about,
shopkeeper?” They had been snatched away from him in
order to be bred for a mysterious but higher purpose. In this
task, he had no part to play.
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3

“You asleep, Ramsaran?’

‘No.’

‘I don’t blame you. I can’t sleep either.’ Julian coughed.
‘Who could sleep after what happen — except my father?’

They could hear Mr Bholai snoring in the front bedroom.
A clock ticked loudly on the dresser, its luminescent dial as if
suspended in empty space. There were no cars on the road so
late at night.

“You intend to go and see your grandmother?’

‘I don’t know,” Wilbert said.

‘It would be very strange if you didn’t go to see her. She
might be offended.’

‘That’s true,’ Wilbert said. ‘I suppose I had better.’

‘It would also give you a chance to meet Sita ~ the cause of
all the trouble. You must be curious.’

Julian’s laughter floated across the darkness from the other
side of the room. Wilbert turned to face him but could see
little apart from the formless shape under the blanket.

*I not curious,” he said. His voice was muffled and sullen.

*But she might be coming to live with you and your father.’

‘I don’t know nothing about that. Is only a rumour. It have
no truth in it.’

‘How you so sure?’ :

‘Because I would have been among the first to know. My
father would have tell me.’

‘He didn’t tell you Sushila was coming though.’

‘Who say that?’

*Basdai. She was saying how he bawl you up the day she
bring Sushila to see him.’ He laughed. ‘Your grandmother
have a very big mouth.’

Wilbert listened to the clock ticking, Mr Bholai’s snores
blending in with it. He was curious about Sita after all that he
had heard; a curiosity intensified by the suggestion that she
might be coming to join her mother. However, it was not
mere curiosity which was uppermost in his mind. It was resent-
ment. He resented having to be told this by other people; he
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resented that the suggestion (with all its unsavoury implica-
tions) could actually be made. His pride as the son of Egbert
Ramsaran had been hurt in a tender spot. What was worse
was the appalling suspicion that these rumours were not with-
out foundation. Wilbert realized with something approaching
horror that he had lost faith in his father. The man of iron
will was being exposed as a sham. It was a betrayal. He recalled
what his father had once said to him about weakness. ‘For
once you take away the whip and start being softhearted,
once they feel you have water instead of blood in your veins,
they going to be crawling all over you like ants over sugar.’
He was right. The ants were crawling over the man of iron
will. They were eating him up; sucking him dry. Wilbert was
profoundly sickened.

‘When you go to visit your grandmother,’ Julian said, ‘you
think you could do me a small favour?’

‘What?’

‘I want you to give Sita a book for me. I promise to lend it
to her but I'm not going to see her until the Library Van
come again.’

‘I suppose so,” Wilbert agreed reluctantly.

For another hour, he listened to the ticking of the clock,
watching the progress of the minute hand around the face of
the luminous dial.

Basdai’s hut was set well back from the main road. Wilbert
walked slowly down the track leading to it, carrying the book
Julian had given him. The sun burned down fiercely on his
head and the earth was cracked and white. Phulo, who was
stringing out washing on a line, was the first to see him. Drying
her hands on the front of her dress, she came forward to
meet him. She was barefooted and her untidy hair was bun-
dled under a fluttering scarf.

‘Ma!’ she shouted. ‘We have a visitor.’

‘What visitor?” Basdai shouted querulously from some-
where inside the hut. ‘T have no time for visitors.’

‘You will have time for this one. Come and see for your-
self.’
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- Basdai appeared in the doorway of the hut, shielding her
eyes from the glare. Her wizened face creased into a smile
when she recognized Wilbert. In one hand she held a basinful
of rice which she had been ‘picking’.

‘I was wondering when you was going to come and visit
your grandmother.’ She kissed him on either .cheek. ‘Come
inside and sit down. You will get sunstroke in this heat.’

There were three huts altogether forming a rough. semi-
circle: Basdai’s and those of her two sons and their families.
Basdai’s hut occupied the central position in the semi-circle
and was of the traditional variety: it was built of plastered
mud and had a thatched roof. The other two had pretensions
to modernity in that they had galvanized iron roofs. A screen
of banana trees fringed the rear of the semi-circle. There
were children everywhere, bare-bottomed, dusty and ragged,
playing among the chickens which wandered freely in and out
of the huts. A kid goat was tethered to a nearby plum tree.

Wilbert was bundled into Basdai’s verandah and made to
sit down on the hammock. Sharma, Basdai’s other and less
voluble daughter-in-law, arrived to contribute her quota of
welcoming remarks. She was a fat, good-natured woman who
smiled at everything that was said. The children crowded
round the hammock and stared wide-eyed at Wilbert. He
rocked on the hammock not knowing what to do or say.

‘If you had come earlier you would have meet your uncles,’
Basdai said. ‘But they out working in the fields. You want me
to send one of the children to call them? They wouldn’t like to
miss you.’

‘I’ll see them another time. I here for a few more days yet.’

‘Very true,’ Basdai admitted. ‘Is no hurry.’

“You enjoying yourself with the Bholais?” Phulo asked.

Wilbert nodded.

‘They is nice people,” Basdai said. ‘If only Bholai would
give credit I would have no complaints.” She smiled. ‘How
you leave your father?’

‘Very well.’ He spoke in a mumble.

*I glad to hear that. And .. . and Sushila. She settling in okay?’

Wilbert nodded. :
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Basdai shooed away a clucking hen. ‘A man need a woman
about the place. I was very glad I couid find somebody to ...
that remind me.-Where Sita get sheself to? Sita!’ She turned
again to Wilbert. *Sita is Sushila daughter.’

Wilbert swayed on the hammock.

‘There she is! Where you had get yourself to, girl? Like
you didn’t hear Wilbert Ramsaran come to visit we?’

‘She don’t hear nothing she don’t want to hear,” Phulo
said.

‘T was having a bath.’ Sita approached them from the bath-
house which was discreetly hidden behind the fringe of ban-
ana trees, a towel draped over her shoulders. She had combed
her wet hair severely back from her temples and tied it in a
bun. Wilbert stared at her. She was tall and thin and angular.
High cheekbones gave her face a somewhat rigid, austere cast
but her lips which were full and well-formed - like her
mother’s — softened the austerity. She wore a pleated skirt
which reached to her knees and a long-sleeved blouse buttoned
up to the neck, and she was the only person present — apart from
Wilbert — wearing shoes. The fingers grasping the end of the
towel were bony and tapering and the skin was stretched tight
over the protruding knuckles.

‘Say hello to Wilbert,” Basdai said.

Sita inclined her head.

‘She dumb,’ Phulo said to Wilbert.

Sita stood erect, paying no attention to Phulo. The children,
having lost interest, had melted away and resumed their
games in the yard.

‘Julian Bholai give me this to give you.” Wilbert held out
the book for her.

Sita seemed startled by this direct address and stared at
the book as if she did not understand what it was and was
consequently afraid to touch it.

“Take it,” Wilbert said. ‘He give it to me to give you.’

At last Sita took the book. ‘Thanks for bringing it.’ She
paused. ‘And thank him for me when you sze him.’

“You does read a lot?’ Wilbert asked. He thought he ought
to say something, but could think of nothing else.
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‘Huh!* Phulo said. ‘Instead of doing she fair share of
work like the rest of we . ..’

Sita glanced scathingly at her. ‘You finished?’ She turned to
Wilbert. ‘I like to read. It stops me from being bored and
having to think about the people I'm living with.’ She smiled.

‘What she mean,” Phulo said, ‘is that she like meeting
Julian Bholai by the Library Van.’

“That is none of your business,’ Sita retorted with sudden
warmth.

‘Sorry,” Phulo said. ‘Sorry to open my mouth in front of
your Royal Majesty. I was forgetting my proper place.’

Sharma laughed her good-natured laugh. ‘The two of them
always at each other’s throat — just like if they was lovers.’

‘You must stay and eat something with me,’ Basdai said.
“I nearly finish picking the rice.’

Wilbert declined the invitation. ‘That would be too much
trouble for you.’

‘Is no trouble at all.’

But Wilbert was not to be persuaded. This place depressed
him. ‘Another time,’ he promised. He got up from the ham-
mock.

“It was nice meeting you.” Sita smiled awkwardly.

Wilbert went out into the sunlit compound. The chickens
scurried before him.

‘Don’t forget to thank Julian for me.’

Wilbert waved at Sita. ‘T won’t forget.’

When he got to the road, he looked back. She was still
watching him. Then she waved and disappeared into the pitch
black of the hut.

Julian was waiting for him on the front steps. ‘That didn’t
take you long, Ramsaran.’

‘I didn’t mean it to take long,” Wilbert replied.

*You give Sita the book?’

Wilbert held his empty hands aloft. ‘What else you think I
do with it?’

‘Why you in such a bad mood? What happen?’ Julian scan-
ned his face.
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“Nothing happen and I not in a bad mood.’

Julian laughed, brushing back his hair from his forehead.
*Sita say anything?”’

‘She send to say thanks.” Wilbert moved on past him.

Julian hurried after him up the steps. ‘That’s all? Nothing
more?’ .

‘Nothing more,” Wilbert said.

Julian seemed disappointed. “That’s very strange.’

‘It had a lot of people there.’

“You mean you didn’t give it to her when she was alone?
You give it to her in front of Basdai and everybody?’

Wilbert nodded.

Julian was shocked and upset. ‘No wonder she didn’t say
much. No wonder! That was a really stupid thing to do.
Everybody will hear about it now.’

Wilbert stopped. ‘Look here. I only do it for you as a fav-
our. Get that into your head. I not your messenger boy. You
hear that?’ The peasant roughnesses of his face were accentu-
ated. His jaw muscles twitched. ‘And another thing. Make sure
that is the last time you call me stupid.’

‘Don’t be so touchy, Ramsaran.’ Julian was conciliatory.
“It didn’t matter. Let’s forget about it.’

But Wilbert was not inclined to forget about it. He stored
it up for future reference.

4

In the rush of attention lavished on their brother, the Bholai
girls inevitably took second place. Not, however, that they
were neglected or forgotten. But the fact was that love and
concern in their case were tempered with a healthy dash of
realism. Julian was a child of the gods. He had to please no
one but himself. No obstacle could block for long his progres-
sion through the world: confronted with his manifold per-
fections, they would be automatically dispersed. His was to be
a protracted and triumphal march through life. Unfortun-
ately, it was not quite the same with the girls. Their success

.would depend on their ability to please others; or, at least,
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on their ability to please one other person, since they were
expected to discover for themselves suitable husbands.
Therefore, Mrs Bholai was more alive to their shortcomings.

She did not hesitate to ‘speak her mind’ on the subject
whenever they did anything to displease her. Mentally, she
had paired Wilbert (this was the Wilbert whose aspect was
infinitely pleasing) and Shanty and was not averse to drop-
ping heavy hints which embarrassed everyone. When Shanty
pouted and grew sullen, she pulled her up sharply. ‘If you
going to make somebody a good wife one of these days, you
will have to learn to behave yourself better than that. No man
would want a woman who does keep she face long long. You
not sucking limes, you know. If you don’t believe me, ask
Wilbert if he would stand for that kind of behaviour from
his wife.” She smiled genially at Wilbert. “You wouldn’t stand
for that, would you, Wilbert?’

Normally, however, she gave more general advice. ‘Mar-
riage is no joke business,” she lectured frequently. ‘Is a very
serious business indeed. You have to be very careful and keep
your eyes wide open. The three of you should try and learn
from what happen to me. Don’t take as the gospel truth every-
thing you hear a man say because that could land you up in
a lot of trouble. I thought I was marrying a man who was
going to be a lawyer . .. but you see what I end up with - two
pound of butter, half-pound of salt. You have to keep a steady
head on your shoulders for once you make the decision it
have no turning back. I not saying you shouldn’t have some
love for your husband. But love, like everything else, have it
proper time and place.”

Shanty, Mynah and Gita formed a spectrum whose sole
unifying trait was their common ancestry. As children, their
separate individualities had been submerged by the chorus of
giggles which was their chief identifying characteristic. They
were thought of and referred to simply as ‘the Bholai girls’.
As such, they were interchangeable with each other. Now that
they were almost ‘grown up’, closer acquaintance showed
how misleading the original impression of uniformity was.

Shanty, the youngest, was the most immediately striking: .
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She had a rectangular, padded-out appearance which smoth-
ered — perhaps ‘blurred’ is the more appropriate word — the
natural curves of her body. Her face was round and full, with
a pair of narrowing, Chinese-style eyes, a knob of a nose and
firm, pouting lips. She was a heavy, earth-bound person. A
reddish complexion had given her a rather inflamed look.
Shanty occupied one end of the spectrum.

Mynah’s was the middling position. She was cleaner com-
plexioned than Shanty. Her skin did not possess the latter’s
inflamed opacity; but then, neither did it possess the smooth
brown flawlessness of Gita’s. Mynah was distinctly taller than
Shanty: her build was not so compressed and was free of
that blurred, padded-out appearance. Yet, though her general
outline had greater boldness and assurance she lacked, as was
implied by her middling status, Gita’s ascetic fineness of fea-
ture. Mynah’s nose was just that tiny bit too flat; her lips just
that tiny bit too fleshy. Gita was tall and drooping and pale;
a ‘bag of skin and bones’, as her mother said. They were
types which had failed either by overstatement or uneasy
compromise to come to full fruition. Looking at them, one
experienced a nagging dissatisfaction such as might be felt
on seeing stray bits of paper littering an otherwise clean and
tidy room. You have the urge to straighten and adjust. And so
it was with the three Bholai girls. You were tempted to go up
to them and start tampering with their lips and eyes and
noses. ‘There! That’s how it should be. That’s much better!’

They differed as well in outlook and temper. Gita did not
belie her ascetic appearance. She was of a serious and melan-
choly disposition; the ‘saint’ of the family. What was worse,
she seemed to revel in the martyrdom it entailed. This dis-
tressed her mother who assisted her martyrdom by making
her the victim of a relentless persecution because of her reli-
gious proclivities. Like love, God too clearly had His time and
place. He reduced her chances of acquiring a husband. ‘I
don’t know how you ever expect to find a man,” Mrs Bholai
railed at her. ‘Who you think would want a woman who al-
ways praying to God and looking as if the world just about
to come to an end?’ Gita bore it all with maddening patience.
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‘You always fretting, Ma,’ she replied with a stock resigna-
tion. ‘I can’t change the way I am. You have to take me as I
am. Not all of us was born the same.’

Mrs Bholai could not bring herself to accept this as she
could not bring herself to accept so many other things. It was
a most distasteful philosophy. ‘Come now, Moon,” her hus-
band pleaded, ‘it have no point in threatening the child like
that. Give she a chance. What you expect she to do? Run out
on the road and grab the first man she see passing?’ ‘Keep
out of this, Bholai. If I follow you, I would never get any of
them off my hands. But let me tell you this straight, Mr Shop-
keeper, I not having any old maid living in this house with me.
You will have to take Gita with you and go and live some-
where else. I not having any of that nonsense here.’

Living in this atmosphere of threat and recrimination, Gita
responded by emphasizing her religiosity and pursuing her
studies with a dedication which none could rival. The fruits
of the first were too intangible to assess; but if the fruits of
the second were anything to go by, it was obvious — to her
mother at any rate — that Gita was a malingerer on both
counts. Admittedly, she had evolved a beautiful and ornate
handwriting but, that apart, her school reports bore no rela-
tion to the hours she spent crouched over her text-books.
Even in Bible Studies her marks were mediocre. This stoked
Mrs Bholai’s fury. ‘Pretending! That is all you doing. Pre-
tending! Just like Miss Sita who does spend all she time pre-
tending to read book. Except that you does pretend to pray
as well. But it seem to me that God don’t hear your so-called
prayers. I feel like taking that big Bible you have and knock-
ing your head with it.” And once, when Gita’s school report
was particularly disappointing, she did something which left
even her mother speechless with horror. Gita went secretly
and bought half a bottle of rum from the Palace of Heavenly
Delights and drank most of it. She was found several hours
later sprawled in a drunken stupor under her bed. ’

Where Gita failed so conspicuously to please, Mynah suc-
ceeded. She was her mother’s favourite daughter; her prize
exhibit, second only to Julian in her affections. ‘By far the
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prettiest and best-behaved of the three,’ she would say. ‘Is a
pity that Gita and Shanty not like she. Even as a baby Mynah
was different from them. I remember when I was having My-
nah, it didn’t have a day when I was sick. But it was another
story altogether with Gita and Shanty. Gita especially. I could
hardly raise my head off the pillow without vomiting all over
the place. Ask anybody if it wasn’t so.” Mr Bholai would ob-
ject mildly. ‘I don’t remember it being like that, Moon. It was
more or less the same with all of them.” *You!’ Mrs Bholai
spluttered. ‘Who ask you anything? You who can’t see what
in front of your own nose contradicting me. Well I never!
Soon you going to be saying is you who carry them in your
belly and not me.’

Thus Gita’s and Shanty’s sins chased them to the womb.
Mrs Bholai could not sing Mynah’s praises loudly enough.
“The man who finally marry she should thank his lucky stars.
It could only have a handful of men in the whole of Trinidad
who deserve she — if it have any at all, that is.” Indeed, as time
went on, it became increasingly apparent to her that there
were no such men in Trinidad; and she came to the conclusion
that Mynah would have to find herself an Englishman. It was
Mynah who sprinkled vases of artistically arranged flowers
about the Bholai sitting-room; and, as extra accomplishments,
did watercolour drawings and played the violin in fits and
starts.

Between Mynah and Shanty there was an unconcealed
rivalry, aided and abetted by their mother’s open partiality.
Gita, unfitted for such a struggle, acted in vain the part of
peacemaker; and Mr Bholai, reduced to the level of an im-
potent spectator, could do nothing but watch the battles of
the warring factions from a distance. Shanty, who had no
artistic pretensions, poured scorn on Mynah’s efforts. Some-
times their battles were more than verbal and they fought
with each other, Mynah usually getting the worst of it; though
they both emerged with scratches and bruises. ‘These chil-
dren,” Mr Bholai complained, ‘they going to send me to my
grave well before my time. And Moon don’t help matters.
She does behave exactly like one of them.’
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It was only Julian who commanded anything akin to auth-
ority. None of the girls willingly courted his displeasure.
Mynah might have tried but that would have meant forfeiting
her mother’s support. Julian alone could restrain his mother’s
extremist tendencies by coming manfully to Shanty’s defence.
They were fellow conspirators against their mother. It was
hard for Mrs Bholai to understand how Julian could be so
blind to his sister’s manifest faults. In temper, he and Shanty
resembled one another: they shared the same perverse and
obstinate streak. But what was pardonable — and even
charming — in Julian, was unforgivable in his wayward sister.

The sanitary screen had not worked effectively with Shanty.
She was not unwilling to expose herself to the profane scrut-
iny of the Settlement, unafraid of showing herself in the gro-
cery, serving and talking to the customers, male and female

alike, with no sign of embarrassment or any undue maidenly'

modesty. She was unaffected when the men sitting outside
the Palace of Heavenly Delights whistled at her and doffed
their hats. ‘If you go on playing the woman with me,” Mrs
Bholai warned, ‘I going to throw you out of this house. You as

shameless as Sushila and Miss Sita. Mynah wouldn’t dream’

of doing the things that you does do. She wouldn’t embarrass
me like that. But your father have to share some of the blame
too for making we live in a place like this.” Nevertheless,
Shanty persisted in her errors, supported by her brother who,
to Mrs Bholai’s dismay, undermined her every effort to direct
her daughter on to the paths of sanitation and righteousness.
Still, while Wilbert was there, Mrs Bholai did her best to tone
down the virulence of her criticisms (though she could not
eliminate them entirely) so as to present her daughter in a
more flattering light and not sabotage her unspoken hopes;
and, to promote them, she left the two young people alone
as often as was seemly. '

‘Tt looks,” Shanty said, ‘as if Ma has plans for us.’

They were in the sitting-room. The family had — allegedly
- gone to bed. ‘But don’t let that worry you,” Mrs Bholai
had said. ‘The two of you could stay up as long as you like.’
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Wilbert laughed. ‘ What kind of plans?’

‘Work it out for yourself. Why you suppose she leave us
here?’ Shanty giggled. ‘Your father really have millions
stashed away under his bed as Ma keeps saying?’

‘I don’t know about that, Wilbert replied. ‘The only thing
he have under his bed is books — as far as I know.’

Shanty, drawing her knees close together, pouted irritably
at him. ‘I don’t mean literally. I mean in the bank or some-
where like that.’ '

“He never tell me about it. But is not millions.”

“That’s a relief.” She laughed.

(Why? ’

‘Because if it was millions I would have to marry you.
That’s why. As it is, I could take you or leave you.” She threw
her arms up in the air.

‘Who say I would want to marry you?’

‘You would have no say in the matter,” she replied calmly.
She narrowed her Chinese eyes and, resting her hands on her
knees, swung them easily to and fro.

‘Oh?’ '

Shanty leaned back casually in her chair, clasping her palms
together. ‘Ma would point a gun at your head. You wouldn’t
have a chance.’ Drawing her legs up under her, Shanty folded
herself into a convivial heap, twisting her head to one side.
The skin over her knees was stretched with such a taut
smoothness, it was easy to imagine her legs were truncated
at that point. For Shanty, the situation breathed promise.
Wilbert’s coming to stay with them had opened up the possi-
bility of an illicit sexual adventure: she had resolved on it
even before she had set eyes on him. It was an experiment and
virtually anyone would have sufficed. To that extent, her
plans had coincided with her mother’s. But she did not know
how to set about it and, to disguise her latent unease, had
adopted an aggressive and bantering tone in all their encoun-
ters. It had puzzled Wilbert. Of the three girls he was most
drawn to her: her liveliness attracted him. But though she
was more friendly to him than either of the other two (Mynah
was aloof and Gita was wrapped up in her peculiar affairs),
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her friendliness had been oblique and inconsistent. Her ap-
proachability fluctuated from hour to hour and he was at a
loss to know what regulated it. Tonight was the nearest they
- had come to anything like a straightforward conversation.

‘What kind of woman you would like to marry?’ she asked.

‘I never think about it.” Wilbert smiled. ‘What kind of man
you would like to marry?’

‘I would like to marry someone like Julian,’ she replied un-
hesitatingly. ‘He has nearly all the qualities I admire in a man.
Intelligence. Good looks. A sense of humour. Lots of other
things.” She gazed up at the ceiling. ‘But there can’t be many
like that about.’

Wilbert frowned and said nothing.

Shanty peered at him. ‘ You jealous?’

‘Not at all.’

‘You don’t like Julian, do you?’

‘I never said so.”

“You don't have to say anything. T could tell — I not that
foolish, you know.’ She squinted at him. ‘The two of you
don’t get on. Anybody could see that from a mile off. Why
is that? And don’t say it’s because the two of you not in the
same class. Pa might swallow that but not me.’

‘We is different people,” Wilbert said. ‘He like readmg
books. He going to be a doctor. As for me ... well, I have to
look after my father business when he die.’

‘There must be more than thattoit...’

Shanty laughed. ‘Okay. Anything you say. What you want
to talk about?’

Wilbert shrugged. ‘Anything — but not Julian.’

Shanty curled herself into the depths of the chair. ‘You
ever kiss a girl?’

Wilbert started. ‘ No,’ he said after a short pause.

‘Never?’

‘Never.’

Shanty’s head sagged. She played with one of the buttons
on her blouse.

‘What about you?’

Shanty raised her head and looked at him narrowly. ‘Once,’
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she admitted, ‘with one of my cousins in San Fernando.’
She laughed mutedly. ‘That was fun. Everybody was sleeping
at the time — like now as a matter of fact. He was very ex-
perienced.” She folded herself even more compactly and shiv-
ered a little, as if she were cold. ‘Well?’ she prompted with a
hint of annoyance. ‘You can’t expect me to do all the work.
We may as well make use of the opportunity Ma give us.” She
stared boldly at him: she had rehearsed this scene. ‘Don’t
tell me you frighten.’

‘I not frighten,” he said. However, he remained as he was.

‘Prove it then.

With an effort, Wilbert got up and took the few steps across
to where she sat and stared down at her inflamed, upturned,
pouting face.

‘Well? Is not a telephone conversation we having, you
know.” She spoke carelessly. i

Wilbert brought his face closer to hers.

She retreated. ‘ Switch off the light.” It was a command.

Wilbert switched off the light. In the darkness he bent low
over her and Shanty closed her eyes, the lids squeezed tight
and puckering. Their lips brushed lightly. A car went by on
the road below, its tyres screeching on the curve. He would
have been glad of release but there was no likelihood of that:
he had committed himself. Shanty’s mouth smelled of tooth-
paste and his expiring pleasure melted away finally in its
raw, clinical freshness. He was detached, giving in to Shanty’s
gratuitous, grappling violence. They groped and fumbled in
an awkward, interminable embrace, teeth chattering in their
tangled mouths, breathing in rushed gasps. At Jast Shanty
drew away from him, disengaging herself, and sank -back into
the chair, opening her eyes. She rearranged her tousled hair
and straightened her crumpled blouse.

“You enjoyed that? Is never so good the first time. You have
to have practice.’ She giggled. ‘Practice makes perfect.’

‘Everything is an art.’ Wilbert smiled. ‘Yes,” he said, ‘I en-
joyed it.’ In retrospect, it did seem to him that he had enjoyed
it and now that it was over, the anticipatory pleasure revived.
Maybe Shanty was right. Maybe it would be better the second
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time. He bent low over her again, but Shanty pushed him
away, laughing softly.

‘No, no. That was enough for tonight. Is not good to over-
do it. You mustn’t be too greedy.” She stood up, yawmng and
stretching. ‘Tomorrow night,’ she said.

‘Here?’

*No. Not here. In the garden. Is safer there.” She vanished
behind the partition. ‘

The garden was a collection of strange black shapes. There
was no wind and it was warm and close. The slim crescent of
the moon was hidden by cloud. Wilbert wandered along the
line of the fence which sagged and bellied its way around the
garden, plucking at the leaves of the rose bushes and the fruit
trees. The frogs croaked deafeningly. Once he turned to look
at the house. The windows in the back bedroom were open
and he could see a light burning dimly behind the motionless
curtains. Then he returned up the steps.

Shanty avoided him the next day; as provocative and con-
trary as she had ever been. Wilbert sought her out and man-
aged, eventually, to corner her in the kitchen where she was
doing the washing-up.

‘I can’t think why you been following me around all day
for.’ She was piling dirty cups and glasses in the sink.

‘Why you didn’t come last night?’

“Last night?’ She was casual and offhand. ‘Where was I sup-
posed to go last night?’ She held one of the glasses under the
running tap and scrubbed concentratedly.

“You know well enough. The garden.’

‘Oh! That you talking about.” She giggled. ‘It wasn’t con-
venient.’

Wilbert grasped her arm. ‘You lying.’

She laughed, puttmg down the glass to drain. ‘Let go my
arm. You hurting me.’

‘Not until you answer my question.’ He tightened his grip.

She lost her temper. ‘But what the hell you think it is? You
think you own me or something?’ She tugged resolutely but
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to no avail. ‘Don’t get any fancy ideas in your head. 1 not
married to you and I not intending to get married to you. The
night before was fun. That was all. Now let me go before
somebody come in and find you behaving like a fool.’

‘It was Julian who put you up to it, not so? You and he plan it
together . . .” Depression crept over him. Depression and rage.

‘If you don’t let me go this instant I'll scream.’ She opened
her mouth wide, ready to carry out her threat. ‘If I had known
you was going to be like this. ..’

Wilbert dropped her arm. He was walking away when Julian
entered the kitchen.

‘I hope I'm not interrupting anything.’ Julian was jovial
‘Just say the word and I'll disappear.’

“You not interrupting anything,’ Shanty said.

Julian swaggered around the kitchen, his hands in his
trouser pockets. ‘I just finished reading a really great book.
It’s a pity you don’t like reading, Ramsaran. You don’t know
what you’re missing.’ He slapped his sister on the bottom. '
‘What the two of you been talking about, eh? Or is it a
secret?’ He winked at her.

‘It’s no secret,” Shanty said. ‘We were talking about the
garden.’

‘The garden!’ Julian exclaimed. ‘That’s a strange thing to
be talking about.’

Shanty giggled and resumed the washing-up.

‘What’s Shanty been saying to you about the garden, Ram-
saran?’

Wilbert was standing in the doorway. ‘Ask her,’ he said. He
went out and Shanty’s laughter billowed behind him. The
taste of raw toothpaste still seemed to linger at the back of.
his throat and he swallowed hard to get rid of it. But it would
not go. It had lodged there like a constricting bone.

5

Mrs Bholai was not far from right when she saw Wilbert
and Julian as natural enemies. In this respect she was more
perceptive than her husband. The barriers to friendship were
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mutual. It was an elemental antagonism which neither could
control. Wilbert was profoundly jealous of Julian. He envied
his good looks and the universal admiration he excited. It
was impossible for him to compete with Julian’s charm and
wit. He was slower, more thoughtful and deliberative. Ideally,
Julian would have liked to use Wilbert as he used everybody
else: as target practice for his exercises in vanity. Wilbert,
recognizing the danger, did all he could to resist this: he
could feel the temptation to slip under his domination. That
morning, with Shanty’s laughter billowing about him, his re-
sentment came to a head. He scowled at the photographs
decorating the walls of the bedroom; he scowled at the book-
laden shelves; he scowled at the rows of model aeroplanes on
the dresser. All these objects were like so many physical ex-
pressions of his hatred. The room was suffused with an alien,
hostile presence. He heard Julian calling out to him.

‘Ramsaran! Ramsaran!’

Wilbert did not answer. To be called ‘Ramsaran’ was sud-
denly hateful to him; as hateful as ‘ young master’.

‘Ah! There you are, Ramsaran. I was wondering where you
had got yourself to. Why you hiding in here? Was it Shanty
who vex you?’ Julian came into the room and sat down on his
bed. ‘You shouldn’t let Shanty vex you. Tell me what it’s all
about.’

‘I'm sure I don’t have to tell you that.” Wilbert stared at the
model aeroplanes.

Julian was mystified. ‘How you mean, Ramsaran? T don’t
understand. What’s it all about?’ He smiled. ‘Is it something
to do with the garden?’

‘Don’t play innocent with me, Julian. You put her up to it.’

‘To what, Ramsaran? You’re talking in riddles. I haven’t
got the slightest idea what it is you're blaming me for.’ He
knitted his brows. ‘Don’t tell me you’re still holding that busi-
ness about the book and Sita against me. Is not that, is it?’

‘That too,” Wilbert said. :

‘If it’s a fight you want to pick, Ramsaran, you better go
and find somebody else. I don’t want to pick no fight with
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you. I don’t believe in fighting.’ Julian watched him anxi-
ously.

Wilbert picked up one of the planes the transport heli-
copter. He rotated-the blades.

‘It easy to break, Ramsaran. Be careful.’

‘And suppose I break it?’ Wilbert faced him for the first
time since he had come into the room. ‘What would you do
if I break it?’ He held the plane above his head.

‘That’s a stupid question. Why would you want to break
it?’ Julian laughed nervously, brushing, with a characteristic
flick of the wrist, straying strands of hair away from his face.

‘But supposing I did break it? Suppose I let it fall from my
hand and smash on the floor. What would you do then?’ It
was as if Wilbert were listening to another person talk: a dis-
passionate witness of a stranger’s fury.

‘Then I would ask you to replace it.’

‘And if T refuse?’

‘Don’t be childish, Ramsaran. Put down the plane and
tell me why you so upset.’

Wilbert’s fingers spreadeagled. The plane clattered on the
floor, tiny wheels spinning across it. The blades fell off. Julian
looked at Wilbert and laughed again. He bent down and
picked up the twisted blades. ‘What you think you doing,
Ramsaran?’

For reply, Wilbert lunged forward and swept the front line
of models off the dresser. Injured planes slid in every direc-
tion. There were broken wings and runaway wheels and den-
ted fuselages. The laughter had gone from Julian’s face.

“You taking it beyond a joke, Ramsaran.’ Julian kneeled
among the shattered models. ‘Why you want to be doing a
thing like this for?’ There was genuine bewilderment and
anguish in his voice.

An odd pity surged in Wilbert but he kicked at the planes
again, grinding them under his heels so that the various bits
were mauled beyond recognition.

‘A savage! That’s what you are. A savage like your father.’
Julian leapt on him.
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In a moment they were rolling on the floor and Wilbert was
astride him, digging his shoes into Julian’s ribs and pummel-
ling him. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘I'm a savage and I'll show you what
a savage can do. I'll show you.” His fingers gripped Julian’s
tautened neck. Julian flailed his arms frantically and Wilbert
sensed the weakness of the body writhing and squirming
under him.

‘Surrender. Surrender.” The choked appeals for mercy
were barely audible. Julian’s eyes — so black! — flooded with
fear. His hands pounded the floor. ‘Surrender ... I surrender,
Ramsaran.’ Tears trickled from the corner of his eyes. ‘For
God’s sake, Ramsaran . . . for God’s sake . ..’

Mrs Bholai came running into the room. She screamed
when she saw them, flinging herself at Wilbert and attempting
to draw his hands off her son’s neck. Wilbert was only aware
of her as an irritant and pushed her away.

‘Oh God! Help us! It going to have murder here today.
Bholai! Like you deaf? I tell you it gomg to have murder in
this house today.’

The Bholai girls crowded into the room. Shanty joined with

her mother to free Julian from Wilbert’s grasp. Mr Bholai’s

voice boomed in the distance. Wilbert relaxed his grip. Julian
closed his eyes and groaned. His neck was red. .

‘He dead. My Julian dead. Jules! Open your eyes and speak
to me. Speak to your mother. I had tell you it was going to be
murder in this house if you invite Wilbert to stay with we,
Bholai. But you was deaf and now it too late. My Jules dead.
Dead.’

Mr Bholai stooped down beside them. ‘He not dead. You
could see he still breathing.’

Julian opened his puffed eyes and gazed sheepishly at his
mother who was weeping copious tears. She croucheéd over
him and taking a handkerchlef from her bosom mopped his
face.

‘Thank the Lord you still alive. Is a mlracle how you sur-
vive. I really thought he had murder you.’ She cradled him.
‘And you,’ she said, turning on Wilbert, ‘you, a guest in this
house, was going to murder my one and only son. For what?
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Tell me.” She stared at the grey wreckage of the planes.
‘Look at that! It take Julian years to collect them and in a
moment you mash it all up. Then you have the boldface to
stand there grinning at me. Grinning!’

Wilbert did not realize he had been smlhng

“This is no grinning matter though. You haven’t hear the
end of this yet. No sir!” Mrs Bholai mopped Julian’s face with
the handkerchief. ‘I going to make sure your father hear
about this. Somebody will have to pay for the damage you
cause.’

‘Now, now, Moon,” Mr Bholai murmured soothingly.
“You have no reason to turn on Wilbert like that. How you
know is his fault alone? I sure they was only playing with
one another. Boys like to fight and play rough.” He scrupu-
lously avoided looking at the wrecked planes and Julian’s
neck where the red marks of Wilbert’s fingers still showed
plainly.

“That wasn’t playing, Bholai. Don’t think I was born yes-
terday. He was going to murder him. Look at Julian face.
You see how swell-up it is? You don’t get that from playing.’
She lifted Julian’s head for inspection.

‘Boys will be boys,” Mr Bholai said vaguely.

‘Boys will not be boys,” Mrs Bholai answered hotly, ‘when
it come to killing and murdering each other.’

Mr Bholai was silent. He was hoping Julian would come to
the rescue; and Wilbert too was hoping for something of the
sort. The noble gesture would have been in keeping with
his character. However, for reasons best known to himself,
Julian remained quiet, submitting passively to the caresses of
his mother. '

‘I think you exaggerating the whole thing, Moon.” He
sighed and rested a flour-coated palm on Wilbert’: shoulder.
“Still, you boys shouldn’t fight so rough. You might really
hurt each other bad one of these days, and then it will be too
late to be sorry.’

‘Huh! He nearly murder your son and that is all you have
to say?’

Mr Bhohi would commit himself no sterner rebuke. Dust-
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ing his flour-stained palms, he walked slowly out of the room
and returned downstairs to the grocery.

Mrs Bholai assisted Julian to his feet. She directed a wrink-
led finger at Wilbert. He thought of his mother’s fingers with
nails like pink, seaside shells. Mrs Bholai’s did not resemble
hers. They were harder; colder. Julian, his back to them, was
looking out of the window. The cars went by steadily on the
road below. “You listening to me, young man? My husband
too frighten to tell you what I now going to tell you. ..’

Wilbert was not listening to her. The cars went by: cars
going to Port-of-Spain and San Fernando; San Fernando and
Port-of-Spain.

‘... 1 don't care who your father is. He could be Governor
of Trinidad or king of the whole world for all I care. That
don’t make the slightest difference tome. ..’

Port-of-Spain and San Fernando; San Fernando and Port-
of-Spain. Julian looked out of the window.
¢ .. but the next time you try and harm my son, it will be a
different story. Make no mistake about that. Come, Julian.
A cup of tea is what you need.’

Mother and son left the room. The girls trailed after them.

For some minutes Wilbert stood among the wreckage. He
collected the bits in a heap on the top of the dresser. Over-
whelmed with guilt and shame for the petty and senseless des-
truction he had wreaked, it occurred to him he should try and
put them together again. He set to work, sitting cross-legged
on the floor; but the task was a patently absurd one.

I wouldn’t bother.’ Julian leaned against the edge of the
door watching him. His eyes were still puffed but his face was
not as red and swollen as it had been.

Wilbert dropped the pieces of mangled plastic he was hold-
ing. ‘T’ll pay you for them.’

“You don’t have to do that, Ramsaran. Building them was
the real fun. I'm not going to start all over again.’ )

‘But T want to pay you for them.” He spoke roughly. ‘I
break them so I must pay for them.’

*I don’t want your money,’ Julian said.
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‘There must be something else ...’

‘For the moment I can’t think of anything. But if you in-
sist...’

‘Ido.
‘I’ll et you know when I think of something.’
They looked not at each other but at the wrecked planes.



Chapter Five

1

Sushila redecorated Rani’s room according to her peculiar
taste, the junk she had scornfully discarded being replaced
with junk of her own. She, no less than Rani, had her favour-
ite photographs. However, they were not of snowy Swiss
mountains. Instead, she had glossy photographs of famous
Hollywood stars. These she obtained from a ‘friend’ who
managed a cinema. Women, though, were excluded from her
picture gallery. Egbert Ramsaran remarked on this.

‘You notice that, eh? Is a funny thing with me and my own
sex. I don’t like them at all.’

Egbert Ramsaran raised his eyebrows. ‘What about your
daughter? You don’t like she?’

‘Is different with your own child. Though I wouldn’t mind
telling you when Sita was born and I find it was a girl and
not a boy that I had, I nearly dash she to the ground right
there and then. For days I couldn’t bear to look at she.’

‘Is that so0?’

‘I never make friends with a woman yet,” Sushila boasted.
‘The worst kind of woman is those who have scrawny legs
and breasts. They think is refined to be like that.” She laughed.
‘But I know what men really like.’

‘What?’

Sushila roared with laughter.

At any one time Sushila would have at least a dozen photo-
graphs pinned in a wavering line along the walls of her room.

'They were a good barometer of her inconstancy. By some
mysterious process, the stars rose and fell in her estimation.
Occasionally, the fallen might be reinstated (Errol Flynn had
that distinction) but, usually, they disappeared without trace.
Thus over a period of weeks, one set of faces might be com-
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pletely supnplanted in her affections by another. Egbert Ram-
saran remarked on this too.

‘T just didn’t care for him any more,’ she would say.

‘How come?’ he persisted. ‘Last week . . .’

‘Last week was last week,” she pontificated. ‘You should
never think about what happen last week. What good that
ever do? The important thing is the thing that happening right
this very minute — like me talking to you. Nothing else con-
cern me. Neither the past nor the future. About the one I
can’t do nothing and about the other I just don’t know. The
only sensible way to behave is to take life as it come and not
ask too many questions.’ She smiled jauntily. ‘Worries does
make you old. The only sensible way to behave is to take life
as it come. I does never ask myself why I do this and why I do
that. I does let other people do my worrying for me.’

Sushila was infatuated to the point of obsession with adorn-
ment. It was as essential to her nature as regret and worry
were inessential. Her metabolism seemed to crave it. To adorn
was not merely to improve and make more palatable. It was
to make real. Everything, including herself, had to be embel-
lished; heightened; and touched up. She used the heaviest,
most scented powders and perfumes. Her lipsticks were bril-
liant and gaudy. She had developed unconventional ideas of
value. For example, her jewellery, though for the most part
cheap and tawdry stuff, was appreciated and treasured the
more for being inlaid with coloured stones, immediately
striking to the eye and of a bewildering variety of shapes and
sizes. The fact that they were valueless meant nothing at all
to her. Her fondness for frills and laces was inordinate. She
had a child’s delight in objects that glittered, flashed and
sparkled. Surface; appearance: these were the beginning and
the end; the limits of her world. She cared for nothing else.
Responsive only to the promptings of the fleeting urge, Sush-
ila was neglectful, contemptuous and a little afraid of what
might be lying beyond. She spoke truly when she said she let
other people do her worrying for her.

Yet, after the unrelieved aridity of Rani’s life, Sushila could
not but come as a revelation. Her laughter rang through the
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Ramsaran house -and dominated it. While she. worked, she
wore short, tight bodices, tied into a knot at the front, which
left much of her stomach exposed; and her arms, burnt a
reddish-brown by the sun, how firm and fleshy they were! It
was necessary that someone be aware of her existence ~ even
if that someone was herself. On several occasions Egbert
Ramsaran caught Sushila unawares, riveted by the sight of
her own breasts in the mirror; or lifting up her skirts and
examining her thighs. Discovery did not embarrass her. She
laughed full-throatedly when she saw him.

All men elicited the same response in her. She demanded,
if not to be admired, at least to be noticed; and, to achieve
her ends, Sushila would flaunt herself shamelessly. A male
presence transformed and enlivened her. It was a kind. of
sport with her; a challenge to her prowess. No man. was too
old, too young, too ugly, too inaccessible (possession of a wife
simply enhanced his attraction) for her to bring her talents
into play. It was a pursuit dictated by her own needs and con-
venience and there was neither tenderness nor regard for her
prey. She aroused desire to no purpose beyond desire itself.
It was a callous, cynical and selfish deployment of her powers.

Egbert Ramsaran wilted under her provocations. Indeed,
provocation is too weak a description of what was taking
place between them. It was more like assault. Sushila pursued
him ruthlessly and he seemed to have no defences against her.
He did try to avoid too close a contact with her; too prolonged
an exposure. But Sushila harried him, forcing a recognition
of her presence on him. She would not allow him to for-
get she was there. Her laughter dogged him, penetrating the
locked door of his bedroom and invading his dreams. A
voluptuous ease was tempting him, clouding his concentra-

tion. It was wearing him down as inexorably as water wears -

down the toughest stone.

Overnight (for so it appeared to him) his will had deteriora-
ted and become flabby. It was unable to resist the new de-
mands upon it. His balance had gone askew — like the almanac
on his wall. Sometimes, in the midst of restless sleep, a whin:l-
pool of bewitching urges formed in Egbert Ramsaran’s brain
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and, prisoned in its grip, he was spun round and round and
dragged down to some point of explosive dissolution deep
within himself. To break free, he had to mobilize every avail-
able resource of his faltering will in order to prise his eyes
open and regain possession of his fragmented faculties. He
would awake, bathed in sweat and afraid to surrender to the
anarchy of sleep again. The temptation to let go was irre-
sistible. What a relief it would be if he could abandon him-
self to these invisible tides washing round him and allow them
to carry him wherever they chose. He was soon to realize how
far down the path of dissolution he had already travelled.

Singh continued to come to the house occasionally, bring-
ing bags of fruit from the estate, which he would dump on
the kitchen floor. But here was no Rani to whom he could
give Trinidad one-cent stamps and talk after his own fashion.
He was more incommunicable and silent than ever. Having
failed to extract even a grudging admiration from him, Sushila
began to hector and bully him. She dubbed him ‘Mr Gorilla’.
She would circle about him trailing the scents of her
rich powders and perfumes. ‘What big, hairy paws you have,
Mr Gorilla!” She touched his hand lightly and jumped back.
‘I hope you don’t put your big, hairy paws on me, Mr Gor-
illa.” She danced and flitted about him, her squeals of merri-
ment filling the house. ‘What nasty pointed teeth you have,
Mr Gorilla. I hope you don’t bite me with your nasty pomted
teeth. Mr Gorilla getting really angry with me. Grr ... grr ...
She went on in this vein for as long as his visits lasted.

The blood flooded Singh’s dark face and he bit hard on his
lower lip. ‘You just wait,” he muttered. ‘I know the kind of -
woman you is. You just wait.’

Singh turned up at the house unexpectedly one evening. It
was obvious that he had been drinking. He shuffled into the
kitchen and propped himself up against the big window.

‘You should be in the zoo this time of night, Mr Gorilla,’
Sushila said. ‘You liable to fnghten people to death roaming
about in the dark.’

‘Iis nota gorilla.’
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‘You look like one though. And you does behave like one.’

‘I tell you I is not a gorilla.’

Sushila laughed. ‘ What you is then?’

‘Tisaman! Aman! Can’t you see?’

‘What get into you all of a sudden, Mr Gorilla?’ Sushila
stared at him inquisitively. She was not quite so assured now.

“I tell you I is not a gorilla,’ Singh yelled, ‘I isa man!’

Sushila watched him warily.

Singh heaved himself up from the windowsill. ‘Don’t mock
me. I don’t like people mocking me.” He lumbered towards
her; menacing and begging.

‘If you know what’s good for you, Mr Gorilla, you
wouldn’t make any trouble here.’ Sushila retreated towards
the door. ‘You drunk.’

Singh grinned, showing his uneven, yellowing teeth. ‘“That’s
right. I drunk. What you running away from me for? Don’t
tell me you frighten of me.’

Sushila halted. ‘You only going to make trouble for your-
self tonight, Singh. I warning you.’

‘So I have a name after all.’

‘Keep away from me, Singh.’

*Try and stop me.’ He lumbered towards her. ‘What you
could do to stop me?’ He leered.

Sushila resumed her retreat. ‘Is not what I could do. Is
what he could do to you.’

Singh stopped dead. ‘Is that how it is?’

‘Yes.” Observing the effect her words had had, she was
brazen again.

‘You lying.’

“Try and see.”

‘You lying!’ He leapt at her.

Sushila sidestepped him nimbly, sticking a foot out. Singh,
moving clumsily and unsteadily in his boots, tripped and fell
on the tiles. He lay sprawled there, ridiculous and enraged.
Sushila, her feet planted widely apart, her hands resting on
her hips, stood over him laughing like a conqueror.

‘What’s all this noise and shouting?’ Egbert Ramsaran
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ran quickly into the kitchen. He stared in astonishment at
Singh. ‘Singh! What is the meaning of this? What you doing
there?’

‘He drunk,’ Sushila said.

‘Lying bitch,” Singh muttered.

‘That’s enough, Singh. Get up at once.’ Egbert Ramsaran’s
voice whistled. ‘I want an explanation.’

Singh, grinning malevolently, bauled himself up painfully
and dusted the seat of his trousers.

‘She was mocking me,’ Singh said. ‘And I don’t like people
mocking me.” He gazed fixedly at the spot where he had re-
cently been sprawled so ignominiously.

Egbert Ramsaran looked at Sushila. He turned again to Singh
as if afraid to look at her too long. ‘How she been mocking
you?’ :

‘She does mock me every time I come here. But I is not a
gorilla. I is a man. Anybody could see I is a man. I have the
same two arms and two legs and a head. Why she have to
mock me for?’

‘It still don’t give you the right to come in here drunk.’

‘I is a man. Like other men. And I not going to let anybody
mock me.” He raised his head. ‘I know the kind of woman she
is. You shouldn’t have a woman like she in your house. You
should ...’ ) '

‘Enough!’

“You shouldn't have she in this house. All she want from
youis...’

‘Enough!’ Egbert Ramsaran advanced on him.

‘All she want from youis...’

‘Get the hell out of here, Singh! Get out! Get out!’ Egbert
Ramsaran stalked the length of the kitchen. ‘Don’t set foot'
here again until I tell you. You understand me? I not going to
have you coming in here drunk and...’ He piped a stream
of imprecations at him. :

‘So that’s how it is.” Singh nodded as though the truth had
just dawned on him. ‘That’s how it is.’

‘Get out!’
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Still nodding to himself, Singh walked out of the kitchen
and went slowly down the back steps and out into the yard.

‘Thank God for that,” Sushila said.

Egbert Ramsaran eyed her gloomily.

That he should have quarrelled with Singh and actually ex-
pelled him from the house was unbelievable. It marked a defi-
nite break with the past. The whole tenor of his life was shat-
tering and he, Egbert Ramsaran, was assisting at the process. It
was a macabre spectacle. His clarity had not deserted him.
But what good was it to him now? It only added to his morti-
fication because he could not act in conformity with its dic-
tates. No enemy, had he heartily wished it, could have con-
trived his destruction so skilfully; could have reduced him to
such a predicament,

Egbert Ramsaran was choked with an impotent rage against
this woman who had descended from nowhere to haunt him.
‘It would be so easy,” he told himself over and over again,
‘to send her away. So easy.’ He snapped his fingers. ‘T just have
to say the word and she would be out of here. God is my wit-
ness that if I could send Singh away, I could pack she back to
where she come from too. I just have to say the word.” The
word was on the tip of his tongue but the word was never
said, dying before it could pass his lips. ‘I will bide my time.
Give her enough rope and she bound to hang herself.’

The opportunity slipped away. It became remote. And, fin-
ally, it slipped away altogether. Getting rid of Sushila would
have solved nothing. Uncontrollable forces had been unleashed
in him. Sushila had set in motion age-old desires and he was
powerless in their grasp.

Sushila sensed the imminence of victory. To have secured
the expulsion of Singh was a signal triumph. She who had
sacrificed nothing stood to gain all. These last nights, ever
since the quarrel with Singh, she had lain awake tense with
expectancy. Another trophy was about to be added to her
collection. Without having to exert herself unduly, she had
watched Egbert Ramsaran crumble day by day before her
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eyes. It had been so easy. The chief threat had been the pos-
sibility of her dismissal but that hurdle was safely behind her.
It was now out of the question. He had virtually offered himself
up to her. Sushila laughed. She was too excited to sleep. Tos-
sing the blanket to one side, she sat up and clasped her arms
about her knees.

There passed in review all those hostile faces in the Settle-
ment and particularly that of Mrs Bholai sheltering behind
her newspaper and whipping her son away from the verandah
rail as if the mere sight of her, Sushila, would cause him to
drop dead on the spot. Revenge would be sweet. If she could
bring Sita to live here, that would add a new edge to the sweet-
ness. Sushila and Sita living in the house of Egbert Ramsaran!
Sushila giggled.

But after that consummation, what? Sushila did not know.
Events would take their course and she would act accordingly.
For the moment, she was comfortable, settled and extremely
pleased with herself. Life had always been kind to her. Extra-
ordinarily kind. Things had never failed to turn out to her
advantage. Pleasure, happiness and freedom had fallen into
her lap. She had been an amazingly lucky woman. She con-
gratulated herself, putting a complacent trust in the protec-
tion of her guardian angel. She had never stayed long enough
in one place to witness the price exacted for her amazing good
fortune. Sushila, allergic to pain — her own and other people’s
— had invariably departed in good time, fleeing before suffer-
ing like a leaf chased by the wind. She lived on a mounting
accumulation of credit. But, so far, her method had worked
and Sushila could see no reason why it should not continue to
do so in the future. The world was sufficiently vast to accom-
modate the depredations of someone like her. There would
always be somewhere to hide; somewhere to run to. Thus,
her arms clasped about her knees, she sat there surrounded
by her ephemeral gallery of photographs and waited for
events to take their predestined course.

Wilbert listened to the hollow thud of his father’s foot-
steps across the creaking floorboards. They stopped outside
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his door. Was he coming to see him at this hour of the night?
To explain the rupture with Singh perhaps? No. That was un-
likely. It might be that an acute attack of indigestion was
keeping him awake. His indigestion had been geting worse:
he hardly ever stopped complaining about how bad it was.
None of these explanations convinced Wilbert and he quelled
the temptation to call out. Straining his ears, he listened. The
silence seemed to deepen. Then the footsteps moved off, re-
tracing their path towards the front of the house, the floor-
boards creaking.

He heard his father open the door to his bedroom but he did
not hear it click shut. Then, with abrupt decision, the foot-
steps returned, padding hollowly. This time they did not
pause but faded rapidly towards the back of the house. Sush-
ila must have been expecting him for the door to her room
opened and closed; and, without a word or whisper being ex-
changed, his father’s footsteps were swallowed up within.
After that all was quiet and Wilbert ceased to listen.

2

Sita rocked on the hammock watching the cars go by on the
road. A book was open on her lap and her legs dangled over
the sides. Her shoes scraped the pounded earth floor. The air
was warm and aromatic with the smell of dust and dry grass.
Phulo sat on the steps of her hut combing through the hair of
one of her children and searching for lice. The heat of early
afternoon had smothered activity and when there was a lull in
the traffic the only sounds would come from the clucking hens
and the monotonous whirr of Sharma’s sewing-machine. Basdai
was asleep. Beyond the dilapidated fringe of houses hugging
the curves of the main road were the green and dismal rect-
angles of sugarcane. Staring at that burning, offensive green,
Sita’s eyes acquired a remoteness of depth and a brooding
melancholy. She swayed back and forth on the hammock.

A taxi stopped with a screech of brakes. Sita gazed at it idly
but her expression changed to one of interest when she saw
her mother step out and come quickly down the path. Sita got
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up from the hammock. Sushila smiled broadly at her as she
entered the compound.
‘Go and pack your clothes, Sita.’

‘Why?’ Sita asked. ‘Where we going?’ As if she did not
know too well.

Phulo looked up.

‘I come to take you away. Today self you going from here.’

Phulo thrust her child to one side. ‘Well, well,’ she said. ‘It
didn’t take you long to bamboozle him.’

Sushila glanced at her, not deigning to answer. ‘Go on, Sita.
Go and pack your clothes. We don’t have time to waste.’

‘Ma!’ Phulo yelled. ‘Wake up! Come and hear the big
news! Wake up!’

Sharma’s machine stopped its whirring. ‘What big news?’
She poked her good-natured face through the window.

‘Sushila taking Sita to live with she.’

Basdai groaned inside the hut. ‘What’s all that racket out
there? 1 trying to get some rest.’

‘Big news,’ Phulo yelled hoarsely. ‘Sushila come to take
Sita with she.’ .

The children, galvanized into life, poured into the com-
pound and joined in the chant. ‘Sushila come to take Sita
with she. . . Sushila come to take Sita with she . . .’

Basdai, rubbing her eyes, came outside. ‘Eh? What’s that
you telling me?’ She was bemused.

‘I say Sushila come to take Sita with she,” Phulo yelled.
‘At last.’

‘For truth?’ Basdai asked, comprehension slowly dawning.
‘For truth?’

Sushila nodded. ‘Today self.’

‘It didn’t take she long to bamboozle him,’ Phulo said.

‘And not only that,” Sushila said. She surveyed them proud-
ly. “He going to pay for she education too.’

Sita stared at her mother.

“You joking with me,” Basdai murmured.

Sushila shook her head. ‘He going to pay for she education

and, what is more, he going to send she to a Port-of-Spain
school.’

163



‘Well I never! * Basdai exclaimed. ‘Even I never thought ...’ ?

She was too overcome to go on.

Phulo’s mouth hung open. Sita continued to stare at her
mother with a robot-like rigidity.

Basdai conquered her astonishment. She cackled joyously.
‘T had tell you it would work out but you didn’t believe me.’
She turned to Sita. ‘Is me you have to thank for this. I hope
you know that.’

‘Why she have to thank you?’ Sushila asked.

‘How you mean?’ Basdai’s ardour cooled. ‘Is I who arrange
for you to go there in the first place.’

Sushila shrugged. ‘So what? Is nothing compared to what I
had to do.’ :

‘Ungrateful wretch. After allIdo foryou...’

Sushila laughed. ‘If he was to throw me out, you wouldn’t
waste any tears on me,’ she said. “Is I who running all the
risk.

‘Ungrateful wretch! It gone to your head. But remember
what so easy to go up easy to fall down too.’

‘I not going to fall anywhere.’

*I will expose you.’ Basdai was on the verge of tears.

Sushila protruded her lips. ‘That won’t do you any good.
But feel free to try.’

Phulo’s mouth curled bitterly. ‘He will see through your
tricks.’

‘Jealousy!”

‘Me! Jealous of you!’ Phulo wrung her hands. ‘At Jeast I
is a decent and respectable woman and don’t have to use
trickery to get what I want. I have a husband I could call my

s

own.

Sushila sneered. ‘I wouldn’t let any man do to me what I
does see him doing to you.’

‘My children don’t have to run and hide they face when
somebody say father.’

‘A fat lot of good that doing you — and them.” She looked at
Sita. “You going to be better than the rest of them put to-
gether. You going to be somebody from now on and they all
wishing they was in your shoes. That is the long and short of
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it. Now go and pack your clothes. We don’t have time to
waste here.’
Sita went inside.

Egbert Ramsaran had been pacing the verandah restlessly
all afternoon, looking at his watch and muttering. ‘She should
have been back by now,” he said to Wilbert. “What you think
keeping she?’ He had asked the identical question a dozen
times. ‘All she had to do was go and pick up she daughter.
That shouldn’t take so long. What she could be doing? Is
nearly four hours since she left and she say it wouldn't take
more than two.” He walked down the path to the front gate
and looked up and down the road. ‘What could be keeping
she so long? What?’ He returned up the path and resumed his
pacing. ‘It getting dark already.” He sat down on a rocking
chair; got up; and sat down again. The first stars glimmered.
Egbert Ramsaran glanced at his watch. The cows were on
their way home from pasture, marching in stately single file.
The leader, a bit of rope trailing from its neck, meandered
towards the gate which Egbert Ramsaran had not closed.
‘Sonofabitch!’ He rushed at the animal. It stood its ground.
Egbert Ramsaran picked up a stone and aimed it at the ani-
mal’s head.

‘What’s all this?’ Sushila grinned at him from the road.
‘Why you want to kill the poor thing?’ She clapped her hands
and grimaced at the cow. ‘Shush! Shush!’

The cow backed away from the gate.

“Youi see,’ she said. ‘That’s all you have to do. Simple!’

Egbert Ramsaran dropped the stone. ‘What keep you so
long? I been waiting for you all afternoon.’

‘That was a stupid thing to do. I tell you it would take a
little time. Sita had to say goodbye to everybody.’ She giggled.
It had a lot of kissing and hugging going on.’ '

“You was kissing and hugging for nearly five hours?’

Sushila frowned. ‘I didn’t know I had a timetable and that
you was my timekeeper.’

They climbed the steps to the verandah. ‘Never mind,” Eg-
bert Ramsaran said. ‘I was just a little nervous. The dark and
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all that.” He was placatory. ‘So! This is the Sita I've been hear-
ing so much about.’ He smiled at her. *Welcome to your new
home, Sita. Your mother tell me so much about you I feel like
I known you for years.” His unreasonable agitation was being
replaced by an equally unreasonable exhilaration now that
Sushila had come back. He folded his arms round Sita in a
clumsy, muscular embrace, kissing her on either cheek. ‘You
nearly as tall as me.’

Sita, despite these overtures, carried herself stiffly and her eyes
did not relinquish their stern, unsmiling seriousness. She sub-
mitted to his caresses with an aloof and dignified resignation.

Sushila, detached and ironical, observed the performance
from a distance.

‘From now on you must treat me exactly as if I was your
father,” Egbert Ramsaran said. ‘And Wilbert as your brother.”
Egbert Ramsaran pointed at his son. ‘Let me introduce you
properly to one another. The two of you must get to know
each other and become friends.’

Sita smiled at Wilbert and inclined her head with that same
slight movement with which she had greeted him before. ‘We
met already,’ she said.

‘Oh? When was that?’

Sita looked at Wilbert as if to suggest it was his turn to
speak.

‘When I was staying with the Bholais,” Wilbert explained
reluctantly.

‘So much the better! So much the better! It make me happy
to know the two of you is not perfect strangers.’ Egbert
Ramsaran spoke eagerly. He wished to ingratiate himself with
this girl, to win her favour and approval. ‘Your mother was
telling me that you is a bright child. That you want to be a
B.A. Languages — whatever that is.’

Sita twisted her body and stared at her mother. She seemed
annoyed. ‘That is something I could never hope to be,’ she
said. -

“You never know,’” Egbert Ramsaran replied cheerfully.
‘Didn’t your mother tell you I going to send you to one of
them big schools in Port-of-Spain?’
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Sita averted her head. ‘Yes,’ she said in the merest whisper.
‘It’s very ... it’s very kind of you.’

Egbert Ramsaran laughed. ‘Well then, that’s the first step,
not so?’

‘You could look a little more pleased than that,” Sushila
said, casting a lowering glance at her daughter.

‘Is only shyness,” Egbert Ramsaran said. ‘Don’t bother she.
But here we is talking about B.A. Languages and what not
and I don’t even know what it is.” He could not stop talking.
A curious impulsion drove him on. He was aware of it but he
could do nothing.

Sita unbent a little. She smiled pallidly at him. ‘It stands
for Bachelor of Arts,’ she said.

‘T thought only men could be bachelors.” It was not often
Egbert Ramsaran tried to joke.

‘It doesn’t make any difference whether you’re a man or
woman.” She looked at Wilbert as if seeking confirmation for
what she had said.

He stared at her blankly.

“That’s enough for now,’ Sushila said. ‘Let’s go inside.” She
yawned. ‘It’s been a very tiring day.’

The conference broke up.

Within a month, Sita had left her country school and was
enrolled as a student at a Port-of-Spain convent. Her reserve,
however, did not break down. It was never easy to discover
what she was thinking or feeling. She betrayed no particular
pleasure at Egbert Ramsaran’s paying for her to attend a
‘good’ school; but neither did she seem displeased by his
generosity. Her behaviour towards him was, at all times, for-
mal and correct. He had insisted that she call him ‘Pa’ (or
failing that, ‘Uncle’) but Sita, while not explicitly refusing
to do his bidding, clearly executed his wish only under duress;
and then it was not ‘Pa’ but ‘Uncle’ which she preferred.
She lived like a stranger in the house, setting off for school
early in the morning with her books and pink plastic lunch-
box and dressed in her neat pleated uniform. When she re-
turned in the evening she helped her mother in the kitchen;
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and, after dinner, she retired to her room at the first oppor-
tunity and worked until she went to bed.
‘You enjoying your new school?’ Egbert Ramsaran would
engquire.
“Yes.’
‘And you does get on well with your teachers?’
“Yes. They’re all very nice to me.’
“You have a lot of friends?’
*A few. Not too many. I don’t like having too many friends.’
“That’s sensible,” Egbert Ramsaran said approvingly. "[,‘he
few friends you have — they want to be B.A. Languages too?
“Not all of them.’
“You is the brightest girl in your class?’
Sita fidgeted. ‘I wouldn't say so.’
‘Who brighter than you?’
‘Nearly everybody.’
‘I sure that is not true.’
Sita laughed deprecatingly.
“You must invite your friends to come and see you here
if you lonely. You mustn’t be bashful.’
‘I’m not lonely.’
“Still, you must invite them.’

‘Yes,’ Sita said. ) )
But she never did. Her reserve remained impenetrable and,

in spite of his efforts, Egbert Ramsaran could coax nothing
zorl; out of her. She was just as guarded with Wilbert. What
was happening between her mother and Egbert Ramsaran
could not be ignored. It fell like a poisonous shadow betw-een
them, blocking the development of friendship. If any'thmg,
her embarrassment with regard to him was greater t.han it was
with his father. Sita could not confront Wilbert without that
poisonous shadow obtruding itself; and neither could he cot}-
front her. As if by mutual agreement, they avoide(.i each ot'her-s
company. When they did meet there was confusion and hesi-
tation on both sides. -

Sushila was deeply irritated by her daughter’s behaviour.

“You don’t like living here?’ she asked.

‘I don’t mind,’ Sita said.

168

| |

“That is all you have to say? You have no gratitude for the
man who paying for your education?’

‘I'm very grateful for everything he’s doing for me. But you
must see it’s not easy for me.’

‘How? You should be happy as the day is long.’

‘It’s not so easy,” Sita repeated. ‘Put yourself in my posi-
tion. If you do that you might realize . . .’

‘I realize, Sushila sneered. ‘Is all that false pride you
have.’

‘It’s not false pride.” Sita was adamant. ‘If you can’t see . . .’

Sushila lost her temper. ‘I could see well enough,’ she
shouted at her. ‘Like you prefer living in the Settlement with
Basdai and Phulo and Sharma? If that is what you want I
could arrange to send you back there straight away. They
would be only too glad.”

Sita was silent under this onslaught. There were many
things she could have said but she had no idea how to begin
saying them. In any case, Sita knew her mother would not
understand. She would not even be interested.

3

The disparity of character and the lack of understanding that
existed between them was more obvious and disquieting to
both only because this was the longest period they had lived
together as mother and daughter. It had always been so. Pro-
longed association had simply brought it out into the open.
During Sushila’s brief, whirlwind descents on the Settlement
the truth had been disguised, to some extent, by the fleeting
violence of her publicly displayed affection. Yet even that
could not entirely obscure the residual uneasiness lurking not
far below the surface and becoming more apparent as Sita
grew older. The uneasiness was hard and unyielding and per-
manent. There had been an overly frenzied aspect to those
orgiastic sessions; as if Sushila had to flay herself into the con-
viction that she loved her daughter and was not an unnatural
mother. The times they spent together seemed to permit no
stillnesses. Silence would descend with unpremeditated sud-
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denness, revealing gaps of deadening incomprehension which
Sushila — never Sita — endeavoured to bridge with a rush of
extravagant nonsense; promising her more books, more
dresses, more toys. .

To Sita, Sushila had been an exotic manifestation, a shifting,
impermanent combination of scent and sound and colouf.
When she was younger, Sita puzzled for hours over this curi-
ous creature people called her mother and whose irregular
manifestations threw the Settlement into such a frenzy of
disapproval and outrage. She had tried to love her but it was
not possible to love a shifting combination of scent and sound
and colour which was there one minute and gone the next.
Her love had nothing to which it could attach itself. All
around her she saw people drawn together and welded into
comprehensible wholes by relationships denied her: the ele-
mentary ties of husband and wife; brother and sister. Exclu-
ded from membership of any of these, Sita belonged to no
one.

‘I too have a mother like everybody else,’ she reassured
herself over and over again. ‘A mother ... a mother ... a
mother.” She repeated the word in an endless hypnotic chant,
twisting and rolling it on her tongue this way and that. But
repetition enhanced its alien qualities and converted it into
something unreal. It fractured and broke on her tongue, re-
solving itself into a jumble of meaningless syllables, devoid
of rhyme and reason. ‘Mo-ther ... mot-her ... moth-er.” She
tried ‘Ma’ and ‘Mummy’ — she had once heard the Bholai
girls calling their mother ‘Mummy’ — but they did not work
either. Their intimacy was too fabulous.

Then she recalled that somewhere in the world there had to
be a man who was her father. So, she experimented with that.
‘Fa-ther ... fat-her ... fath-er.’ It was no good. Neither did
‘Pa’ and ‘Daddy’ improve the situation. She quailed when
it occurred to her that Farouk might be the man those frag-
menting syllables sought to identify. Sita could not desist
from examining herself closely in mirrors and, when she saw
him, surreptitiously comparing her salient features with Far-
ouk’s. She dismissed the possibility. However, she shuddered
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inwardly and blushed whenever she went past the Palace of
Heavenly Delights and Farouk twirled his beautiful mous-
tache and winked at her with sly good humour. It was he —
more than Phulo, more than Basdai, more than Mrs Bholai -
who made her life in the Settlement a torment.

Sita developed the habit of talking to herself. ‘My name is
Sita ... Seetah ... See-tah ...” When even her own name
seemed in danger of dissolving into gibberish, the discovery
was both exhilarating and terrifying. She applied the same
technique indiscriminately to people and things; and, under
the influence of her subtle and secret magic, they too became
remote and eventually disintegrated. At whim she could
create, destroy and reconstruct the world around her. It was
how she learned to cope with the abuse and taunting scorn
which was inescapably the lot of ‘a child of Sushila’. When
Basdai screamed at her, ‘You is a worthless girl — just like
your no-good mother was,” Sita would immediately go and
stand before the mirror and repeat the phrase until it had
worn itself out and lost all its meaning. The trick rarely failed.

Sita was an enigma to those with whom she lived. Recogniz-
ing that she was different (it was drummed into her by Phulo
and Basdai), she had consciously set herself apart from them.
She developed a fierce and distinctive self-regard which ex-
pressed itself in a belief in her own singular destiny arising
from her unique position. Every act she performed, no mat-
ter how trivial, was invested with a ritual significance and
solemnity; part, it seemed, of a grand design which she re-
fused to communicate to anyone; a preparation for a world
infinitely superior to the one in which, through no fault of her
own, she had found herself. .

It was this intense self-regard which kept her aloof and
separate from those around her, showing itself in the slow
and measured style of her speech; in the fanatical care she
took of her personal property; and the pains she devoted to
the details of her dress. There was the question of shoes, for
instance. It was common practice for the children in the
Settlement — the young Bholais excepted - to go without. But
Sita would never permit herself to appear barefooted in the
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yard: she was always to be seen in a pair of lovingly whit-
ened canvas shoes. She flew into a rage if anyone dared to use

her towels, her soap, her hairbrush — all gifts of her mother. -

‘It’s not hygienic to use what belong to somebody else,’ she
would explain when she had calmed down.

It was this aura of being set apart which, as much as .any-
thing else, brought down the wrath of Phulo and Basdai on
her head and encouraged the taunts of the Settlement as a
whole. Sita was not blameless. She fostered that hostility i?nd
appeared to draw strength from the isolation which it im-
posed. It was a necessary element of her self-esteem ‘vtha.t she
should be disliked: it served to reinforce her sense of a singu-
lar destiny.

Many of her ideas were derived from the books s?le read.
Sita was a voracious reader and one of her big excuemen'ts
was the monthly visit of the van sent by the Trinidad Public
Library on tours of the country districts. Her reading, an ex-
tension of the fervent privacy she cultivated, was sacrosanct.
She was unwilling to divulge even the title of the books she
read. That she ‘pretended’ to read was an opinion not re-
stricted to Phulo and Mrs Bholai but shared by most of the

-Settlément.

Youth and beauty could not survive long in the Settlement.
Decay was at the very core of its existence and the women,
more vulnerable to its ravages than the men, were the first to
succumb. For the young girls, the decline into womanhood
was swift, startling and irreversible. It was as if, after a.cel:tain
stage had been reached, the processes of life were artxf?cnally
speeded up. From day to day - so Sita felt - it was possible to
chart the changes in the faces she knew. When the transfor-
mation was complete, their familiar features could hardly be
recognized in the women they had become. Their children,
doomed to the cycle, grew up with the fated sameness of
animals born and bred to a particular role in life. The Settle-
ment taught Sita the horrors of poverty and ignorance. But
it was more than pity which it aroused in her. There was fear
and repugnance as well.
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Her first memories of Phulo were of a slim and pretty girl
with unusual greyish-coloured eyes. She must have been no
more than eighteen when she married Basdai’s younger son
and was flirtatiously shy and reticent in front of her husband.
Her shortcomings as a wife were commented on indulgently
even by Basdai who had bestowed on her the affectionate title
of Doolahin. As for her husband, he seemed dangerously

* fond of her. He regularly brought her little trinkets from San

Fernando and encouraged and fomented her wifely incapa-
cities. She was the great favourite of the family, eclipsing
Sharma, the wife of Basdai’s elder son. But the birth of
Phulo’s first child effectively marked the end of the honey-
moon. - Attitudes changed rapidly. Her shortcomings ceased
to be charming and the quarrels began.

The sad fact was that Phulo herself had changed by that
time. She had sunk into the landscape, growing fatter and
less picturesque. Not having been warned of the inevitable be-
trayal lying ahead of her, Phulo had let herself go. She had
taken too much for granted and when she awakened from
her sleep it was too late. Without her being aware of it, she
had increasingly approximated to the run of women in the
Settlement. Phulo became indistinguishable from those who
walked with buckets balanced on their heads to fetch water
from the standpipe. Her grey eyes counted for nothing now:
their novelty had worn off. Doolahin wept but weeping got
her nowhere. It hastened the disenchantment. Therefore, the
crying stopped.

Phulo mourned her loss of beauty and special favour by
adopting a style of dress in keeping with her new status. Dis-
carding her modish blouses and skirts, she wore instead un-
flattering, hastily assembled dresses which hung loosely from
her shoulders and brushed her ankles. Child followed mono-
tonously on child and a generalized coarseness set in. Her

“voice lost its lilt and lightness and was strident and vulgar;

thriving on the daily exchange of abuse with her mother-in-
law and husband. The Phulo Sita was familiar with was the
Phulo with puffed-out cheeks: with eyes that had lost their
sparkle and liveliness and become dull and brutal; with sag-
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ging breasts milked dry; the Phulo pursued by a brood of ba're-
footed, bare-bottomed children who clung to her dusty skirts
and at whom she shrieked obscenities. She talked and behaved
as though her youth had never happened; as though it be-
longed to an order of things impossibly remote and far-
fetched. Sita was always shocked to remember how young she
really was.

Living in close proximity to her mother-in-law had prov'ed
a fruitful source of misunderstanding and discord. Rivalries
and feuds flourished in the hothouse atmosphere of the fam-
ily compound. Basdai considered it her duty to supervise her
daughters-in-law and see to it that they remained ‘up to
mark’. Sharma, good-natured and pliable, was no problem
in that respect. Phulo, however, was not led easily. Basdai
disapproved on principle of everything she did: the way she

dressed; the way she brought up her children; the way she

kept her house. ‘Ungrateful wretch,” she screeched at her. ‘I
don’t know why I ever allow my son to marry a bloodsucker
like you. All you deserve is blows and more blows.’ ‘W:hy
don’t you come and try?’ Phulo would challenge her. ‘I dying
for a chance to break every bone in your body into little
pieces.’ These quarrels would arise out of nothing, coaxed
magically out of the hot day. .
But what irked Basdai most of all was Phulo’s determina-
tion to have a proper home of her own. The compound
had started — ostensibly - as a purely temporary arrangement
while her sons searched for homes for their families. Years
passed and nothing happened. A series of renovations, exten-
sions and other minor alterations gave the lie to their inten-
tions and temporariness had merged into all the indications
of permanency. For Phulo to want to leave behind the _de-
lights of the compound was an unforgivable presumption.
Unhappily for her, it never went beyond presumption. It was
an open secret that her husband, indifferent to those unusual
grey eyes, maintained a mistress in San Fernando. When_he
was not squandering his wages on her, he was squandering
what remained of them in the Palace of Heavenly Delights.
Phulo, fighting a battle already lost, saved what she could. He
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did not hesitate to beat her when she refused to tell him where
her paltry hoard was hidden. ‘Serve she right,” Basdai de-
clared. ‘A home of she own! What next I ask you?’

Nevertheless, when they grew weary of their slanging
matches, they could unite on one subject; or rather, on two
subjects: Sushila and Sita. Sushila was as much anathema to
Phulo as she was to Mrs Bholai, but their reasons were not
the same. Phulo could not resist comparing her pitiful con-
dition to Sushila’s. In the latter she saw everything she might
have been. Worse still, Sushila’s good fortune had sprung
from her disobedience; while she (and had she not been as
beautiful? as coveted by men?) who had obeyed the com-
mand to marry and bear children had been the one to suffer.
It was unfair; unjust that she should be the one trapped. In-
justice had cramped and stifled her spirit; warped it. Phulo
wished on Sita the punishment which ought to have been .
meted out to her mother. And not only on Sita; but on every-
one like her who aspired to break their chains.

Sharma had been luckier than Phulo but not because she
was any better treated or any wiser. She was luckier in that
she possessed a mild and placid disposition in which neither
rebellion nor dissatisfaction could have a place. Like Phulo,
she had once been slim and pretty; like Phulo, she had once
been the household favourite; like Phulo, she had borne her
husband a string of children; like Phulo, she was occasion-
ally beaten. Yet, none of these things had embittered her or
warped her spirit. She incorporated them without fuss or dis-
turbance, bowing to the universal cycle of rise and decline
and never questioning it. Pleasure and pain were modulations
in an underlying rhythm which had regulated the lives of
those who had gone before her and would regulate the lives of
those who were to come after her. What had happened to
her was, quite simply, what she had expected to thappen ~ just
as she expected to see the sun rise every morning in the east
and see it sink every evening in the west. She would have been
unpleasantly surprised had she not got fat. She had accepted

. her displacement as the household favourite by the grey-eyed

Phulo without murmur and even joined in the praise of the
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pewcomer. Her brood of children did not weigh on her as
they did on Phulo.

Sharma was seamstress to the Settlement, churning out sev-
eral dresses a week in identical style. ‘Can’t you sew some-
thing different?’ Phulo asked exasperatedly. ‘Is what the
people want,” Sharma answered equably. ‘But just for your
own sake it might be nice to do something a little different
each time,’ Phulo said. Sharma seemed not to understand. ‘Is
what the people want,” she said. She it was who kept the goat
which provided a dribble of milk. Phulo, when she had noth-
ing else to attack, would attack the goat for sprinkling its
droppings about the compound. ‘One day,’ Phulo said, ‘I
going to curry that goat.” Sharma laughed. She bore no grud-
ges. If her husband were to beat her over some trifling mis-
demeanour or merely because he was in a bad mood, Sharma
cried a little but was bright and cheerful again before long.

She took no part in the recriminations against either Sush-
ila or Sita, though Phulo did her best to convince her of their
iniquity. ‘Everybody have they own life to lead,’ was Shar-
ma’s verdict, ‘including Sushila. If Sushila happy doing what
she doing and not interfering with what I doing, why I should
bother?® ‘What Sushila doing is wrong,” Phulo said, ‘is very
wrong. She shouldn’t be allowed to do what she doing and get
away scot free with it.” Sharma was unperturbed. ‘It may not
be your way and is certainly not my way. But so long as she
don’t interfere with me...” ‘What about Sita then?’ Phulo
asked, ‘why she must be pretending to read all them book
for?® ‘If the girl like reading, let she read is what I say.’ Phulo’s
patience cracked. ‘And what I say is that you just plain stu-
pid.’ Sharma laughed. ‘If that is the way I is,” she said, ‘then
that is the way L is.

At night, Sita would lie awake listening to Basdai’s wracked
struggles to breathe freely. Her thoughts wandered to Phulo
and Sharma and the events of the past day: Sharma sewing
her identical dresses; the children playing in the dusty com-
pound; Phulo bent over the washtub shouting at them and in
the intervals trading abuse with Basdai. The pattern never

altered. Thinking of Phulo she experienced a chilling thrill
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compoun'ded of fear and repugnance and pity. Could she ever
become like her? Could she ever be reduced to such a state of
coarse brutishness? Degradation crept up stealthily in the
§ettlemen-t and by the time you realized what had happened
it was too late. It was Phulo who absorbed the bulk of her
a.ttentlon; with whom, despite the overt hostility, she felt chil-
h.ng retverberations of sympathy. On the other hand, no pos-
sible link could exist with someone like Sharma; no’ point of
contact. Nothing was to be learned from Sharma. Indeed
h'ers was a lesson that could not be learned. It was a dispensa:
tion you received — or did not receive. Sharma was neutral
and pe.lsswe; the eternal spectator. Her support — if so vague
a ben}gnity could be called support — was of no value: as
meamr‘lgless as the wind in the canefields. Her placidity 'was
death ‘1tself to Sita. Lying there awake at night, listening to
Basda'l’s. groans and wombed in the desolate darkness, Sita
fell victim to a morbid hypochondria. She was surroun;ied -
but as yet untouched - by a disease whose symptoms she
knew all too well. Sita maintained an anxious watch on her-
self for the signs of infection.

It was on one of the visits of the Library Van to the Settle-

ment that Sita had spoken to Julian Bholai for the first time
He had gone up to her. '

‘\.?Vha‘t you looking for?’ He was polite and smiling.
Sita did not answer.

‘Why don’t you tell me? I might have it |
oy domt g ve it back home. I have

‘If you have so many books wh
y you bother t
for?’ she replied. ¢ o fo come here

‘I wanted to meet you.’

*You shouldn’t be wantin, * i
g to meet me,’ she said ‘
you mother should find out . . .’ @ coolly. "It

Julian, covering his discomfort well, grinned. *You shouldn’t
let what my mother say bother you.’

I n S d me. S y
ever said i1t botheled € 1ta’s e €S Combed the van's

“You looking for anything special?’
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“No. But tell me why you wanted to meet me.’ ) .

‘I thought maybe the two of us could become friends.
Julian stroked the spine of a book. ‘I know you read a lot and
as I like reading too I thought . . .” He petered out lamely.v .

*Is that the only reason?’

“What other reason I could have?’

‘Maybe you think . ..’

‘I’'m not like that at all.’

‘Like what?’ Sita raised her eyebrows. ‘How do you know
what I was going to say?’

Julian laughed.  What were you going to say then?’

“Perhaps you think you’re doing me a favour talking to me.
Your mother can't stand the sight of me. She don’t allow any
of her children to talk to me. And then all of a sudden you
decide you want to be my friend. Why?”

‘Do you have to know? Can’t you just accept that I want to
be your friend?’

Sita shook her head. ‘Why would the future Dr Julian Bho-
lai want to be friends with me? Does the future Dr Julian
Bholai expect me to be grateful? What does the future Dr
Julian Bholai take me for? I bet it never occurred to you that I
mightn’t want to be friends with you. You just took it for
granted that I would jump up and down with joy. Didn’t
you?’

Her vehemence astonished him. ‘It wasn't like that at all.
You not being fair to me.’ '

‘What was it like then? “Poor little girl,” you said to your-
self. “Poor little girl. Nobody talks to her. I will take pity on
her. I, the future Dr Julian Bholai, will go and talk to her.
That’s bound to make her feel nice.” Wasn’t that how it was?’

“Not at all.’ She had come perilously close to the truth; one
side of it.

‘Why don’t you tell me how it was then?’

‘You not givingme a chance

Sita was silent. .
‘All the people around here . they don’t even know what

a book is half of them. Even my sisters don’t read much so
you can’t discuss things with them. It’s nice having somebody
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you could talk to ~ even if it’s only once a month.” That was
the other side of the truth.

Sita was flattered. However, she was determined not to show
it. ‘I don’t believe you,” she said harshly. ‘I don’t believe a
word you say.” She climbed down the steps of the van and
walked briskly away from him.

Sita was overcome by remorse. Why had she rejected his
offer of friendship? The reasons he had given might have been
genuine: she had no evidence to the contrary. After all, he
had come out of his way to meet her, defying his mother’s
wishes. She could not deny it would be nice to have a friend
with whom she could ‘discuss things’: a flesh and blood
friend, that is, instead of the phantoms whom she had spun
out of her longings. And Julian was the 1deal companion. She
strove desperately to persuade herself that the accusations she
had levelled against him were right and fair. Books apart, they
bad nothing in common. ‘He’s going to be a doctor,’ she said.
‘And I ... what am I going to be?” Their paths would diverge
radically in the not too distant future. It was the height of
foolishness to embark on a friendship which was doomed; in
which she would be the one to suffer. A friendship had to be
permanent and the disparity between what he was to be and
what she was to be was too great to allow that. The argument
bounced back and forth and she could reach no satisfactory
conclusion. She did not want to reach a conclusion. Would
Julian be at the Library Van the next time it came? Sita hoped
that he would - and that he would not. ‘If he’s there,’ she
reasoned, ‘that’s OK. It would mean he’s serious and I’ll be
nice to him. If he’s not there, that’s OK too because that
would mean he wasn’t serious in the first place.’

She waited suspensefully for the van’s next scheduled visit.
It was like waiting to see how a penny would fall: heads or
tails. The days dragged on one after the other. She frowned
at the Chinese calendar as if it were responsible for the delay.
The appointed day did finally arrive, however. Sita took extra
care with her dress that morning though she told herself that
it was no more than the care she normally took to ensure she
was presentable. To demonstrate there was nothing special

179



about this particular visit (beyond that of seeing  how the
penny would fall) Sita did not go to the van immediately it
was ready for business; as was usual with her. She dawdled
some minutes over invented tasks.

“What happen?’ Phulo asked. ‘Is ten minutes the van there
now. Like you tired pretending to read all them book?’

‘I have more than enough time,’ she said nonchalantly.
‘It’s not going to fly away.’ :

Sita let fifteen minutes elapse before setting off for the van
which was parked on the outskirts of the village. She walked
slowly, not daring to raise her eyes from the road because
then she could see at a glance if he were there or not there.
Sita chose to prolong the suspense. At last, when she could no
longer resist the temptation, Sita raised her eyes quickly and
furtively. There was no sign of Julian. “That’s OK,’ she mur-
mured. ‘T was right to treat him as I did. He wasn’t serious
after all.’ She quickened her pace.

Sita climbed the steps of the van and deposited the books
which were due back on the librarian’s tiny desk.

“You late today, Miss.’ He smiled. ‘I thought you wasn’t
coming. Without you is hardly worth my while stopping here.’
He stamped her yellow card and handed it back to her.

*I had some things to do.’ She stared at him in confusion.

‘Better late than never.’

Sita’s gaze swept with an air of businesslike efficiency along
the shelves. Book after book she leafed through and returned
to its niche. She could find nothing that appealed to her. They
were all uniformly dull and insipid. She grew bad-tempered.

“You very hard to please this morning,’ the librarian said.

“You have A Tale of Two Cities?’

‘It not on the shelves?’

‘No. _

“Then we don’t have it, Miss. Whatever you don’t find on
the shelves we.don’t have. Sorry.’

*I have it though.’ A voice spoke close to her ear. ‘I have
nearly everything Charles Dickens write.’

Sita jumped and spun round. Her face was already lit by a

smile which she could not bring under instant control. She.
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was suddenly happier. Much happier. She tried to dampen this

access of spontaneous gaiety.

Oh!’ she exclaimed. ‘It’s you. I wasn’t expecting ... you
shouldn’t have done that. You scared me.’

Julian s:?.\iv how pleased she was. ‘I could lend you A Tale
of Two Cities,’ he said. ‘I could go home right now and get it
for you.’

‘You don’t have to do that.’

It won’t take a minute. Wait here for me.’ Julian, bypassing
‘the la,dder, charged out of the van and jumped on to the road.
‘Don’t go. It won’t take a minute.’

SI.-Ie could break a leg,’ the librarian said.

ita was still smiling. She chose two b ‘r
s ooks at random. ‘I'll

The librarian smiled. ‘I didn’t know i

. . ou w. i
this sort of thing, Miss.’ ¢ e interested In

‘What?’

‘ He held up one of the books The Boy’s Book of Motor Cars.

Y(glfwant to change your mind?’ he asked kindly.

‘Of course I don’t want to change my mind ... I’ i
terested in motor cars.’ ’ el

The lit.)rarian made a note of the books and stamped her
card agfun. Here you are then, Miss. If the van ever break
:iown I'll know who to come to.” He pointed behind her.
Look. Your boy-friend come back.’

‘He’snotmy...’

.Juhan was besidc? her, panting. ‘Here it is,” he announced
tnum!:)hantly, 1jlourlshing the book in front of her face. ‘I
read it some time ago. It was first-rate stuff.” He paused to
regain his breath. ‘The last bit especiall i
reg: y was very moving.

It’s a far, far better thing ...”’ i e

The l.lbrarian watched. ‘“I do than I have ever done,”’ he
chimed in, *“a far, far better rest . . .””’

‘Let’s go outside,’ Julian said. ‘It’s easier to talk out there.’

‘ They climbed out of the van. ‘No offence meant,’ the
librarian said. ,

Sita climbed down the ladder. Julian jumped. They strolled

round the van out of sight of the houses.
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‘We mustn’t go too far.’

‘Just over there,’ Julian said, indicating a spot where the land
dipped to form a crater-like bowl. ‘The Hollow’ i‘t was called
in the Settlement. It was a popular lovers’ haunt at night.

Sita squirmed. ‘Do we have to go there?’

Julian laughed. ‘Don’t worry. Don’t worry. There’s no-
where else we could go. And, unless we very unlucky nobody
will see us.’

They scrambled down the grassy banks of the ho%low — that
grass with reddish-brown blades. Two tall, spreading m.ar'lgo
trees grew side by side in the centre of the hollow, providing
the only shade from the scorching sun. Julian slumped on the

ground and squinted up at her.

‘Why don’t you sit down? It’s much more comfortable.’ -

Julian rested his head on one of the trunks.

‘I prefer to stand.’

“Sitting down doesn’t mean . . . you should relax.’

Sita hesitated. Then she too sat down, though her back re-
mained stiff and erect. She picked up a stone, scraping the
earth off it with her fingernails. ‘I'm sorry about what hap-
pened last time.’ )

Julian was gallant. ‘What happened last time? Oh that! I've
forgotten about it already.’

Please.” She was vexed by his gallantry. ‘You don’t have
to play the gentleman with me.’

‘Pm not playing the gentleman,’ he said, affronted. ‘I really
have forgotten about it.’

‘Please let me finish what I was going to say.” She was sev-
ere. ‘I didn’t mean to be so rude to you that day,’ she con-
tinued, lowering her voice. ‘It was just that...” She look‘ed
at him, scraping the stone. ... it was just that I don’t like
people doing me favours just because they suddenly start to
feel sorry for me.’

‘It wasn’t at all like that with me.’

“There’s no reason to feel sorry for me. Noneat all.”

‘I pever said I was feeling sorry for you. It was you who
said so. Not me.’
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‘That’s OK then. I just wanted to clear that up.’

Julian plucked a blade of grass and chewed on it. His hair,
tinted red by the sun, flopped untidily over his forehead. He
was very handsome. Sita leaned back against the rough bark,
smoothing her skirt. She stared at the shifting patterns of light
and shadow on the ground. The heat was dry and soporific.
It was suffused with the smell of the canes. The wind rustled
through the grass and through the cooler green leafage above
their heads. On the réad, invisible from where they were, the
cars went by, their steady drone broken by the screech of
their tyres on the curve near the grocery. There was an in-
distinct rattle of farm machinery in the distance.

‘Do you ever dream of going away?’ Julian asked.

‘I don’t allow myself to dream of such things.’

‘You wouldn’t like to go away? See other places? See
snow?’

‘That’s a different question. But what I would like to do
isn’t possible. At any rate not for me. That’s why I don’t
allow myself to dream of such things.’

‘Don’t you ever dream at all?®

Sita did not answer.

Julian laughed. “You don’t mind feeling sorry for yourself,
Isee.’ ‘

‘That’s not feeling sorry for myself. That’s facing the facts.’

Julian nodded. He let himself slip farther down the trunk
of the tree so that only his neck and head were upright. ‘What
would you like to do? Or is that a secret?’

‘I'm not sure.” She laughed. ‘I would like to roll cheese
down a mountainside. I'm not like you. You know you want
to be a doctor.’

‘I want to be more than a doctor. Making money is not
everything.’

Sita raised her eyebrows.

‘I would like to write.’

‘What would you write?’

‘I don’t know as yet. Poetry, I think. Yes. I would like to
write poetry. Do you read poetry?’
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*Not much.’ Sita smiled. ‘Who's your favourite poet?’

‘Shelley,’ he said. ‘I like Shelley very much. Shelley and
Keats.’

‘Not Wordsworth?’

‘I could take him or leave him,’ Julian said.

‘I suppose you have everything — or nearly everything —
Shelley and K eats ever wrote?’ She glanced at him pertly.

‘You making fun of me.’

‘I'm sorry.’

Julian spat out the blade of grass he had been chewing. He
clasped his hands behind his head. ‘My mother believes that
when I put my hands behind my head like this I want her to
die.’ .

Sita laughed. ‘That can’t be true.’

‘It is. I swear to you. She’s a very stupid woman. My father
is even more stupid though.’

‘I like your father.” Sita was serious. ‘What’s stupid about
him?’

Julian plucked another blade of grass. ‘Do you know he
wanted to be a lawyer at one time?’

‘No.’

‘Well he did.’ Julian giggled. ‘Could you ever imagine him
being a lawyer?’ ‘

‘Why not?’

‘T can’t. And that’s because he’s stupid. Running a grocery
is the only thing he’s fit for.’

“You’re very conceited,” she said angrily. ‘Conceited and
cruel. You’ll never make a poet.’

Julian was surprised. ‘What you have to be getting so angry
for? It’s nothing to do with you.’

~‘It’s a lot to do with me. Soon you’ll be turning down your
nose 2t everybody who is not a doctor or a poet. Including
me.’

*I thought you liked facing facts,” he said calmly.

‘What’s that got to do with the facts?’ i

“There are two kinds of people in the world. The intelligent
and the rest — which is the vast majority — who are stupid. It’s
the intelligent people who have to run the world.’
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‘I suppose you regard yourself as being one of the intelli-
gent?’ :

‘Yes. And you too.’

‘Thanks for the compliment. But I don’t believe that people
are born stupid. It’s the other things over which they have no
control that make them stupid. Things like the place where
they were born. Whether their parents were rich or poor.
Whether they had a good or bad education. Hundreds of
things!® Sita waved her arms violently. ‘That’s what causes
one man to be stupid and another man to be not stupid.’

‘What about genes? You ever hear of those? I was reading
about genes the other dayand ...’

Sita got up. ‘I won’t listen to another word you have to
say. You could talk all you want but I won’t listen.” She
blocked her ears.

Julian laughed. ‘ What books you borrow today? Show me.’

‘I'm not showing you.” The Library Van came to her res-
cue. They could hear the splutter of its enginc. ‘I don’t have
time to show you,’ she said relievedly. ‘The van will be going
soon.’ She walked away.

Julian ran after her. ‘What about next time?’

‘I have to see,” Sita said. She clambered up the slope of the
hollow and disappeared over the rim.

These meetings became a regular affair: an hour’s get-
together once a month. Their ‘discussions’ centred mainly
on books — those they had read during the previous month
and those they wished to read. A competition developed be-
tween them as to who had read the greater number of books
in the interval. The enforced secrecy of their meetings —
though both would have denied it — helped to increase their
pleasure, and Sita looked forward more than ever to the visits
of the Library Van. She did not care to probe too deeply into
the implications of these encounters, dismissing any specula-
tion as to where or to what they might lead. She allowed her-
self to drift aimlessly on the currents of their odd friendship.
But while books formed the chief topic of their conversa-
tions, it was not the only one. Now and again, with a studied
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recklessness, they drifted further afield and talked - in specu-
Iative terms - of love and marriage.

“You believe people should only marry for love?” Sita asked.

‘Of course, Julian answered readily. ‘Why would you
marry if not for love?’

“Your father and mother marry for love?’

‘They are the older generation. Is different with us.” He
spoke confidently.

Sita was thoughtful. ‘What you call love is not real love,’
she said.

Julian was offended. ‘ You trying to say I'm lying?’ ’

‘Not at all,’ Sita replied hastily. ‘You mustn’t jump to con-
clusions.’

‘I don’t see what you getting at then.’ The sun was burning
his hair red.

“‘What I'm getting at is this. You wouldn’t marry someone
who was ugly and poor...’

‘Of course I would — if I loved the person.’

Sita’s lips parted in a sceptical smile. ‘But the chances of
your falling in love with such a person are very very small,
You must admit that.’

‘Well?* He brushed his hair back from his forehead irri-
tatedly.

‘The person you fall in love with would have to be pretty
and she would have to be educated. Her skin might have to be
as fair or fairer than yours. She would have to be shorter than
you because men don’t like to have wives taller than them.
She might have to have a straight nose and not a crooked one.
She might even have to have grey eyes. She would have to be
all kinds of things before you could love her. You admit that?’

‘Well?’ Julian plucked a blade of grass from the earth and
started to chew it. “*You can’t expect me to fall in love wwh
Frankenstein.’

‘I would say your love wasn’t real love in that case. Not
pure love. In pure love it wouldn’t matter a bit that the person
was any of those things I just mentioned. In pure love it
wouldn’t matter in the slightest that someone was Frankenstein.
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Pure love doesn’t depend on anything. It will last forever — even
after the two of you die. If people married for pure love they
would never get tired of each other. They would never be
unhappy because they suddenly decide that they prefer green
instead of grey eyes. They would always be happy.’

Julian scowled. ‘So you will only get married for this so-
called pure love of yours?’

Sita’s eyes darkened. ‘I will never get married,’ she said.

“You only saying so now. But you can’t tell what might
happen in the future. One day some rich man with green eyes
will sweep you off your feet.’ He was bantering.

Sita shook her head.

Julian was amused. ‘Who will support you if you don’t get
married? You intend to spend the rest of your life here being
an old maid?’

‘Nothing wrong at all with being an old maid,” she an-
swered abstractedly, scrutinizing a strand of her hair and
sucking on the end of it.

‘Suppose you meet somebody you really love?’

‘He mightn’t love me.’ She brooded.

‘But suppose he love you and you love him. What will you
do then?’ Julian laughed. ‘Run away and hide in a corner
and say you prefer to be an old maid?’

‘I will never meet anybody like that.” She spoke with stub-
born assurance.

‘Let us make a bet.” Julian extended a finger.

‘No,’ she replied, drawing away from him. ‘What would
be the point of that?’

“You see!’ He slapped his thighs gleefully. ‘That prove
that you yourself don’t really believe what you saying.’

‘It don’t prove anything.’ Sita fell silent, averting her face
from his. This was a favourite ploy of hers: to descend into
abrupt silence for no reason he could fathom in the middle of
a quite normal flow of conversation. She had retreated into a
sphere where he could no longer follow her.

‘If you not going to talk to me any more I may as well go
home,’ he said.
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Sita did not answer, staring at the restless mterchange of
light and shadow on the ground.

Their meetings never ended happily. They always parted
on a note of discord and neither could be sure that the other
would be there at the next visit of the Library Van. It was Sita,
not Julian, who was the main offender. She seemed to court
what — for her — would have been a disaster. Their meetings
in the hollow were as much a joy as a misery to her. She could
not banish the thought that the hour must come to an end
and that she must return to Basdai and Phulo and Sharma.
It was unendurable. All that she held most dear and precious
were saved up and compressed into this hour. Outside of it
there was nothing: nothing but the rectangles of bright green
sugarcane; the blank metallic bowl of the sky; the strident
tones of Phulo; and the wracking cough of Basdai keeping
her awake at night. Her silences were a protection; a refuge to
hide her misery from him. These hours in the hollow - as she
repeatedly reminded herself — could never be to him a mil-
lionth of the joy and misery they were to her. For him, the
hour he spent with her was merely one way of ‘killing’ time.
It could be no more important (and perhaps a great deal less)
than the myriad hours he spent away from her. His real life
existed beyond it. Her real life existed within it. It was a rotten
bargain and she loathed it. But what was she to do? One inci-
dent had summed it up for her. ‘Oh, by the way,’ he had de-
clared casually as they were plodding back up the slope of
the hollow. ‘I nearly forgot to tell you — I won’t be able to
come next time. I'm going to see my cousins in San Fernando.’
He peered at her. ‘I hope you’re not too disappointéd.” She
was devastated by his casualness. ‘Not in the slightest,” she
had replied. ‘Why should I be disappointed? I hope you
have a good time. He laughed. ‘I always have a good
time wherever I am,” he said. ‘There’re very few people I
don’t get on with.” ‘You're very fortunate,” she bad an-
swered.

That walk through the Settlement during which Sushila
had announced to her that she was soon to take her away
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came as a timely rejoinder to Julian’s casualness. The pros-
pect of release muted the pain the memory of it called forth.
And not only that. It muted also the pain of the scornful
glances they had received and Farouk’s unwelcome cordial-
ity. Even Mrs Bholai’s pulling her son sharply away from
the verandah rail paled into insignificance. She was going to
be leaving all that behind her. The walls of her prison were on
the verge of being shattered; smashed to rubble. Her sentence
had been commuted and she was to be freed. The windings
and twistings of the narrow main road unrolled themselves
like a magic carpet before her. She could sit in the hammock
and gaze upon the cars traversing its length without longing
and allow herself to dream of the day when it would spirit her
away forever from this place; just as once, a long time ago, it
had spirited away her mother.

Sita had been disappointed when Sushila had said she
would be taking her neither to Port-of-Spain nor to San Fer-
nando. However, she had reconciled herself. Compared to
the Settlement almost anywhere would be paradise. Her opti-
mism was - short-lived. The news of Sushila’s instalment in
the Ramsaran household deadened Sita. ‘Soon you going to
be leaving we,” Basdai chuckled. ‘Is more than you deserve.’
Sita looked at her dumbly. Egbert Ramsaran! She repeated
the name to herself several times but the trick did not work.
The detested sound revolved recalcitrantly on her tongue.
She could refuse to go: they could not compel her. Sita
swayed back and forth on the hammock, staring at the cars
on the main road. The magic carpet had been pulled from
under her feet. This road led only to the house in Victoria
where Rani had been condemned to eke out her sad, ghostly
existence.

Her last meeting with Julian had been the unhappiest one
of all. Sita arrived in a sullen mood. He greeted her smilingly.

‘I have some news for you,’ he said.

‘If it’s anything to do with my mother going to live ... I'm
sick and tired of that.’

‘It’s not about your mother - though it’s connected up in
a kind of way. Guess who is coming to stay with us?’
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“‘Jesus Christ.’

Julian giggled. ‘I see you’re in one of your moods.’

‘Who’s coming to stay with you?’ Sita asked mechanically.

‘Wilbert Ramsaran. After years and years of licking his
father’s boots Pa finally succeeded. Ma can’t control herself.
She...’

Sita stared at him dully. ‘That should be nice for you.’

“It’s not nice for me at all. We don’t get on.’

‘I thought you got on with everybody.’

‘Not with him I don’t. He’sa ...’

Sita scowled. ‘Don’t bother to explain. What about that
book you said you were going to lend me?’

Julian pounded his head with his fists. ‘It completely slip
my mind in all the excitement about Wilbert. I'll bring it for
you next time.’ ‘

“There mightn’t be any next time.’

‘“The rumour is true then.’ His face fell. *You going to live
with your mother.’

*It’s possible. Any day now she might come for me.’

‘What you want to go and live there for? You must be
crazy.’

Sita studied the shifting patterns. of light and shadow.
‘What would you have me do instead?’ She curled her lips.

‘Almost anything but that.’

‘Anything like what?’ she asked drily.

Julian swept his hair back from his forehead. ‘You will
hate living there. Take my word for it. You'll have nobody to
talk to.

‘What about Wilbert?’

‘Wilbert!® Julian roared with incredulous laughter. ‘Wil-
bert is worse than nobody. He never read a book in his
whole life. He’s ignorant — born to be a businessman like his
father.’

‘So you would have me stay here just because Wilbert
never read a book in his life. To judge from you, it’s probably
a good thing. You really feel you're the only person worth
talking to in the whole world, don’t you? Well, let me tell you,
you're not. Do you seriously suppose I'm going to drop down
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dead without you? Maybe your cousins in San Fernando
might. But not me.’ His arrogance, his easy self-assurance, his
very handsomeness were loathsome to her; more loathsome
than they had ever been. They were oblivious to her troubles.
She wanted to hurt him; to make him share her pain. ‘You
know you’ll be leaving this place one day to go away and
become Dr Julian Bholai. You're not going to care about me
then. Oh no! I would just be some stupid little country girl
you used to know.’

‘I’m not to blame if I'm going to be a doctor. Do you ex-
pect me not to be one just to please you?’

‘T don’t expect you to do anything just to please me. You
will always be free to do exactly as you please. That is the
difference between the two of us. I have to take my chances
where I find them. I can’t pick and choose.” Her eyes glowed
with anger. ‘If I stayed here, do you think I will get another
chance to leave? Who’s going to give me that chance? You?
Your mother? No. I'll end up like Phulo - if I'm lucky. You
have no right — no right at all - to tell me what to do.’

‘Pm not telling you what to do. Do whatever you want.’
He shrugged.

‘I shall.’

‘Listen, Sita ...’

‘T've listened to you enough.’ She turned her face from him.

‘I'm going home. Take out your temper on the mango tree.
Not on me.” Julian got up and walked a few steps. ‘T’ll get that
book to you somehow. Maybe I'll send it by Wilbert Ram-
saran. That will give you the opportunity to. ..’

‘I don’t want your damn book. Now go and leave me alone.
I can’t bear to look at you.’

He left her. When he got to the rim of the crater he looked
back. Sita was still sitting under the mango tree, her eyes fixed
on the ground. He shrugged and walked on.

Her mind was made up. To miss her chance — such as it was
— because of some silly squeamishness would be to condemn
herself to servitude. If she could withstand the Settlement,
she could probably learn to withstand anything the Ramsaran
house had to offer. She would be able to take care of herself
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regardless of her surroundings. These reflections strengthened
her resolution. Julian was not indispensable. She was not‘go-
ing to be deflected by the dubious gratification of a dubious

relationship.

Chapter Six

1

There was one fact around which Wilbert Ramsaran’s life
revolved and beside which nothing else mattered: the Ram-
saran Transport Company. It was to provide him with his role
and function in life. Of that, there could never be any serious
doubt or question. From the earliest days it had been drum-
med into his head that nothing else was expected of him. ‘I
don’t want you to come with any doctor stupidness to me,’
Egbert Ramsaran had said. ‘Leave that to Bholai. I not going
to tolerate any nonsense from you. I sending you to school so
that you could learn to read and write and add and subtract
- especially add and subtract because that is what your life
will be about. Nothing else! That was all I needed in my day
so I don’t see why it should be any different with you.’

Accordingly, operating on the instructions he had received,
Wilbert neglected the frills of education and concentrated his
efforts on mastering the arts of addition and subtraction; and
learning to read and write tolerably well. These accomplish-
ments successfully achieved, the education of Wilbert Ramsa-
ran came to an effective end. School, as such, held no further
interest for him. Wilbert did not seek the companionship of
boys of his own age. He had nothing in common with most
of them: their ambitions and general outlook were not his.
His fate had already been decided and their competitive clev-
erness and passion for the frills of education irritated him.
Nevertheless, he was acutely sensitive to their jibes and was
quick to take offence at insults — real and imaginary. He was
proud of his natural physical strength and was always ready
to call on it to settle arguments.

Having fulfilled his father’s commands, he seized every op-
portunity to absent himself from the irksome confinement of
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the classroom and to roam haphazardly around the seedier
streets of Port-of-Spain to which he was irresistibly drawn.
His teachers complained to Egbert Ramsaran. ‘Your son does
hardly ever be in school,’ they said. ‘At the rate he seem to
be going he won’t learn anything.’ Egbert Ramsaran’s res-
ponse was disappointing. ‘You try beating him?’ ‘We tried
beat him,’ they replied, ‘but it don’t seem to have any effect

on him at all.” Egbert Ramsaran laughed. ‘He could read and .

write?’ ‘Just about,’ they said. ‘And he could add and sub-
tract?’ *Yes,” they said, ‘he very bright in arithmetic.’ ‘Well
then, T don’t see what all the fuss is about. That is all I send
him to school to learn in the first place. I don’t care about
nothing else. I wouldn’t be surprised if he have more to learn
from outside school than inside it.” ‘If that is your attitude,’
they said, ‘we can’t do nothing.’

The teachers gave up on Wilbert and he was permitted to
come and go virtually as he pleased. The arrangement suited
him.

Wilbert was a regular visitor to the hovel occupied by Chin-
ese Cha-Cha and his mistress. He had retained a soft spot for
his feckless uncle and enjoyed being in his company. Chinese
welcomed Wilbert warmly. With Chinese it was possible to
forget about things and — to use a favourite phrase of his -
‘take things easy’. In fact, he seemed to do nothing else but
take things easy. Wilbert did not have to answer any awkward
questions (such as why he was spending his time with him and
not at school) since Chinese treated him as a fully adult per-
son, offering him glasses of rum and cigarettes and speaking
to him on a variety of subjects with frank openness.

Chinese had given up even the pretence of working, putting
the blame on his diabetic condition. ‘Sometimes I doesn’t
even have the strength to lift a glass, he moaned pathetic-
ally. “You could ask she.’ Chinese baulked from referring to
his mistress by name. She was an unprepossessing ‘woman.
Her hair was matted and greasy and her moonshaped face
was heavy and sickly yellow. ‘I never see you get so weak
yet,” she said. ‘If it was as bad as you like to say you would
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have been dead by now. You could lift a barrel if it had rum
inside it.” She smiled at him pastily: it was an affectionate
rejoinder. Chinese waved her remarks away. ‘Sometimes it
does get so,” he added, ‘a feather could knock me down.” She
shook her head at him. It was her labours which maintained
them: she worked on a night-shift in a nearby laundry. Ex-
actly what attracted her to Chinese — and kept her attracted
to him ~ was a mystery. She possessed both those qualities
which were anathema to him: application and a bard-headed
realism. They were squandered on Chinese but she did not
complain. Her affection for him and her patience never
seemed to waver. ‘She’s a good woman,” Chinese would say,
nodding appreciatively in her direction. ‘A damn good

~ woman. Ugly as sin, mind you. But a damn good woman all

the same, eh!’

They lived on George Street near the main Port-of-Spain
market. Chinese had drifted here after the break-up of his
marriage. He had found the area entirely to his taste and so
he had stayed; an intimate of every dingy bar, restaurant and
café. ‘I wouldn’t move from this place if you was to pay me a
million dollars,” he said to Wilbert. ‘I could never be happy
anywhere else. And what use I would have for a million dol-
lars? Eh? I wouldn’t know what to do with it. Here it have
everything a man could ever need in life. Take food. She’
(pointing at his mistress) ‘does go across to the market when
business finish for the day and take she pick of what get leave
behind. We does hardly spend a cent on food. Is all for free.
No fuss. No bother.” Chinese sipped delicately at the glass of
rum he was holding and gurgled contentedly. ‘All the furni-
ture you see in here — this bed I lying on, the table over there,
the chairs — I get all that for free or nearly free. They does
just be lying about on the street. You just have to know where
to look.” He wiggled his toes. The bed creaked noisily. ‘I don’t
go for all this rushing about here, there and everywhere after
money. My constitution could never stand up to that. My
philosophy is to take things nice and easy. Money is more
trouble than it worth. Money and ambition. That is one thing
your father never understand.” Chinese took another sip from
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his glass and gurgled as he had done before. ‘What more I
need than this, eh?’

The room he occupied was at street level. It was approach-
ed up a dank and insalubrious brick tunnel piled with sacks
of charcoal (a charcoal merchant had premises to the rear)
and cluttered with wheelbarrows, trolleys and other imple-
ments of the trade. The room was dark and poorly furnished.
Even on the brightest days it was murky — it had originally
been intended as a store-room. Daylight fought an incon-
clusive passage through a small, solitary window protected
by a latticed grille. The panes, not easy to get at, had not been
cleaned within living memory and were opaque with the ac-
cumulated dust and grime. However, since it was always kept
open in order to admit the maximum amount of the stale,
stagnant air, it did not matter,

The most conspicuous and impressive item of furmture
was — appropriately enough — the bed where Chinese passed
most of his time. It was a brass fourposter raised high off the
floor. Many of the rods were either missing or bent and it
quivered and rattled with every movement. The castors were
placed in shallow tins of water to prevent the ants from crawl-
ing up the posts. It glimmered mountainously in the gloom.
Next to the bed and pushed up against the wall was a small
square card table with two chairs. In the centre of the table,
on a white lace doily, was a red glass vase with a single faded
paper flower — a daffodil. These were the basic furnishings but
the room was cluttered with other odds and ends: stools, oil-
lamps, a chest, a hat-rack with a cracked mirror; the debris,
in short, of a lifetime’s scavenging and scrounging on the
streets around the market.

At the back was a courtyard paved with flagstones. It was
here the charcoal merchant held sway in a lean-to shed equip-
ped with a cash register and weighing scales. All around was
the peeling, crumbling fagade, fringed by a precariously sup-
ported wooden balcony, of the squat, two-storeyed tenement.
Apart from the charcoal merchant’s customers, there was a
constant coming and going to and from the standpipe in the
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middle of the courtyard — the only source of water it seemed
in the district, for it was here several of the market vendors
(not to mention ordinary passers-by) came to slake their
thirst. At least a dozen families shared the tenement, living
in conditions not markedly superior to Chinese’s. Their wash-
ing straddled a criss-cross of lines strung from the balcony.
Throughout the day and late into the night the courtyard was
a hive of busy but inscrutable activity.

Chinese was lying prostrate on the bed and smoking, flick-
ing the ash on the floor. At the opposite end of the room his
mistress was preparing lunch, energetically fanning a coalpot
with a piece of cardboard. The coalpot sat on a chest and was
surrounded by a scattering of empty rum bottles and packing
cases. A wheelbarrow clattered along the tunnel. ‘Tell me,’
Chinese said, ‘you believe in all this money business like your
father?’ He did not wait for Wilbert to answer. ‘Let me give
you some sound advice for which you will thank me in later
years. Give it all away, man. Give it all away and live like me!’
Chinese gestured expansively.

Wilbert laughed. ‘Who you want me to give it to?’

‘T don’t care who you give it to.” The bed quivered and
rattled as Chinese hauled himself upright. ‘Give it to me. I
will get rid of it for you, eh! In no time at all. Another thing,
I wouldn’t bother to get married if I was you. Is not neces-
sary. Is a crazy thing to do. All you need to do is find yourself
a good woman like I find and settle down with she some-
where. That is my recipe for happiness. What you say, ¢h?’
Chinese nodded emphatically and the bed rattled in unison.
He stubbed out the cigarette on the wall above his head and

‘ threw the butt on the floor.

‘That is no advice to give him,” his mistress said. She was
bent low over the coalpot. ‘You should be the last one to
give anybody advice on how to live.’

‘Is the best advice any man could get,” Chinese replied un-
ruffied. He lit another cigarette. ‘Look at me and you. We
not married and we not rich. But we damn happy, eh?’

“That is me and you,’ she said, casting a benign glance at
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him. Her face was sweaty and moist from the fire. She dried
it with the sleeve of her dress. ‘The same won’t suit every-
body. Not everybody could stand living in a place like this,
you know. They would want more comforts.’

‘True. Very true.” Chinese stroked his chin placidly. ‘But I
feel Wilbert is more like me than like his father. Wilbert like
to take things easy. He wouldn’t let things get him down. You
could tell that a mile off.” Chinese yawned complacently, rub-
bing his stomach.

She gazed dubiously at Wilbert and resumed fanning the
coalpot.

The smell of fish permeated the stale, overheated air radiat-
ing upwards from the narrow streets and the crowded pave-
ments around the market; blanketing the shifting, haggling
swarms of people. Open cardboard boxes, filled with the rot-
ting remains of the day’s business, were strewn about the pave-
ments or floated in the black, stagnant gutters. The odour
of corruption was everywhere. Men and women, decayed as
the fruit and vegetables they were selling — for many it was a
front to disarm the police — satcrouched on the sacking
where their wares were scattered in disordered heaps, offering
their sunbakéd stock to the pedestrians with a spasmodic and
expiring enthusiasm. It required agility and care to avoid
crushing their bony extremities.

" The mutilated, the diseased, the starving abounded in this
part of the city. They congregated here as if for mutual sup-
port, security and solace. It was a gallery of moral and physi-
cal degeneracy and Wilbert studied the exhibits with a morbid
fascination. There were those missing an arm; there were
those missing a leg and hobbling on crutches; there were
those with flaking, leprous skin; there were those whose bodies
were hollowed out cages of skin and bone; there were those
abandoned to alcoholic stupor. In every nook and cranny there
was a specimen of derelict humanity, vermin-ridden and cov-
ered with festering sores; gargoyles waiting for no one and
nothing.

Some appeared to have taken up permanent residence, con-
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structing makeshift habitations in the shelter of which they
cooked their food on coalpot fires, while fitfully tending their
ragged babies, mewling and crawling in the dust and litter of
debris. At night they wedged themselves in a huddle against
the unyielding stone walls of the market, their heads covered
with newspaper. There were those who slept as well during
the day, heedless of the noise and the heat and the flies settling
on their inert bodies.

One woman frequently drew his attention. She could have
been thirty; she could have been sixty. It was impossible to
tell. She had stumps for legs and propelled herself along the
pavements with her hands. Her speed and dexterity were as-
tonishing as she scampered among the throng shouting at the

top of her voice. ‘Make way! I don’t want nobody to mash

me! Make way!’ It was all he ever heard her say. She was
constantly on the move —~ though where to it was not easy to
say. Her voice was raucous and penetrating, adapted to its
task, and she could be heard from a long way off howling her
unvarying refrain. ‘Make way! I don’t want nobody to mash
me! Make way!’

Once, when he was wandering among these phantasmal
creatures, the woman’s weird cries resounding in his head, the
odour of corruption heavy in the stifling air, Wilbert had the
odd sensation of suddenly being cut loose from all that was
normal, predictable and certain. The street was choked with
traffic: motor cars, bicycles, lorries, hand-drawn and horse-
drawn carts. It had rained and the asphalt was steaming, waft-
ing upwards into his nostrils the smells of decay: of fish and
rotting fruit and vegetables. He stopped near one of the mar-
ket entrances. From the skylights in the high cantilevered
roof a dense grey light filtered down to the rows of concrete
stalls. Open drains ran the length of the building and the floor
was wet. A fishmonger, his hands coated with pearly scales,
was slicing up a fish with his cutlass. Behind him, gutted,
bloodstained carcasses were impaled on hooks. The stench in-
tensified. He began to feel giddy and somewhat faint. The ex-
ternal and the internal became confused. It seemed to him
that it was he who was steaming and not the asphalt; that the
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warm, cloying taint of blood came from him and not the gut-
ted carcasses; that it was from within him that all these con-
taminated scents were rising and percolating to the outside.
He was embalmed in the process of putrefaction; drifting off
into the vastnesses of an uncharted ocean whose deeps were
composed of successive layers of degeneracy, exceeding
everything he had yet experienced. World upon world of
darkness without beginning or end. His identity was being shat-
tered and pulverized by these ascending vapours. He was a

carcass, raw, open and vulnerable; an undulation of that in-

cessantly swelling ocean. Wilbert panicked and started to run,
his heart thumping; unable to breathe the lifeless air. ‘Make
way! I don’t want nobody to mash me! Make way!’ He only
stopped when he could no longer hear that cry. Then he
breathed easier.

To clear his head and restore some semblance of balance,
he walked westwards out of the city past the docks and the
lines of ships in the harbour; past the shuttered houses on
the Wrightson Road; out towards Mucurapo and Cocorite
and the sea. He walked without thinking. He was angry with
Chinese and apprehensive of his siren songs in praise of fruit-
less ease and indolence. Wilbert felt they were deliberately
designed to lead him astray; to entice him from the straight
and narrow path of his proper duties and obligations.

At the Carenage he paused to watch the fishermen prepare
their nets — he could not escape that sickly. fishy smell! — and
looked out at the grey, windless sea and the rocky off-shore
islands with their sprinkling of tenacious green vegetation.
What was it like beyond them? Was it the same endless sea,
flat and grey? Those rocky islands standing sentinel in the
water were like the very limits of the world. Perhaps the tales
he had heard of foreign lands, of people who fished through
holes in the ice, were all lies concocted by wicked people.
Trinidad was the world. Trinidad was the universe. And the
red and black trucks of the Ramsaran Transport Cempany,
the sun round which it revolved. The rest was the fabrication
of deceivers. Nothing else existed. Those were the stern reali-
ties he had been reared upon and he could not go beyond
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them. His head aching from the sun and more dazed than
when he had started out, Wilbert took a taxi to the bus station
and made his way back to the house in Victoria.

2

The regime of sternness which had for so long dominated the
Ramsaran household and all who lived in it was being altered
beyond recognition. Egbert Ramsaran, with Sushila as teacher,
was discovering there was more to life than hard work, stern-
ness and brutality. Sushila had informed him that life was
granted for enjoyment. ‘What’s the point of you breaking
your back any more?’ she said to him. *Wilbert is getting a big
man now. He should be taking over from where you leave off.
Is only right and fitting. Is high time for you to rest and enjoy
yourself before it’s too late. You should make proper use of
the strength left in your muscles.’

Familiar routines which had borne the stamp of eternal
verities began to disappear. His daily routine of exercise was
phased out and the elaborate equipment transported to the
field next door where it was allowed to rust and fall to pieces
side by side with the decaying skeletons already there. He
claimed the exercises were a strain on his heart. The audiences
with the clients came to an end. Sushila had expressed her
disapproval of them. ‘Leave that for the office,’ she advised
him. ‘Your home is your home. You shouldn’t let all kind of
people clutter it up and worry you with they problems. Better
still, let Wilbert look after that side of the business for you.
You just letting him idle in school and waste money.” Egbert
Ramsaran relinquished the responsibility; but he charged Mr
Balkissoon, his foreman at the Depot — not Wilbert — with the
task of collecting the debts in whatever manner he saw fit.

Petitioners from the Settlement — and particularly Rani’s re-
latives — were discouraged from crowding the verandah on
Sunday mornings. Sushila too was responsible for this. ‘What
you want Basdai coming here for to disturb you? She only out
to squeeze whatever she can out of you. Sunday is your day
of rest and you need all the rest you could get.’ Egbert Ram-
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saran was quick to acquiesce. He was agreeably surprised and
flattered by Sushila’s concern for his rest and privacy. If they
must harass somebody,” Sushila added for good measure, ‘let
them come and harass me. I do know how to deal with beg-
gars like them.” She was given carte blanche to deal with them
as she pleased. Thus they were diverted from the verandah
to the kitchen to await Sushila’s pleasure. Sushila exacted the
full’ pemalty. They were given short shrift by her and sent
away empty-handed. ‘Just wait,’ Basdai threatened. ‘I going
to expose you.” But she never had the chance: Sushila barred
all access to Egbert Ramsaran.

Basdai did not know what to say or do and it reduced her
to tears whenever she recalled her hand in the matter. As she
never stopped reminding everyome, it was she who had
schemed to put the worthless Sushila there; and it was she
who had berated Rani’s multitudinous shortcomings in repent-
ance for having foisted such a wife on Egbert Ramsaran. Now
Rani was very bliss. She was like Heaven itself compared to
the ruthless and audacious Sushila who was ordering her, Bas-
dai, about the place as if she were a little ¢piss’n’tail’ girl. The
insult! The injury! How much she had gladly endured in the
hope that one day she would be adequately rewarded for her
patience and fortitude and willingness to serve. Basdai did not
know what to say. Her cunning had not bargained with such
depths of treachery. Even the unsteady dribble of money
which had flowed from Egbert Ramsaran’s pockets into her
palm had dried up. She pictured it flowing away from her and
gathering in torrents of glowing gold around the undeserving
Sushila. Basdai watched Sushila’s growing authority and tried,
in vain, to woo her. Sushila’s mocking laughter was all she
received in return for her efforts — and untimely reminders of
her former treatment.

The chorus of despair turned to Wilbert for relief and com-
fort. He was reminded that he owed his life to Basdai’s gener-
osity. Her daughters’ milk had given him nourishment. Surely
she deserved something more than this. ‘Sushila up to no
good,” Basdai told him. ‘She out to rob you and your father
of house and home. Tell him to send she away. I know all she
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trickery.” Wilbert was withdrawn. It was not his job to inter-
ft?re with his father’s arrangements. He had no influence on
him; as much a bystander as she was. ‘I have nothing to do
with it,” he said.

The bull died, and not many weeks afterwards Egbert Ram-
saran got rid of his herd of cows — again on Sushila’s advice.
‘What you want with cows? Think of all the worry you giving
yo.urself in keeping them. Is much cheaper in the end to buy
n‘fl].k from outside.” It was a new and delicious sensation to
him to be so assiduously mothered. Sushila was a firm but
accommodating guide. Day after day she contrived to impress
her usefulness and indispensability on him and Egbert Ram-
1slaran marvelled that he could have done for so long without

er.

‘It does amaze me,” he said, ‘to think how blind T was for
all them years’ He patted her shoulders. ‘Where you was
hiding yourself all that time?’

Sushila Jaughed her full-throated laugh. His gratitude am-
used her and she toyed lightly with it. ‘I wasn’t hiding any-
where,’ she replied. ‘I was there all the time. But you was a
married man. You had a wife to think about then.’ She liked
to refer to Rani and to observe the effect the mere mention

. of her name had on him. It was the litmus test of her hold on

him.

Egbert Ramsaran frowned. ‘Don’t use that name in this
house. She! She wasn’t no wife to me.” He massaged his stom-
ach. ‘Haunting me from the grave.’ He shied away from call-
ing her by name.

‘You being unfair to Rani.” Sushila smiled deprecatingly.
‘I'm sure she try she best to please you. Rani couldn’t help
the way she was.’

‘T suppose you right,” he admitted grudgingly. ‘But what is
that to me? She try to eat me up all the same. To drag me
down with she. T had to fight to keep my head above water
and not drown. Tt was you who make me into a new man. I
don’t know what I would have done without you.’

‘Is not me alone you should be praising. You should praise
yourself too. Whatever it was make you into a new man was
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inside of you all along. It didn’t come out of the blue. It just
needed the right person to bring it out.’

‘Not anybody could have do that.’ He waved a finger close
to her face. ‘It had to be'you and no one else.’

Sushila did not contradict him. She was aware of the dan-
gers inherent in an excess of self-denigration. It could be car-
ried too far and end in him devaluing her own importance in
the process. She had to tread gingerly. It was a tougher battle
than she had bargained for. That first time he had come to
her room in the middle of the night was not a joyous affair.
The surrender had been petulant and ungracious. She under-
stood that in coming to her he had desecrated a vital part of
himself and she had to coax and cajole him into acceptance.
Her embraces were not sufficient. She had to become guide and
~ teacher and philosopher, revealing inch by inch the vistas of
pleasure, passion and luxurious ease which it was her privilege
and duty to open up to him.

Sushila had won ultimately. Yet, her ascendancy over him,
considerable as it was, was not absolute. Even in moments of
his greatest gratitude, she could not afford to throw caution
to the winds. Her suzerainty was hedged with reservations. Eg-
bert Ramsaran retained vestiges of his old independence and,
perhaps, because he had given up so much, what remained
was sacrosanct to him and he was tenacious in its defence.
Sushila had to seem submissive and pliable; to appear to be
led while leading. He was acutely sensitive of any infringe-
ment of his prerogatives. Though he eventually did as she sug-
gested, to salve his pride Egbert Ramsaran either invoked dif-
ferent reasons for his actions or tampered with the details of
Sushila’s remedies. Thus, he stopped his exercises not because
there were better ways to use his strength (as Sushila had
said) but because they were a ‘strain’ on his heart; he got
rid of the cows not because they were a nuisance and because
milk was cheaper from outside but because the smell of the
cow-sheds upset his stomach; he did not hand over collection
of the debts to Wilbert as Sushila had instructed but to Mr
Balkissoon. Sushila had to pick her way along the narrow and
tortuous path between self-effacement and magnification of
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her role. She had to decipher his moods and decide which was
more appropriate. There were occasions when it exhausted
'her;_ when her tact and cunning frittered itself away to no
obvious purpose or advantage.

’I"here was a region of his mind whose defences she struggled
vz.a.hantly to weaken but which, most of the time, was imper-
vious to her assaults. Egbert Ramsaran preserved an unwaver-
ing hold on his money. Despite all his gratitude and the tre-
mendous store he set on her, it was still he who manipulated
Fhe purse strings and sought to curb and keep in check Sush-
ila’s irrepressible yearnings for the extravagant,

“All that money you have is no good to you,’ she pleaded, ‘if
you don’t use it. Think of all the things you could do with it.’

‘Like what?’ . '

] ‘Like this house you living in for instance. You should pull
it down and build yourself a new one — like those you does
see in Port-of-Spain. A man in your position . . .’

‘That’s not for me,” Egbert Ramsaran said. ‘I didn’t make
my money to waste it. Anyway,” he added slyly, ‘you yourself
tell me money is not everything . . .’

‘But...

.‘You yourself say,” Egbert Ramsaran pursued smoothly
with a mixture of irony and seriousness, ‘that whatever it is
that does make a person happy that is the thing he should do
- .regardl‘ess of what other people think. So if other people
think a man in my position should be living in a fancy house
—why I should let them worry me?’

‘But if you have money . ..’

) ‘Living in a big house wouldn’t make me any happier. Liv-
ing with you is sufficient for me. That is my happiness.’

Contrary to Basdai’s accusations, Sushila did not want to
g{ab his money for herself. She did not have any plans to rob
hm.l of ‘house and home’. She would not have been capable
f’f it. Sushila believed money existed in order to be spent and
it wa.s madness to her that it should be left lying around doing
nothl.ng. Who actually did the spending was unimportant. His
'fxlacnty i.n paying for Sita’s education had aroused false hopes
in her: it had been on the spur of the moment in an initial
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rush of headiness. Beyond that, Egbert Ramsaran was reluctant
to go: his wealth was the last thing he had that he could call
indisputably his own and he clung desperately to it. He even
refused her requests for new curtains. ‘What wrong with the
old ones?’ he asked. ‘They have holes in them,” she said, *big,
big holes.’ ‘That don’t bother me,’ he replied. He tried to re-
duce the monthly salary he had agreed to pay her. ‘Remem-
ber I supporting both you and Sita now. You should take that
into account.’ Sushila would have none of it. ‘Nobody ask
you to support Sita. So it have nothing to do with my salary.’
He continued to grumble about it intermittently. ,

Nevertheless, his tightfistedness did not deter Sushila and
she accepted the setbacks it entailed: they were conceived as
part of a grander strategy; strategic retreats in a war she was
convinced she would win. Her salary apart, by generously ad-
mitting defeat on a succession of trifles, she gradually quiet-
ened his fears. Her big ambition was to wheedle him into
buying a house on the beach: Sushila loved the sea. ’

‘Is not good for you to be cooped up in Victoria all the
time,’ she said to him. ‘I don’t find you looking too well these
days. You need fresh air and a change of scene. It will im-
prove your health no end.’

“Nothijng the matter with my bealth,” he replied firmly. ‘I
never felt better in my life.”

‘That is what you think. But I been watching you recently

*You serious?’ He gazed worriedly at her. Latterly he had
become preoccupied with his health.

“You much paler these days,’ she said. ‘And nervous.’

He examined his face in the mirror. ‘I haven’t been sleeping
too well to tell you the truth.”

“That’s the first sign. You sickening for something.’

‘What you suggest?’

‘A bit of sea air. If I was you I would rent — or better still,
buy - a house somewhere by the sea. Then you could go there
whenever you want and relax. Everybody buying beach house
these days. Is the thing to do.’
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‘I is not everybody,’ Egbert Ramsaran said. ‘Anyway.
where you expect the money to come from?’ ’

H.e refused to talk about it further. Sushila retaliated by
sulking restlessly about the house for a week. Egbert Ram-
sa..ran pf)ndered. Sushila’s restlessness disturbed him: it re-
v1ved. his fears of her departure. Sushila knew this and she
exploited it to the full: it was a risk but a calculated one. She
declared Victoria was slowly driving her mad and pined. vol-
u'bly for the delights of Port-of-Spain and San Fernando. She
did not refer once to the beach house. One afternoon sht; dis-
a?peared unaccountably for several hours and declined to tell
him where she had been. ‘I'm not a prisoner,’ she said. It was
a p'relude to rebellion and Egbert Ramsaran was suddenly
terrified that she was not bluffing.

‘Don’t take on so,” he begged.

‘Take on how?’ Sushila protruded her hips. ‘I not taking
on anyway. As you know, I never liked being tied down in
one place too long.’
edulcfmyitg;l?l,eave, what about Sita? Who else will pay for she

Sushila Iooked at him and said nothing.

“Is this beach house, not s0?’

-Sushila shrugged. ‘If you going to let a little money come
between you and your health . . .’

‘Don’t be so hasty. Let’s discuss it.’

‘It have nothing to discuss if you going to worry about
money.’

She pressed home her advantage. ‘If you want to drop
down dead, I'm not going to prevent you.’

‘But somebody have to worry about money. Is I who will
have to decide where it going to come from.’ He stared at her
plaintively.

Sushila reckoned the time had come to adopt a fresh tactic
She sat down beside him and, taking his hand in hers she.
squeezed it affectionately. Gratitude and relief co;lrsed
through Egbert Ramsaran: he felt as he had done on the da
she had gone to fetch Sita from the Settlement. ¢
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‘Remember is not for myself I asking it. Is for you. For
your sake.’

‘I realize that,” Egbert Ramsaran said.

‘Is not for me to say where the money going to come
from,’ she said modestly. ‘But you ever think about that
estate you have?’

“You want me to sell it?’

‘I don’t want you to do anything.” She spoke measuredly;
reassuringly. ‘But I would like you to tell me what you keep-
ing it for. What good it does do to you just sitting there with
Singh on top of it? When was the last time you went down
there? It wouldn’t make no difference to you not having it.’

The spate of her rhetoric astonished him. He was thrown
off balance.

“You see!’ Sushila cooed triumphantly. ‘You have no an-
swer to that. Look at it this way. A beach house is a good in-
vestment and it wilt do your health no end of good. What you
have to lose?’ She smiled bravely. ‘If after two three years
you don’t want it, you could sell it. It will have people lining
up tobuy it.” . )

‘What T going to do with Singh if I sell the estate? T just
can’t throw him out of there. T bet you haven't considered
that.’

Sushila had. ‘Simple,” she said. “You will need somebody
to look after the beach house for you. A caretaker. And who
better than Singh? At least he’ll be doing something useful for
a change.’

‘He mightn’t like that.’ )

“You going to let Singh tell you what to do? If you tell
Singh he have to go what he could do? He must do as you

; say.’ Sushila was not to be denied. ‘ ,

The proposition appealed to Egbert Ramsaran. From all
points of view it commended itself. It would please Sushila;
it might conceivably be beneficial to his health; Singh would
be adequately provided for; and he stood, if he were clever
enough, to make a substantial profit out of the deal: there
was no lack of potential buyers. He would extract the maxi-
mum price the estate would command and acquire one of the
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more inexpensive beach properties. Egbert Ramsaran put the
estate up for sale.

The neighbouring landowners, who had importuned in
vain so many years ago, competed eagerly with one another
and expressed their amazement at his sudden change of heart.
After protracted negotiation the estate was sold at a hand-
some price and a beach house bought in its stead. Singh was
duly transferred from the one to the other without consulta-
tion. The beach house was in poor condition and crying out
for repair and renovation, but Egbert Ramsaran felt he had
done his duty and Sushila, disappointed though she was by its
shabbiness, did not dare complain. They began going there at
weekends.

3

It was not many weeks after he had bought the beach house
that Egbert Ramsaran fell ill with a fever. For Sushila it was
a most inopportune occurrence since he was inclined to lay
the blame on the cool sea breezes. ‘I never had a day’s sick-
ness in my whole life,” he grumbled to her. ‘Then I follow
your advice and the next thing I know I fall sick.’

Sushila parried the thrust. ‘Your getting sick is nothing to
do with the beach house,’” she said. ‘It would have been a lot
worse without it. If you had listened to my advice before it
would never have happened.’

‘Chut!’ he replied. ‘Never a day’s sickness in my life ...’

‘The beach house is not the trouble. The trouble is you
too old to be working so hard. That’s the real cause of it. I tell
you a hundred times to let Wilbert take over some of the res-
ponsibility. What he doing in school? Is a waste of his time and
your money. Is not as if he studying to be a doctor. You should
be enjoying your life more. Then you wouldn’t get sick.’

‘Maybe you right,” Egbert Ramsaran said. ‘Maybe you
right. Is time that boy was getting his hands dirty.’

Egbert Ramsaran was glad of the opportunity provided by
the fever: it was better than any excuse he could have
drummed up. He had continued to manage the Company
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single-handed, tolerating no advice or interference however
well-intentioned. It had been his sole preoccupation and, until
Sushila’s arrival, retirement had never featured in his calcu-
lations. However, circumstances had changed in a way im-
possible to forecast and there were other things competing
for his attention. Even now he had no intention of making
his retirement absolute. What he envisaged was a progressive
slackening of his duties. The time had clearly come to initiate
his son into the mysteries. He summoned Wilbert.

“What you learning in school these days?’

“Nothing. I does hardly be there.’

‘What you does do when you not there?’ Egbert Ramsa-
ran’s brows wrinkled quizzically.

“Nothing much. I does go walking about the place.’ Their
eyes met.

‘So you admit is a waste of your time and a waste of my
money?’ He was matter-of-fact.

*I suppose so.” Wilbert was equally matter-of-fact.

‘Well, T going to put a stop to all that time and money wast-
ing. Is hard work for you from now on, my boy. Man’s work!
You won’t have no time for walking about the place.’

Wilbert stared expressionlessly at the almanac.

“You think you cut out for hard work? If you not, you
going to be no good to me. I have no time for people who is
no good to me. If you not up to the job, is out you going to go.
Out! Son or no son.’ Egbert Ramsaran’s voice whistled. ‘I
will judge you as T does judge everybody else who working for
me. No favouritism. So don’t get any fancy ideas.” He rearran-
ged the pillows more comfortably about him, and extended
his arm. ‘Come. Let me feel your hands. I want to see if they is
hands that could work.’ :

Egbert Ramsaran kneaded his son’s palms. He dropped
them. ‘Not bad,” he said grudgingly. ‘Is a start. But they going
to get harder, you understand? They have to get hard like
iron and steel put together. And not only hard. But dirty!
Black and dirty with oil and grease. You frighten to get your
hands black and dirty?’ He giggled. ‘So dirty that people in
Port-of-Spain won’t want to shake hands with you?’
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‘That don’t frighten me,” Wilbert said. He stared at his
palms and at the short, stubby fingers and imagined them as
hard as steel and coated with the grime of oil and grease. It
was what he had been born for: the fulfilment of his life.
‘That don’t frighten me,” he repeated.

‘Good. That’s the idea. I wouldn’t have reached where I
was today if I had been frightened to get my hands dirty.’ He
exhibited his palms. ‘I starting you right at the bottom and
your hands going to get so dirty and black that you will hardly
be able to wash them clean with soap and water when you
come home in the evening. And you going to be so tired
the only thing you will want is your bed. I going to make
you learn by heart about every nut and bolt it have in that
place.’ .

Wilbert relinquished the farce of school and donned a pair
of overalls. The days he had spent visiting Chinese Cha-Cha
and wandering about the streets near the market receded
from him; as did the siren songs of his uncle. He had put the
aimlessness of those times behind him. His life’s work had
begun. Wilbert crawled under the bellies of the trucks of the
Ramsaran Transport Company and familiarized himself, as
his father had instructed, with every nut and screw. His hands
grew hard and calloused and became deeply ingrained with
traces of dirt and grease which even soap and water would
not completely wash away. Wilbert did not shirk his duties.
His dour zeal impressed those with whom he worked and he
returned home to eat in exhausted silence and tumble into
bed. Egbert Ramsaran had been as good as his word. He bes-
towed no special favour on his son. Wilbert was treated as the
other employees were treated. His colleagues in the repair
sheds searched diligently for the merest hint of paternal bias
but could find none. They were bewildered.

Sammy, one of his fellow mechanics, taxed him with it.

‘How come,’ he asked, ‘the boss does treat you so funny?’

‘He don’t treat me funny. I does get the same treatment as
the rest of you.’

‘That is exactly what I mean,” Sammy said.

‘Why should he treat me as if I was special?’ Wilbert re-
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plied indifferently. ‘I have a job of work to do and the only
thing that count is how well I do it. Being his son don’t count.’

Sammy could not accept that. ‘It must count for some-
thing. If it was my father...’

‘Well it isn’t your father,” he replied curtly.

Sammy was not to be fobbed off so easily. ‘We does only
work here because of the money he does pay we. If it wasn’t
for that T wouldn’t be here. But you ... you going to be the
boss one day. That is the difference between you and the rest
of we. You would expect . ..’

*I don’t expect nothing. My being boss is a long way in the
future. I don’t think about it." He prepared to crawl under one
of the trucks awaiting repair.

“So you will be happy to go on like you is for ten or maybe
twenty years? Your father might live a very long time.’

‘I have work to do,” Wilbert said, sliding under the truck.
“That is what we here for — to work not talk.’

Sammy could get no more out of him. Wilbert’s stoicism
remained an enigma. The mechanics discussed it at length
among themselves but arrived at no satisfactory explanation.
‘Is not natural, Sammy said. ‘Something must be wrong
somewhere and he bottling it all up inside of him. Like a vol-
cano which does remain quiet for years and then all of a sud-
den ... bang!’ There were other things about Wilbert which
puzzled and intrigued them. It was their custom, after they
were paid on Friday afternoons, to spend the evening touring
the rumshops of Victoria. They invited Wilbert to come along
with them and ‘have some fun’. Wilbert declined the invita-
tion, saying he was tired and wanted to go to bed early.

“You talking like if you is an old man,” Sammy said. ‘What
you saving up your energy to do? Is the end of the week. Time
to have some fun and forget about work for a while.” He
grabbed his arm. ‘Come and have 2 drink with we, man. That
won’t kill you. In fact a little rum will make you sleep all the
better.’ X

Wilbert laughed and detached himself from Sammy’s grip.
‘I don’t like rum.’

“You don’t like rum!’ The mechanics guffawed. ‘We will
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teach you how to like rum. But you don’t have to drink rum.
You could drink beer instead.’

‘Some other time,” he promised.

‘I think you only fooling we about not liking rum and
wanting to go to bed early,’ Sammy said. He poked him in
the ribs. ‘Is some woman you have to see, not so? Ownup!”’ .

‘I don’t have any woman to see,” Wilbert said.

‘What’s she name?’ Again Sammy poked him in the ribs.

‘I don’t have any woman.’

‘What she look like? She pretty?’ Sammy wiggled his hips.

‘.I tell you I don't have any woman.” Wilbert raised his
voice. ‘Neither a pretty one or a ugly one. I don’t care for
them.’

‘You don’t like women either?’ The mechanics were non-
plussed. ‘You don’t like rum. You don’t like women. What it
is you like then?’

‘I like people not to harass me with stupid questions.’

‘It have so many different kinds of women,” Sammy said.
‘It must have some you like. What about that girl who does
live with you and your father?’ '

] ‘What about her?” Wilbert replied, his expression harden-
ing. -

¢ §ome people think she is one of the prettiest girls in Vic-
toria.’

‘Well? So what? What's that got to do with me?’ Wilbert
stared at him, wrinkling his brows. ‘And it have nothing to do
with you either.’

Sammy recognized the danger signal. ‘Forget it,” he said. ‘If
you not interested in women is nothing I can do about

_that.’

) The invitation to join them on their Friday evening excur-
sions was not repeated and the mechanics were altogether
more circumspect and wary in their dealings with him.

That same evening, as he went past Sita’s bedroom, Wilbert
noticed that the door, which was usually closed, had been left
sl'ig*htly ajar. ‘Some people think she is one of the prettiest
girls in Victoria.” On impulse, Wilbert stopped and glanced in.
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Sita was sitting at her table under the window and writing
busily, her head twisted to one side. The room was clean and
tidy. Her books were arranged in neat piles. Insects orbited the
ceiling light. She seemed totally absorbed in what she was
doing.

The shadow which had interposed itself between them had
not disappeared. But what had initially sprung from an under-
standable embarrassment had become transformed through
neglect into something bordering on an unspoken animosity.
Each had waited for the other to make the first move; and
neither had obliged. Sita had grown too adept at hiding her
feelings for her to bring them out unsolicited into the open.
She had temporized, searching for signs of encouragement
in Wilbert’s behaviour towards her; some gesture of implied
good will which might have made it easier for her to do so.
Unfortunately, she could detect nothing of the kind. This
angered her. If Wilbert was determined to maintain his dis-
tance, why should she humiliate herself before him? He might
rebuff her advances out of sheer vindictiveness. She would
not risk that. There was no reason why she should be feeling
guilty. She had done no wrong; had injured no one. She bore
no responsibility whatever for her mother’s actions. Further-
more, it was Egbert Ramsaran himself who had brought her
into the house; it was he who had offered to send her to school
in Port-of-Spain. No doubt his reasons for doing these things
did not have their origin in any genuine kindly feelings to-
wards her (Sita had no illusions on that score), but why
should she concern herself with that? It was only natural for
her to take advantage of his generosity. Anybody in her posi-
tion would do the same. If Wilbert detested her for it, there
was nothing she could do about that. It was a pity — but there
was nothing to be done. She was perfectly willing to be
friendly: all she required was a little encouragement which
did not seem to be forthcoming.

Yet, Wilbert also had been searching and waiting for some
sign of encouragement or gesture of good will, but Sita’s
aloofness and reticence barred any approach. He too was afraid
of being rebuffed. Embarrassment turned to bitterness. Who
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did Sita think she was? This was his father’s house and it
would, in due course, be his. She was a guest and the least she
could do was show her gratitude by being friendly towards
him; not the other way round. It was only right that the bur-
den-of proof should be on her. Her inordinate pride — for this
was how he interpreted her aloofness and reticence — was
offensive; the rock against which his good intentions had been
dashed. However, his grievance against her had another, more
specific cause.

Wilbert had almost forgotten his fight with Julian Bholai
and his promise to recompense him for the wrecked aero-
planes, when Julian suddenly presented himself and reminded
him of it. ‘I finally think of something you could do if you
still want to make up for the planes, Ramsaran.’ Julian
scratched his head and smiled. ‘Could I come one day and...
and visit Sita?’ Wilbert was taken aback. ‘I don’t consider

- that making up ...’ ‘I would consider it so,” Julian said hast-
iy ‘You see, I could tell Ma it’s you I’'m coming to visit.” ‘She
i wouldn’t believe that,” Wilbert said. ‘She will have no choice.’
Julian replied. ‘She could never disprove it unless ... what
you say? Is that a bargain?’ Wilbert did not relish the idea but
he had no grounds for refusal. Julian did not confine himself
to one visit. He became a regular visitor. He and Sita would
sit in a secluded corner of the verandah and talk in whispers.
Wilbert was not invited to share in these conversations and,
if he appeared unexpectedly, their flow of chatter dried up
and they looked distinctly uncomfortable. If Sita liked Julian
she could not possibly like him. It was this which aggravated
Wilbert’s bitterness against her and provided it with an iden-
tifiable focus.

Wilbert coughed. Sita’s head jerked upwards from the
paper. She started in surprise when she saw him.

‘What you standing there for? Somebody calling me?’ Sita
half-rose from the chair. She was not welcoming and covered
with her hand the closely written page she had been working
on.

“Nobody calling you,” Wilbert said.

Sita sat down again. Wilbert advanced a step into the room,
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gazing at the hand which covered the writing; the slim,
tapering fingers; the sharply defined knuckles; and the net-
work of bluish veins on the wrist. Sita closed the book. It was
a diary. :
‘What you does write in there?’ Wilbert’s attention shifted
from her hand to the diary.
‘Anything I feel like. That’s what diaries are for.” She drum-
med on the cover. ‘It helps to pass the time.” She stared out
through the open window at the field with its shadowy hulks.
I write down anything I find interesting.’
‘Like what?’ His tone was tinged with insolence — and curi-
osity. He gripped the knob of the door, swinging it to and
fro. Like all the doors in the house it creaked on its hinges.
Sita looked round vaguely, waving her arms. ‘This and that.
Nothing earthshaking.’
“Could T read some of what you write?’ He extended his
hand towards the diary.
Sita shook her head. *You’re not supposed to read what
people write in their diaries. It’s private.’
*But if is not important ...’ ,
“That makes no difference,’ Sita said. *It’s still private.’
Wilbert nodded slowly; consideringly. The door creaked
on its hinges. ‘You does write about Julian Bholai in there?
Is that why you don’t want to show me?’
Sita looked up at him, colouring slightly. ‘A diary is pri-
vate. I'm not going to tell you who or what I write about init.’
‘T bet,” Wilbert said, coming closer to the desk, ‘that is only
him you does write about?’
Sita laughed. ‘Even if that was true, what concern is it of
yours?’
“You know his mother have plans for him to marry a white
woman when he go to England? You know that?’
" Sita tautened.
‘He would never marry you,” Wilbert said. ‘His mother
wouldn’t let him.”

‘Why are you telling me all this for? What are you trying to
gain by it?" Sita stared at him, drumming on the diary. ‘Who
Julian gets married to is nothing to do with me.’
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‘But the two of you is boy-friend and girl-friend, not so0?
Why else he does always be coming here to see you? Why else
does the two of you be talking so hush-hush out in the veran-
dah?’ Wilbert grinned.

‘You jealous?’

‘Why should I be jealous of a little sissy like him? Doctor!
He only going to be a doctor so he could cheat poor people.’
Wilbert giggled. ‘He ever tell you about the time I beat him
up? I had him on the floor begging for mercy.’

Sita applauded. ‘Bravo! Bravo!’

‘Is true. I had him on the floor begging for mercy.” He re-
membered the stark blackness of Julian’s eyes pleading with
him. ‘I suppose he was too ashamed to tell you about that.’

‘As a matter of fact he did tell me about it,” Sita replied
calmly. ‘He wasn’t ashamed. If anybody should be ashamed
it’s you.’

Wilbert lunged forward suddenly and attempted to grab
the diary. Sita anticipated him and sent it sliding across the
table out of his reach. It slipped over the edge and fell on the
floor. Getting down on their knees, they scrambled for it
wildly. Wilbert howled, clutching his wrist: Sita had bitten
him. She laughed gaily and with the diary secure in her grasp
she crawled away from him.

‘T told you diaries are private,’ she said.

‘If you wasn’t a girl ...’ Nursing his maimed hand, Wilbert

~ went out of the room. Sita closed the door and, reclining on

the bed, laughed a long time.

4

Julian’s visit to the house in Victoria had put Mrs Bholai in
one of her typical dilemmas. It was extremely unlikely she
should approve of her son needlessly placing himself in such
dangerously close proximity to the infamous pair; and of ex-
posing himself to the debilitating and baleful influence of Wil-
bert Ramsaran: she had not forgotten the fight. However,
her hopes for Shanty would be dashed if some sort of connec-
tion were not maintained with the Ramsarans. And Julian was
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undoubtedly the most appropriate medium of contact. Thus,
she could not bring herself to do anything about Julian’s
visits.

Her disquiet was compounded by Basdai who, leaning con-
spiratorially across the counter, said to her in the shop one
day, *I hear your son and Miss Sita is real good friends. Is not
for me to give you advice but . ..’

“You have it all wrong,’ Mrs Bholai replied uneasily. ‘Is
Wilbert he does go to Victoria to see. The two of them is very
close friends.’” Compared to Sushila and Sita, her anqient fears
of Wilbert were trivial.

‘Ah.’ Basdai fingered her chin, studying the goods ranged
along the shelves. ‘I must have get my information wrong
then.’

‘What information?’ Mrs Bholai would have preferred not
to know.

*I wouldn’t worry if I was you,’ Basdai said smoothly. ‘Al-
though Miss Sita sly and cunning like she no-good mother, it
might still only be gossip-mongering and rumour. You know
how some people is. But, as I does always say, where you see
smoke it must have fire.’

‘What information?’ ’

“That they is boy-friend and girl-friend.’ Basdai stretched
the corners of her mouth into a melancholy smile. ‘But I sure
if it had any truth in it Julian would have tell you a long time
~ago.’ Basdai yawned, scanning the laden shelves. ] ]

*Quite right,” Mrs Bholai said firmly. “Jules not in the hal.)lt
of hiding things from me. Is different with his father. But with
me, his own mother . ..’

But her confidence was not self-supporting. She told her son
what she had heard.

“You letting that old fool bother you? You should have tell
her to go to hell and mind her own damn business.’

“You haven’t answer my question,” Mrs Bholai said.

*Well,” Julian replied carelessly, ‘what if I talk to Sita?’

“You admit it then! You have the boldface to admit it}’

“You want me to lie instead?’ o

‘Oh my God!’ Mrs Bholai clutched her head. ‘I never
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dream I would live to witness a day like this. I won't let you go
there any more.’

‘How you going to stop me?’

‘Jules! Jules! How you could do this to me?’ Mrs Bholai
sobbed. ‘You only saying it to hurt me, not so? It’s only a joke
you having with me, not so?’ She was cringing.

‘It’s no joke.’

‘Why don’t you spare a thought for my feelings?’ She held
his hand.

‘If T was to spare a thought for every single one of your
so-called feelings, I would never set foot out of this house or
look at anybody without asking your permission first.” He
was beginning to believe in his cause.

‘What about all them trips we does make to your cousins
in San Fernando? You call that never setting foot out of this
house?’

‘I hate my cousins in San Fernando.’

Mrs Bholai dropped his hand. ‘So,” she yelled, ‘you prefer
to be with the daughter of a whore than with your cousins in
San Fernando? You love that daughter of a whore more than
you love your own mother who carry you for nine months in
she belly. What she bamboozling your brain with?’ Mrs Bho-
lai trembled.

‘Obeah.’ Julian laughed.

‘I wouldn’t be surprised. Is what she mother use to bam-
boozle old Ramsaran with. Obeah! And Miss Sita doing the
same to you.” Mrs Bholai gestured extravagantly. Her nostrils
dilated and her hoarse voice resounded through the house
and could be heard on the road in the intervals when there
was no traffic. Mr Bholai listened anxiously in the shop down-
stairs. ‘Bholai! Bholai! Come here this instant and listen to
what your son saying.’ She stalked out to the verandah. ‘Bho-
lai! Like you deaf?’ Her voice travelled across the road, pene-
trating the screen of houses opposite, and frittered itself
away in the hot green of the canefields beyond.

Mr Bholai stumbled, puffing and panting, up the steps. His
wife leapt on him and dragged him unceremoniously into the
sitting-room.
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‘] want you to listen to what your son saying. This is all
your doing.’

‘What he saying?’ Mr Bholai stared round helplessly.

‘He saying that he love that daughter of a whore more than
he love his own mother. That is what he saying. And is all
your doing.’

‘My doing!® Mr Bholai groaned. He took a handkerchief
from his pocket and mopped his forehead. ‘I sure he didn’t
say that.’

" “Ask him yourself then, shopkeeper.’

‘Calm yourself, Moon.’

‘I want you to put your foot down, Bholai, and keep him
from going to see that wretch. You is his father, after all.’

“You tell your mother you don’t love she?’ Mr Bholai

looked not at his son but at the vases of flowers Mynah had -

sprinkled about the room.

Julian did not reply. He scraped at his fingernails.

“You should listen to your mother,” Mr Bholai said after a
while.

“That is all you could say?’ Mrs Bholai hopped furiously
about the room. ‘That is what you call being a father? Shop-
keeper! Two pound of salt, half-pound of butter! Is all your
doing. If we was living in San Fernando none of this would
have gone and happen. He would never have set eyes on that
daughter of a whore.”

“Yes, Moon.’

‘Shopkeeper!’

“Yes, Moon.’

“Two pound of salt, half-pound of butter!’

“Yes, Moon.’

In her despair over her son, Mrs Bholai was prepared to go
to any lengths to save him from the machinations of Sita. She
cast around for allies. Wilbert, she felt, was the only person
who could provide the kind of aid she required. Abandon-
ing her scruples, she descended on the grey fortress of the
Ramsaran Transport Company. Wilbert received her politely
— if unenthusiastically — dressed in his soiled overalls.
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‘I not going to beat round the bush with you, Wilbert. Is
Julian and Sita I want to talk to you about.’

Wilbert had conjectured as much. He took her to a wired-
off cubicle which served as a waiting-room. It was furnished
with wooden benches.

‘I want you to put some sense into that boy head for me.’

Wilbert smiled. ‘How do you expect me to do that, Mrs
Bholai? If Julian wouldn’t listen to you, he would hardly be
likely to listen to me.’

‘But he must listen to somebody.’

‘Maybe. But not to me.’

Mrs Bholai got up from the bench. She stood directly in
front of him, her fingers entwined in the mesh of the wire.
‘What about Sita then? She must listen to you. Is your father
house she living in. Is he’ (and here Mrs Bholai nearly choked
with outrage) ‘.. . is he who paying for she to go to a first-rate
school in Port-of-Spain. My daughters . ..’

Wilbert frowned. ‘It’s my father you should go and speak
to.

‘At least you could try and put a little sense in she head.
You could say that Julian would never marry she. That he
only playing around. That when he goaway to England ...’

‘If that is the case, why worry?’

Mrs Bholai sat down again. ‘Jules have a great future ahead
of him. She spoiling his chances to be a doctor. She could only
drag him down. If she had any feelings at all ... Mrs Bholai
twirled her bracelets. ‘You can’t expect me not to worry.
I can’t stand to one side and see Jules throwing his chances
away. I must try and do something about it. They could still
write to one another when he in England.” Mrs Bholai’s eyes
darkened. ‘And, who knows but Sita sheself might go to Eng-
land.’ She got up, shaken by the prospect, ‘If your father
could pay for she education in a Port-of-Spain convent, it have
no reason why he mightn’t send she to England to become a
B.A. Languages.” She lIaid a hand on his shoulders as if for
support. ‘ You could have a heart to heart talk with she .. .’

Wilbert scowled. ‘Why don’t you go and have a heart to
heart talk with her?’
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‘How I could do a thing like uhat? I would only lose my
temper straight away. But you .

‘Listen to me, Mrs Bholai, and listen to me well. The only
thing that concern me is the Ramsaran Transport Company.
If you wanted bricks or gravel delivered I could help you. But
1 can’t help you about anything else. So please don’t try and
involve me.’

From where they sat they could survey the length and
breadth of the cavern housing the workshops and offices of
the Ramsaran Transport Company. To their right were the
bays where the red and black trucks not in service were
parked in two neat rows facing each other on either side of
the main gate. Above the main gate there were a series of
green-painted metal cages similar to the ones on the ground
floor in which they were talking. In these cramped cages the
administrative side of the business was carried on by a small
team of minions; the soles of their shoes and their legs
visible to all who passed beneath. To the left — and to the rear
of the cavern — were the repair sheds. Sounds of hammering
echoed off the bare walls, brash and metallically insistent.
Mechanics, dressed in soiled overalls like Wilbert’s, went
ceaselessly to and fro whistling and shouting to one another.
Engines coughed and spluttered and revved and the smell of
oil and petrol suffused the air. The concrete floor was coated
with thick layers of grime and scattered pools of oil shim-
mered with the colours of the rainbow. Strips of sunlight
came through holes in the roof but they were not sufficient
to dispel the prevailing dank gloom which appeared to ooze
and seep from the building itself. The daylight creeping in
from the main gate battled against an invisible barrier and
succeeded ‘in penetrating no more than a few hard-won feet
into the interior before it was overcome; thickened with the
gloom and suffocated by it. The atmosphere was subterran-
ean, and electric lights burned dimly in the metal cages and
repair sheds. Julian and Sita and the problems they posed
seemed very far away to Wilbert: he had not spoken to Sita
since their fray over the diary; and Mrs Bholai, impeccable
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in her pink dress and with her gold bracelets glinting on her
wrists, was a wraith from another world.

‘I'think isa very true thing what people does say.’

‘What is that, Mrs Bholai?’

‘They does say that if you born with too much brains is
almost like if they does make you stupid. And that is the
trouble with Jules. That son of mine have so much brains it
making him behave stupid, stupid.’

Wilbert agreed. ‘And now, if you will excuse me, Mrs Bho-
lai, T must go back to my work.’

Mrs Bholai was not easily discouraged. Wilbert, she had to
admit, had not been helpful. But then, neither had he been
actively hostile. He had listened to her patiently. That was an
encouraging beginning. Her fertile brain teeming with ideas
and proposals, she paid him a second unheralded visit. Wil-
bert received her with undiminished politeness.

‘I have the true solution to the whole problem,’ she said.
‘Let Julian get she pregnant. Then, as you know, they will
have to expel she from that convent and that will stop she
from wasting your father money. And don’t forget is your
money as well.” She tittered gleefully. ‘That is one side of the
question. The other is this. You know as well as me that
nothing could frighten a man more than a girl he not married
to making baby for him. Love does stop quick quick once a
woman belly start to swell up.” Mrs Bholai wetted her lips.
‘So my plan is to let Julian get she pregnant. Let him go right
ahead! It will put all that nonsense out of his head straight
away.” Mrs Bholai paced the metal cage. ‘I know what you
going to say now. You going to say that Julian will have to
marry she.” She stopped in front of him. ‘But tell me who it
have could make Julian marry she? If she had a father to call
she own that would be a different matter. But without a father
who it have to make trouble for Julian? She mother?’ Mrs
Bholai frowned scornfully. ‘Just let Sushila try to cause
trouble and I go make even more trouble for she. Basdai give
me the full lowdown about she. I think that’s the best plan.
What you say?”
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Wilbert agreed.

Sita, however, showed no signs of pregnancy — to Mrs Bho-
lai’s unbounded regret. Then, in conformity to that chame-
leon nature of hers, she shifted her ground radically, and said
to Wilbert without apparent discomfort: ‘Sita is not all that
bad girl really when you think about it. It don’t matter who
she mother — or father — is. She good-looking. In fact, I find
she very good-looking. On top of all that she getting a really
first-rate education.’ ,

Wilbert was too amazed even to agree.

Mrs Bholai steeled herself, painfully aware of the sacrifice
she was about to make on her son’s behalf. ‘One of these days
Sita going to make somebody a good wife.” She gazed slyly
at Wilbert. ‘And the time not far off when you will have to be
thinking of finding a wife.’

‘Are you trying to marry me off to Sita, Mrs Bholai?’ He
was amused and angry. ‘She’s not good enough for Julian but
she’s good enough for me, is that it?’

*No, no,” Mrs Bholai said. ‘I wasn’t suggesting that at all’
She seemed shocked that any such motive could be imputed
to her. ‘All I was saying was that she would make somebody
a good wife. And why not you?’

‘Why not Julian?’

Mrs Bholai twirled her bracelets.

“‘If T ever decide to get married,” Wilbert said, ‘I'll choose
my own wife.’

Mrs Bholai was contrite. The plan had backfired. ‘I wasn’t

meaning it like that, Wilbert. God is my witness. You mis- -

understand me. I was just trying to...” Floundering, she
gave up the attempt at explanation. ‘Look,” she said, ‘let we
forget the whole thing. Eh? Forget I ever say what I say.’
There was, fortunately, one consolation to be drawn: if Wil-
bert refused to entertain the idea of marriage to Sita, then the
way still remained open for Shanty. This cheered her up.

‘You know, Wilbert,’ she started afresh, ‘Shanty is-a very
sensitive girl. You mustn’t let all that shouting and laughing
fool you.’

Wilbert looked at her.
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Mrs Bholai now toyed with her ear-rings. ‘She can’t take
care of herself like the older ones. I think is because being the
youngest we spoil her too much. But how could you help
spoiling a pretty little girl like that? You would have to be a
really heartless person not to.’

The taste of toothpaste lodged in Wilbert’s throat.

Mrs Bholai gazed earnestly at him. ‘You would never guess
what she tell me the other day. “Ma,” she say to me — and this
was straight out of the blue, mind you — “Ma”, she say, “I
wonder why we doesn’t see Wilbert Ramsaran any more. He so
polite and have such good manners.” Those were her exact
‘words. And I say, “Wilbert Ramsaran don’t have time to waste.
He’s a working man now.”” Mrs Bholai giggled vacuously.
‘Wasn’t that a funny thing for she to say out of the blue?’

‘Very funny,” Wilbert said.

‘She make me promise I would ask you to come and see
we.’

‘I don’t have the time ...’

“That’s what I say. “He’s a working man now.” But she
would be so disappointed. You must come and visit we again.’

‘Well ...’

‘Keep it in mind.” Mrs Bholai made ready to leave. ‘Shanty
would be so disappointed.”

Mrs Bholai hurried away in a fog of good will.



Chapter Séven

1

It was with astonishment that Sushila realized she had been in
Victoria for four years. She had never stayed so long in one
place before.

‘Four years!’ she exclaimed to Egbert Ramsaran. ‘I been
living here with you for four whole years.’

‘What of it?’ he replied complacently. “You want to have a
celebration?’

It was not an anniversary Sushila cared to celebrate: she
was far from being in a celebratory mood. Her fourth anni-
versary in the Ramsaran household coincided with the appear-
ance of her first grey hairs. They were a death sentence. She
could not flee from them. Wherever she went they would ac-
company her; and do so in increasing numbers. She could pull
them out - as she had tried to do ~ but there would always be
another set to fill the breach. They were intimations of a dis-
ease from which Sushila believed she had been granted a
special licence of immunity and therefore had not troubled
to take precautions against. She had exploited the consider-
able resources of her youth and beauty with a reckless dis-
regard for the future, trusting that the empty spaces she had
left behind would be automatically filled in. Something had
gone wrong : her guardian angel had let her down.

Her endemic restlessness, which during the previous four
years had lain dormant, revived. She had no desire to squan-
der what remained to her of youth and beauty on the omni-
vorous Egbert Ramsaran whose complacency wounded her.
They were wasting assets and Sushila wanted to have a final
fling and relive former glories. Perhaps it would invigorate and
cure her. She had always thrived on novelty and in her present
mode of life there was no room for novelty. The monotony of
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her life in Victoria had sapped her energies. A ‘change of
scene’ might do the trick. A change of scene! The excitement
had gone out of the adventure: she had achieved more or less
what she was capable of achieving; what she had set out to
achieve. What was there to be gained from staying on? Her
revenge on the Settlement was as complete as it was ever likely
to be; and her hold on Egbert Ramsaran was as complete as
that was ever likely to be. There was nothing else she could do
here.

Nevertheless, Sushila could not persuade herself to act on

-her decision. In this dilapidated house was more security and

comfort than she had ever had. She was fettered by a harness
of invisible threads and it was only now when she tried to
move that she became fully aware of them. They were not an
insuperable obstacle. Sushila could, had she so desired, have
snapped her fetters and set herself at liberty. But she delayed.
She had grown accustomed to the security and comforts pro-
vided by Egbert Ramsaran and she was reluctant to break the
threads and discard them.

The daily routine had acquired an msmuatmg rhythm of its
own and her heart throbbed in unison with it. Her duties were
not onerous and she could not honestly assert they were ut-
terly distasteful to her. She was conversant with the ways of
Egbert Ramsaran. The areas of mutual suspicion and distrust
had been gradually whittled away. They had arrived at a com-
promise. She knew how far she could go with him; and he
knew how far he could go with her. The compromise was
respected by both sides and became part of the sluggish, do-
mestic rhythm which had lulled Sushila into somnolence, and
from which she had been precipitately roused by the discov-
ery of a grey hair. She had woken to find she was a *prisoner’.

Sushila neither particularly liked nor disliked Egbert
Ramsaran. But, sharing the same bed night after night had
established a bond of another order between them; and this
had nothing to do with like or dislike; love or hatred. The
customs and habits built upon the hunger pangs of desire had
usurped the place of affection and made it seem unnecessary.
No ties of sentiment bound them together: he was not a sen-
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timental man and she was not a sentimental woman. To that
extent they had appeared to be perfectly matched. Sushila
shuddered when she recalled the relish with which he had
described to her Rani’s fruitless journeys through the darkened
house (‘smelling sweet sweet as if she blood was made out of
perfume,” he had said) and the blows he had administered on
her upturned face. She had shared his relish and laughed as
loud as he had. :

What use would such a man have for an ageing woman
with grey hairs? She could not depend on his gratitude. He
could obtain from a hundred different women what he ob-
tained from her. Admittedly she had tried to impress her in-
dispensability on him but she had reminded him just as often
of the temporariness of the arrangement. The contest had
worn her out and lowered her resistance. If she was no longer
able to give him the pleasure she had promised —~ and what
else could she ever hope to give him? — what was to become
of her? Already she could feel the stings of his blows on her
cheeks. For it was she who had taught him that the body was
all; it was she who had suppressed his arguments by the ele-
mentary device of clapping her hand across his mouth; it was
she, as guide and teacher, who had led him step by step and
showed him how easy it was to still conscience and live for
the moment.

Sushila carried the knowledge of her decline like a dark
secret and every morning she searched painstakingly through
her hair for fresh signs of it. She understood her situation
clearly. Go from this place she must — before Egbert Ram-
saran noticed. But where could she go? Her old friends and
contacts had dropped away. However, Sushila did not wish
to see her old friends. They would remember her as she had
been and that was intolerable. The allure of liberty regained
belonged to the past. When Sushila imagined what it would be
like — and she imagined it constantly — she pictured herself
as she had been in her prime. She was afraid to commit her-
self to a new adventure in which, deprived of the energies of
her youth, she would have no protection against failure. The
uncertainty gnawed at her and undermined her resolution;
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and though the invisible threads chafed and bit into her, she
did not have the courage to break them.

There was a further obstacle in her path: Sita. What was
to be done with her if she went away? Sushila did not wish to
be burdened with extra responsibilities. Neither could she
leave her here trusting to the tender mercies of Egbert Ram-
saran. That was out of the question. He might go berserk and
she could not say what he might take it into his head to do.
The man was capable of anything. Here was the biggest
stumbling block to her plans. Sita’s. fate had never weighed
with her before; but now it did: it was a convenient diversion
from her other fears. Sushila directed her frustration on to
this most concrete symbol of her oppression.

She had been foolish to bring her here and even more fool-
ish to allow Egbert Ramsaran to pay for her education. It had
woven another thread into the web binding her. Sita was the
primary cause of all her troubles. If it had not been for Sita
the temptation to accede to Basdai’s wild schemes would not
have been as great. She would have remained a free woman.
It was for Sita’s sake and Sita’s sake alone she had sacrificed
herself. And what had she received in return for her sacrifice?
The experiment of living with her daughter had not been a
resounding success. Sushila had been able to establish no area
of contact with her. Not that she had tried very hard. She felt
that by bringing her to live under the same roof she had done
her mother’s duty by her and was not inclined to do more.
Sita was an essentially extraneous factor in her life. Thus
Sushila had taken scant notice of her.

Unhappily, Sita could no longer be easily dismissed. She
was blossoming rapidly into womanhood. Daily, it seemed,
her latent physical resemblance to what her mother had been
grew more striking. Sita’s figure — though by no means as
voluptuous as her mother’s — had filled out, shedding its bony,
awkward angularity. Her features were settling into their final
form and her movements were assured and decisive. The habi-
tual, solemn expression of her eyes did not vanish but now
and then there were flashes of gaiety and mischief. Mother
and daughter were exchanging roles. It was at Sita the men

229



whistled and stared when they went to Victoria Market to do
the week’s shopping. Sushila was frequently stopped on the
street. ‘What a lovely girl your daughter turning out to be,
Mistress Sushila. She going to have all .the men rushing-after
she, you wait and see. You must be very proud.” To which
Sushila replied brusquely and without a trace of pride: ‘You
really think she good-looking? Better wait a few years. All
girls does look nice when they come to Sita age.’

To her mother, Sita had become merely another woman;
and, by definition, a rival. Sushila examined herself frenzied-
ly in the mirror. She noted an incipient fatness and studied
the lines on her face. The fleshy firmness of her arms was on
the wane and her stomach bulged. ‘Oh my God! What hap-

pening to me all of a sudden? Is living in this house that doing

it. A change of scene is all I need. By hook or crook I must get
away from here. I must get away.’ Any word of praise for
Sita was sufficient to give her a ‘headache’ and put her in a
bad mood for the rest of the day. ‘Everywhere I go is Sita this
and Sita that,” she retorted furiously to one of her daughter’s
admirers. ‘Like all you have nothing else to talk about?’
She struggled desperately to shake off this crippling jealousy
which solved nothing and could only be self-defeating. But
her jealousy would not leave her. Sushila’s malady was be-
yond cure.

“You letting all this praise go to your head,” she accused
. Sita. “You better watch out. I thought it was book alone you
was interested in.’

‘I'm not letting anything go to my head. It doesn’t matter
to me what people say — not even if they said I was ugly.’

‘Oh yes? Why you does let all them men makes eyes at you
for then? They wouldn’t do it if you didn’t encourage them.
Don’t think you could fool me, child.’ To call Sita ‘child’ was
soothing and she dwelt lingeringly on it. ‘I been round this
world long enough to know what is what.’

‘I can’t stop people from looking at me,” Sita said-mildly.
‘You’re behaving just like Phulo. ’

“You little bitch!’ Sushila’s face had gone blotchy. ‘What
I have in common with that slave? I don’t have nothing in

230

common with that slave. You little bitch. Don’t you ever
speak like that to me again, you hear. Don’t you ever speak
to me like that again or I’ll rip that tongue of yours out of
your mouth for you.’

Sita winced. She had never seen her mother like this. It was
a distressing spectacle. ‘I'm sorry,” she said. ‘I shouldn’t
have...” She gazed hopelessly at her mother. The damage
had been done and it could not be reversed.

*You think I would be here if it wasn’t for you?’ Sushila
shouted. ‘It was for you I sacrifice myself. Give up all that I
had. Friends included. For you and you alone I do that just
so that same Phulo wouldn’t abuse and laugh at you.” Sushila
rubbed a hand along her forehead. ‘And what do I get from
you in return? Headaches! That is what I get in return. Head-
aches so bad that I does feel dizzy. They driving me mad.
Just to set eyes on you does give me a headache.” Sushila
swayed on her heels.

‘Why don’t you go and lie down for a little? That will make
you feel better.’ ,

‘Nothing will ever make me feel better so long as I have
you around.’ Sushila gazed feverishly at her daughter. ‘From
the day you was born you been nothing but a trouble and
burden to me. The first time I set eyes on you I wanted to
dash you to the ground. Ask Basdai if you don’t believe me.
She will tell you.”

“1 believe you,’ Sita said.

‘You believe me, do you?’ Sushila laughed bitterly. ‘How
could a child like you know what it was like? You haven’t
even started to know. You could take my word for that’
Sushila knew how unjust she was being: how irrational; how
self-defeating. But justice, reason and common sense had no
meaning for her.

Having, as it were, broken the truce and declared her hand,
Sushila gave herself over to the attack, seeking out her daughter.

‘Just let me be,’ Sita pleaded. ‘I didn’t ask to be born. What
do you want me to do? Kill myself?’

“That would be the biggest favour you could do me. But
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is my fault for not dashing you to the ground the day you
was born. I should have kill you right there and then.” Sushila
sdueezed her aching forehead. ‘These headaches you giving
me going to end by driving me mad.’ .

‘I’m not the cause of your headaches,” Sita said, ‘and it’s
not me who is driving you mad. You know what the real cause
is.” Sita could not restrain herself: the bombardment was
non-stop. »

‘What is the real cause, you little bitch?’

" Sita did not answer.

‘What is the real cause?’ Sushila grabbed her daughter and
shook her frenziedly.

‘Don’t force me to say something I don’t want to say. Let
me go.’

‘Say it! Say it!’ Sushila dug her fingernails into Sita’s shoul-
ders.

‘Don’t make me. . . please don’t make me.’

‘Say it!’ .

‘All right,’ Sita shouted. ‘You asked for it. You're getting
old! Worn out! No good to yourself or anybody else. Not
even to him! You will end up a million times worse than
Phulo. Will you let me go now?’

Sushila staggered back from her. She opened and closed
her mouth soundlessly.

Sita rushed to support her.

Sushila shrank from her. ‘Keep away from me. Don’t touch
me.’

“You forced me into saying it. You shouldn’t have.’

‘Keep away. You want me to take leave of my senses but I
won't give you that satisfaction.” She caressed her arms.
‘Don’t think you is a woman because you have two scrawny
legs and breasts. That don’t make you a woman.’

“You’re making yourself ill.’

Sushila snatched up her skirt. ‘Look at these! Feel them!’
She stroked her legs. Sushila dropped her skirt. ‘Oh my God!
Is like the Devil himself pounding inside my head. I could rip
it off.” She was crying.

‘Let me take you to bed.’
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Sushila allowed herself to be led to her bedroom and Sita
put her to bed.

‘“Try and go to sleep.’

‘It take more than two scrawny legs and breasts to make a
woman. It take a lot more. More than you ever dreamof . ..’

“Try and get some rest. You don’t want him to find you in
this condition.’ Sita covered her with a blanket.

‘...alotmore...more than you ever dream of ...’

‘Go to sleep.’

‘... to be a woman, that is the hardest thing in the world.
I should have been born a man...’ Sushila stared at the
glossy photographs pinned to the wall. *... 2 man ... I should
have been born 2 man. Then I would never have to ...

Sushila tossed feverishly. Sita closed the curtains and tip-
toed out.

2

Sushila’s campaign against Sita was fuelled by the regular
visits of Julian Bholai and the whispered conversations in the
verandah; and whatever the initial drift of her attack it came
inevitably to pivot on him.

‘I tired seeing his face here,” she stormed. ‘Is as if he don’t
have a home of his own.’

‘He doesn’t come here more than once a.week,” Sita re-
plied. ‘And sometimes not even that.’

‘Every time I turn he does be here. It does give me a head-
ache just to look at him.’

‘He doesn’t get in your way. You don’t even have to see
him.’

Sushila sneered. ‘How I could help seeing him since he al-’
ways here?’ She waved a finger in Sita’s face. ‘I know all this
underhand boy-friend and girl-friend business.’

‘He’s not my boy-friend,” Sita answered sharply, ‘and never
will be. There’s nothing underhand either. If I was going to be
underhand T wouldn’t let him come here. I would go some-
where else to be underhand.’ She opened the door of her
bedroom.
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Sushila pursued her. ‘What the two of you does have to
talk about so? That is what I would like to know.’

‘Feel free to come and listen any time you want.’ Sita tried
to close the door but it wedged against her mother’s foot.

“I thought it was studies you was interested in. But it seem
to me that is only Dr Julian you really interested in. Ever
since you get them two scrawny legs and breasts and start
feeling youis a woman ...’

‘Don’t start up on that again.’ Sita tugged at the door.

Sushila laughed. ‘He going to throw you away like a old
paper bag when he go to England.’

‘Please ...’

‘Like a old paper bag ...’

‘I'heard you the first time. Let go the door.’

Sushila removed her foot and Sita closed the door and
locked it. She went to the window and breathed in deeply,
looking at the rusting hulks. She stared in the opposite direc-
tion at the sunlit hills and the clapboard houses teetering on
the lower slopes. Then her gaze swept slowly past the roof-
tops of Victoria. She turned her back on the window and on
the sunbleached bones of the Ramsaran Transport Company
and stared at the books on her desk. Sitting down at the desk,
she picked up her diary and drummed pensively on the cover.
She smiled, recalling the struggle with Wilbert.

When he ‘had told her that Julian was destined to marry a
white woman, he had told her nothing she did not already
know; nothing she had not already told herself many times
over. Neither was she in the least troubled or disconcerted
by Sushila’s taunts about Julian throwing her aside ‘like a old

_ paper bag’. She was under no illusions as to the outcome of
their friendship. The universal disapproval it aroused — Mrs
Bholai, Wilbert, her mother — amused her. They all took it
far more seriously than she did. Even Julian took it more seri-
ously than she did. She saw that he revelled in the ferment
to which their association had given rise. It fed his sense of
drama but he was as much its dupe as his mother was. The
play had acquired a semi-independent life. He wrote her fool-
ish, impassioned letters in which he called her Isolde and
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signed himself Tristan. Sita did not reply to the majority of
these letters; and when she did she called him Julian and
signed herself Sita. Julian was upset.

She had come a long way from their meetings in the Settle-
ment when everything had seemed to be contained in the
hour they spent together in the Hollow. Julian had been
placed in proper perspective and she could stand back and
view him - and herself -~ dispassionately. It had not been
achieved overnight. She had had to teach and train herself to
be dispassionate; she had been compelled into perfecting yet
another technique of self-preservation. The diary had been
her chief instrument. :

By writing down everything that happenéd between them,
she was able to distance herself. Filling in her diary became
a soothing and necessary exercise which she performed
nightly before going to bed. She wrote down their conversa-
tions word for word and read them over to herself. She might
have been writing about two people who were strangers to
her; on whom she had eavesdropped. The Sita represented in
the diary was not the Sita who wrote the diary. To further
assist her detachment, she enumerated Julian’s ‘faults’ as she
perceived them: his arrogance; his callousness; his irresponsi-
bility. These too she read and reread. The diary was a power-
ful charm: her guarantee against temptation.

However, it was not purely a defensive operation against
Julian. There was her own declared intention of never marry-
ing to be taken into account. This had nothing to do with
Julian, predating his appearance at the Library Van. Thus,
who Julian eventually chose to marry could never be of much
concern to her. It was a problem whose solution she would
follow from afar and with a passing curiosity. The equation
was precisely balanced. She had removed herself, by fiat al-
most, well beyond the reach of pain and betrayal.

Blissfully free from false hope, there could be no harm
whatsoever in their meetings and she could immerse herself
in their friendship without fear of the consequences. It was his
very ‘faults’ which attracted her. Julian possessed a freedom
which circumstance and nature had conspired to deny her.
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He would always be blown with the prevailing winds of time
- and place. As if by design, the stark colours in which her
character had been painted and its brittle, fatal strengths
which permitted her scant room for manoeuvre, contrasted
with the softer colours of Julian’s character. Herself defiantly
visible, she admired his accommodating flexibility and talent
for camouflage.

There was only one fact she had not succeeded in taming:
Julian’s eventual departure from the island. Somehow, it was
built differently from the other ‘facts’ which she had pains-
takingly enumerated in her diary, refusing to yield to the
potent charms she had devised. It was like a raw and tender
spot on the skin. Let it be and it might heal itself. Rub it and
it might grow inflamed. Sita had elected to ignore it but
Julian would not allow her to do so. Detecting the fright
lurking behind her reticence on the subject, he wilfully probed
and prodded the tender spot.

‘When I'm in England,’ he had said, ‘I shall imagine you
sitting by yourself here in the verandah and reading. How
will you imagine me when I’m over there?’

I couldn’t say.’ She frowned. ‘T’ll probably imagine you
imagining me sitting by myself in the verandah and reading.’

“How will you spend your time when I'm not here?’

‘T will lie down and pine to death.’

“There you go! Losing your temper with me again.’

I wouldn’t lose my temper if you didn’t keep asking me
such stupid questions.’

Julian simulated bafflement. ‘I don’t understand you at all.
A1l 1 did was ask a simple question.’

Another time he had said: ‘Do you realize how time is
flying? Every day that passes is one day less till I leave. Every
minute is one minute less.” He glanced at his watch.

‘Well?’ she replied irritably. ‘What of it?’

I was only stating a simple fact.’

*Simple facts shouldn’t need stating,’ she said. “You behave
as if you'’re leaving tomorrow.’

His departure, despite her best efforts, remained an unre-
solved threat.
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Sushila’s condition worsened rapidly. Sita did her best to keep
out of her way but that was impossible: Sushila would not
let her.

‘Why you always quarrelling with Sita for?’ Egbert Ram-
saran asked. ‘This place is like a madhouse. Not a hour does
pass...’

‘I going to murder she. I going to take one of them guns
you have and shoot she down dead. Is only when she dead I'll
be happy.’

Egbert Ramsaran was amused. ‘If you reach under the
bed,’” he said, ‘you will find the gun. Only don’t make too
much noise.’

“This is no laughing matter. 1 really mean it. I going to
shoot she down dead.’

. ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Just reach under the bed and you will find
it.

“Two scrawny legs and breasts don’t make a woman.’

Egbert Ramsaran laughed. ‘Like you jealous of she?’

Sushila reacted violently. ‘Why should I be jealous of that
sc;rawny little bitch? What she have that I got to be jealous
of?’

‘If she have nothing for you to be jealous of, why get so
worked up about it ?° '

‘You taking me for granted,’ Sushila shouted. ‘But take
care. You will be sorry.’

Sushila’s fears spiralled, feeding on each other until they
gained a complete stranglehold over her. She could not de-
pend on her judgement for it told her terrible things. Her need
to be reassured that her beauty had been preserved intact and
undiminished, that she was not being ‘taken for granted’,
assumed the dimensions of a mania. The void within her had
to be filled somehow. And who but Egbert Ramsaran could
provide the answers she sought? She fell on him frenziedly.
But even his reassurances were not sufficient to quieten her.
Away from the sound of his voice and the direct and immedi-
ate gaze of his eyes, the slit of doubt and mistrust was deposi-
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ted anew, smothering the fleeting tranquillity she had gained. ?

She was compelled to return to him and demand a fresh spate
of words to wash the silt away. Sushila was a glutton whose
voracious appetite for praise could never be sated.

“You think I pretty?’

“Yes,” Egbert Ramsaran replied, not looking up from the
detective novel he was reading.

‘How you could tell if you have your nose bury inside a
book?’

‘Because I see you a million times before. Today is not the
first time.’ Wetting the tip of his index finger, he turned a page
and continued reading.

“Sushila strolled aimlessly to the window, stuck her head
outside and came back to the centre of the room. ‘How pretty
exactly?’

*You not letting me read my book in peace. I'll discuss it
with you later.’

She sat on the edge of the bed. ‘Let’s discuss it now. I very
pretty — or only so-so?’ She was whining.

Egbert Ramsaran turned another page.

“You not even looking at me!’ She leapt forward and seized
the book from him, holding it behind her back. ‘Look at me!’

He looked at her, frowning.

‘Well? How pretty?’

“Very pretty. Now give me back my book and let me read
in peace.’ '

“You don’t really mean it. You only saying so. I know you.’

“The book !’ His voice whistled. ‘Give me back my book.’

“Here! You could eat your damn book for all I care.” She
flung the book at him and left the room, slamming the door.

She accused him of having designs on a succession of
women. ‘I notice how your eyes does follow them,” she said.
“You tired of me. I not blind. You planning to throw me away
as if I was a old paper bag.’

‘What is this? You never tired telling me that you-is not a
prisoner. That you free to come and go as you please. But it
seem that you want to make me a prisoner. I can’t even use
my eyes these days without asking your permission.’
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Sushila did not hesitate to include Sita in the list of her
potential rivals. ‘You making up to she. You planning to
throw me out and put she in my place?’

‘This is going too far, Sushila. Sita is a young girl. Young
enough to be my granddaughter.’

‘That don’t make no difference. In fact...’

‘Not another word!’

‘Who you think is the prettier?” Sushila persisted. ‘Me —
or she with she two scrawny . ..’

‘Stop all this nonsense. I going to lose my patience with
you soon. What’s wrong with you?’

Sushila was not short of excuses for her behaviour. She
complained that she had too much to do about the house
and that this was giving her headaches and causing her to
sleep badly; and, there was Sita to cope with. ‘That bitch
don’t lift a finger to help me,” she muttered. ‘Always saying
she have home lesson to do. Home lesson! What you sending
she to school for? What use that going to be to she? You
should take she out of that convent ...’

‘All in good time,” Egbert Ramsaran said. ‘I’ll decide what to
do with Sita.” He grinned at her. ‘You sure you not having a
baby?’

“You could set your mind at rest on that score. Is exhaus-
tion I suffering from and Sita is the cause of it.’

“The sea air is what you need,” Egbert Ramsaran said. ‘We
could spend two weeks in the beach house. I could do with a
holiday myself.’

The proposition did not appeal to Sushila: the charms of
the seaside had worn thin recently. ‘I tired of the beach
house,” she replied. ‘I want to go somewhere I never been
before. Somewhere new. Is as if I can’t breathe properly any
more.’

Egbert Ramsaran exploded. ‘What you think I buy the
beach house for? Who do you think I buy the beach house for?
Don’t forget it was you who make me buy itand now . . .’

‘I didn’t make you buy it. You wouldn’t have buy it if you
didn’t want to.’ She gazed at him sullenly. ‘I want to go
abroad for a change.’
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‘Abroad! You better knock that idea out of your head
once and for all. Abroad!’ He snorted.

Sushila resorted to veiled threat. ‘Well something going to
have to happen — and soon. It have other people who wouldn’t
mind taking me abroad. They would jump at the opportun-
ity.’

‘Let them take you then.” Egbert Ramsaran was nonchal-
ant. He was accustomed to Sushila’s threats. If she had not gone
by now, she would never go. He was confident of that and he
had ceased to entertain it even as a possibility.

To lend substancc to her threats, Sushila would slip away
from the house and not return for many hours. When called
to account she was provocatively vague as to the nature and
purpose of these escapades. In fact, they were innocent expe-
ditions to Port-of-Spain and San Fernando and amounted to
no more than surreptitious window shopping: she did not
have the courage to look up old friends. But Sushila implied
there was more to it than this. To a certain extent, her strategy
succeeded. She had jolted Egbert Ramsaran out of his com-
placency; and that was a prize too valuable to be surrendered
lightly. Sushila revelled in conjuring up the shadows of a non-
existent intrigue.

‘Who you been seeing?’ Egbert Ramsaran asked. ‘Is it a
man?’ He knitted his brows.

‘What difference that make to you? It could be a man. It
could be a woman. Or it could be neither. What I does do in
my spare time is my affair. I does only work here. Remem-
ber?’ She propped her hands on her hips.

‘Don’t give me any fancy backchat.’ He grabbed her arm and
shook her. ‘Is some man you been going to see?’

‘What if it is 2 man?’

‘So you admit it! What does this man do for you?’ He shook
her.

‘He don’t take me for granted.’ -

Egbert Ramsaran slapped her. ‘“Who is the man? Tell me
his name.’

‘I not going to tell you that,” Sushila laughed. ‘Is only one
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thing I will tell you and that is that he don’t take me for
granted.’ ‘

He slapped her. ‘Is that Farouk, not so?*

‘I not going to tell you who it is.’

‘Ifis Farouk I'll. ..’

Sushila was alarmed. ‘Is not Farouk,’ she conceded.

‘You lying!’

‘To see Farouk I would have to go to the Settlement. And
I haven’t been there.’

‘Where you been?’

‘Port-of-Spain, San Fernando ...’

Egbert Ramsaran let her go. ‘Watch your step, Sushila.
Don’t trifle with me. I not going to stand for any nonsense
from you.’

“Look,” Sushila said, ‘you like it?’

Egbert Ramsaran examined her morosely. She was showing
him a frilly new dress she had bought that day in Port-of-
Spain and for which she had paid a great deal. The dress
would have been more becoming to a girl of eighteen. It was
ludicrous on Sushila. Powder and rouge encased her face like a
mask. She tripped in front of him, a macabre sight.

“You like it?” Sushila repeated.

“No,” Egbert Ramsaran said. ‘It don’t suit you.”

Sushila stared at herself in the mirror. *You talking stupid-
ness. This dress suit me down to the ground. The man who sell
it to me say so.’

‘They would say anything to get a sale. Give it to Sita. It
will suit her much better.’

“To Sital’ The mask contorted. ‘Why should I give it to
Sita? Is for myself I buy it.’

“You not as young as you used to be and you should bear
that in mind when you waste my money buying clothes. You
not going to fool anybody by dressing as if you just step out
of the cradle. If you not careful you will make yourself look
ridiculous. A real laughing stock. Give it to Sita.” He folded
his arms across his chest.

‘BEven if you don’t like it, it have other people .. ."
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‘Other people must be blind.’

The mask was blank.

Egbert Ramsaran smiled, twirling his moustache. ‘You
know something? I don’t believe it have any man. I believe
you making all that up. If you really had another man you
wouldn’t be hanging around here.’ He watched her narrowly.

Sushila’s confidence sagged. ‘You could believe anything
you want.’ )

‘Name him.’

‘I not going to name anybody for you.’

“That is because you don’t have anybody to name.” He was
convinced of it now.

‘Farouk!’ she called out defiantly, seizing on the first name
that came into her head. ‘Yes! Farouk! Is him I does go to
see.’

Egbert Ramsaran regarded her unperturbedly. ‘Okay. You
could leave this house today self and go and live with Farouk.
I not going to stop you.” He laughed. ‘Pack your suitcase and
leave.’

The muscles on her powdered jaw twitched.

‘What you waiting for?’ he asked calmly. ‘Mind you, I
don’t blame you for not taking up the offer. Just to make sure
I checked up on Farouk the other day and he say he hadn’t
...” Egbert Ramsaran clucked his tongue. ‘You should have
thought of another name.’

‘Lies!’

Egbert Ramsaran shrugged. ‘You don’t have no .other
man, Sushila. The only man who would have you now Is me.
1 is all you have left and don’t be too sure that I wouldn’t ...
throw you away like a old paper bag if you continue with
this nonsense. If T was to throw you out of here, nobody else
would have you. Nobody!’

His savagery stunned her. ‘It was you who robbed me of
my beauty,’ she said softly.

‘I didn’t rob you of anything.’ - ,

“Lies! Lies!® she screamed suddenly. ‘I don’t want to listen
to your lies any more. I'm tired of your lies. Night after

night you robbed me of my beauty. I was so beautiful. So
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pretty. And you robbed me of everything.’ The mask whim-
pered.

‘I didn’t rob you of anything. I took what you had to give. ~
What you offered me. That was all I did. You should have
remember the worms was going to catch up with you one
day.’

‘Lies! Lies! It was you who robbed me. I was so beautiful.
So pretty.” She caressed her fleshy arms. ‘It didn’t have a man
who would say otherwise. They all wanted me. They was pre-
pared to leave they wife and children for me.” She began to
weep, burying her face in her hands, the cheap scent exhaling
from her skin. ‘You can’t rob a person of their beauty and
not pay for it. It was all L had ...all T had.’

Egbert Ramsaran sneered. ‘You think a policeman going
to come here and arrest me? You think it’s against the law
like breaking and entering a house? “What’s the charge,
Sarge?” And you expect him to say, “You are charged with
robbing a certain Sushila of her beauty. A most serious
crime.”’ Egbert Ramsaran guffawed.

‘That’s right,” Sushila screamed back at him. ‘That’s ex-
actly how it should be. It should be against the law and they
should take you away and afterwards let the dogs eat you up.’

‘That is one thing they not going to do,” he said flatly.
‘Now go and do your crying somewhere else.’

‘I going. Don’t worry your head about that. T going all right.’
She stripped off the dress and bundled it under her arm. Sush-
ila stood there in her petticoat.

‘Take my advice and give it to Sita,” he said.

‘You ... you devil!” The mask was grotesque, Sushila ran
headlong out of the room.

Neither Wilbert nor Sita had bothered to bestow a more
than passing attention on what was taking place in the front
room. In their different ways they had learned to ignore these
tableaux; and though its intensity surprised them, they did
not allow themselves to be unduly disturbed by this latest
enactment. They were misguided. That night Sushila disap-
peared from the house in Victoria. But she had not embarked
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on merely another escapade of surreptitious window shop-
ping. This time, Sushila had gone for good.

They found her room in a shambles the next morning.
Sushila could not have taken much with her. Most of her be-
longings had been scattered on the floor and trampled on: an
assortment of dresses, skirts, blouses and shoes were heaped
together in the middle of the room. The battered brown suit-
case — the same which Farouk had carried on his head the
day she had first walked so boldly into the yard swinging her
hips and twirling a hat on the tips of her fingers — had been
flung upside down. She had obviously started to pack it and
then changed her mind. All the drawers in her dressing-table
had been pulled right out and their contents ransacked and
emptied on the bed as if she had been searching for something
specific and not found it. Brushes, combs, powder puffs,
bottles of scent and other odd pieces of bric-a-brac had been
wantonly broken and abandoned. Her jewellery had suffered
a similar fate: brooches, necklaces, hair clips, bangles and
ear-rings had been thrown any and everywhere in dazzling
disarray. The glossy photographs of the Hollywood film stars
had been torn from the wall and crumpled into balls. In the
midst of it all, crowning the destruction and havoc, was the
frilly dress she had bought. It had been ripped into shreds;
and nestling in the tattered folds was a pair of scissors. A
malevolent spirit might have been at work in the silent hours
of the night. Sita surveyed the wreckage in silence with Wil-
bert standing beside her in the doorway.

‘She must have gone with only the clothes on her back’
Wilbert said.

Sita bent down and picked up a powder puff which she
played with idly.

‘Do you think she’ll come back?’

Sita shook her head. ‘Not this time."

‘How do you know?’ e

Sita did not answer.

“Ts as if she went mad.’ Wilbert walked into the room.

*She didn’t have to go mad. She was always mad. In a sense,
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this is the sanest thing she ever did in her whole life.’ She let
the powder puff slip from her fingers. Where it fell the white
particles of powder hung in the air.

Wilbert looked at her. Her face was bloodless. He felt sorry
for her. Never had she seemed so vulnerable. ‘You sound as if
you have no feelings at ail for her,’ he said — but not angrily.

‘I do have feelings for her,’ she said. ‘When I was little girl
I used to cry when she would suddenly get up and disappear
without a word. But I couldn’t cry forever. The time had to
come when it made no difference to me whether she was there
or not there.” Her bloodless face stared at him. ‘Why should
I begin crying for her all over again? Why?’ Nevertheless,
she was crying.

He listened to the sense of her words rather than to the words
themselves. He observed the delicate curve of the mouth, the
firm moulding of the nose, the protuberant cheekbones and
slightly sunken cheeks; and explored the unfamiliar, brooding
depths of the eyes. In that brief space of time Sita acquired a
fresh clarity.

Sita averted her face from him. ‘We must clear this mess
up,’ she said. Her voice was stifled. ‘And — we must break the
news to your father somehow.’

Egbert Ramsaran did not take the trouble to inspect the
damage. When Wilbert brought the news of the night’s
events to him he had responded with an apparent lack of con-
cern. ‘Stop harassing me. I don’t have time for such foolish-
ness. If Sushila want to mash up everything she have that is
she affair. She will have to walk about naked for I not going
to replace a single button.’

“Sita say she not going to come back this time.”

Egbert Ramsaran’s eyes clouded with a momentary uncer-
tainty. ‘Nonsense,’” he whistled. ‘Who it have for she to go to,
e¢h? Who? She bound to come back. If not today then to-
morrow.’

He went to work as usual and when he returned in the even-
ing he did not have to be told that Sushila still had not ar-
rived. ‘She bound to come back,’ he said. “Who it have for

245




she to go to?’ He avoided looking at Sita. The pattern was re-
peated the next day: and the day after. On the fourth day
Egbert Ramsaran maintained a rigid silence: and on the fifth
he called Wilbert to him and delivered his instructions.
‘Knock on my door when she come back. But don’t disturb
me for anything else. You hear that? Just knock on my door
when she come. She bound to come back to me. Who it have
for she to go to, eh? Who?’

Egbert Ramsaran immured himself in his bedroom, refus-
ing food and drink. For hours they listened to him pace and
once he groaned aloud. He paced back and forth for most f’f
the night and then, towards morning, there was silence. Wil-
bert crept up and put his ear against the door, trying to catch
the smallest sound within. But there was nothing to be heard.
It was an unbroken and absolute stillness. He peeped in at
the keyhole and saw his father stretched out motionless on
" the bed. Egbert Ramsaran was lying flat on his back and
staring up at the ceiling. Disobeying the instructions he had
been given, Wilbert knocked.

*She come back?’ The voice that answered was as dead as
the motionless figure he had seen.

‘No.But...’

*I tell you not to disturb me for anything else.’

‘You must have something to eat, Pa. You must keep your
strength up. Sita preparing food for you ... Pa? ... You hear-
ing me? You must keep your strength up. You must have
something to eat.”

There was no response to his entreaties; not a shuffle or a
murmur. Egbert Ramsaran did not emerge from his bedroom
all that day. It was not until the following afternoon he stirred
and, opening the door, called for Sita. She had returned from
school a few minutes before and was still wearing her crisp
uniform. Wilbert accompanied her.

He was shocked by the sight that greeted him. His father
appeared to have shrunk and dried up during his incarcera-
tion; to have become smaller and frailer and older. Wilbert
shuddered. The image of the desiccated pond which Singh
had shown him on the estate a long time ago — such a long
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time ago it seemed to be an experience remembered from an-
other life ~ rose up unbidden from the obscure recesses of
memory. He saw as vividly as if he were there the caked,
creamy-white mud, minutely veined and segmented by a mo-
saic of tiny cracks. There was Singh prodding at it with a
stick. His father too seemed veined and segmented and
cracked: a pond from which the life was being slowly sucked
out and dissipated in the dry air. Egbert Ramsaran’s face had
a waxen pallor and the eyes were bright and hard: it was a
harsh, surface brightness, cold and lacking in depth. The real
eyes might have been removed and marbles inserted in their
sockets. His skin was the texture of parchment. Wilbert would
not have been surprised if the fragile structure were to fall
apart and tumble in a disjointed heap on the floor.

Egbert Ramsaran gave no sign of having noticed his son.
The marble eyes were pinned on Sita.

“You should have something to eat,’ she said. ‘It’s no good
to be without food for so long.’

‘Is not food I want.’

‘At least a cup of tea then.’

‘Is not tea I want.’ He coughed and his whole body was
racked. ‘Come closer where I could touch you.’

Sita approached the bed timidly.

Egbert Ramsaran pinched and kneaded her arms and
cheeks. ‘Very soft! Very tender!’ He removed his hands ab-
ruptly and did not speak for a while. The marble eyes were
set and frozen. ‘That is a nice uniform you wearing.” he began
afresh. “You still going to school, ¢h? Learning French and
Spanish and Latin. B.A. Languages! You real lucky, not so?’

‘I’'m very grateful for everything you’ve done for me.’

‘Grateful!” He laughed hoarsely. ‘Is not your gratitude I
want. What good is your gratitude to me? It won’t bring ...’
He had another bout of coughing. ‘You won’t have much to
be grateful for by the time I done with you. You could take
my word for that.’

Sita bowed her head.

Egbert Ramsaran hauled himself upright and dangled his
legs over the edge of the bed. ‘You won’t have any more need

247



for that nice uniform. From today your education finish. Fin-
ish! You could forget the convent. You could forget about
B.A. Languages.’

Sita lifted her head and looked at him. Since her mother’s
departure the convent had seemed an irrelevance. Her con-
tinued attendance there was like planning for tomorrow
knowing the world was to end today. If she had performed
the motions — putting on her uniform, collecting her books,
catching the bus, answering the roll call — it was done out of
sheer habit; and because there was nothing else to do.

Her unruffled acquiescence infuriated Egbert Ramsaran.
‘And that is not all,’ he yelled at her. ‘I want you to take all
them expensive books I buy for you and carry them out to
the back yard. I'll meet you there.” He slid off the bed.

‘To the back yard? Why?®

‘Because I’'m going to watch you burn them.’

Sita was devastated. Her poise crumbled and she slumped
at his feet. ‘Don’t make me do that. Ask me to do anything
but that. But please don’t make me burn them.’

Egbert Ramsaran laughed. ‘You not going to have any
more use for books. So the best thing to do is burn them.”

‘Let me give them away instead,” she begged. ‘T'll give them
away. But don’t make me burn them.” All her sorrows had
come to centre on the books.

‘1 don’t want you to give them away. I want to see you
burn them.” He sidestepped her.

‘Why?’ ~

*Go and ask your mother. She will tell you why.’

“You really have to do this to her, Pa?’

Egbert Ramsaran acted as if he had only just then become
aware of his son. ‘Oh! You here too,” he said.

Sita got up from the floor and dashed past them.

‘What good will it do, Pa? It won’ bring Sushila back.’

Egbert Ramsaran wrapped a blue dressing-gown around him,
drawing the sash in tightly. *You better keep out of_this if
you know what’s good for you.’ He left the room, Wilbert trail-
ing after him.

They met Sita carrying a pile of books out to the yard.
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Egbert Ramsaran installed himself at the top of the back
steps in one of the wooden chairs from the kitchen: from
there he would direct the operation. Sita brought a tin of
kerosene from the kitchen and a box of matches. All was
ready. Egbert Ramsaran stared at the disused, rotting cow-
sheds.

Sita tilted the tin of kerosene and poured a thin stream of
the fluid over the books, spreading it evenly. Wilbert watched
her. She was working with a vengeful determination. A match
sparked and she applied the flame to the soaked mound of
books. Spirals of thickening black smoke rose from the sod-
den heap. They gathered strength, spreading like a pall across
the yard. The tongues of red and yellow flames licked round
the edges. Sita poked and stirred the fire with a stick, pouring
more kerosene. The flames rose higher and redder. Charred
fragments of paper floated into the field and the covers of
the books bent and twisted and folded. Sita emptied the tin
of kerosene.

She ran up the step and went to her bedroom, returning
with the diary. She threw it on the fire. Opening the cover
with the tip of the stick, she peered at the closely written
pages. They curled brownly at the edges.

Egbert Ramsaran received the direct blast of the fire’s heat.
Sitting at the top of the steps with his eyes shut, it seemed as
if he were in the very midst of the flames. He smelt the kero-
sene and inhaled the acrid smoke which burnt his nostrils and
suffocated him. Yet, the fierce heat was interspersed with
spells when he was cold and shivery; when he wished to draw
closer to the heart of the fire and warm himself. The shifts of
temperature operated like a drug on him, lulling him into a
drowsiness from which he had no desire to be roused. He was
rocked gently by the ebb and flow of heat and cold; drifting
easefully on these tides of pleasant stupor and forgetfulness
which came from nowhere and went to nowhere. The fire
crackled and there was a disembodied, nonsensical buzz in
his ears. But that was pleasant too. Then the buzzing, form-
less to begin with, acquired a shape. It was a perfect circle,
round and complete in itself. The circle was set in motion,
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revolving slowly on its centre but ever gaining in momentum
until it became a dizzying whirl. He was swept up in its move-
ment: no longer a passive spectator of its gyrations. The circle
lost its shape, transformed into what resembled a hat that
twirled ceaselessly. He danced on the brim, resisting the
force which was pulling him into its scorched and flaming
interior. It was all confusion now and he was torn between
consent and refusal. He was being consumed by the fire. He
must breathe a fresher, purer air cleansed of these acrid
fumes. With one supreme effort he would break free and be
rid of the descending, wheeling darkness. Egbert Ramsaran
cried out despairingly. He collapsed forward on the chair as
if he were about to tumble down the steps. The marble eyes
were glazed and his head swung limply.

‘Your father,” Sita said. She tossed her stick into the fire
and ran up the steps to help support him.

The doctor came and the doctor went. There was nothing
much he could do. ‘When Mrs Ramsaran died I told him he
ought to come for a yearly check-up. But what’s the use?’ He
raised his eyebrows wearily and swung his black doctor’s bag
to and fro. ‘Still, any man is free to play the fool with his
own health. The statutes say nothing against it.” He camou-
flaged a yawn.

‘He didn’t like the doctors,’ Wilbert said.

‘I know,’ the doctor replied sarcastically.

‘Will he ever recover?’

“Your father will never walk again. His legs are dead. Quite
dead. The nerves are like burnt out electric wires — if you see
what I mean.’ The choice of phrase gave him considerable
satisfaction. ‘ Yes. The nerves are like burnt out electric wires
— except we can replace electric wires. However, there is some
hope he may regain his speech.” He talked like a salesman; as
though his offer were a bargain at the price.

‘And how long ...’ -

‘I was coming to that. It could happen today, next week or
in the next five years. It depends on the strength of the
patient’s will to survive.” The doctor smiled. *“Knowing the kind
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of man your father was — sorry, is — I expect he has a lot of
that.’ ‘
‘Yes,” Wilbert said. ‘I expect so.”

Sita announcd to Wilbert her intention of leaving.
‘Don’t feel you have to leave,” he said.

‘There’s no point in my staying on here any longer.’
‘I need somebody to help me look after Pa.’

Sita pressed her lips together.

‘At least stay until I find somebody to look after him.’
‘People would talk if I stayed on here. More trouble!*
‘Let them talk. What you say?’

“Until you find somebody to look after him.”

‘Until I1do.’

Every morning and afternoon Egbert Ramsaran, wrapped
in his blue dressing-gown, was wheeled out to the verandah
by Sita. In the mornings he was provided with a copy of the
newspaper and in the afternoons with a detective novel
When, at midday, as the sun was creeping up the front path,
Sita came to take him inside, she found the newspaper as she
had left it; and when, at dusk, as the shadows lengthened, she
returned, she found the detective novel untouched.

Egbert Ramsaran sat in his wheelchair, abstracted and
motionless; a graven statue fitted with eyes of shining marble.
The cows trailed by in their twilight procession, mooning bul-
bously at him. When they strayed from their customary path
down the middle of the road and poked their noses into the
front gate, no stones or bottles or tins were hurled at them in
repayment for their insolent boldness. He was oblivious not
only of the cows but of the passers-by who paused to lean
against the fence and stare impassively at the emaciated, col-
lapsed figure whose head sagged on his chest as if he were
unable to support its weight.

Wilbert raged at them. ‘What all you looking at him for?
You never see a sick man before?’ He ran down the path and
chased them away. Persistent as the flies on Egbert Ramsaran’s
dining table, they would return before long to resume their
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vigil. ‘I going to shoot one of you bitches.” He brandished his
father’s pistols.

“That don’t frighten we.’

‘He gone mad.’

“That’s right,” Wilbert shouted back. ‘And I mad enough
to shoot all of you if you don’t clear away from here and leave
the man in peace.’

‘Is only bluff he bluffing!”’

Nevertheless, they were sufficiently cowed by the sight of
the guns to maintain a respectful distance from the fence.
Eventually, the novelty wore off and the crowds of spectators
thinned to a trickle.

The statue with marble eyes was deemed worthy of no
more than a fleeting glance.

Chapter Eight

1

Sita was more relieved than she made out by Wilbert’s offer
to stay on and look after his father. Not that the house held
any particular attraction for her. On the contrary; it was the
tomb in which her liveliest hopes had been buried. During the
years she had lived there, she had developed no affection for
it. An infectious blight had overwhelmed each of its inhabit-
ants in turn: Rani, Singh, Sushila and, finally, Egbert Ramsa-
ran himself. Neither had she escaped its crippling influence.
Wilbert was the next in line. Nothing that was either new or
good could spring from that soil for nothing of any value had
ever been created in it. It was sterile ground.

But if the Ramsaran household held no particular attrac-
tion for her, neither did the world existing outside of it. What
was there to choose between them? Was it better to live alone
in a room in a Port-of-Spain lodging house? She imagined the
sort of room it would be: the narrow bed covered with a
counterpane; the mirror on the wall; the massive wardrobe
pushed into a corner. In the mornings, her handbag slung
over her shoulders, she would hurry out to join the hordes of
clerical staff going to their offices; and she would return ex-
hausted in the evening to have dinner with her fellow-lodgers.
She could hear the footsteps on the stairs and the hollow
voices of people she did not know. Sita recoiled from the pic-
ture. She was paralysed by indecision. That other world was
sterile ground too and its aspect was no less forbidding to her.
She was afraid to act and to leave Victoria would be to com-
mit herself to a definite course of action. Whatever her choice
she was done for. Finished. Washed out.

She had wanted something positive and glorious out of life;

- something which would have exalted it and endowed it with
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a value out of the ordinary. It had always eluded her though
she had had glimpses of it. What she had seen as a child in
the Settlement had made no sense to her. Phulo with her
tucked-up skirts and her dirty brood of children scrambling
after her was not life. Basdai drinking rum in a dark corner
of the hut was not life. Sharma’s passive acceptance was not
life. They were as meaningless and squalid as the burning
green rectangles of sugarcane; as the hot, dusty days of the
dry season when the sky was a fiery metallic bowl clamped
over their heads; as the driving rain and mud and windswept
cloud of the wet season; as the play of light and shadow be-
neath the mango trees. Life had to amount to more than the
sum total of its parts. It had passed her by in the Settlement.
It had passed her by in Victoria. It would surely pass her by
in Port-of-Spain. All it had ever given her was a miserable
parody of itself.

She had not been able to discover the formula which would
transmute the squalor into glory. Her special brand of realism
could not come to her aid. It had been, despite its austerity,
a realism rooted in her longings and it was of no use to her
now that she had to rid herself of those longings or perish.
‘B.A. Languages!’ she exclaimed to herself and laughed bit-
terly. ‘Isolde!’ She was stranded and there was nothing she
could point to and say: ‘That is what-I wish to be.’ Door
after door had been closed against her and bolted tight. What
she was having to face had been foretold.on the day she was
born; written in the dust and mire of the Settlement. Her
friendship with Julian and her having come to live with her
mother in Victoria had merely postponed the evil day. It had
been tempting to confuse postponement with cancellation.
Unhappily, postponement was not cancellation. Happiness
was a chimera.

All those books she had devoured so avidly — what were
they to her now? Folly and vanity. She could not bear the
sight of a book and so she stopped reading. Her convent uni-
form mocked her and so she tossed it into the dustbin. Delay
undermined her power of decision and apathy descended on
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her. Everything, herself included, was equally flat and dull
and insipid; riddled with futility. No one thing or course of
action was superior to another: it would be a delusion to
pretend she felt otherwise. The world was a dead and arid
place. Sita explored the empty spaces in her head. Morning
and afternoon she wheeled Egbert Ramsaran out to the veran-
dah and dutifully provided him with the newspaper and de-
tective novel he never touched. The marble eyes did not thank
or recognize her.

Even before she had left the convent, Sita had been seeing
less and less of Julian. He was working hard for his final ex-
amination. The intervals between his visits to the house in
Victoria lengthened. Finally, the visits stopped altogether.
Now and again they met on the street — usually after school
was finished for the day — but these encounters were acciden-
tal and brief. ‘Sorry I can’t stop to talk,’ Julian would say,
‘but I have a hell of a lot of work to get through this week.’
He tapped the books he was carrying and smiled apologetic-
ally. ‘Anyway,” he added, ‘Ma would kick up a fuss if I was
late. Anything for peace in that madhouse!’ Sita did not try
to detain him, Both the excuses he offered — his work and his
mother — were true; but she knew their truth was superficial.
The deeper truth was that their friendship had passed its cli-
max and there was nowhere else for it to go. She could not
pinpoint the moment of climax or the moment it had started
to go into decline. They had been going down a blind alley
and they had reached the journey’s end. There was no cause
for surprise in that.

When she left the convent Julian did not enquire after her.
He wrote no letters signing himself Tristan and calling her
Isolde. When the examination results were published in the
Trinidad Chronicle, she scanned the minutely printed col-
umns for his name. He had passed according to plan. She
folded the paper neatly and laid it on Egbert Ramsaran’s lap.
Julian seemed to have forgotten about her. Sita did not mind.
It could not be long now before he left the island. Now,
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however, the thought that this departure must be imminent
elicited neither fright nor pain in her. It did not matter. No-
thing mattered.

She was wheeling Egbert Ramsaran in from his afternoon
session when she heard a rattle at the front gate. Sita looked
round and saw Julian standing at the top of the path and
grinning at her.

‘CanI come in? Is Wilbert...?’

‘Wilbert’s at the Depot.’

‘What about him?’ Julian indicated Egbert Ramsaran.

‘He’s not going to prevent you.’ She spoke levelly. Her
hands still rested on the back of the wheelchair.

Julian ventured cautiously up the path. ‘I was hoping to
find you alone.” He climbed up the steps.

‘You have,’ she said.

Julian leaned negligently against the verandah railings en-
deavouring to disguise his unease. ‘So, you’re playing nurse-
maid these days.’

‘I suppose you could call it that.’

‘I always thought you had the hands of a nurse.” He was
bantering but almost immediately recognized he had struck
the wrong note. *‘What I mean is...” He gave up the attempt
at explanation.

Sita looked at her hands; at the bony, tapering fingers and
protruding knuckles. Then she looked up at him. She said
nothing.

‘How is the patient?’

“The patient is fine. As fine as can be expected.’

They were silent. Sita did not take her hands off the back of
the wheelchair; a figure fleetingly arrested in its motion.

“It’s been a Jong time since I last . . . since welast ...’

‘Yes — it has.” Sita regarded him dully.

‘How long would you say?’

‘I haven’t been counting.’

Julian smiled his apologetic smile. ‘I couldn’t help it, I wan-
ted to come before. ButI. ..

“You don’t have to make excuses.’

Julian shied away from her gaze. It was cold; remote. She

256

might hardly have been seeing him. He dropped his eyes to the
shrivelled statue on the wheelchair.

‘How much can he understand?’ he asked.

Sita shrugged. ‘Maybe everything. Maybe nothing. I don’t
know.’

Julian lowered his voice. ‘I heard about everything,’ he
said. ‘*Your mother running off all of a sudden — that was a
very strange thing to do — and then your leaving the convent

“Let’s not talk about all that. It’s over and done with now.”

*Perhaps you’re right,” he said solemnly. ‘Perhaps it’s bet-
ter not to. What’s the use of crying over spilt milk?’

‘I see you passed your exam. Congratulations. You must be
leaving soon.’

His solemnity vanished: Sita’s troubles were instantly dis-
missed. ‘In two weeks. That’s why I came to see you today as
a matter of fact. I didn’t know when I might get another
chance and I didn’t want to leave without saying good-bye
properly.” He showed her a blue plastic folder stuffed with an
assortment of papers. ‘It’s all inside there. Passport — you
should see the horrible picture they took of me — cabin num-
ber and smallpox vaccination. All T have to do is walk on the
boat at this end and walk off the other.” She took the folder
from him but did not open it. The plastic was cloying to her
moist fingers.

‘So,” she said stupidly, ‘you leave in two weeks.’

‘That’s right. In two weeks that boat will blow its whistle
and I'll be waving good-bye to Trinidad. T can hardly believe
it.” Julian paced the length of the verandah in quick, iaunty
strides. ‘During the summer vacations I'm going to visit all
those places we used to read and talk about so much. Paris.
Venice. Rome. T have it all planned.’

The summer vacations. Summer. What was it? The phrase
had tripped so lightly and easily off Julian’s tongue: as if he
had a privileged access to its inner meaning. Summe-er. Sum-
mer. Su-mmer. He was receding from her, rising higher and
higher. Julian was looking down on her — if he looked at all —
from an immeasurable height. She was a tiny speck blunder-
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ing through the nightmarish tropical interchange of wet and
dry seasons. He was talking but she was not listening to him
any more. She watched the ragged file of cows going past the
gate on their homeward journey. The street lamps came on.

‘I'm sorry but I have to go now,” she said, interrupting his
flow. ‘I must get him ready for bed.’

Julian stopped speaking and glanced at his watch. ‘Yes,’ he
replied. ‘It’s late. I don’t want to keep you from your duties.’

‘The best of luck.’

‘The same to you.”

They hesitated. Then Julian waved and went down the steps.
Sita turned her back on him and wheeled Egbert Ramsaran
through the curtains.

2

To mark Julian’s departure, Mrs Bholai announced her in-
tention of having a farewell dinner. Wilbert was among those
she planned to invite. Julian was not pleased.

“If he’s coming I’d rather not have a party.’

‘I will invite whoever I care to invite. You have no say in
the matter.’

‘But why Wilbert? Why you have to invite him for? You
still hoping that he will marry Shanty?’

Mrs Bholai evaded the question. ‘I inviting him,” she said,
‘and that’s that.’

Wilbert no less than Julian had grave misgivings.

‘I would be out of place, Mrs Bholai. I wouldn’t fit in.’

‘Don’t talk stupidness, boy. Some of my family from San
Fernando going to be there and they dying to meet you. And,’
she assured him, ‘not only I would be disappointed but Shanty,
Mynah, Gita and Bholai himself. If all of we want you to
come, how you going to be out of place?’

Wilbert was bludgeoned into consent.

Unfortunately, her San Fernando relatives cried off at the
last minute, pleading the most transparent excuses. Their re-
fusal stung to the quick and Mrs Bholai permitted herself a
few harsh words against them, inveighing against their con-
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ceit. ‘But never mind,” she said, ‘is all the more food for we.
Let them play high and mighty. When Jules come back a doc-
tor they going to have to change they tune.’

‘Perhaps we better cancel it,” Mr Bholai suggested meekly.
‘You can’t call it a party with only one guest. It would make
we look foolish.’

‘You must be crazy. Bholai. After all the work I put in you
expect me to cancel it? Not on your life. Even if we had no
guests I still wouldn’t cancel it. I must give my one and only
son a good send-off.’

Wilbert thereby acquired the dubious distinction of being
the sole guest at the farewell party.

‘Right at the last minute it turn out that nobody else could
make it.” Mrs Bholai giggled embarrassedly, appealing to her
family for confirmation and support. ‘So is only you. You
could ask the rest of them how angry I was.’

No one shared her forced gaiety. Wilbert fidgeted in his
chair and stared glumly at the floor. Shanty smirked and gig-
gled until silenced by her mother. Julian, after uttering a few
frigid words of welcome, had disappeared into his bedroom.
Mynah, prim and disapproving, filed her nails. Gita drooped
palely. Mr Bholai, who once or twice had essayed a feeble
hilarity and met with no response, was sunk in torpor. Finally,
he took refuge in the court cases in the Trinidad Chronicle.
It had been altogether a most inauspicious start to the night’s
entertainment. Mrs Bholai, infected by the prevailing gloom,
lapsed into taciturnity.

A crisp, white cloth covered the dining table. In the centre,
providing a splash of colour, was a vase of Mynah’s flowers,
an overflowing cascade of red and yellow petals and jungle of
green stalks. Serried ranks of knives and forks and plates re-
flected the electric light. The dinner was brought in by Mrs
Bholai: a roasted leg of goat; a large bow! of boiled rice; and
smaller dishes of curried vegetables. As a special concession
to the ‘men’ there were bottles of chilled beer brought that
day from the Palace of Heavenly Delights. For the ‘ladies’
there were glasses of fizzing Coca-Cola.

259



‘Take your nose out of that damn newspaper, Bholai. Is
time to eat.’” Mrs Bholai fretted and bustled about the table.
‘Julian! If is starve you want to starve you better say. We not
going to wait for you. Mrs Bholai shoved them into their
assigned seats. Julian was to preside at the head of the table.
Wilbert was placed next to Shanty along one side; while Mrs
Bholai shared the other with her two remaining daughters.
Mr Bholai sat at the foot. Julian emerged from his bedroom
and sauntered to the table. Scraping back his chair noisily,
he slumped into the seat. He blinked blearily and rubbed h1s
eyes, yawning at the company.

‘Go and wash your face,’ Mrs Bholai said. ‘Try and re-
member this is a special occasion.’

The chair scraped and Julian hauled himself up and went
into the bathroom to do as his mother had bid. He returned,
his face washed and his hair uncharacteristically smarmed
across his forehead. With a wry smile, he scraped his chair for
the third time, slumped into his seat and looked around,
drumming with his fingers. Mrs Bholai, stern and unsmiling,
cut slices of the meat and doled them out on the plates held
up to her. Knives and forks were picked up and heads low-
ered in anticipation over plates.

‘Wait! Wait! You can’t begin just like that. First we must
all drink a toast to Julian. That is what the beer is for.” Mr
Bholai deftly opened the bottles of beer provided.

‘What about us?’ Shanty asked. ‘We don’t have any beer.
1 never hear of anybody drinking a toast with Coca-Cola be-
fore. Come to that, I never hear of anybody drinking a toast
with beer either. We should have champagne.” She pronoun-
ced it ‘sharmpagne’. Her knees rubbed against Wilbert’s.

‘We don’t have any sharmpagne,’ Mr Bholai replied, ‘so is
nothing we could do about that. You could drink a toast with
anything as far as I know — a cup of tea even. Stop making a
fuss and raise your glasses.’

Glasses were reluctantly raised. Mr Bholai stood up. Hold-
ing his bottle of beer aloft, he cleared his throat. ‘To Julian,
wishing him all the health, good fortune and happiness it have
in the world.” He brought the bottle to his lips. ‘Honoured
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ladies- and gentlemen I give you the future Doctor IM
Bholai. Hip, Hip . .

No one answered ’

‘Hooray,” he responded himself. ‘Hip, hip ... hooray!
Hip, hip . .. hooray!® The beer gurgled in his throat. He dried
his mouth and sat down. ‘Now we could start to eat, he said. *

Julian and Wilbert had not touched their beer. Mr Bholai
— he was not accustomed to drink and the first sips seemed to
have gone straight to his head — clapped Wilbert across the
shoulder. ‘Drink up, man! Drink up! Don’t be bashful. We
is all big men around here now. Watch how I do it and follow
me.” Mr Bholai raised the bottle to his lips again and poured -
some more beer down his throat. He belched. ‘That’s what. .
you must do.’ k

“You could use the glass I provide for you, Bholai, and stop
showing off to Wilbert. You don’t have to behave like a ani- -
mal.’ Mrs Bholai pushed one of the glasses over to him. :

‘I don’t find the beer does taste the same when you pour it =
into a glass. Straight from the bottle! That’s the way to drink
beer.’ Rebellion glimmering faintly from his flushed face, he ;
swallowed from the bottle.

‘If you want to drink like that you should go to Farouk,‘
Mrs Bholai snapped. ‘Is a blessing in disguise my family not
here tonight to see you make a disgrace of yourself.’

Wilbert poured his beer into a glass.

‘Can I have a taste?’ Shanty begged him. Their knees rub-
bed: it was a small table and Wilbert could do nothing.

‘Shanty!’ Mrs Bholai was appalled. ‘Beer is not for ladler.
You see Mynah asking for beer?”

Mynah smiled into her plate.

‘'m not a high-class lady like Mynah is — as you well
know.” Defying her mother, Shanty borrowed Wilbert’s glass
and drank from it. ‘That’s nice,’ she said. ‘I like beer.’

‘Shut your mouth, girl. Don’t believe that because Wilbert
here I wouldn’t hit you two good slaps across that mouth of
yours.’

‘Peace,” Mr Bholai murmured. ‘Peace.’

‘You keep your peace to yourself, shopkeeper.’ She glared
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at him. *This is your fault, Bholai. I tell you not to buy any
beer.’ .

“Stop pestering me, Moon.” He looked at Julian. ‘Come on,
son. Drink up like your father.’

‘I don’t like beer. You have it.’ He passed the bottle over and
Mr Bholai accepted it with a shrug.

*You shouldn’t encourage him to be a drunkard, Jules.’

‘It was only going to waste,’ Julian said.

They ate in silence for a while.

‘How is your father progressing?’ Mr Bholai chomped on
his food with gusto.

‘Much the same,” Wilbert replied.

Mr Bholai clucked his tongue. ‘Is a sad thing that. That man
was as strong as a horse. What muscles he used to have.” He
thought of all those exhibitions of prowess Bgbert Ramsaran
had inflicted on him and it afforded him a secret pleasure.

Mrs Bholai brightened: the reference to Egbert Ramsaran
shifted her attention away from the beer and helped to re-
store her flagging spirits. The recent events in Victoria had
surpassed her expectations. Righteousness had prevailed and
God had put himself squarely on her side. She could barely
restrain the exultation in her voice as she turned towards Wil-
bert and said; ¢ You hear anything about Sushila?’

Wilbert shook his head.

“Not a word?’

Mrs Bholai dislodged a sliver of bone from her teeth and
set it on the rim of her plate. ‘What Sita planning to do
now?’ Sita’s continuing presence in the Ramsaran house was
the one aspect of the situation that worried her.

‘I don’t know.’

‘She can’t look after your father forever.’

“No,” Wilbert agreed.

“The thing is what she going to do after he die.’

Wilbert said nothing. Shanty’s knee was jammed against
his. -

‘Come now, Moon,’ Mr Bholai appealed. ‘That is not a
nice thing to say to Wilbert. Stop cross-examining him and
let him eat.’
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Mrs Bholai noted Wilbert’s uneasy silence. *Still,’ she added

placatingly, ‘is only right she should be looking after him. It
was because of him that she reach as far as she reach — she
couldn’t really have expect to be a B.A. Languages. Sita have
nothing to complain about.’ Mrs Bholai felt that her assess-
ment was both just and magnanimous.

She switched her attentions to Julian. ‘Have some more to
eat, Jules.’

‘I’'m not hungry.’

‘You won’t get goat meat in England, you know.’ She
smiled with sugary sweetness at him. ‘Have some more.’

‘I don’t want any more,” he answered bad-temperedly. ‘I
don’t like goat meat.’

‘Since when?.You always ...’

Mynah’s fork fell to the floor with a clatter, interrupting
her mother’s indignation. Her head disappeared from view
as she groped and fumbled under the table to retrieve it.
Shanty pulled her offending knee away but she was too late.
Mynah surfaced twittering.

‘T hope you have enough leg room under there, Wilbert.?

Shanty stared at her sullenly.

* “You’ll be catching a cramp soon,” Mynah twittered.

‘What’s all this about leg room and catching cramp?’ Mrs
Bholai asked.

‘Shanty will tell you.’

Mrs Bholai looked enquiringly at Shanty.

Mynah squealed with unladylike laughter.

Shanty, her face red and inflamed, leaned over the table
and, lifting the vase of flowers, emptied its contents on her
sister’s lap. Mynah screamed. She leapt from her chair and
emptied her glass of Coca-Cola on Shanty. It all happened
very quickly. The two girls grappled with each other across
the table.

‘Oh God! Save us!’ Mrs Bholai scraped her fingers across
the tablecloth. ‘And you,’ she shouted at her husband, ‘why
don't you do something? All you good for is to drink and
drink and drink. Shopkeeper! Two pound of butter, half-
pound of salt!’ ‘
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Mr Bholai smiled sleepily at his fighting daughters; while
Gita, the peacemaker, tried to separate them.

Julian pushed his plate away and got up. ‘I'm going from
here. This is a madhouse.’

‘Where you going, Jules?’ Mrs Bholai gazed distractedly
from her struggling daughters to her son.

‘He not going anywhere." Mr Bholai suddenly roused him- .

self. ‘He not going anywhere. You will stay right where you
is, young man.’

“You can’t make me.’

‘Oh yes? Is that what you think? What would you do if I
was to bring my belt to you and peel your backside raw with
it, eh? Would that “make” you?’ Mr Bholai stood up and
unbuckled his belt. He spoke with unwonted authority.

Julian shuffled irresolutely.

‘For too damn long you been having your own way around
here. You don’t like beer. You don’t like goat meat. Tell me
what you like?’

‘Ican’thelpitif Idon’tlike...’

‘T don’t give a damn about that. It wouldn’t have kill you
to take a sip of beer with me — or to have another piece of goat
meat. Is time you start learning to please other people instead
of just pleasing yourself. You is not the only one around here
with likes and dislikes — though that is what you seem to be-
lieve. I have them too — except that nobody does take account
of them. I is two pound of butter, half-pound of salt. I don’t
like people calling me that, but I does put up with it for the
sake of peace. None of you does ever stop to think how it
does hurt me. Well I fed up to the throat with it. You listening
to me? I fed up to the throat! And if tonight you don’t do as
I say, you going to feel the weight of this strap.” Swishing the
belt, Mr Bholai stalked across to Mynah and Shanty. ‘You
two market women will also do as I say. You even worse than
market women. They can’t help the way they does behave,
but you have education —~ or say you have. What you do with
it? Where you hiding it?’ He stared at the broken vase.
‘Monsters. That is the only name for all-you. Educated mon-
sters which is the worst kind of monster it have.” He turned
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to face his wife. ‘That is what you teach them to be, Moon. It
was you who teach them to hate their father so that today
they have no respect for me. But I is not the only one who
going to suffer — you going to suffer too. They won’t have no
respect for you either.’

‘Liar! If we was living in San Fernando ...’

‘If we was living in San Fernando we would have been
even worse off. You family would have kick you about like a
football. ..’

‘You! A drunkard and a shopkeeper! Daring to talk to me
like that. My children will always respect me. They will al-
ways...” She rested her head on the table, circling it with
her bony arm.

Mr Bholai threw the belt on the floor. ‘What’s the good?’
He sighed and opened another bottle of beer. The froth welled
over the sides and dripped on to the tablecloth. ‘What’s the
good?’ The remains of the meal — gnawed bones and grains
of curry-stained rice - were scattered like debris.

‘Can I go now?’ Julian asked.

Mr Bholai nodded. ‘Do whatever you want to do.’ He did
not look at him.

Julian disappeared behind the partition. The girls followed
after him.

Shaking his head, Mr Bholai swayed unsteadily out to the
verandah and Wilbert alone remained with Mrs Bholai. It was
time he returned to Victoria; time to forget about the Bholais
and plunge back into the certainties of nuts and bolts and
palms stained black with grease and oil. Outside, Mr Bholai
coughed twice. Wilbert left the table and went out to join
him. Mr Bholai was creaking slowly on the rocker and smok-
ing. His face was indistinct, except for the frog’s eyes which
considered Wilbert in silence. The red point of the cigarette
glowed dully.

‘It’s nice and cool out here,” Mr Bholai said. The rocker
creaked; the cigarette glowed and spluttered. ‘Around Christ-
mas it does get even cooler though.” He did not seem at all
drunk. His voice was level and sober. He tossed the cigarette
over the rajl. It sailed in a thin, red arc to the road below
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where it rolled into the gutter and disappeared. ‘What
Moon doing? She still have she head on the table?’ The frog’s
eyes stared across the rooftops to the invisible canefields.

“Yes. , . I must be getting back home, Mr Bholai.’

‘Don’t go yet. Stay and talk with me a little.” He offered him
a cigarette.

Wilbert refused it. ‘I don’t smoke.’

‘Like your father.” Mr Bholai laughed. ‘Is a habit I pick up
in my old age’ He paused to light the cigarette, the match
sparking with a smell of sulphur. ‘I sorry you had to be a wit-
ness to all this confusion. What they does call it? Washing
your dirty clothes in public? T should have keep my big trap
shut. It was the beer that make me behave so. I don’t know
what you must think of me.’

“You shouldn’t let that worry you, Mr Bholai.’

“That kind of thing never happen in this house before. We
used to be a really happy little family. Not that we didn’t
have we quarrels. What family doesn’t have they quarrels?
Children have to grow up. Is senseless to expect them to be
tied to your apron strings forever. I right?’

Wilbert nodded.

Mr Bholai sat forward on the edge of the rocker. He cros-
sed and uncrossed his knees. ‘Who 1 trying to fool?” he asked
abruptly. ‘I can’t fool you and I can’t fool myself. The beer
had nothing to do with what happen tonight. You know that
as well as me. It was building up for a long time inside of me.
It had to come out sooner or later.” Smoke billowed through his
nose. A car went by on the road below, its tyres screeching on
the curve. ‘You father’s a lucky man to have a son like you.”

Wilbert looked askance at him.

“To have somebody to follow in his footsteps, I mean.’

‘But you didn’t want Julian to run a grocery,’ Wilbert said.
*You wanted him to be a doctor. Whereas from since I was
small T always knew I was going to follow my father in the
business and so ...’ What else was there to say? That was the
long and short of it. ‘And so the question of my being some-
thing different never arise.’

“Of course I didn’t want Julian to run a grocery — that is no
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kind of ambition for a man to have for his son. But what I
getting at is this. A son should still have respect for his father
even though he’s not the most successful man in the world.
And, when you come down to brass tacks, what is the great
crime in running a grocery? It have a lot more shameful things
I could be doing. You agree with me?’

Wilbert nodded.

The rocker creaked. ‘Julian don’t think of it like that. None
of them does think of it like that. They don’t take into con-
sideration what I had to fight against. You know what Julian
tell me the other day? He say I waste my life. Imagine telling
me a thing like that!’ The cigarette described an indignant arc
as Mr Bholai flung it down to the road. ‘He say that all I does
think about is money and it have other things in the world
beside money. He ask me if I ever wonder about the true
meaning of life. The meaning of life! He say it have people
who does kill theyself over that kind of thing. Philosophy he
call it.” Mr Bholai waved his arms excitedly. ‘If everybody
spend they time thinking about the true meaning of life what
would happen? You have to have a full belly before you could
let that bother you and your belly don’t get full by magic.
Somebody have to sell salt and butter.” Mr Bholai sank back
into the rocker. He softened his voice. ‘You is a educated
man, Wilbert ...’

‘I hardly have any education at all, Mr Bholai. All I know
is how to add and subtract.’

“You have more than me,” Mr Bholai said impatiently. ‘It
really have people who does kill theyself over the meaning of
life?’ It was a genuine enquiry and search for assurance. ‘Be-
cause that is one question I never ask myself. It never occur to
me. It ever occur to you?”’

“No,’” Wilbert replied.

“You mean,’ he pursued eagerly, ‘that is all a load of non-
sense Julian was talking?’

‘It must depend on the kind of person you are, Mr Bholai.
For some people’ (he thought of Sita) ‘it might make a lot
of sense.’

‘But you. It make any sense to you?’



“No.’ Wilbert sounded weary. ) .
The frog’s eyes shone with relief. “You put my mind al

. is a man after my own heart.’
resltwfo]:l::]:i, content w}i,th the admission he had extracted,
yawned and stretched. - '
‘I had better be going,” Wilbert said. The conversation w_lth
Mr Bholai had depressed him, stirring a latent .unrest which
he could not understand. Mr Bholai yawned again. He shook

Wilbert’s hand.
“Thanks for putting my mind at rest. Now I must go and see

what Moon is doing.” He went inside. Wilbert lingered on the
verandah. He heard Mr Bholai pleading with her. The word
«drunkard’ floated out and a door closed. Wilbert went down
the steps to the road and waited for a taxi.

3

“What is the meaning of life?” Wilbert asked Sita.

‘The meaning of life?’

*Yes. Do you know what it is?’

Sita laughed. ‘What an odd question to ask all of a sud-
den. And even odder to ask me of all people.’ ‘

‘Forget how odd it is.” Wilbert was ruffled. ‘Just answer

the question.’
‘I don’t know if I can.’

. Try. ) H 9. L]

‘I just live,’ she said, ‘I don’t ask why.

*That is all you do?’ )

“Yes,” she said. ‘I live from day to day.

*Tt don’t matter how you live?’ )

She looked at him seriously. ‘Most of us don’t have' a
choice in the way we live. We've simply got to make do with
what we have.’ . ,

‘Suppose you not satisfied with what. you have?

“Then that is your bad luck,” she said. -

Wilbert had’ been sincere when he told 'Samm‘y and the
other mechanics he was prepared to go on indefinitely as he
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was. For him, it was a test of will. He suspected that his fath-
er was waiting for him to weaken and break down; and Wil-
bert was resolved that nothing of the sort would happen. He
would ask no favours and seek no special dispensation: he
would do as he was bid. If in so doing he inflicted unnecessary
punishment and hardship on himself, he was compensated by
the reflection that, in the process, he was denying his father a
perverse satisfaction.

After the latter’s stroke he frequently talked to Sita of the
Company and its affairs, expounding the plans he had hatched
for making it more ‘streamlined and efficient’. In this role he
was assertive, delivering his opinions in a loud, confident voice
across the dining table. He was victim of a queer, raging opti-
mism. ‘What worked in my father’s time won’t work now,’ he
explained, chewing noisily on his food and licking his fingers.
‘He was falling far behind the times. The trouble was that in
his day he didn’t have any serious competition to worry about.
But nowadays it’s a different story. That place accumulate
too much dead wood. We should fire at least a quarter of the
people we have working there. To survive in business today
you have to modernize. No getting away from it. I'm going to
reorganize that place from top to bottom when Pa die. I'm
going to make everything more streamlined and efficient.’

Nevertheless, it did sometimes occur to him that it was all
highly absurd and that his optimism was baseless. His words
sounded hollow and empty even in his own ears. His father
might not die for years. Was it worth punishing himself? Why
should he not throw in his hand? These moods would come
upon him suddenly and then he would be taciturn and mor-
ose. He toyed with the idea of leaving Victoria and renounc-
ing his ‘inheritance’ which seemed like a weight dragging
him down. It would be novel to make a genuinely free deci-
sion and start again from scratch. He would go to one of those
lands of whose existence he wanted convincing proof. But
Wilbert did not know what it was to make a genuinely free
decision: he was ignorant of the art. The Ramsaran Trans-
port Company was the centre of the universe and to escape
from it would require an impetus over which he would be
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able to exercise no control. It would plunge him into the heart
of that other universe whose focus was the market and whose
presiding genius was Chinese Cha-Cha. There was no compro-
mise; no middle ground between the two where he could
safely land. He had been reared on extremes and was capable
of responding only to extremes.

Although he took no part in the discussions of the mechan-
ics, old memories and desires would revive as he listened to
their idle prattle. Sammy was the most voluble and articulate
and his accounts of his adventures with women gave rise to a
great deal of hilarity in the repair sheds. The shrieks, hoots
and screeches of the mechanics rang through the cavernous
building. One such account had stuck in Wilbert’s mind: a
description of a visit he had paid the previous night to a Port-
of-Spain brothel and the encounter he had had with one of its
inmates.

‘She was like a dog in heat. Like one of them mangy pot-
hounds you does see all over the place smelling each other
backside. Sammy sniffed suggestively and the mechanics
roared and clapped. ‘She was smelling like a rubbish heap. 1
never meet such a stinking woman in my whole life. Is as if
she was rottening. As if water never touch she skin.’ Sammy
crinkled his nostrils. ‘The moment I walk in the place she
come straight up to me and start rubbing up she legs against
me and breathing heavy heavy all over me and putting she
hand inside my shirt. Like this.” Sammy illustrated and his
listeners fell about.

‘You lying, Sammy.’

‘I not lying. Is exactly what she do. “Buy me a drink,
darling,” she start whispering. “Buy me a little drink and let
we go upstairs and have some fun.” “Not on your life,” I say,
“I not buying you anything.” She was the ugliest woman I
ever see. Fat and blacker than the Ace of Spades and with a
bottom sticking out ten miles behind she. She wouldn’t stop
rubbing up against me and begging me to buy she a drink and
go upstairs to have some fun. Like a dog she was.’ Sammy
spat and surveyed his audience.

‘And what you do then?’
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voiS;mmy spun round, startled by the sound of Wilbert’s

‘What you do then?’ Wilbert repeated.

. Sz’a.mmy collected himself. ‘I didn’t realize you was listen-
mg, he said. ‘I thought this sort of thing didn’t interest you.’

I couldn’t help overhearing.’ Wilbert reverted to his cus-
tomary aloofness.

Sammy grinned. ‘What I do then? I do the only thing I
could do. I push she away from me. Then you should hear
how 'that nigger start to curse me to high heaven.’

W}lbﬂt smelled afresh the stench of rotting fish and the
cloying odour of the bloodstained carcasses impaled on
ho.oks; the swollen gutters; the asphalt steaming after the
rain; and heard the cry of the creature who propelled her-
felf along the crowded pavements on the palms of her hands.
Make way! Don’t mash me. Make way!’ He saw Chinese
Cha-Cha lying in state on a high bed in the darkest corner of
a d'fu'k room, a glass clasped loosely within his fingers and
talking sonorously; he saw lines of washing strung out across
a wet courtyard and heard the trundle of wheelbarrows in a
dank brick tunnel. Above all, there were the languorous
scents of the stale, heated air both dulling and stimulating
tl}e senses; invading the cavernous building and washing over
hll’l:l. ‘What you do then?’ The question had floated involun-
tarily from his lips.

His confidence in his ability to persevere was severely
‘shakgn. He tried to avoid listening to Sammy but that was
ungossible. Sammy’s honeyed, nasal tones had lodged in his
Pram. He could not keep attention fixed on what he was do-

ing. It wandered and Wilbert, coming to with a start, would

r.ea]ize‘ he had not missed a single word of Sammy’s conversa-
tion with the other mechanics.

‘Why don’t you come with me? You could see for yourself
then if I was telling the truth.’

Sammy’s honeyed voice buzzed in his ears.
Why don’t you come? There have to be a first time for
everything. What you say? It might interest you.’
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‘Who you talking to? Me?’

“You self. Come with me.’

‘When?’

‘Tonight. Today is Friday. Payday. ’

Sammy was talking and he was replying ~ involuntarily.
The words were automatic. He was standing outside himself,
a lucid, dispassionate spectator of his own dreams. It had
been like that the day he had wrecked Julian’s collection of
model aeroplanes.

“We’ll go straight after work.’

‘Straight after work,” Wilbert replied.

Three hours later he was striding along beside Sammy and
Sammy was talking incessantly and laughing; and he too was
talking incessantly and laughing. It was easy: all he had to do
was read his lines from the already prepared script which un-
wound itself in a smooth, continuous reel inside his head.
Each footstep, once taken, was forgotten beyond recall; as
were their unending stream of words and laughter. They stop-

ped outside a lighted doorway.

“This is it, Sammy said.

They skipped up the flight of red-painted concrete steps.
The walls had been painted a garish yellow reflecting the
light with a sickly sheen. Two men, with greying hair, were
standing at the first landing, chatting in soft, restrained
voices. They were respectable in their jackets and well-creased
trousers. They glanced indifferently at the newcomers, wav-
ing them through to a further flight of steps which led steeply
up to what was called the saloon bar. The swing doors to the
saloon bar were thrown wide open. They entered and looked
round. A jukebox throbbed in one corner and a few couples
shuffied lethargically across the floorboards. The whole room
was drowned in a green, subaqueous gloom, thick and jelly-
like, in which whorls of cigarette smoke had congealed into
frozen arabesques. Metal chairs and tables were ranged
against the walls. -

‘It does warm up later,” Sammy said. ‘What you want to
drink?’

‘Anything will do.’
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‘Beer or : .
here.’ rum? They is the cheapest things you could buy

‘Beer.’

ba?::lgtﬁlg the d.ancing couples, they made their way to the

- accusteo opﬂostllte end of the room. Wilbert’s eyes had not
ther sammr}r:e themselves to the gloom and he waded blindly

‘Two beers,” Samm i ' i i
case, cand oo o the}; cs:’i:.’to the barman with practised
. Sa.r_nmy sat perched on a stool, swinging his legs and beat-
ing time to the music on the counter. A mirror reflected the
rows of bottles. Wilbert scanned the labels. The barman
brf)ungt their beer and Sammy counted out the coins and
paid him. They moved away from the bar, drifting aimlessly
among the dancers. The jukebox throbbed, the popular num-
be:'s recurring to universal acclaim.
dan‘lh;i Izou think of the talent?’ Sammy rehearsed a stylish

‘The talent?’

‘T1'1e girls, man,” Sammy said pityingly. ‘ The girls.’

Wilbert could see better now. Ranks of unattached women
leal:led against the walls or sat on the scattered chairs in a
varn.aty of poses and attitudes. Some were eager and alert
darting enquiring glances in every direction; while others be-’
trayed not the slightest interest in what was going on around
them. One very young girl — she might have been fifteen —
was sprawled on her chair, her mouth wide open and her eyes
closed as if she was exhausted beyond endurance. Her feet
tz.ipped the floor in mechanical accord with the music. The
glr! next to her, her hands clasped demurely on her. lap
smiled modestly and waited to be approached. Her companiot;
yawned languidly, passing her tongue over her cracked lips
and scratching her armpits. Another patrolled the edges of
the roo_m,.constantly adjusting the strap of her dress which
kept slipping off her shoulder, and laughing raucously at
every remark addressed to her. There were bored faces, hag-
gard faces, stupefied faces, brutal faces. There was pride’ defi-
ance, abasement. And, often, there seemed to be no;hing;
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nothing but the ravaged flesh hung out sacrificially every
night to be pecked at by the circling vultures and rendered
insensible to pain and pleasure alike.
msSammy ha[c’l joined lihe dancers. Wilbert returned to the bar
which was a good vantage point. He stared at a woman dres-
sed in blue satin who sat alone in a far corner of the room. She
was middle-aged and looked like a countrywomz?n come up
to town for the day. Ignored, she sat absolutely still. Her eyes
followed the dancers. They radiated a fatigued, maternal res-
ignation. She seemed bewildered — as thoug.h shfe had come to
the wrong place and, rather than ask for directions, preferred
to stay where she was until the difficulty, by whgtever agency,
was resolved. A handbag lay at her feet. Bending dovs"n, .she
took from it a pocket mirror, a comb and a tube of llpSth.k.
As she was straightening up, she turned her head and saw h.lm
watching her. Simultaneously, her mouth dis-tended, splitting
open into a macabre, welcoming ‘smile which showed her
blackened gums and several missing teeth. He gulped more
beer into his queasy stomach.

“You haven’t found yourself anything as yet?’ Sammy cap-
ered drunkenly in front of him. ‘You can’t be too ch’oosy ina
place like this, man.’ As he spoke, Sammy drew l}ls partner
closer to him and kissed her on the lips. They whirled away
into the centre of the room and disappeared among the eddy-
in cers.
mgvsﬁgert’s attention was attracted by a large, ornately
framed photograph hanging in an alcove. It was an even more
macabre sight than the middle-aged matron who had leered
at him. His gaze was riveted by it.

‘Who’s that man?’

*Is men you come here to look at?’

i ingly.
hlr‘n’l};:tg Eiaﬁ. 3'II’he man in the picture.” Wilbert pointed.

¢ ho he is.’
The barman shrugged. ‘Nobody know who o
It was a photograph of an austere, clerical-looking indi-

vidual wearing a high starched collar and a black cravat. A

meticulously trimmed moustache, streaked. with grey, cur;ed
at the corners of his mouth. His sparse hair was combed flat

The barman regarded
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across a smooth, unwrinkled forehead. A watch-chain was.
looped across a tight-fitting waistcoat. The stern eyes stared
with impartial severity into the green, music-ridden gloom,
though the severity was tempered by the patima of dust which
neglect had allowed to settle on the protecting glass. It be-
longed to a respectable drawing-room. Generations were
meant to meditate upon those stern, unbending features.
What had gone amiss? What could have plucked and rooted
it up from its proper environment and brought it to this, its
final resting place — an alcove in the saloon bar of the Bird of
Paradise?

Someone shrieked loudly. It was only then Wilbert noticed
there was a girl sitting in the alcove directly beneath the pho-
tograph. She was flailing her arms wildly at a customer who
was stooping over her and trying to get her to dance. Each
time he approached her she jumped back from him and
shricked. The man gave up the attempt. She remained
hunched, her arms clasped about her and her neck craned
forward.

‘As mad as they come,” the barman said. ‘I don’t know why
she does bother to come here to tell you the truth. All she
does do is sit there the whole night until everybody gone
home. She doesn’t even drink! A man don’t even have to
touch she for she to start screaming the place down. If you
just go too near — that is enough for she.’

The girl, muttering continuously under her breath and
glancing round furtively, shivered and hugged herself as if
she were cold. She was as elusive and insubstantial as the wav-
ering reflection of light on water, altering from moment to
moment. For some minutes her muttering was cowed and
frightened and her gaze was concentrated on herself; then the
fright changed to self-pity and the mutter became a low, howl-
ing moan and she rocked from side to side, hugging and comfort-
ing herself; then the self-pity changed to hostility and, raising
her eyes to the room, she glared combatively at everyone; then
she was sly and slinking and calculating; then that too faded and
she began to mutter again, cowed and frightened and with her
gaze concentrated on herself. The cycle was completed.
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Another man had approached her. She screamed and jum-

ped back from him like a terrified animal. )

‘Don’t bother with she, mister,” the barman shouted. ‘She

mad. No good at all. Find somebody else.’ He laughed up-
roariously. o

The dancers eddied and gyrated in the quivering green
jelly. There were more of them than there had be.en‘ egrher in
the evening. The jukebox thumped and throbbed in its corner.
The combined influence of the beer, the dancers and the
music was having its effect on Wilbert. It enveloped and cos-
seted him. What was there to be puzzled over? The mysteri-
ous portrait, the mad girl, the middle-aged matron were all
elements of an indivisible whole-of which he was part. He was
being absorbed into the music and the green glqom. '

‘You want anything?’ A short, plump girl with woolly,
close-cropped hair had come up to him.

‘Let’s dance,” Wilbert said.

He did not like dancing, but he forgot this as they surged
and pushed forward to the crowded centre of tht?. room. The
girl let her head fall on his shoulder. She wz_xs being dutifully
passionate; doing her job. Her face shone with sweat and her
thick solid lips were slightly parted. There was .not n.luch
space for manoeuvre and they shuffled in-a small, tight circle.
The jukebox pounded tirelessly and hypno'ucally..

“That’s the way !’ Sammy sailed past him and dlsappeare.d.

“You want a room?’ The girl leaned on him, barely moving.

‘How much?’ L )

‘g only five dollars. I been on my feet all night.” She lifted
her head off his shoulder. ‘If you don’t w.ant a room you
only wasting my time.’ She was abruPt and businesslike.

They went to the bar, the girl moving purposei,?ully a:h-ead.

«Give Terence the money if you want a room, she said.

Wilbert handed a five-dollar note to the barman and re-
ceived a key in return. ”

¢ er eight,’ Terence said. L

‘?gr:x?t liki number eight,’ the girl replied pettishly. ‘What
about three?’

‘Fullup.’

*Five then.’

276

‘Full up.’

The girl scowled. ‘Nothing else?’

‘Unless you want to wait,” Terence said. ‘Number two
might be ready soon. They been in there more than half an
hour now.” He looked at his watch.

‘I don’t feel like waiting,’ the girl replied. ‘I been on my
feet all night and they killing me.” She glanced at Wilbert.
‘Follow me.’

They left the saloon bar, going out through a side door
designated ‘Fire Exit’. The music died behind them. They
climbed a steep flight of steps to a long, windowless corridor
at the top of the building. Black watermarks stained the bare
concrete walls. An unshaded electric buib burned at the end
of a grimy cord suspended from the centre of the ceiling. It
was quiet up here and their footsteps resounded on the stone
floor. On either side there were numbered doors.

The girl showed him Number Three. ‘That is by far the best
one,’ she said. ‘Is a real competition to get it though. All the
girls does want to go there.’

Number Three looked no different from the rest, present-
ing the same_blank, inscrutable exterior. A crack of light fil-
tered through the gap under the door.

‘What’s so special about it?’* Wilbert asked.

‘It have the nicest view,’ the girl said.

They walked on.

‘Number Five have a nice view too,” she added. ‘But is not
so big as Number Three.’

Outside Number Eight she stopped. ‘Give the key to me. Is a
hard one to unlock.” She struggled with the lock. ‘This is the
smallest and it have no view at all. And, as if that wasn’t bad
enough, is right next to the Gents.’

To emphasize what she had said, a lavatory flushed and a
man emerged buttoning his flies. He hurried past them and
vanished into Number Seven. After much twisting and forcing
of the key, the door to Number Eight swung open. The girl had
not exaggerated its defects. It was a cramped cubbyhole about
ten foot square. The windows stared out at the unrelieved
brick wall of the adjacent building. Two narrow beds had
been crammed into the available space. A chair was placed
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between the beds. There was a clogged washbasin with a cake of
flaking soap and above it a blemished shaving mirror. Finger-
prints and obscene graffiti decorated the whitewashed walls.

Wilbert sat down on the chair. The beer had left an
unpleasant aftertaste at the back of his throat and his head
ached monotonously. His exhilaration was on the ebb and,
try as he might, he could not recapture it. He read the
scrawled remarks on the walls. Next door the lavatory flushed.
The girl started to take off her clothes, folding each of her
garments neatly and arranging them on one of the beds.

“You going to remain with your clothes on?’ She came and
stood nakedly in front of him, rubbing her protruding belly.

He did not answer her. His exhilaration had ebbed to vanish-
ing point.

“You don’t have to be shame,’ the girl said. ‘Is only me
going to see you.’ She bent over him, breasts elongated and
drooping, undoing the buckle of his trouser belt.

He stayed her hand.

Her thick lips curled scornfully. ‘I don’t have time to was.te,
you know.” She sat down on the bed, crossing her legs. ‘Like
you never been with a girl before??

‘Iet’s wait a while,’” he said.

“Five dollars only entitle you to half an hour. You'll have
to pay extra for anything over that.’ She patted the bed.
‘Stop wasting time and let me give you value for your money.
Come and sit by me.’ ) )

He obeyed her without thinking. With a premeditated vio-
lence, her arms entwined and imprisoned him and she pulled
him down on top of her, her hands fumbling with his clothes.
Wilbert submitted passively to her assault. Her hot. breath
gushed and spurted rancidly on his cheeks. Groaning arfd
grunting, she loaded him with the dutiful caresses he had paid
for and which she was determined to give t.um. _Value for
money. It seemed he had set out from Victor.1a with Sammy
an eternity ago. Again he was a spectator of his own dreams:
a lighted doorway and the soft chatter of two resp?ctab!e 91d
men on 2 landing; eddying dancers in a gyrating, jellied
gloom; the enticing buzz of a honeyed voice; a walk down a
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concrete corridor flanked by inscrutable, numbered doors:
the macabre Ieer of a middle-aged matron. Did these images
belong to one and the same dream? Or were they the flotsam
and jetsam of other dreams long dreamt? A pair of stern eyes
stared out at him through a patina of dust. He could not with-
stand their chill disapproval. His gaze shifted to the wild and
terrified creature beneath who shivered with cold and hugged
herself. She was screaming at him, her hands flailing his face,
because he had approached too near. He wished to explain
that it was a mistake, that he had no intention of harming her.
But he never had the chance because she was all over him, her
naked limbs thrashing, pinning his body to hers as if for
warmth and tearing at his flesh with her fingernails. Then it
was he, angry with her for not listening to what he wished to
say, who was screaming and repelling her writhing nakedness.

He was out of the bed and trembling with rage. The girl was
crawling away from him.

“You wouldn’t listen to me! I wanted to explain. But you
wouldn’t listen to what I had to say!’

‘It can’t be me you talking to, mister. It must be somebody
else.

Wilbert groaned aloud and sat down on the chair, smooth-
ing his dishevelled hair. His head sank until it came to rest on
his chest. Observing no sign of a fresh eruption, the girl
reached cautiously across the bed for her clothes and started
to put them on. She became bolder.

‘I don’t know why people like you does bother to come
here. What you take me for? Is my job to give people value
for they money ...’

‘Just leave me alone.’

‘What you waiting for then? Go!’

Wilbert opened the door and went out. He traversed the cor-
ridor quickly, chased by the curses of the girl. He raced un-
seeingly down the successive flights of steps — past the fire
exit, past the throbbing saloon bar, past the two respectable
men who were still chatting on the first landing — and out to
the empty street. He breathed in deeply in an effort to dispel
the noxious vapours of the Bird of Paradise.
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4

‘What did you say your name was, child?’

“Sita.’

‘Sita. I must try and remember that. Is not such a difficult
name. What you doing here, Sita?’

‘Looking after you.’

‘Ah! I sure you tell me that before.’ Egbert Ramsaran nod-
ded and relapsed into silence. The sun was creeping up the
front path as it had done every day during the last six months.
In the distance, beyond the rusted rooftops of Victoria, the
hills were a dense smoky blue and the valleys were drowned
in shadow. It was two weeks since he had regained his voice.
The questions he asked never varied. ‘My muscles not so
strong as they used to be. They don’t do what I want them
to do any more. What happen to them? ’

‘You had a stroke.’

*Is that why I need somebody to look after me?’

“Yes. And that is why I am here. To look after you.!

‘Ah. I don’t know how I would make out without you to
look after me. My son is still too small for that. He’s at school
learning how to add and subtract. He can’t take care of me.
His teachers does always be coming. here and complaining to
me about him.’

“Your son is not at school and he’s not a small boy any
more. He’s a grown man. You see him yourself every day.’

He stared at her. ‘I does keep forgetting that. Yes. He’s a
grown man now. How time does fly.’ His brows knitted. ‘But
why is you who have to be looking after me? What about his
mother? What she doing? What she think I marry she for?’
He became agitated. ‘Call she to me.’

*She can’t come to you.’

“Where she gone gallivanting? To she no-good family?’

‘She’s dead. She died a long time ago. You should remem-
ber.’

He calmed down. ‘I remember now. You quite right.” He
fell silent again, musing. ‘It was my biggest mistake to have
married she. You know that?’ The sun had crept up to the
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bottom step. ‘She does haunt me from the grave. That’s what
she does do. Haunt me from the grave.’

‘It’s time for me to take you inside.’

‘I can’t go inside. Not yet. I expecting somebody.” Egbert
Ramsaran swivelled his head. ‘That is the reason why I sitting
here. I expecting somebody to come back at any minute. Once
she come I'll go inside. Why don’t you go down to the road
and see if you see she?’ '

Sita went to the front gate and came back to him.

“You see she?’

Sita shook her head.

‘She should have been here long before now. What keep-
ing she so long?’ His voice whistled as of old. ‘Is not that far
and she leave here early this morning to go and collect she
daughter. She should have been here long before now. You
think is the traffic holding she up?’ He gazed at her anxiously.

‘Let me take you inside.” The sun was licking at the third
step.

‘I don’t like this waiting at all. It does make me nervous.
She might never come back. Might never come back.” He
wrung his hands. ‘I'm very tired with this waiting, child. Very
tired.’ .

“You should rest. Let me take you inside.’

*I can’t rest until she come back. I might miss she.’

“You must rest. I'll make certain that you don’t miss her.’

“You must knock on my door the moment she come. You
promise to do that?’

‘I promise.’

Sita wheeled him inside.

Egbert Ramsaran had a second stroke that night and on the
following day he died. The news of his death spread quickly
and the people of Victoria arrived in droves and leaned
against the fence as they had done in the early days of his
illness. They were not allowed to enter the house though
many expressed a desire to pay their ‘last respects’. Wilbert
refused. ‘He wouldn’t have any use for your last respects,’
he told them. He was for having no one at all come to the
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house. ‘A dead body is a dead body,’ he said to Sita. ‘It have
nothing to see.’

However, the Settlement insisted on its rights. If anyone had
a claim on the dead man, it had. ‘He was my son-in-law,’
Basdai wept, ‘you can’t keep me out.’ ‘We was friends when
we was boys,” another said. The chorus swelled. ‘It’s more
trouble than its worth trying to keep them out,’ Sita said.
Wilbert reversed his decision.

There was little grief exhibited by those filing past the cof-
fin in solemn, awed procession. The eccentric, capricious tyrant
had died. They had gained nothing from him in his lifetime.
His death at least afforded them a chance to gloat. They had
feared Fgbert Ramsaran would never die; that he would live
on simply in order to plague them. Thus they had come to see
with their own eyes that their fears had been unfounded and
that this man who had held court in his wooden chair and
hurled abuse and insult at them was actually quite dead; ex-
iled to a region from which he could no longer torment them.
One by one they came and went, reticent and unsure of them-
selves at the start but, as the irrefutable conviction and final-
ity of death took hold of their imaginations, with a rising
sense of triumph. Singh put in a brief appearance, behaving
" as he had done when Rani had died: as though he had come
merely to identify the body and ascertain the truth of what
he had heard. He spoke to no one and slipped away unnoticed,
returning to his own exile at the beach house.

The Bholais were there.

Mr Bholai seemed genuinely affected. “We grew up togeth-
er like brothers,’ he said. ‘Bosom pals me and Ashok was.’
He considered he was at liberty now to refer to his friend by
the forbidden name.

“Bosom pals indeed!’ Mrs Bholai snorted. Fortunately, she
did not pursue the subject. Her moderation was not prompted
solely by feelings of delicacy: she was preoccupied by a hap-
pier train of ideas. It struck her as singularly fitting that her
first visit to this house should be on the occasion of Egbert
Ramsaran’s death. Mrs Bholai interpreted his death as a per-
sonal triumph and judged herself to have acted generously in
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consenting to come to the camp of her defeated enemy. Of
late, the fates had been extraordinarily kind to her. She could
afford to dispense with some of her scruples. In fact, Mrs
B}lolai’s benignity was so far advanced that, catching sight of
Sita standing by herself, she immediately went across the
room to condole with her.

‘This must be a great blow to you,’ she said.

‘It was to be expected.’

‘Is always best to prepare for the worst,” she commiserated
cheerfully. ‘That is what I does always say. If you prepare for
the worst you will never be disappointed.’

Sita said nothing.

‘I suppose you going to be leaving here soon? It can’t have
much reason for you to stay on now.’

Sita smiled. ‘No - there isn’t. I intend to leave as soon as I
find a job and somewhere to live.’

‘.You shouldn’t find it hard to get a job. Not with the edu-
cation you have.’ The benignity receded momentarily into
something harder and less forgiving.

‘It should be quite easy,’ Sita replied. She regarded her
questioner imperturbably. ‘Is there anything else you would
like to know?’

Mrs Bholai was unabashed. Hailing Wilbert as if he were a
fellow guest at a party, she hurried up to him.

‘I haven’t had a chance to speak to you yet. It must be a
great blow losing your father. Still, is the future what matter
most and you is the boss now.” Mrs Bholai twinkled genially.

Wilbert agreed.

‘You must come and visit we more often. Don’t wait for

‘an invitation. Just come any time you feel like it. You mustn’t

stand on any ceremony with we.” Mrs Bholai beamed at him,
brimming with her glad tidings. ‘Especially as you won’t even
have Sita to talk to in a short while.’

Wilbert looked at her with greater interest.

She giggled. ‘Like you don’t know about it?’

‘We haven’t had the time to discuss it,” he said.

‘The two of we was having a chat about this and that when
she happen to mention it.’
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Wilbert smiled. ;

‘She say the moment she find a job — and that won’t be
hard for she ~ and somewhere to live, she going to leave here.’

Wilbert stared intently at Sita. )

‘Remember what I tell you. Don’t wait for an invitation.
Come and visit we any time you feel like it. Any time at all.
The door will never be closed against you.’ .

Wilbert nodded absently; and Mrs Bholai, casting a trium-
phant glance at the corpse of her defeated enemy, departed
in high good spirits.

Two days after his death, Egbert Ramsaran was lowered
with due ceremony into the gaping hole dug beside his w.if('t’s
nettled grave in the Victoria cemetery. The Presbyterian minis-
ter uttered invocations to the divine grace of God.

5

Wilbert and Sita walked back together from the cemetery.
The purple clouds of sunset had spread like bruises across the
sk!‘,iv{rs Bholai told me you said you were leaving as soon as
you found a job and somewhere to live. Is that true?’

Sita nodded.

‘Why didn’t you tell me?” He looked at her. She was taut
and erect in her black dress.

‘I thought it was obvious that that was what I woul.d’ do -
though it clearly wasn’t so obvious to Mrs 1/3hola1. She
laughed. ‘As she herself pointed out, there’s no reason for me

n.’
to"iizi: feet crunched in unison on the loose gravel of the
roadway. Ahead of them, the ragged file of cows trundled on
their homeward journey.

‘Where will you go?’

“To Port-of-Spain. Find a room.’ o

¢ ill you live?’

‘?E;vwa ij advertised in the paper for a clerk -2 fema.le
clerk — in the Ministry of Works.” She was almost invisible in
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the swiftly gathering darkness. ‘I have all the qualifications
they’re asking for. Including being a female.’

‘Do you really want to be a clerk in the Ministry of Works?’

‘It’s better than nothing.’ Her eyes were pinned on the
meandering line of cows.

‘When will you go?’

‘Next week.’

‘And if you don’t get the job?’

‘Whatever happens - whether I get the job or not ~ I’ll go
next week.’

They were nearing the front gate which had been left open.
One of the cows poked its nose inside. Wilbert picked up a
stone and rushed at it. ‘Get out of there, you stupid animal.-
Get out! Get out!’

Sita got the job. The day she had set for her departure ar-
rived; but, to her disappointment, there was nothing to dis-
tinguish it from all the countless days which had preceded it.
Time was an arid and featureless desert. She had finished her
packing (it had not taken her long) and sat hunched at her
desk by the window, her chin propped on her hands, staring
at the field where the sun-bleached bones of the Ramsaran
Transport Company were strewn and scattered. The after-
noon, like so many other afternoons, was warm and soporific.
Unseen and unheard by her, the stream sang its discordant
song at the bottom of the field. She heard the shouts and
laughter of a group of young boys playing on the banks of
the stream; of late they had roamed its length with impunity.
It was on a day such as this she had sat under the mango
trees with Julian listening to him talk about his love of poetry
and watching the play of light and shadow on the ground.
She saw him, reclining lazily, his hair tinted red by the sun,
chewing on a blade of grass.

— Why did you never write to me? I waited for your letters
but you didn’t write.

— I'm very busy. But I always think of you even though I

- don’t write.

-You’re not fooling me?
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- I'm always thinking of you.
The soft, embracing lies enveloped her. She luxuriated in
“them. Sita was unable to rely on herself any more. That hard

core of faith, that conviction of a singular destiny which had
always guided her, had been destroyed. She wanted to be
taken in hand and led; to find strength in something or some-
one other than herself. In what or in whom was she to look
for it? There was nothing at all beneath her to prevent her
from falling. She was prepared to fool herself; to listen to lies.
But there was no one even to lie to her. She had to invent her
own lies.

— Why did you never write to me? I waited for your letters
but you didn’t write.

~ I'm very busy. But I always think of you even though
I don’t write.

~You're not fooling me?

—I'm always thinking of you.

There was a knock on the door.

‘Come in. Tt isn’t locked.’

Wilbert entered. Sita turned round.

“The reason I'm here is to find out if you have everything
you need.’ Wilbert was awkwardly formal and stiff.

1 think so.’

‘What about money?’

I have enough to see me through for at least a month or
two.’

“You should have more than that.”

“You've been kind enough as it is. I'll manage.’

He strolled to the window and looked out at the field. ‘It
will be strange living here alone.’

Sita listened to the distant shouts of the young boys.

“Is that all? The one suitcase?’

Sita smiled and nodded. “That is all,” she said.

‘I’ll carry it for you.’

“You don’t have to. It’s not very heavy.’ ~

He lifted the suitcase, testing its weight. ‘T’ll carry it for you.’

Sita looked round the room. ‘In Russian novels people sit
down before they set off on a journey.’ V
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‘Why?’ Wilbert looked at her.

‘It brings good luck. Gives you time to collect your
thoughts. It’s a nice custom, don’t you think?’ She sat down.
The shouts of the boys hung faintly in the air. After a minute,
she stood up. ‘Time for me to go,’ she said.

They walked in silence to the Eastern Main Road.

A taxi stopped.

‘Port-of-Spain?’ the driver asked.

“Yes,’ Sita said.

Wilbert opened the door for her. She climbed in. The driver
got out and unlocked the boot. He shoved the suitcase inside
and closed it.

‘Good luck.’ Sita held out her hand to him.

‘Good luck.’

The car drove off.



Chapter Nine

1

Egbert Ramsaran was lucky to have died when he did. The
half-baked militant who had complained to him about the
exploitation of the workers had been silenced by a single
shouted obscenity that echoed through the concrete fortress
assaulting the ears of the exploited. When another half-baked
militant had had the temerity to mention something about a
trade union, he had been forcibly expelled from the building.
Those were the halcyon days. Egbert Ramsaran congratula-
ted himself on his forthright and effective handling of the
matter. ‘It just take one good kick up his backside to end all
that bullshit,” he had boasted.

The forces of change had retreated only temporarily in
order to lick their wounds; and when they returned to resume
the battle, their strength and vigour had grown, whilst that of
the foe was in decline. The single shouted obscenity was no

longer sufficient and neither was the vaunted kick up the

backside. It was left to his son and heir to discover this.

Wilbert went blindly ahead with his plans to make the Com-
pany more ‘streamlined and efficient’. There was no attempt
to consult or persuade: he had decided to tread in the auto-
cratic footprints of his father. He was the boss and he would
be the boss. The senior employees of the firm, particularly
Mr Balkissoon, were less than pleased by his highhandedness.
After all, Mr Balkissoon had been Egbert Ramsaran’s old and
trusted foreman and it was he who had been in charge during
the latter’s illness. He considered it his right to be consulted and
persuaded. To be pushed around by Egbert Ramsaran was
one thing. To be pushed around by his son, quite another. Mr
Balkissoon set great store by his dignity. Old and trusted fore-
man though he had been, his dignity had received some severe
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punishment from the ‘old boss’. He was determined it would
not happen a second time round. Mr Balkissoon expected
reparations. It had been a disappointment hard to swallow
wpen he had been passed over in silence in Egbert Ramsaran’s
will. ‘Not even a thank-you,” he grumbled to his fellow wor-
kers. They nodded their heads in sympathy. Disappointment
jelled into rancour.

As a matter of principle, he opposed every one of Wilbert’s
propo.sed reforms. ‘Your father wouldn’t approve of all that,’
he said sourly. ‘What you need a secretary and a accountant
for? He would have consider it a waste of money and that is
exactly what it s.

‘That is exactly what it isn’t,” Wilbert replied. ‘Having a
secretary and accountant will save money in the end. Tt will
make everything more rational and orderly. I want to know
where every cent going . ..’

“Your father wouldn’t approve. He used to manage very
well without a secretary and so-called accountant: Is a waste
of money.’

‘I’'m not interested in what my father used to do, Mr Balkis-
soon. He’s dead now. Six feet under the ground - you was
there at the funeral. Anyway, I didn’t call you here to ask for
your advice. I call you here to tell you what you have to do.’
He was sitting in the metal cage formerly occupied by his
father directly above the main entrance. From there, the en-
tire building was visible at a glance, spread out obediently
below his feet.

‘T know more about this business than you,” Mr Balkis-

soon said. ‘I been working here since before you was born.’
[

‘So what?’

‘It won’t work,” Mr Balkissoon mumbled vindictively. ‘No-
thing you say going to work.’

The lined, grizzled face confronting him across the desk,
warm with injured pride, spoke of an obduracy not to be
shifted. :

‘All right, Mr Balkissoon. I don’t intend to waste my time
arguing with you. I'm just going to say this. You're part of the
dead wood in this place - the dead wood that’s been collecting
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for the Iast twenty years and more. And...’ (Wilbert raised
his voice so that it could be heard throughout the building)
‘... and I’'m not going to let dead wood stand in my way. You
understand that? I’'m going to clean this place up from top to
bottom.”

‘You threatening to fire me?” Mr Balkissoon leaned across
the desk. ‘Don’t be afraid to tell me straight to my face.’

‘I'm not threatening,’ Wilbert said, listening to himself
speak. ‘I'm firing you. Twenty years is far too long for any
man to spend in the same job. You need a rest.’

Mr Balkissoon seemed delighted. ‘Fine’ He rubbed his
hands. ‘T had see it coming a long way off. I had know you and
me would never get on together. Twenty years’ faithful service
and then...” Mr Balkissoon laughed. ‘Don’t let it worry you
that I have a wife and six children to support.” He waved a
finger in Wilbert’s face. ‘But all the same, nothing you say
going to work. It not going to work.’

‘Get out of here,” Wilbert shouted in the best Egbert Ram-
saran style, rising from his desk. ‘Get out of here and never
let me see your face in this building again.’

Mr Balkissoon proved himself an assiduous propagandist.
Sammy was elected the leader of a deputation of workers ap-
pointed to plead his cause.

‘He have a wife and six children,” Sammy said. ‘If you look
through the window you will see them standing outside.’

Wilbert did not look through the window. ‘He should have
thought of them before refusing to carry out my orders.’

‘What sort of work he going to get now?’ Sammy asked.
‘Who will want to hire an old man like him?’

‘He should have thought of that too. My decision is final.
Final! Now get back to work.’

Sammy grinned. ‘So, you playing the big boss now. But
that don’t frighten me one bit. What work in your father time
won’t work for you. Times changing. For too long the workers
been treated like dogs in this country. All you rich people feel
all you is God but God is only dog spell backwards . .’

‘If you not careful,” Wilbert said, ‘I'll fire the whole lot of
you.
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Sammy smiled insolently. ‘If you fire we, you won’t get a
single person to replace any of we. You may as well close down
the place.’

‘You don’t frighten me either. If you choose to starve
that is your affair. But my decision about Mr Balkissoon is
final.’

‘Midn don’t live by bread alone,” Sammy said. ‘It have
other things that just as important.’

So, choosing not to live by bread alone, Sammy led the
workers out on strike, Pickets paraded in front of the building
with Mr Balkissoon’s wife and six children as the chief exhi-
bits. Victoria had witnessed nothing like it before and large
crowds gathered daily to boo and jeer and shake their fists at
the gaunt fortress which had dominated their lives for so long.
Sammy displayed oratorical genius and placards were daubed
with the slogan, ‘Man don’t live by bread alone.’ The Trini-
dad Chronicle dispatched a reporter to cover the event.

The strike dragged on for a month — until the night Wilbert
was awakened by the police and told that someone had tried
to set fire to the Depot. He went with them, dressed in his
pviamas. The Fire Brigade was already assembled. A thin
plume of smoke snaked upwards from the rear of the build-
ing. The silent crowd made way for him.

‘Ts lucky the Fire Brigade on the spot so quick,” one of the
policemen said. ‘Otherwise, if the flames had get to the gaso-
line ...’ He rolled his eyes.

As it was, the damage was minimal. A repair shed was
slightly charred. That was all, It was the climax of the revolt.
Tempers subsided in the aftermath of the abortive fire and
the majority of the strikers quietly returned to work. Soon,
the red and black trucks were rolling again and the metallic
clamour resumed in the cavernous interior — though Victoria
had the impression that it was more muted than before. Sam-
my left the district and no more was heard of him; while
Mr Balkissoon’s wife and six children faded from the public
consciousness. If there had been a loser in the struggle, it was
the Company — not the workers. It emerged from the fray
with its stature whittled down.
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However, it was not only the workers’ tempers which had
cooled. So had Wilbert’s ardour for reform and improvement.
That night he had gone to the Depot in his pyjamas and seen
the thin plume of smoke and the cluster of fire engines, the
Ramsaran Transport Company ceased to be the sun round
which the universe revolved. It was then he stopped seeing it
with the eyes of childhood. The Depot was no more than a
squalid shell of stone and mortar. ‘If the flames had get to
the gasolineé...” The merest chance had prevented the life
work of Egbert Ramsaran from being blown skyhigh by the
antics of a soapbox orator.

The sacking of Mr Balkissoon had been an accident; an im-
promptu gesture. But accidents were not any the less real for
" being accidents. They had their consequences and whether
these were enormous or trivial, it was necessary to take ac-
‘count of and adjust to them. The wrecking of Julian’s model
aeroplanes had been an accident, an impromptu gesture
which could not be undone. Such accidents constituted the
pattern, the very stuff of his life. They were a measure of his
powerlessness. The whole edifice he had been bequeathed -
around which his life had been organized — had come crash-
ing down on top of him. In a sense, the catastrophe had liber-
ated him. Unfortunately, his freedom was of no use to him:
he had not been trained for it. One burden had been replaced
by another. His liberation had come too late for it to matter.

2

‘How is Julian getting on?’ Basdai asked. ‘I waiting for him
to come back and cure my cough.’ She tapped her bony chest.

‘He passing all his exams with flying colours, Mrs Bholai
said. *Nobody could touch him over there.’

‘I glad to hear he doing so well,’ Basdai replied with a hint
of sadness. Good news bored her. She had developed a crav-
ing for tragedy. She reverted to a gloomier topic. ‘I does still
think of that business with him and Sita.’

‘That done and finish with.” Mrs Bholai was brusque. ‘In
the last letter he write he mention some girl ...’
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‘Like you hear from him lately then? The last time I was
speaking to your husband he was saying how he does scarcely
ever write ...’

‘Bholai always complaining about one thing or another.
Jules can’t spend all his time writing we letters. He have other
things to think about. You mustn’t pay any attention to what
Bholai say.” She evaded Basdai’s penetrating and sceptical
scrutiny. ‘As I was saying, in his last letter he mention some
girl he was going out with ...’

‘Talking of Julian and Sita remind me of something I been
meaning to ask you,” Basdai interrupted. She squinted slyly.
‘I notice Wilbert is a regular visitor to you ever since he had
all that trouble about the strike and whatnot.’

Mrs Bholai smiled happily. ‘You notice that, have you?’

“Is Shanty he does come to see, not s0?’

Mrs Bholai was coy. “Whoever tell you that?*

‘Is what I hear,’ Basdai said.

‘What you hear?’ Mrs Bholai asked delightedly.

‘They say he does spend nearly all his time with Shanty
when he come here.’

‘He like talking to Shanty,” Mrs Bholai conceded discreet-
ly. “The two of them have a lot in common.’

‘T hear is more than that involved.’

“That is not for me to say,” Mrs Bholai replied, her discre-
tion straining at the seams.

Basdai stared at her pensively.

‘To be frank with you,” Mrs Bholai said impulsively. Then
she checked herself. ‘No. Is better not to talk about these
things.’

Basdai’s mouth watered. ¢You could tell me, Mrs Bholai.’

‘I not sure that I should. It might bring bad luck.’

‘Chut!’

Mrs Bholai hesitated. ‘You think you could keep a secret,
Basdai?’ .

Basdai was offended.

Mrs Bholai lowered her voice and Basdai brought her head
closer. Their foreheads touched. ‘To be frank with you, Bas-
dai, I expecting him to propose to she any day now.’
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“You don’t say, Mrs Bholait’

Mrs Bholai opened her eyes wide and nodded emphatxc-
ally. ‘But nota word to anybody. You hear? Not a word!’

‘Not a word will pass my lips,” Basdai assured her. ‘But you
sure you doing the right thing by Shanty?’

‘Bh?’ Mrs Bholai pulled her head back. It was not the re-
ception she had bargained for.

‘I wouldn’t trust my daughter to a Ramsaran. That family
have a lot of bad blood running in they veins. You yourself
used to say so. And now...’

Mrs Bholai began to regret having confided in Basdai.
‘Wilbert is different from the rest,’ she said.

‘Like father like son.” Basdai wagged a mournful finger in
her face.

‘I don’t believe in all this bad blood business,” she declared
confidently. ‘And, when you think about it, Egbert Ramsaran
wasn’t such a wicked man. What was wicked about him? Is
only jealousy that make people spread all those stories about
him.’

Basdai cackled. ‘You certainly change your tune! I re-
member ...’

Mrs Bholai went on the defensive. ‘T not saying he was a
saint. But he had to work very hard to reach where he get
to. That is one thing I had always admire him for and it have
nothing wicked in that.’

‘He reach where he get to because he was a crook. A smug-
gler! I remember all the whisky and cigarettes he used to
bring home for his mother and father — you wasn’t living here
then. But I remember. He was a crook and a smuggler and I
wouldn’t be surprise if he had murder one or two people on
the side as well.’

Mrs Bholai took a leaf out of her husband’s book. “That is
slander, Basdai. You have no proof. You could get into a lot
of trouble with the law for saying things like that. Anyway,
even if he was all the things you say he was, what that have to
do with Wilbert?’

‘Like father like son,” Basdai repeated.

Mrs Bholai lost her patience. ‘I don’t care what you say,
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Basdai. All I know is that Wilbert will make Shanty a very
good husband. He not like the rest of his family.’

‘What about all them planes he mash up? That show he
have the same bad blood in him.’ Basdai was relentless.

“They was playing,” Mrs Bholai said. ‘It was an accident.
Wilbert didn’t mean to mash up the planes. Children like to
play rough.’

“But at the time you yourself had tellme. ..’

Mrs Bholai, having lost her patience, now lost her temper.
*I don’t care what I tell you at the time. I sorry I ever tell you
anything. I not going to stand here and listen to you say an-
other word against Wilbert. You just jealous like the rest of
them.’

‘I was only trying to warnyou...’

‘Warn yourself!’ Mrs Bholai grimaced. ‘This will be the
last time I ever tell you anything.’

Wilbeit had taken up Mrs Bholai’s offer for no other rea-
son than that the house in Victoria had become unbearable
to him. There were too many dead voices to haunt him. It
was an abode suited only for the habitation of ghosts. The
ghosts of his mother and father, of Sushila and her daughter,
of Singh, of the clients — even his own ghost — flitted there
restlessly, dogging his every footstep. They gave him no re-
spite. Immediately he pushed open the front gate and walked
up the path, the unholy congregation assembled at the top of
the steps to greet him. To avoid them, he contrived a hun-
dred excuses for not having to return to the house in the even-
ing. Mrs Bholai was astonished and overjoyed at the alacrity
with which he had acted on her offer to ‘drop in’ at any
time; and Wilbert was aware of the hopes which his frequent
visits to the Settlement must inevitably nurture. Nevertheless,
despite its disadvantages, the company of the living was in-
finitely preferable to that of the dead.

At the start, Mrs Bholai’s solicitude had been overwhelm-
ing. She behaved like someone who, after years of fruitless
toil and effort to ensnare some rare and wild bird, had woken
up one morning to discover it had strayed into her garden.

295



She pinched herself — it might be a mirage. But this was no
mirage. Wilbert was actually there in the living flesh. Then she
feared the bird would fly away and never come back. She felt
it her duty to sweeten its captivity by giving it her unremit-
ting and undivided attention.
“You sure you comfortable sitting on that chair, Wilbert?’
‘Very comfortable, Mrs Bholai.’

‘Have something to eat. Let Shanty show you what a good

cook she is.’

‘I'm not hungry.’

‘Not even a piece of bread and cheese?’

Wilbert shook his head tiredly.

‘Something to drink then.’

‘I'm not thirsty.’

‘Let him alone, Moon,” Mr Bholai said from behind his
newspaper. ‘He will tell you when he hungry or thirsty.’

Mrs Bholai could not contain herself indefinitely.

*You positive you comfortable on that chair, Wilbert?’

‘Positive.’

‘Come on, Bholai. Be a gentleman. Give Wilbert your
chair. T don’t know why you always have to be hogging the
softest chair in the house.’

‘You want this chair, Wilbert?” Mr Bholai was compelled
to ask.

‘I’m fine as I am. Fine.’

‘Okay, Moon?’

‘Wilbert only refuse because you too lazy and selfish to
give it up,” Mrs Bholai retorted.

Mr Bholai sighed. ‘If you go on like that you will end by
driving him away.’

“You said you weren’t going to stand on ceremony with
me,” Wilbert said, ‘and I want you to do just that. Better still,
forget I'm here. Treat me as if I was invisible. That’s how I
would like it to be.

Mrs Bholai could not do that; but she heeded the danger
signal and reduced her solicitude to a more acceptable level.
She grew — as did the others — accustomed to his presence.
Wilbert was sufficiently familiar for them not to feel it neces-
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sary to ‘make conversation® and keep him entertained. He
talked very little, content to sit quietly while they carried out
the usual routines of family life. These held an inexpressible
fascination for him. It was soothing to watch the Bholais ab-
sorbed in everyday concerns and trivialities: Mr Bholai read-
ing aloud (though nobody listened to him) the court cases in
the Trinidad Chronicle; Mrs Bholai fretting and fussing with-
out effect; Mynah bent over the dining table filling her draw-
ing pad with sketches; Shanty, her knees folded under her,
reading a magazine; Gita drooping palely and staring at her
slippered feet. Even the abuse Mrs Bholai hurled at her hus-
band and the undercurrent of enmity between Mynah and

" Shanty were reassuring landmarks. Their rituals never bored

him. The Bholais seemed blessed with happiness. It became
harder and harder for him to tear himself away; and it was a
punishing moment when he dragged himself up and stam-
mered his farewells.

Mrs Bholai engineered it so that Wilbert and Shanty were
frequently left alone. They were clumsy, obvious manoeuvres
which generated a universal discomfort. Yet, gradually, the
clumsiness and the obviousness faded; and, eventually, they
disappeared. It was not that Mrs Bholai had improved her
technique: quite simply, there had ceased to be any need for
technique. The family departed by frictionless and mutual
consent from the sitting-room, Mynah and Gita yielding pride
of place to their sister without a murmur. A new mood, which
owed nothing to the crude machinations of Mrs Bholai, had
stealthily imposed itself. It was as if they had instinctively
recognized that the games of childhood were over and their
animosities would have to be transferred to a different plane;
that there were certain spheres allocated to each into which
the rest must not intrude. And Wilbert belonged to Shanty’s
sphere. ‘

In staying behind Shanty seemed — to herself and the others
— to be behaving in a manner entirely natural and fated. She
betrayed no awkwardness or embarrassment. Shanty was not
conscious of harbouring any ulterior designs: her staying
behind, so far as she was concerned, did not commit Wilbert
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— or her — to anything specific. She was merely holding herself
in a state of receptive readiness for whatever might transpire.
Shanty did not tease Wilbert. Nor did she giggle. She was cir-
cumspect but not incommunicative; serious but not dour;
polite but not discouraging.

Sitting there alone with her, Wilbert toyed with the idea of
marriage to Shanty. What was to prevent him from doing as
Mrs Bholai wished? As, perhaps, Shanty herself wished? Ad-
mittedly, it would not be a love match: he could detect no
embers of passion in either Shanty or himself. The arrange-
ments would be a compromise on both sides. If Shanty agreed
to marry him, she would be obeying a practical, commonsen-
sical law. The material benefits he could offer her as his bride
would balance and possibly outweigh the deficiency of her
passion. Her motives would be comprehensible. But what about
his motives? What sort of law would he be obeying if he mar-
ried her? The answer was less clearcut. He would be doing it
because he could do worse; because he despaired of ever find-
ing a love match; and, above all, because he felt he owed it to
Shanty and her mother for receiving him into their house.
However, these were not reasons: they were admissions of
defeat. No! He refused to blunder into such a marriage. It
was doomed to disaster. He was being bludgeoned —~ and
blackmailed. He would not allow himself to be blackmailed by
a misplaced sense of gratitude to these people. Everything
else in his life had been decided for him. He had never been
consulted. His marriage, however, was one area where he
could — and would — exercise freedom of choice and not sub-
mit to external pressures. Time was running out. He would
make tonight his last visit. There was no other way to extri-
cate himself from this drift into disaster. Tonight. He must
make tonight his last visit.

‘What’s the time?” he asked.

‘I should think it’s past eleven o’clock.” Shanty did not lift
her head from the magazine she was reading.

“It’s late.” His voice laboured out the words. He made no.

move to rise from the chair. The ghosts were lining up to
greet him at the top of the steps.
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‘Don’t bother.’ Shanty turned a page and went on reading.

The ghosts were clamouring. “They’re talking of building a
new road from Port-of-Spain to San Fernando,’ he said, striv-
ing to shut out the clamour. ¢ Bypassing the Settlement.’

‘Pa was saying something about that.’

‘Cutting straight through the canefields,” he added above
the clamour. ‘A more direct route. It will take ten miles off
the journey.’

‘That’s interesting.’

‘It will mean the end of the Settlement,” he said.

‘Good riddance!’

Tonight. This must be his last visit. ‘I ought to be going.
All this talk about new roads . . . I must be keeping you up.’

“You’re not keeping me up. I’ll tell you when I want to go
to bed.’ She turned another page. ‘You don’t have to go even
then if you don’t want to.”

‘But I must!’ The exclamation was a sharp, involuntary
spasm of pain.

Shanty looked up at him.

Where was he to flee next to seek refuge from that insis-
tent clamour of dead voices? To the Bird of Paradise and the
fevered, funereal embraces waiting to swallow him up behind
those inscrutable, numbered doors? A tremor of repugnance
and horror constricted his stomach.

‘What’s the matter?’ she asked, laying aside the magazine.
‘Don’t you feel too well?’ She came across to him and stared
down at his face. It had a basic peasant roughness: the eyes
were narrow and set close together; the broad nose jutted out
aggressively; the mouth was truculent; the ears were too big.
Shanty catalogued his infirmities. The most unequivocally
pleasing features were the eyebrows which curved in a gentle,
bushy arc and the sloping forehead across which his stiff, wiry
hair curled. They were softening traits. ‘What the matter?’
she asked again.

‘I ought to go home,’ he said. The constriction in his
stomach tightened.

“Nobody’s stopping you. The door is open. You can go any
time you feel like it.” She looked at him curiously.
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A great weight was pressing him into the chair, counteract-
ing his efforts to rise. ‘You don’t understand. It’s not so easy.’
Time was running out; his resolution faltering. ‘Have you
ever thought ... It’s much too-late. I must go home.” He
battled to rise.

‘Have I ever thought what?’ Shanty intercepted the phrase
in mid-air.

‘I must go home,’ he said.

“Have I ever thought what?’ She was cornering him.

He could not wage two battles. ‘Have you ever thought why
it is I come here so often . . . and never want to leave?’

‘Well ... because you are lonely.” It was a tentative ques-
tioning assertion.

*That’s only part of it.” He smiled grimly. ‘Guess again.’

Shanty hesitated. ‘If it’s not because you're lonely . . .

‘"1l tell you since you don’t know. I'll tell you!” He spoke
with a suppressed fury; as though impatient of her stupidity
and slowness. ‘It’s because I can’t stand being in that house
alone. Having to live with ghosts is too much for me. I can’t
stand it! That’s why I never want to leave. Do you understand
me now? It’s more than loneliness.” She had dragged it out of
him — but he had lent her his assistance. The confession eased
the constriction in his stomach.

Shanty said nothing. His fury puzzled her. What ghosts was
he referring to?

“So what’s your solution? Tell me how you would solve
that little problem.” He stared rigidly at her, observing her
vague expectancy. ‘Your mother would say I ought to get
married. That would be her solution.” His fury was subsiding
into despair. Time had almost run out for him. ‘What’s your
solution?’ He laughed joylessly.

She did not answer him, gazing down at the floor.

‘T don’t like suspense,” he said.

‘It’s what you’ve been waiting for me to do, isn’t it? What
is it to be? Is it to be yes? Or is it to be no?’ He lowered at her.
‘I won’t make any demands on you. You'll be free to do as
you wish ~ and have the security of a husband. I'm not ex-
actly a pauper — as you must know.’ He laughed, ‘I'm no
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Julian. You said once he was your ideal type of man. But then

" you can’t have everything.’

*If you want to change your mind I wouldn’t take offence,’
she said. Shanty’s feelings told her nothing. Wilbert might
have been asking her to go for a walk with him.

He was stubbornly silent.

‘If I marry you it’s only because ...’

‘1 know.’

‘I can’t promise you anything.’ It was an appeal. And it
went beyond an appeal. She was accepting him.

Time had run out.

3

‘Come on, mister! I never hear of a thing like this at all. You
must take a photograph on your wedding day.” The photo-
grapher skipped jovially in front of him. ‘No, man. We defi-
nitely can’t allow a thing like this to happen. Not on your

- wedding day of ail days. What does the beautiful blushing

bride have to say about all this?’

Shanty appeared to have nothing to say. She clutched her
limp bouquet.

“You must take some photographs,” Mrs Bholai w’hjspered
to Wilbert.

Wilbert frowned at her. ‘I thought we were going to have
none of this fuss and bother.’

‘You must take some photographs,’ she pleaded. ‘It won’t
kill you to do that.’

“What you have to be so bashful about?’ The photographer
aimed his camera experimentally.

He had trapped them on the lawn in front of the Registry
Office. His vociferous antics attracted several passers-by who

stopped to watch the unfolding drama. Wilbert grasped Shan-

ty’s hand tightly. The photographer interpreted this as a sign
of conjugal bliss.

“That’s what I like to see! That’s more like it!’

The spectacle drew more people. The camera clicked.

‘Look at them!’ Wilbert sputtered. ‘Gaping at us as though
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we’re monkeys in the zoo! Laughing at us! Just look at
them!’

“You’ve had everything your own way so far,’ Shanty said.
“You could at least do this and not complain. It will be over
soon.’

It was the climax of a bad morning. A short while before
they had been officially pronounced man and wife in a cere-
mony which had lasted five minutes. Only the immediate fam-
ily had been invited. Wilbert had insisted adamantly on that;
as he had insisted adamantly on the venue: the Registry
Office. The ‘Marriage Room’ (it was sandwiched between the
“Births Room® and the ‘Deaths Room’) was decorated with
bureaucratic gaiety and the registrar, a freshfaced, clean-
shaven man, had pondered Shanty’s stomach furtively as he
instructed them in what they had to do. ‘It’s really very sim-
ple,” he said cheerfully when he had finished his explanations.
‘Registering a death is much more complicated.’ It was then
the photographer had appeared and tucked himself obtrus-
ively into a corner. Wilbert had objected. ‘I'm sorry,” the
registrar said, ‘but this is a public ceremony and you can’t
prevent anyone from looking on.’ The. photographer smiled
amiably. He tapped his camera and shrugged, indicating that
he was merely doing his job. Idle clerks from other offices
assembled around the open doors. The registrar called for
silence and the general chatter declined into a hush. Wilbert
was handed a card printed with the words he must speak. Mrs
Bholai sniffed and dried a tear. He began to read. A strip of
sunlight fell at an oblique angle across the leather-topped
desk and bounced dazzlingly off a gold ring the registrar wore
on the small finger of his right hand. Then it was Shanty’s
turn. The tonelessness with which she read from the card
deepened his irritation. His suit was itchy and uncomfortable
against the skin and the heat of the morning seemed to have
collected under the collar of the nylon shirt he was wearing.
He wanted to tear it off. Now, as a final tribulation, here they
were being made fools of by the photographer. The wet shirt
seemed to have sunk into his skin.

“That’s great!’ the photographer was saying. ‘That’s just
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.great, folks!’ He capered merrily. ‘The next thing we must do
is form a group with the family of the bride.’ The Bholais
were shepherded and ranked according to height. When they
had been arranged according to his satisfaction, he leapt back.
‘That’s great! That’s just great!’ He juggled with the
camera, ‘Let me see you smile. Give us a big smile, folks.’

Mr Bholai ’sta.red gravely into the camera. Mrs Bholai dried a
tear and produced a wan, stricken smile. It was the best she
could do. The bliss of Wilbert’s proposal to Shanty was swiftly
followed by disillusion on a scale she had never imagined to
be possible. He had shattered her dreams of a magnificent
wedding with bridesmaids and pageboys jn San Fernando’s
fashionable Presbyterian church; of the congratulatory,
admiring flocks of her relatives crowding about her; and
of the lavish reception with ‘sharmpagne’. *No,’ he said, “no,
no and no again.’ He had vetoed her every suggestion. ‘Not
even a wedding cake?’ she asked meekly. ‘Not even that,’ he
had replied. ‘I’'m marrying your daughter. Isn’t that enough
for you?’ She had been victim of a gross deception; robbed
of the joys of what had augured to be one of the supreme
occasions of her life. The ceremony in the Registry Office was
as melancholy as a funeral service.

‘Now,” the photographer was shouting, ‘we must have a
picture with the family of the groom. Where’s the family of
the groom?’

‘I've had enough of this,” Wilbert said.

‘Where’s the family of the groom? We must have a picture
with the family of the groom.’

‘The groom doesn’t have any family,” Wilbert yelled at him.

‘No family?’ The photographer stared at him in disbelief.
‘No family?’

“That’s what I said. No family! You deaf?’

‘This is something I must tell the boys,” the photographer
said aloud. He recovered himself. ‘Okay. Just one more picture
of you kissing the June bride. That will cap it nicely.’

‘To hell with you!’ Wilbert broke away suddenly, walking
quickly towards the specially hired taxi.

The photographer ran after him. ‘Mister! Mister! You
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letting the June bride down, man. Have a heart. Just one
more picture of you and she kissing.’

“To hell with you and your June bride!’

Hostile gazes trailed his flight. ‘But look at that, eh!’ a
woman in the crowd exclaimed. ‘Well I never. And on he
wedding day to boot.’

‘If that is how he treating she ten minutes after they get
married,’ another chimed in, ‘it going to end in murder be-
fore the week out.’

‘I wonder how she get sheself into a mess like this,’ the first
woman added speculatively.

‘If you two bitches. ..’

‘He turning on we now,’ the second woman said.

Wilbert reached the car. The driver opened the door and
he climbed in. Wilbert banged the door shut.

Mrs Bholai came running up to the car. ‘Like you gone
crazy, Wilbert? Wait for Shanty.’

The two women cast further reproachful glances at Wil-
bert.

‘I wonder if they going to have a honeymoon,’ the first
said.

‘I hope for she sake they not,’ the other replied. ‘I would
hate to think of what happen if he get in a really lonely place.’

‘Murder. I know of a case where this man take his young
wife...’

Their conversation was interrupted by Shanty’s arrival
They eyed her disconsolately.

‘If I was you,’ the first said, ‘I would make sure I say my
prayers every night.’

‘I know of a case where the day after this man get mar-
ried...’

‘TIf you two bitches don’t stop molesting me, there’ll be
murder right now.’” The suit itched him more than ever. He
tore off the jacket and tossed it on the floor.

The driver opened the door with exaggerated courtesy and
Shanty got in. She dropped the bouquet on the floor. The
engine coughed.

The photographer hovered outside the window. ‘How you
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could treat your June bride like that, mister? You could make
up for everything now if you just let me take one more pic-
ture of you and she kissing. Justone . . .’

The car jerked away from the kerb. The photographer, his
jacket flying behind him, darted in pursuit. ‘Give me your
address. How else will I get the pictures to you?’

Wilbert tapped the driver’s shoulders. ‘Go.’

The car was gathering speed and the photographer sped
alongside. ‘At least my card,’ he said. ‘Then you’ll know how
to get in touch with me if you decide you want them.’

Wilbert reached forward and took the card from his out-
stretched hand. The photographer dropped behind. Wilbert
read the card. ‘P. Wilkinson. Freelance photographic artiste.
Winner of a Trinidad Chronicle Award.” He tossed it out of
the window. It floated gently down into the gutter. The photo-
grapher shook his fist at him. Wilbert laughed, feeling much
better.

4
/

It was late afternoon when they arrived and, in the fading
light, the decrepitude of the beach house was startling. The
atmosphere of ruin was reinforced by the neighbouring
houses which were clean and spruce and in good repair. Egbert
Ramsaran had not cared to waste money on the upkeep of
his property. He had let it rot and fall to pieces in the salty
air. The other houses were all unoccupied at this time of year.
April and August were the popular months: they had come
there in June — a dead month. The wind sluicing through the
slatted fronds of the coconut palms and the low, monotonous
growl of the waves breaking on the beach were the only
sounds to disturb the stillness. It was cool with the wind skim-
ming off the sea and Shanty shivered. There was no sign of
Singh who should have been there to meet them with the keys.
Wilbert cursed : it was darkening rapidly.

Shanty wandered off by herself down towards the beach.
She stooped suddenly and took off her shoes, slapping them
against her thighs to shake out the dry, loose sand. Barefooted,
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she continued down the slope, the shoes hanging from her
fingertips, a shadow among the curving trunks of the cocogut
trees. Wilbert watched her, forgetting his annoyance with
Singh. She was swinging the shoes. One of them shpped.and
she swooped to retrieve it from the sand. The water.swu:led
around her legs, ankle-deep. He saw her lift her skirts ]_ust
above the knees and wade in deeper. When a threatening
wave approached she would execute a little leap to wca.pe
being wet by it. She brought her head virtually on a level with
her knees as if she were searching for something in the water.
The foam frothed creamily about her. )

He heard footsteps. The dancing beam of a torch was vis-
ible among the coconut trees. Wilbert remembered his annoy-
ance.

‘Singh! Is that you?’ :

There was no reply but the beam of light halted its conﬁdf.nt
advance and dodged nervously across the ground. It was im-
possibleto see who was lurking beyond it.

“Singh! Is that you?’ )

The light advanced cautiously and stopped again, the beanz
sweeping the darkness. ‘That is the boss Yo‘xce I heafmg?
Singh’s heavy tones probed the night suspiciously, bringing
with them a whiff of rum.

“‘Who else you was expecting it to be? Come here where
I could see you properly.’

Singh materialized out of the shrouding darkness, all teeth.
He was carrying a cutlass as well as the torch. Shanty had. re-
turned from her explorations. Singh stared at her, surprised
and disconcerted. ‘The boss didn’t tell me ... I thought he
was coming up by himself.’

Shanty looked at Wilbert.

‘I told you all you needed to know — to get the house ready.
That is your job.’ : )

Singh gurgled sullenly. ‘If T had know ithada lac.iy f:ommg
...” He dug the cutlass into the sand, leaning on it. ‘Where

oing to sleep?’
Sh‘evgilithgmy hul:‘.band naturally.’ Shanty laughed. She linked
their arms matrimonially, defiant and provocative. ‘I'm the
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new Mrs Ramsaran.’ Just as she had acquired the plumage of
courtship naturally, so — now that it had served its purpose —
she was discarding it. Shanty was regaining her familiar col-
ours.

Wilbert pushed her from him. ‘The keys . . . the keys ...’

Singh was all teeth again. ‘So! Let me shake your hands,
Miss. Let me congratulate you. The boss didn’t tell me a word
about this — but then nobody does ever tell me anything.
All he say was for me to get the house ready because he was
coming up. But not a word that this was to be his honey-
moon.’ He shuffied up to Shanty, peering at her face. ‘It make
me really happy to see the boss find a nice young lady like you
to settle down with. Real happy. And so short a time after the
old boss die as well!” He shook hands with Shanty. She giggled.

‘Very touching,’ Wilbert said. ‘Now the keys ... the keys.
That’s what you here for.’

Singh stared at him. He underwent one of his abrupt altera-
tions of mood and manner, becoming gruff and inhospitable.
“You don’t need no keys. I'll show you.” He led them to the
back door along a narrow shell-strewn path in which broken
bits of glass glinted in the glare of the torch. ‘Mind you don’t
cut your foot.” When they came to the door, he kicked and
shoved at it. ‘You don’t need no keys to open this door with,’
he muttered, heaving with his shoulders. ‘He would never buy
a new lock after the old one get rusty. You know how many
times I tell him to buy a new lock? But he would never buy
one. Not he!’ Singh kicked viciously at the door. He was talk-
ing to no one in particular. ‘Not that we need a door. Any
thief who feel like it could climb through the windows down-
stairs. Where you think all that glass we see come from? Not
a pane of glass left standing in one of them windows.” He
gurgled throatily, kicking at the door, It swung open.

The beam of the torch punctured the viscous darkness. A
salty, marine dampness oozed from the walls. Sand grated
underfoot. Singh shone the torch on a heap of dried coco-
nuts and let it play across the mossy concrete floor: this part
of the house had never been used. ‘Stick close behind me,’
he warned. ‘If you miss your footing on these stairs you could
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break every bone you have in your body.” They climbed a
curving flight of wedge-shaped steps to the top floor. Singh
lit a hurricane lantern on the landing. The brilliant white-
ness of the flare blinded them. They followed him into the
kitchen where he lit an oil-lamp and set it on a shelf: there
was no electricity. Nothing looked as if it could work — or as
if it were meant to work. The kerosene stove, like everything
else metallic, was coated with rust. Singh scraped a finger
along the burners and held it up for them to see. Tiny cock-
roaches scurried across the linoleum, vanishing into the cracks
and crevices. A trickle of brown water flowed from the tap
fed by the tank on the roof. ‘Is not me to blame for the state
this place in. Is not me ... .’ )
“Nobody’s blaming you for anything,” Wilbert said.

“I'is only the caretaker. That is all T is. If only you know -

how much times ...

‘Nobody’s blaming you, Singh.’ Wilbert stared at the
bleached ceiling. The sea growled distantly.

“Is not the place I would have choose to spend my‘honey-
moon.’ Singh rubbed his rust-stained finger against his trou-
sers.

‘If you mention that word once more . . S

Singh was immediately submissive. ‘What word? Honey-

oon?’ v
i *If you mention it once more . .. Wilbert clenched his ﬁsts:

‘Sorry, boss. I didn’t mean to make you angry. I was just

inking . ...’ .
tl’l‘I’m gnot interested in what you're thinking.’ Wilbert raised
his voice. ,

‘Why shouldn’t Singh call jt our honeymoon? Sh-anty:
asked. ‘That is exactly what it is. Our honeymoon. Remember?
The glance Wilbert bestowed on her was one of pure hatred.

“Thank you, Miss,’ Singh said, celebrating the suppc:rt .he
had received. *Still, if the boss don’t like it, the I?oss don’t like
it.’ He was gloomily triumphant. “This way,’ he s.ald. .

Taking the oil-lamp, Singh preceded them into the s1ttmg-
room. It bore the lustreless stamp of Egbert Ram.saran’s handi-
work. The furniture was minimal and dilapidated. There
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were three low-slung ‘morris’ chairs with hard, flattened
cushions and a torn leather sofa. In the centre was a small
table spread with an oilcloth. Two spare mattresses were
rolled and stacked in a corner. That was all. Crystals of salt
sparkled in the grooves of the floorboards. Invigorating
draughts of air circulated freely through the open brickwork
that ran round the tops of the walls.

‘If T was you, boss, I would sleep in the front bedroom. Is
the nicest one in the whole house. The breeze always blow-
ing in there. That was where the old boss and ... that was
where he used to sleep when he come here.’

‘We’ll sleep there then,” Wilbert said.

Singh, swinging the oil-lamp, conducted them to the front
room. A double bed and a chest of drawers were the sole items
of furniture. The mattress was rolled back on the bed. Singh
opened a window and thrust his head outside.

‘We going to have some rain tonight,’ he said. ‘I could
smell it on the wind.’ He pulled his head in and opened the
remaining windows. ‘Rust everywhere you turn in this place.’
Grunting, he unrolled the mattress and laid it flat on the bed.

‘That mattress stinks,” Shanty said.

‘It need an airing,’ Singh replied, sniffing at it. ‘You want
me to bring one of them other mattresses for you to try, boss?’

Wilbert looked at the mattress. ‘It will do.”

Singh watched them. ‘Anything else I could do for you,
boss?’ he enquired after a pause.

Wilbert shook his head. ‘You can go now.’

Singh shuffled to the door, his eyes on them both. ‘I will
come back tomorrow morning to check if you have every-
thing you need.’

Wilbert nodded absently.

Singh hovered uncertainly in the doorway. Then he left.

Singh strode quickly along the meandering track that
looped and twisted under the arching trunks of the coconut
trees, his torch slicing erratic swathes in the darkness. He
swung his cutlass, lopping the undergrowth and muttering
ceaselessly under his breath. The sky had clouded over. An
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energetic wind, moist with the promise of imminent rain, fan-
ned off the sea. He stopped when he reached the wooden
bridge spanning the lagoon which backed the village. Prop-
ping himself against the rails, he took a bottle of rum from
the side pocket of his jacket and drank some. Raising the
bottle in salute, he smacked his lips. ‘To the happy couple!’
He had a second swig. The water below him was black. An
unbroken fringe of mangrove pressed against the muddy
banks, hugging the contours of the lagoon which wound away
from the bridge like a controlled expulsion of breath. To-
wards the sea, the lagoon broadened between shoulders of
brown sand and lost its identity in the melee of conflicting
currents. ‘To the happy couple!’

Singh lived in the village with Myra and his child. His fel-
low villagers had long since dismissed him as a madman. He
had no one there he could call a friend. When he appeared on
the street, the children would give him a wide berth. Som-
times, ganging up together, they jeered and threw stones at
him, and Singh, flourishing his cutlass, would rush at them.
The move from the estate had scarcely affected the manner of
his life: he had remained essentially solitary despite Myra
and the child. If anything, he had become increasingly wrap-
ped up in himself. All their attempts at friendship having been
rebuffed, the villagers had left him alone. He was generally
silent — except when he drank. Then he could be ravening;
full of a howling sense of the myriad injustices that had been
perpetrated on him. This sense of injustice was all that he had.
It was his most constant and faithful companion with whom
he communed hourly; as constant and faithful as the roar of
the sea.

He had emptied the bottle. Singh tossed it into the water
and walked on, swinging the cutlass. The first drops of rain
splashed on his face and he broke into a trot. He swore loudly
as he stumbled and nearly fell. The track petered out into the
main street of the village and he tucked the cutlass under his
arm. Myra was standing at the door of their one-room shack,

scanning the street. She saw the erratic swathes sliced by the .

beam of the torch.
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‘T thought you had drowned yourself,” she shouted. ‘I tired
worrying about you. You never know what could happen
with you out drinking yourself to death.” She looked up at the
sky. ‘And in all this rain as well.’

Singh, elbowing her aside, ran up the steps. Myra closed the
door after him. Indra was lying face downwards on the bed,
dressed’in a shiny, salmon-coloured petticoat.

Myra shook her. ‘Get your father a towel. Make yourself
useful. You is not a lady of leisure.’

‘T don’t want no towel.” Singh put the torch on the table.
However, he continued to swing the cutlass.

‘Take care with that thing,” Myra said. ‘One day you going
to chop somebody with it. Is not a toy.’

‘I going to chop he with it all right.’ Singh fingered the
blade.

‘Mouth,” Myra answered. ‘Is only mouth you have. You is
too big a coward to do anything like that.’

‘T'll show you if is only mouth I have.” Singh fenced with
the cutlass, parrying imaginary thrusts at his stomach. ‘

‘Put that thing down and tell me what happen,” Myra said.
“You see him? He was there?’ ’

‘T have news for you. Big news!’

Myra and Indra perked up.

Singh sat down heavily on the bed and rested the cutlass on
his knees. ‘I had gone there tonight thinking it was only he
coming for a little rest and relaxation. All he had to say to me

was...’

‘T know exactly what he say to you,” Myra said. ‘What'’s the
big news?’

Singh, his head cocked, listened to the rain pounding the
shingled roof of the shack. The windows streamed. ‘I wonder
how they making out up there . . .” He laughed.

‘They?’

‘Imagine how surprise T was when I turn up there tonight
and find he bring somebody with him.”

‘What so strange about that?’ Myra asked.

‘Nothing — except that the person he bring with him was a
woman.’
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Myra burst out laughing. ‘Why shouldn’t he bring a woman
with him? He’s a grown man.’

“This was no ordinary woman,” Singh said. ‘This was he
wife.’ He got up from the bed, swinging the cutlass with re-
newed vigour. ‘The sonofabitch gone and get married.” He
snapped his fingers. ‘Just like that the sonofabitch gone and
get married.’

‘Who is the woman?’

“That is the biggest news of all. She’s one of them Bholai
girls. I don’t know which one. But I know she is one of them.’

“That is news,” Myra said. ‘I hope she have enough sense to
give him hell.’

‘You should see them.” Singh gurgled. ‘They at each other
throat already.’ He prowled about the room. ‘That sonofa-
bitch rob me of everything. I sure the old man had leave
something for me. He wouldn’t have forget me. But that thief
grab it all for himself and wouldn’t give me what is rightfully
mine.’

“The old man forget about you on the day you was bom,
Myra said. ‘I don’t know where you get the idea from that he
leave something for you. If he had not even Wilbert could
keep it from you.’

“He is a robber and thief and I going to chop him.’ The rain
pounded the roof.

“You talking stupidness,” Myra said. ‘Is all that rum you
been drinking. You is too big a coward to do anything like
that.” She might have been goading him into having the cour-
age of his convictions. But she knew he would never do any-
thing.

Singh leapt at her, brandishing the cutlass. “Who you call-
ing a coward? I'll show you who is a coward. I'll chop you .

‘If you lay a finger on me I'll call the police for you.’ Myra
grappled with him. ‘I not joking this time. I'll call the police.’

She wrestled with him, forcing him back. He collapsed on
the bed. She took the cutlass from him.

Singh did not resist. The rum had made him sleepy. He
closed his eyes and listened to the wind and rain.
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Wilbert too was listening to the wind and rain, unable to
sleep. Shanty slept soundly, curled up against the wall, not
touching him. The taste of their brief, violent lovemaking —
the raw taste of toothpaste — lingered in his mouth.

‘Do you have any experience?’ she had asked. ‘Do you
know how it’s done?’

‘I have a rough idea,” he replied.

‘Only a rough idea!® She giggled. “That surprises me. I
thought . . . Never mind. I have some experience.’

‘You got your experience from one of your San Fernando
cousins, no doubt? The one who kissed you?’

She was shocked. ‘Oh no! It wasn’t with him. I wouldn’t
do such a thing with my cousin.’

“You kissed him.’

‘A kiss is child’s play. But I wouldn’t do such a thing with
him. Not with my cousin.’

‘Who did you do such a thing with then?’ He was not
angry; he was not even jealous.

‘If you must know — it was with a friend of his. We did it
more than once.” She laughed. ‘Do you want to know how
many times?’

‘No. That isn’t necessary. Il take your word for it.’

Once he had got out of the bed to shut the windows. The
wind lashed at the roof and there was a sound as of canvas
flapping. He had got out of bed a second time to see if he
could discover the cause but it remained a mystery. On the
shore, the waves raged rebelliously. The night was intermin-
able.

He was woken by the sun shining on his face. Bright blue
sky showed through the windows. Shanty slept with the
blanket pulled over her head. He heaved himself out of bed
and opened the windows. The morning was fresh and clear.
Innocuous waves planed on to the smooth brown beach which
looked as if it had been scoured and swept. The sea, which
had fulminated so threateningly during the night, was tame
and welcoming, streaked and flecked with gold from the new-
ly risen sun. A pair of pelicans sailed low across the surface of

313



the water. They were fishing. He watched them dip and circle
and dive.

Wilbert changed into his swimming trunks and went down
to the beach, a towel draped around his neck. It was deserted,
a shimmering arc fringed by a green awning of coconut trees.
The sand, though packed hard and firm, was springy and
tickled the soles of his feet pleasantly. The beach shelved
gently into the waves and, where they rolled back, the sand
was a watery mirror reflecting the bright blue sky>and the
wheeling birds. The distant headlands were veiled by a gauze
of seaspray. Shanty watched him from the window, yawning
and stretching. Wilbert spread the towel like a mat on the
sand and dipped his toes in the water, testing the temperature.
It was cold. He ventured in further, treading gingerly over
the uneven beds of chip-chip which formed dense colonies
-along the edge of the shore. The sharp, pointed shells bristled
up from the sand at a variety of angles. He negotiated them
safely and, when he was waist-deep, he plunged in. The cold
was bracing and he swam with bold, strenuous strokes until
he had warmed himself up. Then he lay on his back and
floated, his arms outstretched, lulled by the rocking motion
of the water. Seeing only the dome of the sky and the clouds,
Wilbert felt as though he were floating far out to sea; a piece
of driftwood that had been cast upon the ocean currents to
circle the globe endlessly. A purposeless wandering.

‘Wake up! Wake up!’ Shanty was scooping water into his

face.

Wilbert waded out of the water and went and sat down on
the towel. He let the sun dry his skin, The pair of pelicans
had departed and he stared up and down the shimmering,
empty beach. About twenty yards from the house was a dead
coconut tree, its crown of leaves decapitated. The pitted trunk
rose straight up into the air like a telegraph pole. A corbeau
was perched magisterially on the truncated summit, its wings
folded over its hunched body, gazing along the line of its
rapacious beak at others of its kind hopping across the
ground and pecking at whatever scraps of food they could
find. A fight broke out and there was a flurry of black feath-
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ers. A mangy bitch with distended teats wandered respect-
fully on the fringes of the group. of birds, dragging itself list-
lessly from spot to spot, its tail tucked between its legs and its
nose to the ground.

Singh, gaunt and derelict, was approaching through the co-
conut trees, swinging his cutlass. He slowed his pace when he
caught sight of Wilbert and stopped altogether, squinting and
tapping the cutlass against his knees. Wilbert waved for him
to come forward.

Singh shuffled up to him. ‘I hope the boss and madam had
a good night. It was a long time since we had a storm like
that.” He bowed to Shanty who had just come out of the
water.

‘No complaints from the madam.’ Shanty laughed. ‘But I
can’t speak for the boss.” She wrapped her towel round her
head like a turban.

Wilbert stared at the bitch with the distended teats.

Singh smiled as though he and Shanty had shared a private
joke.

‘I'm going inside to have a rest,’ she said. ‘The heat is too
much for me.’

‘Would the madam like me to pick a coconut for she? Coco-
nut water is very cooling — like the calypso say.’

“‘It’s too much trouble. I’ll go inside.’

*Is no trouble at all for me,” Singh said eagerly. ‘No trouble
at all if that is what the madam would like.’

Shanty laughed. *You’re a real gentleman, Singh.’

‘What about you, boss? You would like a coconut too?’

Wilbert scowled. ‘No.’

Singh took off his thick leather belt and looped it round
the trunk of one of the trees, strapping himself in so that his
back was supported at the waist. He grasped the sides of the
belt and wedged his feet securely against the base of the trunk.
Monkey-fashion, he scampered up the tree, hauling himself
up with the belt in swift, jerky movements, his knees hugging

the rough bark. His torso vanished among the crown of

yellow-green leaves.
“How many would you like, madam?*

315



stupid way. She stared at him with her rheumy, bloodshot
eyes.

‘What you looking at me like that for?” he said. ‘I didn’t do
" anything to you. Go and ask your friend Singh. He will tell
you what he did with them.’

The dog shrank away from him, her tail tucked between
her legs. He put the bowl of milk on the sacking but she
would not touch it.

Dawn was always cool and fresh and translucent, the best
time for bathing. The sun would have barely topped the rim
of the horizon and the clouds would still be chased with
orange fading to white; and the water too reflected the soft,
powdered light which, as the sun rose higher, congealed and
solidified into broad bands of gold. When the clouds were
white and the water gold, it was wise to retreat — for the day
proper was beginning. The heat built up inexorably through-
out the morning and the sea changed its texture, acquiring a
thicker, more oily sheen. Sluggish waves collapsed in frills of
foam along the shore, like a tattered border of discoloured
lace. Where they broke, the water was muddy brown with the
churned-up sand; further out it had the tarnished green of
brass; and where it touched the horizon it was a metallic
blue. The wind died and the corbeaux slept perched on the
coconut trees and the stray dogs panted in the black, fathom-
less pools of shadow.

It was at this time, when the tide was out, that the beds of
chip-chip were exposed and squadrons of women and chil-
dren from the village would come down to the beach armed
with buckets and basins to gather the harvest of shells. The
women wore petticoats but the smaller children would be
naked. Separate working parties fanned out along the beach.
Squatting on their haunches, they laboured long and assidu-
ously, shovelling and raking over the wet sand with their
hands; filling the buckets and basins with the pink and yellow
shells which were the size and shape of a long fingernail. Inside
each was the sought-after prize: a minuscule kernel of insipid
flesh. A full bucket of shells would provide them with a
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mouthful. But they were not deterred by the disproportion
between their labours and their gains. Rather, the very meagre-
ness of their reward seemed to spur them on. Quarrels were
frequent, their chief cause being the intrusion of an alien
group into the staked-out territory of another. Some of these
border conflicts could flare into violence. Tempers sparked
easily in the scorching sun. Wilbert would marvel at the dog-
ged application that was displayed and the passions fruitlessly
squandered. When they had done their harvesting, they
washed themselves in the water and strolled at a leisurely pace
back to the village, the women’s bodies etched in sharp out-
line by their sodden petticoats.

The incoming tide inundated the chip-chip beds and
brought with it a fresh litter of debris — chains of seaweed and
coconut shells and driftwood — and the beach contracted to a
narrow, wavering strip. As the sun sank behind the awning of
coconut trees, the day cooled and became softer once more.
The twilight closed imperceptibly over the water until only
the creamy caps of the waves were visible. The mauve and
purple clouds of sunset, more imposing than those of the
dawn, took possession of the sky. It was night again and the
insects fluttered through the open doors and windows and
hummed and whirred around the hurricane lamps.

Scores of jellyfish had been washed up, stranded by the tide
during the night. Their tentacles, half-buried in the sand,
trailed like sinuous inkstains from their transparent, rainbow-
tinted spheres. Unthinkingly, Wilbert punctured the swollen
spheres with a stick as he walked along, listening to the small,
crackling report as of a bubble of chewing-gum bursting.
He had gone about a mile from the house. The sand here was
overrun by a thick tangle of creeper which bore pretty lilac
flowers.

An entire trunk of a tree, interred in the sand, straddled the
beach. Stripped of its bark, the bole looked as if it had been
worked upon by a master craftsman. It had been endowed
with a sensuousness and rhythm which the living object could
hardly have rivalled. Death had given it power and grandeur.
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Possessed of all the tensions of an arrested fluidity, it was
tempting to imagine that, these tensions resolving themselves,
it would melt, flow away and be reabsorbed into the earth.
The trunk and branches had been bleached bone-white by the
sun and salt; and the wood itself worn down — metamor-
phosed - to the texture of living flesh. It suggested totemic
splendour; a sacrificial offering to the gods of fertility and
plentiful harvests, divorced from its true time and place and
function and condemned to rot slowly on this Wwind-swept,

shimmering beach of swooping vultures, starving dogs, chip-

chip gatherers and himself.




