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            1

         

         It was my father who made the arrangements. My uncle helped, since he lived down south, where all this kind of business is carried out. I’m talking south-south: down past the airport, past the swamp, past the oilfields, everything. Way down at the bottom of the island, down where Columbus landed, long ago. There’s hardly anything down there, just fishing villages. Peaceful, old-time places: a few ramshackle wooden houses, and children playing marbles in the shade under the trees. Everywhere you look, in those places, you see pirogues pulled up onto the sand: little wooden boats, fishing boats, supposedly – although how much fishing the men really do nowadays is anybody’s guess. The boats are very basic. Open-topped, maybe twenty feet long, with just a plank of wood to sit on and a boat-engine clamped onto the back. But somehow they manage to make the journey across those seven miles of ocean between Trinidad and Venezuela – and carrying all kinds of things, not just fish. It’s a dangerous journey, though, even when special arrangements are made, as they were for me.

         My father brought me the clothes I was to wear: black T-shirt and long-pants; a big long-sleeved men’s shirt to wear over the T-shirt, also in black, and with the buttons cut out. 2We’d be travelling by night, and anything that might catch in torchlight had to be covered, including my own skin. The Trinidad and Tobago Coast Guard was one difficulty, the Guardia Nacional on the Venezuelan side was another, but the worst problem was bandits. Bandits would steal the engine off the back of the boat and leave you out there to drift, or they would take the whole boat, and throw you in the sea. I also had a pillowcase to go over my head: the reflec­tion of torchlight against things like eyeballs and teeth had been known to give people away.

         The shirts, the trousers, the pillowcase – all these things were cheap, cheaply made; they weren’t things I would normally have worn, or owned. Probably, they came from some roadside vendor in central Trinidad. I doubt my father bought them himself: more likely, he sent one of his men out to do it – someone unimportant and unknown, who wouldn’t be recognised and connected to our family. I’m only guessing, of course. I didn’t ask about these details at the time. If I had asked, I’m sure someone would have said, ‘Dawn, girl, the less you know, the better.’

         It was early August when I made the journey. In my room, alone, I changed out of my shorts and T-shirt, into the black clothes my father had brought. My knapsack was already packed, hidden at the bottom of my wardrobe. I set it on the floor at the foot of my bed, looked through it, then zipped it closed again. I was full of a nervous energy; I would have liked to tidy up, or clean the room, but there was nothing left to do – the bed was made, the floor swept; the desk and 3bookshelves, still full of my ordinary school things, were tidied and dusted. I took my posters down from the walls. (The posters showed close-up photos of boys from music bands that were popular at the time.) I sat at my desk and pulled the tacks from my little pink-framed cork-board on the wall. All my revision schedules, exam schedules, my friends’ phone numbers, my motivational sayings handwrit­ten on little scraps of paper – I took them all down from the cork-board, and crumpled them up. Then with nothing else to do but wait, I sat on the floor, my elbows on my knees, leaning against the side of the bed.

         Only my mother was at home with me that afternoon. I don’t know how she passed the time; we didn’t speak. At some point, I heard her footsteps downstairs: she slid the patio doors shut, and then turned the key in the lock. I heard her pull the curtains shut too. I don’t know what made her do that – it was only afternoon – but maybe she was pos­sessed by the same feeling of shame as I was, and the sense that a part of our lives was coming to an end. Or maybe she was just like me – filled with the same nervous energy, her hands searching for things to keep busy with, to help pass the time. I don’t know. After that, it went quiet: I heard noth­ing. I imagined her sitting on the sofa in the living room, her arms folded, her handbag and car keys waiting nearby on the kitchen counter. In any case, for quite a long time, maybe half an hour, we stayed in our different parts of the house, each thinking our own private thoughts, and watching the hands of the clock tick forward.4

         My mother drove. I sat beside her in the front seat: we wanted me to be seen, to look as if I were on my way to the airport. We went down the hill, first, along the road that my father had cut through the forest, then along the bumpy, potholed road by the golf course. A pause at the bend, wait­ing for a chance to merge onto the main road, and then the same old sharp acceleration as always – first gear, then quick­ly into second, then third – as she turned onto the stretch that runs alongside the Maraval river. Nowadays, there are gated communities all along that road, low-rise apartment blocks with pools and tennis courts, but back in 1980, on the day that my mother and I set out, it was still just bush. The picture I have of it in mind now is not so much from that day, as from all the other ordinary days that had gone before: thick wild grass grown to shoulder-height; forest trees, branches heavy with ripe fruit; bright flashes of birds amongst the green leaves.

         The first handover was made in mid-afternoon, somewhere between the university campus and the airport. An unfamiliar road, and one I’ve never been able to find again. I remember squat brick houses sparsely placed, the rain just fallen, rising again now as vapour from the hot asphalt. My mother slowed outside one of the gates, and then pulled over in front of a parked car. A man appeared at her window: clean-shaven, neatly dressed; probably black nylon trousers and a light-coloured shirt-jac. I can still bring to mind something of his manner: courteous, eager, important; full of reassurance that his mind was only on the 5task at hand. ‘Right, Mrs Bishop,’ he might have said. ‘Right, right. Everything good. Everything done fix up. We ready.’

         My mother got out. I waited alone in the car, watching them through the front windscreen. She and the man walked together to his car, just ahead, and he opened the door on the driver’s side and she ducked down to look inside. I don’t know what she was looking at. She came out again, and the driver pushed the door shut, and she bent down and pressed her thumb against the tyre. Then they walked around the front of the car and she tried the other tyre, and the driver opened the other doors, one by one, and she looked inside, and checked the other tyres. They came back around to the back of the car and the driver opened the trunk, and my mother looked inside. My mother reached into her bag and took out a small brown envelope and handed it to him. He took it quickly, and put it in his pocket. Then she turned and beckoned to me to come. I got out of my mother’s car. As I walked the short distance to the car in front, I was aware of being observed from the windows of the houses all around; I suppose people must have been watching from behind their curtains. I remember sweating in my hot black clothes and trying to hold my knapsack over my stomach.

         ‘Go in the back, go in the back,’ the man said.

         I thought he meant the trunk, and I stopped, unsure. He came around and opened the door of the back seat for me, like a chauffeur.

         ‘In here,’ he said. ‘You’ll have to get down. Not right now. I’ll tell you when.’6

         I got into the man’s car. The windows were covered in dark film. My mother and the man were behind the car, out of sight. I looked out the window to the side, instead, towards the man’s house. A hibiscus hedge; a metal gate, painted white, with a red metal letterbox. Beyond the gate, a front lawn; croton plants growing along the border of the drive­way. On the upstairs verandah of the house, a hanging bird­cage, a large bird moving slowly inside the cage.

         The car sank as the man got in the front and started the engine. I remember him as energetic, eager to set off. He pressed a button to wind the window down on my side, so I could wave to my mother as we left. But I didn’t want to see her: I was afraid of what I would do. Instead, as we drove away, I slid down to the footwell so I was out of her sight, and I arranged myself there, my thighs pressing uncomfortably against the front of my body. Later, I stretched my legs out across to the other footwell so I could breathe more easily.

         I must have been in that car for three or four hours. I’m only guessing, based on the distance I know we travelled, all the way down the southern main road. I didn’t look out the windows: the road was familiar enough, and I could tell where we were just by the smell. The stink of the swamp: unpleasant, but not unnatural. The fuel smell of the airport: sweetish, volatile, dangerous. A different petrochemical smell as we went further south: the thicker, dirtier, heavier smell of the oilfields as we passed Pointe-à-Pierre. After San Fernando, the road became less familiar, everything more confusing; I couldn’t picture the exact road we were on. But 7then, eventually, there was the cleaner air of the sea, and a narrow, bumpy road; and through the car window I saw the tall bushy heads of coconut trees thickly packed together.

         It was dusk by the time we stopped, and I unfolded my body from the footwell of the car, and stepped onto uneven, sandy ground – a cool, breezy place, shaded by small trees. I was grateful for the fresh air. I felt dizzy; I had to sit down on the ground. The man walked a short distance away. When he came back, I followed him along a path through the trees. I wasn’t afraid of him. We had become accustomed to each other on the long drive, even though we hadn’t spoken much. Now, he swung his keys in his hand, and walked with a calm self-importance. He might have been thinking with pleasure of whatever money he’d earned.

         I went to a lady’s house to wait. Not really a house – more like a shack: one of those on stilts, covered with patches of galvanise. I’d seen houses just like it all over Trinidad, but I’d never been inside one before. In the main room of the house, there was a brown velour couch against one wall; I sat there to wait. I was there a long time, and all I remember is the couch, and that the room was very bare. No television, no pictures, or even other furniture that I can remember. I think there was an overhead light; I think it must have been electric: a bulb, rather than a kerosene lamp. There was a length of fabric across the window – like a curtain, except that it was nailed at all four corners, and didn’t flap in the breeze.

         It wasn’t a nice house: I’m ashamed to say that. The woman wasn’t unkind, but she didn’t want me there. She was an old 8woman, heavy; she walked with difficulty. She brought me food on a Styrofoam plate, and a plastic spoon wrapped in a paper napkin. I asked if there was a phone. At first the woman didn’t reply: maybe she was thinking that conversation wasn’t part of the arrangement. Eventually she said no, no phone. She said my parents knew I’d reached. I asked for water. I offered to get it myself, but she said she would get it. I think she didn’t want me moving around her house. As she went through the beaded curtain to the kitchen, I caught a glimpse of a rusted chair, and flytape hanging from the ceiling, stuck with black flies. After she brought the water, and took away the Styrofoam plate, she settled back there, on her side of the beaded curtain, on the chair under the flytape, to wait.

         I was there from around 6 p.m. until midnight – this is my guess, anyway: I’m recalling this as best I can, you understand. The truth is that I only remember impressions – images, sounds, feelings. The sequence of events is just my reconstruction, based on what I know must have happened. However many hours it was, the time in the lady’s house passed slowly. The lady was old, black, poor; I was white, young, rich – she must have known who I was. We passed the hours in near-total silence. There was a dog tied up under the house: occasionally I heard the sound of it digging in the dirt, or the clank of a chain. Meanwhile, outside, the night grew deeper.

         The next thing I remember is seeing two men standing outside in the dark. I think this must have been outside of the lady’s house that I just described; I can’t remember being 9at any other house on the Trinidadian side. The men were black, and dressed in black, and with black cloths covering the lower half of their faces. I only saw them by the little bit of light cast from the doorway of the house. I didn’t want to go. For the first time, it crossed my mind that my father and uncle might have lied to me. From the doorway at the top of the stairs, I looked to the woman for help. I asked, ‘Go with them?’ She nodded, lips pursed. I looked at the men, and then I looked to her again, and she looked back at me without speaking.

         One of the men was impatient. ‘Come, come!’ he said. ‘We don’t have time to waste, you know.’ He wasn’t really in a hurry, he just wanted me to move. He was that kind of man.

         ‘You know who I am, right?’ I said. I was trying to sound bold, but who knows how my voice came out. ‘You know who my father is?’

         ‘Yes, yes,’ he said. ‘Don’t frighten. We know where you going. You will arrive alive.’ I remember those words – he said them in a jokey, rhyming way, like the TV advertisement for seat belts: Arrive alive! ‘Come, come. The boss-man done give all the instructions. Mr Bishop and them. We know what going on.’

         The other man hadn’t spoken yet. Now he said something in Spanish, and the first man answered him with a shrug.

         ‘Come on!’ the first man said. ‘Come onnn! You don’t know time waits for no man? Man, woman, cat, dog! We have a window, you know.’ He tapped his wrist. ‘Everything arranged. Is now for now we hadda go. It have all kinda 10people crossing that water tonight. And we don’t want to bounce up nobody. Now for now. Come.’

         Shakily, I went down the steps. The Trinidadian man walked in front; the Venezuelan one followed behind me. My legs were stiff from sitting, and it was hard to walk in the deep, soft sand. The Venezuelan tried to take my arm to help me, but I shook him off. In the darkness, the fallen coconuts all around us glimmered like skulls.

         There was a jetty, and a boat knocking against a wooden piling. The first man sat at the edge of the jetty and then disappeared. Then the other man held me under the armpits and pushed me to the edge. I struggled. Below, the other man was reaching up from the boat, grasping at my legs. I landed on something solid. Then: gaps, darkness; I just don’t remember. The other man must have got into the boat, they must have untied it from its moorings. The lurching was terrible. I must have been focussing on clinging on to whatever I could hold. Then we were moving; we were away from the shore.

         ‘You brought the hood?’ the man asked. ‘Put on the hood.’

         ‘You’re not wearing one,’ I said to the man. I looked at the other man, at the other side of the boat, but if he understood me, he gave no sign. ‘He’s not wearing one,’ I said. I was sus­picious, and afraid. We were still close enough to the shore that I could have jumped out and swum back.

         ‘I hadda see to be able to drive the boat,’ the man said. ‘And him, he’s a lookout.’ He pulled the scarf up so that it covered his mouth and nose, and he looked even more like 11a bandit than before. He called out to the Venezuelan man, and the Venezuelan man did the same.

         ‘Hood, hood,’ the man said, gesturing. ‘You brought it? Put it on.’

         I was going to jump out. You grow up in Trinidad, you learn how to smell danger: I wanted to get out. And then someone’s hands were around my head, or throat, or over my eyes; I tried to fight. Then I was being pressed against the bottom of the boat, and everything was dark. I stopped struggling. It would have been so easy for him to twist the pillowcase around my neck and strangle me. I let him put it over my head instead, and then I didn’t move again. We must have crossed the gulf like that, in the dark, the little boat lurching and smacking against the big ocean swells.

         
            *

         

         I remember arriving, and having to climb up onto something wooden, maybe a jetty. It was muddy; I remember slipping, and someone holding me by the arms. There were other people there, but I couldn’t see them in the dark. I don’t know who they were. Then there was another car, a jeep, with open windows. I got down into the footwell again, automatically, or maybe because of the wind. I was hardly awake. I didn’t know what time it was, or how long I’d been travelling, or where I was being taken. At some point I had to change car, and I think I might have been sick by the side of the road. The image I have of the place where this happened is like an ordinary open highway, the road wide and smoothly paved, all in darkness 12except for the occasional headlights of cars travelling in the opposite direction, on the other side of a low railing.

         At some point in the journey, in one of the cars, there was a woman in the back with me. I don’t know when she appeared. It was too dark to see her clearly: I remember just seeing her face in silhouette as she looked out the window. She was older than me. My impression was that she was thick-set, sturdy. And she was calm – that’s what I remember, mostly, that her presence was calming. I think now that she must have been one of the nuns from the house, but I didn’t know that then. She must have come in order to guide us to where we were going.

         It was daylight when we arrived at the place where I would stay. We had driven up a hill, past other scattered houses. All around us was green, the same deep dark forest green as in Trinidad. When the driver switched off the car, I was aware first of the green forest all around, and the clear jewelled voices of birdsong. Then a dog arrived at the gate, sheepishly, as if apologetic for being late. The dog was of no clear breed – brown, slender; knee-height, with a shaggy tail – a nice-looking dog, gentle and welcoming, barking politely, as if to let someone know we had arrived. She was like any other dog who would run up to a gate in Trinidad: even the bark, and the meaning of the bark, was the same. I was disoriented; I thought I might be in a dream. I looked at the woman who had gotten out of the car with me, and I touched her arm to see if she was real. She was sweating – along her forehead and on her cheeks, under her glasses. I said, ‘Venezuela?’ Because 13 I thought that maybe there had been some confusion, and that somehow I was back in Trinidad. She didn’t understand. I said, ‘Venezuela? Or Trinidad?’ And again, the other way: ‘Trinidad? Or Venezuela?’ When she understood, she smiled, and she said, ‘Venezuela.’ She lifted her hands, palms to the sky, and said some other words, and amongst the words I didn’t understand, she said again, ‘Venezuela.’

         She put an arm around me as we walked to the house. The gate was unlocked, all we had to do was open it, and we walked straight in, up the drive, with the little dog ambling beside us.

         I remember quite clearly what the house looked like from the outside. It was an ordinary two-storey house, painted white. There were flowerpots lining the driveway. There was a garden all around, dotted with ordinary fruit trees. The fence was diamond-meshed galvanised wire in some places, or brick wall in others, about four or five feet high. There was a big black PVC water tank just behind the house, up a slight slope.

         
            *

         

         I’ve spent many hours trawling through images online, try­ing to find this place again. But Venezuela is a big country. If you look at a map, you’ll see: it’s gigantic, nearly a million square kilometres. And outside of the big cities, the place is just forest. Try it. Look at a map, zoom in. Everywhere you look is forest. Even now, over forty years later, I still don’t know exactly where I was.14
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            2

         

         I feel I should clarify about the nuns. When you say ‘nuns’ nowadays, people think of evil, cruel women who starve girls and make them scrub floors – Caribbean nuns aren’t like that. For the most part, they’re cheerful women, busy, active. They run schools, they teach, they find housing for the destitute; they manage kitchens, they pray with the sick, bring food to the poor. And in Trinidad, it used to be the nuns who co-ordinated the relief efforts – for example, when there were floods, or when an island had been hit by a hurricane.

         I have very clear memories of how it used to work. Our school chapel used to be commandeered as a sort of hub: schoolchildren took part in the effort, and it was like a military operation, organising huge piles of donations into categories; laying out cardboard boxes at the ends of the pews, and distributing items amongst boxes. There were other adult helpers – some men, some other religious women – but it was the nuns who were in charge. They wore grey knee-length dresses, and simple black veils that covered their hair; and sensible shoes – shoes suitable for walking long distances in any terrain. When hurricanes were coming in, there was a sense of working against the clock, but the nuns were fearless, tireless: they strode up and down the aisles, 16directing operations, their veils fluttering in the wind. Later, I learned that those same nuns used to take the donations to the airport themselves, and as soon as the sky was clear, they would be out on the tarmac getting the boxes loaded onto the plane. Who knows, maybe they even flew the planes; I wouldn’t put it past some of them.

         They weren’t all particularly devout: I think now that they were just capable women – women who saw what needed to be done, and rolled up their sleeves and got on with it. Priests were a little different: they were more inclined to sit and complain about the country going to the dogs. But the nuns did the legwork. Nuns got things done. And nuns were trusted: I don’t know if they even needed things like passports to travel from one island to another, or if they just showed their faces and they were waved through.

         In that house in Venezuela, the nuns were all called ‘Hermana’, pronounced without the H, like ear-man-a. I’m sure there was at least one Hermana Maria: I keep returning to the name ‘Maria-Theresa’, but I could be making that up. I can’t remember the names of the others. I think there were four of them, or sometimes five; other local women came and went too. I have a recollection of a woman who I now think must have been a midwife, or maybe she was a doctor or nurse. In any case, they were all decent. We were fed; we were looked after. One Hermana was a stern sort of person, but there was none of the cruelty I’ve heard about in other places. And some of the girls cried now and then, but it wasn’t because of the nuns. 17

         I was there for four months, from August to November – long enough, you would think, to still have a clear picture of the place where I stayed, but I only remember fragments. One of the rooms had a black and white tiled floor, like a chess board: I remember that clearly. In the nuns’ office downstairs, there were leafy plants on a windowsill that made the light in that room dim: I remember shade and shadows where there should have been bright sun. And the house smelt of bleach and insect spray, just like Trinidad. In fact, many things were just like Trinidad. There was burglar-proofing over the windows, and beyond the windows there was a view of the criss-crossing flanks of the hills, much bigger than the hills at home, but carpeted in the same dark green as at home, the same thick, wild forest. There were the same noisy, squawking parrots as there were at home, and golden orioles, and hummingbirds who came frequently to the hibiscus; the same thick rope-like vines hanging from branches of the tall trees; the same peeping, whistling frog-calls that went on through the same hours of the night.

         From the garden, you came up a flight of steps and arrived at a sort of covered walkway, almost like a long balcony or gallery that ran along the high flank of the house. The bedrooms were up there, with doors onto this long balcony or walkway. Two or three beds in each room; mosquito nets over the beds. A crucifix on a nail hammered into the wall.

         When I first arrived, I shared a room with a girl called Salomé. I remember her name because it made an impression on me: I thought it was a name that existed only in the Bible. 18She was from Peru. I remember her sitting cross-legged on her bed, brushing her hair. I remember that part vividly: the long black hair; thick, shining hair.

         The floor on that covered walkway just outside the bedrooms was tiled, and very slippery when it rained. I was there in rainy season: it rained often. Girls picked their way along carefully, barefooted or in rubber flip-flops, pressing their clothing flat against their bellies so they could see down to the floor.

         I slipped on that floor on my first morning there. I think it was my first morning: everything was still new and unfamiliar. Probably, someone had spoken a warning about the wet floor, but I hadn’t understood it in Spanish, or maybe hadn’t heard above the noise of the rain beating against the corrugated-iron roof. I had followed the other girls out of the bedrooms, but then for some reason I had fallen behind, and when I ran to catch them up, I slipped on the wet tiles and fell. I slid some way along, and crashed into the balcony railing. I began to examine my leg, and I saw, now in daylight, the bruises and cuts that had appeared on my body during the long journey the day before. Inside my body, the baby kicked vigorously. I could feel the sickening gliding movements of the small body pushing against my own organs.

         One of the Hermanas came up looking for me – not the stern one. I remember her as being rosy-cheeked and energetic, with glasses; brown-skinned, with very sparse grey hair. She might have been in her fifties. She linked her arm through mine and helped me downstairs, plucking occasionally at my 19wet clothes. Downstairs, I heard the other girls’ voices, and smelt food – good food: coffee, fried eggs, toast. The nun took me to a room, and opened a cupboard and pulled out clothes on hangers. She held them against my body to see the size, talking cheerfully all the while in Spanish, exclaiming at how nice they would look.

         A hot feeling of humiliation spread over my body, thinking of having to strip off in full view of the nun to change out of my wet clothes. She must have understood, because she led me to a bathroom nearby. I remember a toilet cubicle, smelling strongly of bleach, and very dark once the door was closed. There was just enough light from the breeze blocks near the ceiling for me to see what I was doing.

         In the dark bathroom, I changed into the dress Hermana had given me, and folded up my wet clothes. When I came out, I held the little wet bundle out to the nun, as if to ask, What shall I do with these? I must have been crying, because she took my face in her hands and wiped her thumbs under my eyes, and she hugged me and spoke gently in Spanish. And after I had calmed down, she took me to the kitchen, where five or six other girls were seated at a long table. I took my place with them, and someone set a plate of food in front of me.

         
            *

         

         I know now that I was in Venezuela for nearly four months, but while I was there, it was hard to keep track of time, when every day seemed just like the one that had gone before. The only day that was different was Sunday: when a priest came 20and said Mass to us in the little prayer room downstairs.

         And there were other visitors: we weren’t exactly sealed away from the world, or locked in a prison, or anything like that. A man came to cut back the bush in the garden; a different man came and pushed a lawn mower around. There might have been a different man again who came with a ladder and took away a jack spaniard nest from the high ceiling, but it’s possible that he was the same man who cut back the bush. (I have a vague recollection that one of the men was deaf, possibly the one who cut the grass. But maybe he wasn’t really deaf; maybe I just misunderstood what someone said as we looked out the window at the man, in black rubber boots, and a bandana over his mouth and nose, diligently pushing the lawn mower, green flecks of grass flying up and sticking to his clothes.) And the nuns went out in a car sometimes, on some business or other. Once, a girl had to go to hospital: I don’t know where the hospital was, or how they got her there. The girl didn’t come back.

         I had brought schoolwork with me: I was supposed to be doing work for my A levels. I remember sitting at a table somewhere in the house and trying to study. One girl did workouts from a VHS tape. There was a room with a sewing machine; the sound of the sewing machine whirring. And we made beaded jewellery – once, or many times, I can’t remember. We might have been on a patio, or in some open sort of room. On the table, the beads were in plastic packets, and we had to open the packets and empty the different coloured beads into bowls, and the girls sat around the table 21threading beads in patterns onto fine nylon thread, like a fishing wire.

         Sometimes children came to the house, and we played clapping games with them, and ran races with them on the grass. And newspapers arrived – not daily, but just from time to time – in big stacks, pressed into cardboard boxes or paper bags. Several times, I was given the job of packing these newspapers away, into the bottom of a cupboard in the nuns’ office, or, when that was full, into an unused bathtub in the bathroom downstairs, the same one where I had gotten changed in the dark on my first morning at the house. I barely looked at the papers: they were all in Spanish, and, in any case, whatever politics or events they talked about seemed to bear no relevance to me, or, in fact, to any of us in the house.

         I had never been near a woman in labour before. Whenever it happened, the rest of the girls gathered in one of the bedrooms upstairs – to stay out of the way, or just to be together, I’m not sure. That screaming: it was like listening to someone trapped in a fire. At first we tried to play cards together, but then girls lay on their beds with their pillows over their heads, or prayed, or paced around the room.

         The first time, I remember the feeling of relief when the girl downstairs finally went quiet. And then the surprise at hearing the new voice, the baby’s sudden wail. One of the girls in the bedroom closed her eyes and clasped her hands. We went downstairs, quietly, huddling together as we walked.

         In the room where it had happened, the girl on the bed was covered with a sheet up to her chin. She looked like a 22corpse. One Hermana was bundling up some dirty sheets. Another woman I didn’t know was on her hands and knees, wiping the floor with wads of newspaper. Another Hermana was holding the bundled baby in her arms. It was a real baby: you could see movements from within the bundle of blankets. The nun smiled, and touched her forefinger to the baby’s cheek. The girl just lay on the bed, under her sheet. She was so still that I thought that she might actually be dead. Her head turned very slightly on the pillow, and her eyes followed where the baby moved.

         When my turn came, the pain was worse than I imagined. I don’t know who was there; I don’t know if they gave me anything for the pain. At a certain point, after it was over, I became aware of a rasping sound, like the sound of a saw being pushed back and forth: it was a shock to realise the sound came from me, that it was the sound of my own breath. On the bed, and on the newspaper laid over the floor, there were huge splashes of deep dark red, and footprints made with the same dark red, as if someone had been careless with a can of paint. It was hard to believe that I had been at the centre of all this. Not far away, a Hermana was wiping the baby with a towel. The baby was purple-grey-coloured, in blotches; wet, smeared in blood and what looked like whitish wax. The legs were folded at the knee, and the folded knees pressed right up against the belly so that they made a dent. The feet were curved, like birds’ feet might be. The fists were loosely clenched, but the fingers moved.

         As for myself, all I remember is a sense of shock – that I 23was still alive, when death had seemed so close. And a bigger, deeper shock too – the same one that many women feel after giving birth for the first time, I think: that sudden dawning of understanding.

         The night after the baby was born, I stayed in a different room upstairs on my own. The other girls brought me food, and mugs of hot sweet tea. Downstairs, the baby cried all night. I knew that another lady would come in a car, sometime soon, and take the baby away: I’d seen the lady several times by then – a nice-looking lady, well dressed, efficient, organised. She came with a helper, and in the trunk of her car she had things like boxes of diapers and baby clothes and tins of Klim – all the things you needed for a baby.

         When one of the Hermanas came to get me the next morning, I was dressed and ready, waiting to be told what to do. A car was outside the gate, its engine running. The Hermana hugged me and said to go quickly, not to keep the driver waiting. She looked exhausted, with dark bags under her eyes. I remember thinking that with her hair uncovered, she looked just like an ordinary woman.

         I set off down the stairs and down the drive, walking slowly. I still looked pregnant, my stomach still bloated and round from where the baby had just been. In fact, when the driver saw me, he switched off the engine and he went inside the house to find the Hermana, to make sure he was taking the right girl. I stood by the car to wait. It must have been early. The morning was fresh and cool, the dew not yet burnt away, and full of birdsong. The house was quiet. The little 24dog waited with me by the gate, wagging her tail gently. The man came back, hurrying down the drive, and gave me a thumbs-up. Quickly, he got into the front seat and started the car. We had better go, he said; we had to catch the tide, and it was a long drive.

         I started getting into the passenger seat in the back, but I hesitated, the car door open, one foot still on the ground. Many times have I returned to this moment in my memory. I was still so close to the baby then: I was only just outside the gate of the house; a matter of forty or fifty yards. The man looked over his shoulder and smiled a reassuring smile, saying in Spanish that it was okay, that I would be safe; that he was going to take me to the coast as the nuns had instructed him; that I had nothing to fear. I mumbled something in response. With one hand, I grasped the back of the passenger seat in front, the warm plastic sliding under my sweating fingers. Doubtfully, I pulled my other leg in, so both feet were in the footwell. My hand reached out for the door, and pulled it shut. I pulled myself forward as if to speak to the driver, but I didn’t know what to say. He put the car in gear and we moved off. I looked over my shoulder, through the window. No one was in the front yard, or on the upstairs gallery. Only the little brown dog who had followed me down the driveway was there, and she wasn’t even waiting at the gate, but already walking back to the house, calmly, as if nothing important had happened.

         When I finally got back home – all the way home: up the southern main road, past the oilfields, past the airport, 25through Port of Spain, and up to our house at the top of the hill – I remember that when I got out of the car – daytime, in the full glare of the afternoon sun – our dogs didn’t recognise me. They barked as if I were an intruder: my mother and father had to push them back. Possibly my father took the dogs around to the back to tie them up, or he put them in the maid’s room which was just there off the carport. At some point, my mother and I were alone, there in the shade of the carport at the front of the house, and my mother put her arms tightly around me. I stood with my arms at my sides. She held me by the shoulders and gazed into my eyes, as if she thought that, by looking deeply into my eyes, she could see for herself what had happened. She shook me a little, holding me by the shoulders. I stared back at her, mute. Her eyes narrowed. She was saying, without words: Oh, so you’re not going to talk to me, is that it? Is that how it’s going to be?

         And then she tried a different tactic: she loosened her grip and she said, in a soft voice, woman to woman, ‘How was it? It was bad?’ And then I spoke, my first words since returning. I said, ‘Well, it’s done now. That’s the main thing, isn’t it?’ I remember that I spoke harshly, that I was full of bitterness. And my mother, her eyes narrowing further, hearing my tone, said, ‘Yes. It is. And you’re lucky that you have parents who will do so much for you, make all these arrangements, and shell out money, and take you back. Eh? You feeling wrong-and-strong now, but over time, you will think about what you’ve done, and you will see that we were right.’ And I stared at her without responding, and eventually said, 26with restrained sarcasm, ‘Can I go now?’ My mother stepped aside and I went slowly up the steps, the concrete steps that led from the carport up to the front door of the house. I was aware of her eyes inspecting my body as I went. I must have looked a fright. There must have been blood all over me: it was probably the smell of blood that had most terrified and confused the dogs. My stomach was still rounded from where the baby had been. My whole body was fatter, more flabby. My hair had grown; it would have been ragged, windswept, caked with sea-grime. And whatever clothes I was wearing must have been darkened and salt-stained with seawater, from when I had gotten out of the boat and clambered through the waves up to the shore.
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         The account I’ve just given – of how I travelled to Venezuela and stayed in a house with nuns and had a baby when I was sixteen – is a story I’ve never told to anyone before, at least not in the way I just did, recounting almost the entirety of what I remember. On the rare occasion when I have spoken about it, I’ve done so only in fragments: reluctant confessions uttered in a single breath and followed by an embarrassed silence. I had a baby when I was sixteen. I went to Venezuela. The baby was given up for adoption. She was a girl. I kept it a secret. For the last forty-odd years, the story has existed only in these disconnected pieces. It’s only now, at this relatively late stage of my life, that I’m trying to properly put all these fragments together.

         
            *

         

         On the internet forums, I go by the username Dawn_in_London, or I use my married name, Dawn Wilson. But my real name is Bishop. If you’ve ever been to Trinidad, you’d know our name, from Bishop’s Fruit Juices. It’s a well-known brand. It was the first company my family owned, started up by my grandfather in the 1950s and still going strong today. I’m Dawn Bishop. Kenneth Bishop is my 28father; his older brother, Lloyd, is my uncle.

         My uncle Lloyd lived down in the south of the island, as I’ve already said, but we lived near the capital, Port of Spain. I lived with my parents and two brothers in a house at the top of a hill, just off the north coast road. For nearly all the time that I was growing up, we had the whole hill to ourselves. In fact, it was my father who cut the road through the forest and built the house. He had these things done, I mean: he paid for them to be done. He bought the land from the government and, over a period of months, heavy machinery rumbled up the hill – bulldozers and yellow caterpillar machines that tore down trees and dug out big clumps of red earth. Trucks came with ton-loads of gravel: I still remember the roar of that gravel being poured out, and how the surface of the big grey conical heap was like a mountain after rain; how tributaries formed along its sides as little stones slithered down; how whole sections of flanks broke and shifted; how dust floated above it and settled in the leaves of the trees. In the paths cut between the trees, men in black boots raked asphalt in black clumps; then they stood back, leaning on their rakes as the steamroller rumbled slowly past. They only cut down the smaller trees, the ones needed to clear space for the road: the mango trees, lime trees, portugals, breadfruit, pommecythère. My parents told the men to leave the big samaan trees where they were, and most of the flamboyants, and the two teak trees down at the bottom of the hill, by the golf course. And the silk cotton tree: we wouldn’t have cut it down anyway, but with their country-bookie superstition, the labourers wouldn’t even go near it. 

         29In any case, the house was in a nice spot. The view from the patio out back was of the surrounding hills, green and lush in the rainy season, and misty with low cloud, but it was the privacy my father liked, rather than the view. In the evenings, he liked to sit out on the patio with my uncle dis­cussing company business, and to be able to talk without the risk of anyone overhearing. Some weekends, all my father’s extended family would come up to Port of Spain from San Fernando, the town in south Trinidad where they lived. Then, other chairs would be found and dragged out to the patio, white plastic chairs, iron folding chairs, velvet-padded mahogany dining chairs, to add to the bamboo set that was already there. The grown-ups would settle themselves into a loose circle, and they’d be out on the patio talking and laugh­ing late into the night. I would be amongst the little horde of children who roamed up and down the slope of the garden, or in and out of the house.

         Those were the oil boom years – the 1970s and 1980s. Anyone familiar with the region will remember those glory days, or will have heard them spoken of. Money flowed like water, back in those days. They were the days of oil being thirty-five dollars a barrel, and in Trinidad, offshore rigs started popping up all along every coast: north, south, east and west. They were the days of the new Bee-Wee jumbo jets, and weekly flights to Miami, New York, Toronto and London. The days of the old waving gallery at Piarco Airport, where people came from all over the island on a Sunday afternoon, just for the thrill of seeing the big planes take off 30and land. It was the era of Peter Minshall – his ‘River’ band, the legendary Mancrab and Washerwoman. Carnival, never a small affair, became bigger, grander: Sparrow renamed himself The Mighty Sparrow; Kitchener became Lord Kitchener. The West Indies cricket team ruled the world; in downtown Port of Spain, men walked like kings.

         It was during those decades, those oil boom years, that the Bishops’ businesses really took off. It wasn’t just that people had money in their pockets: what really made the difference to us was the availability of labour. The biggest problem for any business owner, my father and uncle said, those evenings out on the patio, was labour – finding people willing to get off their backsides and work. But during the oil boom, labour flowed in to Trinidad from all around the region. From all the little islands – Grenada, St Lucia, Barbados, St Kitts, St Vincent; and even from big places: Jamaica, Guyana, Vene­zuela. Before, we used to have one car that my mother and father shared; now, new cars appeared in our driveway: a brand-new silver Nissan Royal saloon for my father, and a new white Toyota Corolla for my mother. On the patio, there was much discussion of buying a yacht, or a time-share in Florida, or of importing racehorses from Barbados.

         But they were idle discussions: even I, the youngest, listening from the wings, could tell the grown-ups weren’t serious about those things. When would they have time to go to Florida? ‘And what’re you going to do there?’ they said to each other. (Several people would speak at once, so it was impossible to say who exactly was saying what.) Play golf? 31But look the golf course right there! You could go down the hill right there, and look, you could play golf! And as for getting a yacht? Why for? To see the sea? But they could already drive twenty minutes, and look Maracas Bay right there. Right there! What’s the point in buying a big yacht, just to show everybody how you richer than them? They didn’t have time for golf, or to look after a boat, they agreed. When you own a business? It’s only work, work, work. Work, work, work: all your time goes into the business, to make it grow.

         
            *

         

         Our family didn’t start off wealthy, by the way, whatever people might like to say about us these days. And, yes, we look mostly fair-skinned, but it’s rare for Trinidadians to be 100 per cent of any one race, and our family is no different. My grandfather, Frankie Bishop, who started the fruit business in the 1950s: he’s the only one in our family who could confidently be said to be white-white, the son of a Portuguese mother and an Irish father, both immigrants to Trinidad in the late 1800s. But Frankie’s wife, my grandmother on my father’s side, was from Guyana – in photos, you can see she’s mixed, white with something: actually she was part Amerindian, or what they would call ‘indígena’ on the mainland. On my mother’s side, we know about Spanish, French and East Indian: who knows what else there is. In our family, we carry a range of skin tones. My middle brother, Ryan, has very pale skin and hazel eyes, and is prone to sunburn. I have quite fair skin, but I have dark 32hair and eyes; I have a few freckles, and my skin tans easily. My older brother, Warren, is the darkest of the three of us: when he goes abroad, people usually take him for South American, and they try to speak to him in Spanish.

         So although we’re more or less classed as white in Trini­dad, we’re just ordinary Trinidadians like everyone else. And society isn’t segregated or anything – it’s true that there are a couple of neighbourhoods that are predominantly white, but there are also places around Trinidad and Tobago that are known for being mostly Indian, say, or mostly black. Every­one mixes up together, mostly quite comfortably – there’s Chinese and Syrian too, in our rather weird and wonderful mix of cultures. Everyone is welcome at the various religious festivals, for example, whether Christmas, Diwali, Eid, any­thing: in Trinidad, wherever there’s food, people will happily join any celebration.

         Of course, it’s not all peace and harmony; there’s friction too, undeniably. But the point I want to make is that the Bishops were never colonial landowners or anything like that. My grandfather bought a few acres of land from the government and he planted citrus trees – oranges, limes, grapefruits, portugals, shaddock. It was just him and his wife, in the early days, and they picked the fruit themselves and squeezed and bottled it. When they had children, the children helped, and gradually they went into other fruit: mango, guava, soursop, coconut. It took decades, generations, for the business to expand into all the other areas that the Bishops are now known for: tinned fruit, bottled water; then 33transport, and construction, general import/export.

         We weren’t unique in being successful in business, by the way. Many other families in Trinidad have done the same – started businesses and worked hard and done well – not only white people. As far as the Bishops are concerned, what my grandfather Frankie always said, and what my father and uncle said after Frankie died, and what my brother Warren says now, is this: anyone in Trinidad who was willing to work hard could have bought a patch of land and planted some trees, as Frankie did. Anyone who wanted to could have made a living out of what was already growing on this island. You only have to take one look at this place, as Frankie said, to see fruit on every tree, fruit littered all over the ground.

         
            *

         

         Fruit! In our household, when we were growing up in Trinidad, one thing we always had plenty of was fruit. The fruit farm was down south, close to my uncle’s house, about an hour and a half’s drive from where we lived, but of course my father was up and down the southern main road nearly every day, and the farm labourers came up to Port of Spain often too, for one thing or another, and they always threw a few sacks of fruit into the pick-up truck with them.
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