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THANKS


I started writing when I was almost seventy. I am now eighty years old. The Stranger who was Myself is my third book.


I am grateful to all the people and places, the accidents of fate, the lucky gifts and chance encounters that have brought me to this place.


I give thanks to:


Yvonne Lafond, for the gift of life and for your fierce, protecting love.


Paul for your everlasting love. You bring boundless happiness. Every day.


Rhiannon, Gareth, Carys. You are my manna, my heart, my treasure.


Gordon, Matthew, Harriet, Angelique for saying yes.


Siân, Paul, Jack, Skye, Hugo, Elle, John, Beatrix, Solomon. Miracles of hope, joy, promise.


Annette, Carol, Anthony for cherished childhood.


David, Thora, Philip, Vivian, Dinah for immediate and continuing embrace.


Pappy for never letting on.


Jeffrey for us growing up together.


My biological father for half my DNA.


Trinidad and Tobago. This brilliant, bravez-danger, outrageous, unbelievable, generous, gifted place where I was lucky to be born and am privileged to call home.


Cymru / Wales for a home from home.


The Bocas Lit Fest, The Cropper Foundation and The UWI St Augustine for unimagined openings.


The Bookclub for a sustaining sisterhood.


Jeremy and Hannah at Peepal Tree Press. For your friendship and unwavering support, thank you. Again.
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Love after love


The time will come


when, with elation,


you will greet yourself arriving


at your own door, in your own mirror,


and each will smile at the other’s welcome,


and say, sit here. Eat.


You will love again the stranger who was your self.


Give wine. Give bread. Give back your heart


to itself, to the stranger who has loved you


all your life, whom you ignored


for another, who knows you by heart.


Take down the love letters from the bookshelf,


the photographs, the desperate notes,


peel your own image from the mirror.


Sit. Feast on your life.


— Derek Walcott


We walk through ourselves, meeting robbers, ghosts, giants, old men, young men, wives, widows, brothers-in-love. But always meeting ourselves.


— James Joyce, Ulysses


If you know whence you came, there are absolutely no limitations to where you can go.


— James Baldwin


We all have to make our own arrangements with the past


— Ian McEwan









For Sian, Paul, Jack, Skye, Hugo, Elle, John, Beatrix, Solomon and those yet unborn with so much love and gratitude for the gift of you
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This is my arrangement with much of my past. With few exceptions, all the people mentioned here are real people I know as well as anyone can know anyone else. I’m not sure how much of myself I know after this exploration into the past.









GREET


Is there a way in which all of us are fictional characters, parented by life and written by ourselves?


James Wood









THE TIME WILL COME


I understand now what you saw when you looked at it. I followed your gaze as your eyes took in the white lettering on the two blue enamelled street signs set at right-angles to each other on a concrete post, the low wall curving round the two streets, the green twisted-wire fence that topped it, the gallery that mirrored that curve and the jutting bay room that anchored it on the right, the fretwork-fringed porte cochère, the little oval blue enamelled street number plate fastened to its front, the steeply sloping corrugated galvanize roof streaked red-brown by time, the finials at the ridge-ends pointing fingers to the sky: at each feature your eyes widening, your smile broadening. It is… it is… exquisite, you said. Exquisite.


I didn’t see exquisite. I saw an old-fashioned house built of the wattle and daub we here call nuggin, and wood too – wood floors, wood windows, wood partitions, everywhere wood, ordinary wood, a wood that looked solid until you touched it and your fingers felt no resistance, felt something thin like paper that you could punch through to reveal secret tunnels, branching and interlocking; a separate nuggin and wood kitchen shed outside; a separate wood latrine out in the back. Everything about it shaming and shameful. It did not have the tiles, the solid concrete blocks, the glass, the everything-anyone-needed kitchen, proper facilities like a bathroom with a shower and flush toilet. It wasn’t the modern everything I’d aspired to when I lived there.


Many years into the future when we had not just the one – she straddling your hip that morning as we stood on the pavement at the corner of Reid Lane and Pelham Street, Belmont – but three little ones, Sundays would find you donning your wide-brimmed burgundy West Indies cricket hat, piling a chair, a tripod and a camera bag into the car trunk. You’d be leaving home to trawl through the streets and lanes of Belmont, Woodbrook, Gonzales, Laventille, Piccadilly, Corbeau Town and beyond in search of suitable subjects. On finding one you would park, stand on the chair on the pavement and in the street, adding to your six-foot height for a better view, and methodically document on film – and written notes – whatever you could of it, so that over time you had a record of perhaps a couple of hundred or more of those fast-disappearing, exquisite houses. I would, on those Sundays, recall that love-at-first-sight moment when that future must have reached back in time to tap you on the shoulder, that day when you pronounced my childhood home exquisite.


In the years before that day, those early years of our life together far away from here, I hadn’t told you anything about the house where I grew up. I don’t know why, but somehow it had never come up in conversation. Did it seem as odd to you then as it now does to me? After all, I knew your family home and there must have been lots of opportunities for me to make comparisons or reflect aloud about my old home. But then again there was so much about me, about my past, that I didn’t talk about, that you didn’t know about even after the almost nine years we’d been together. But that day we were there and I was glad you could find out for yourself all you had perhaps silently wondered about my old home and, perhaps, about me.


The red concrete steps leading to the gallery, the green sweet-oil tins lining the steps, were as bright as if Marmie had painted them the day before, but the palms standing in the tins, their branches withered brown and brittle, told a different story, a story of Marmie’s absence – as if the deep grey dust that registered the soles of our shoes in the gallery, like a burglar’s shoe-print in wet soil outside an open window in an old-fashioned whodunit, wasn’t clue enough. I marvelled at how excited you were to be there, how much you wanted to explore, to see everything, anxious to ask me questions and get answers about the life of the house, my life in the house. But oh, how I now regret I didn’t try to match your enthusiasm. I felt heavy, as if the weight of the empty present and the too-full past had seeped from the very pores of the house to fall on my shoulders, squeezing all vitality out of me, rendering me silent, dull.


Shall we go round the back? you asked. We went down the steps and there, walking past Marmie’s front garden, a sharp burst of minty fragrance distilled from her chrysanthemums dispelled my churlishness. I smiled up at you, you squeezed my hand, and it was with a lighter heart I continued along the side of the house, stepping on moss cushions, deep and springy from the lack of human tread, rounded the corner, and there we were, in the backyard.


The back doors of the main house were bolted shut, but, across the yard, the kitchen, lacking doors, was wide open and out of that doorway there hurtled a screeching something. The apparition landed on the top step of the house, its plumage so black, so glossy, it gleamed purple. It shook a cape of gold from its crown, extended its wings like one of those birds of prey on a coat of arms, stretched its neck to the sky, lifted its head and trumpeted a burst of territorial crowing. At that summons, a fussy, compact little brown hen emerged from the doorway and around her peep-peep-peeped three or four yellow chicks. Remember how our little one wanted to get closer, to pick up one of the chicks, but I was too afraid to let her? That cock’s crowing was not a warm welcome, not with those powerful wings that would allow him to fly at us like a real bird, not with those calculating yellow-ringed eyes beneath that scarlet comb carried like a triumphant warrior’s crown, blood-red wattles swaying under his chin, not with that dagger of a beak and heel-spurs like drawn knives.


Marmie had always had a few fowls scrabbling about in the yard, but she’d been gone such a long time that these could not be ones she’d left; these must have been several generations down the line, and without Marmie there to scatter corn on mornings, I guessed that each new generation must have got fewer and fewer in number, reverting more and more to their original wild state. They’d survived through that ceaseless peck-peck-pecking in the ground that comes instinctively, feasting on their natural fare of insects, lizards, frogs, congarees and worms. I’ve seen chickens catch butterflies and cockroaches in flight – the meal in flight, I mean, not the diners. I remember Marmie opening a drawer and finding that a mouse had nested there, taking the drawer out into the yard and tipping it over. The chickens, with a mad fluttering, had scrambled towards the shredded paper, old Christmas cards, rubber bands and bits of geometry tin contents and, scratching through these, revealed a half-dozen or so squirming pink blobs, like animated cartoon marshmallows. They skewered them with their beaks, lifting their heads, and swallowing them whole. These now in the yard hadn’t starved, they weren’t homeless, they’d adapted to change. I thought about that for a while and it seemed to me that whatever resilience and acumen it requires to take an evolutionary backward step in one’s habits, and learn to look after oneself in changed circumstances, these chickens certainly showed they had it.


I’d left a home far away where I was happy and comfortable and returned to this home of my pushed-aside past in this strange yet familiar country. I hadn’t come back alone. I brought you and her, my family – my precious other selves. To you and her everything about this place, this country, was new. I looked at the fowls, who by now had gone about their own business as if we weren’t there, and I wondered whether I, too, had hidden in some primeval part of my being the endurance, the ability to become as adjusted as they to this place where we found ourselves. I wondered even more how you, how she, how we, would adjust.


Back on the pavement, I took a last look at the house. It was locked but it wasn’t abandoned. In it lived my life from girl to woman. In it, too, were Marmie, Annette, Carol and Tony. There was my grandmother, my aunts and uncles, friends and family, neighbours. There was Pappy too. This is the house that grew me, and it is to all that happened while I lived there, and all that I learned when I lived there, that I must return if I am to make sense of who I was then, who I am now, and how I have become myself.









DOOR


Pappy asked my aunt’s husband to tell me that he was going to sell the house. So what about Marmie? I asked. He replied that Pappy said that since it didn’t look like she was coming back, he had to make a decision. What if she does come back? Where would she live? She could decide for herself, he said. Pappy would give her half of what he got for the house to do with whatever she wanted.


It was the second week of my return home, July 1971. My husband’s work permit hadn’t yet come through and he was under threat of deportation, even though he had a government job on a three-year contract. I was due to take up teaching in a matter of weeks, a requirement of my scholarship contract. We were staying with my aunt, my mother’s sister, at her home, with six of her seven children and her husband, Pappy’s go-between. We were looking for a place of our own to rent while still searching for suitable day-care for our two-year old. We had no car since the Hillman Hunter we’d bought new with our slender UK savings and a local loan was stolen a couple of days after we’d visited the house in that first week of our arrival. That’s how things were with us, with me, when Pappy dropped on me, not in person, but through an intermediary, the news of his intention.


I hadn’t seen my old home for the decade of my life away. It held the memories of my growing years, and now, before I could even properly reconnect with it, Pappy was going to sell it. At the time I didn’t question why he’d waited for my return to do this. I had been away for so long that I was out of touch with family and with people’s ways of thinking and doing things, so much so that I was effectively a stranger. I suppose I may have taken it for granted that Pappy wanted us all, all four of our mother’s children, to be present and in agreement with his plan before he acted. It was a quick and naïve assumption, and it was only later that I saw how much I had erred.


I mean how present were we as a collective called Marmie’s children, as collaboratively concerned with seeking our mother’s interest, anyway? I asked them, my siblings, how they felt about Pappy wanting to sell the house? Well, it’s his. He can do what he wants. That seemed to be their position and how could it be anything else? I’d left Marmie with her children as a unit, but I had come back to find her gone and her children scattered. Annette and Carol were married with husbands and children of their own, both living in Diego Martin, some distance from Belmont, and Tony, now twenty-one, lived nearby in Belmont with family friends, and there was I, newly arrived and not alone, staying with family until we found a place of our own. I didn’t rally them, my two sisters and brother, to look more closely at the implications of our easy dismissal of interest in Pappy’s intention. They had their own lives to get on with and it could be that they felt some relief in imagining that this house sale would sever their last link to him. After the house was sold, it became clear to me that I had walked into a trap, a set-up, contrived and carefully laid by Pappy himself, very likely with my uncle-in-law’s connivance, and that I had, by my quick and easy agreement to the sale of the house, allowed myself and my siblings to be accomplices in defrauding our mother of what was her due by virtue of her many, many years of investment in her home.


I was eleven when we moved into 74 Pelham Street. From the road, where the open-tray Ford truck pulled up with us and our belongings, my mother and we children saw a cream, single-storey house with a long narrow-roofed extension over the front path, steps leading up from the path to a wide gallery backed by three sets of double doors, with big clear knobbly-patterned glass panel inserts. 74 Pelham Street also had another address, 10 Reid Lane, for it was a corner house, and the gallery wrapped round to give views over both streets. I wanted to believe, to hope that all of it was ours as we walked through the gate, but Marmie didn’t go up the steps to the gallery to enter the house by either of the double glass doors, or by the solid wooden door to the bay room. We children followed her round a path between the side of the house and a tall galvanize fence that separated the house spot from the next-door house, past the bay room to the backyard. Marmie handed baby Tony to me, and we children stood in the yard while she climbed four plain concrete steps to a closed door. At the top step she unbolted the door, which turned out to be only the top half of the door. She swung it open and latched it against the outside wall. She then reached in to unbolt the lower half. She swung it back and walked in.


This was our future home. Two rooms at the back, behind the bay room. Those two rooms were to be our everywhere space, for sleeping, sitting, eating. Everything else we needed was shared with the other occupants of the house. How it was worked out that ours was the right-hand part of the kitchen shed behind and separate from the house, and the right-hand stall of a two-compartment, single-pit latrine outhouse further behind, I don’t know; perhaps we simply inherited those arrangements from the former occupants of our part of the house.


There was just one kitchen sink, shared by all the tenants. This was a deep concrete structure built on the outside wall of the left side of the kitchen shed and reached from the inside through an opening in that wall. There was one brass tap, and a hole at the base of the sink for the wastewater to fall directly into the concrete drain that ran out into the street gutter. Vivid green algae flourished in that drain. I would watch its long lush strands like mermaids’ hair waving in an underwater world as water from the sink rippled through.


The open-to-the-sky shower, which was everybody’s, was a simple affair of three walls of galvanised sheeting leaning against the wall of our side of the kitchen shed. One sheet, fastened to the others by hinges, swung as a door. A galvanised pipe, bent overhead, was intended as the water supply, but as water was always scarce, bathing was often simply dipping from a metal bucket the water fetched from the standpipe on Reid Lane. There, against the law, grown men, barely recognisable through the thick white suds covering them from head to toe, naked but for drawers, stood on mornings rubbing extravagant handfuls of foaminess under arms, over bodies and reaching down their hands massaging clean the unseeable bits, and, sloshing whole bucketsful over themselves, emerged clean and gleaming. As years went by, a carelessly dropped zaboca seed germinated, grew and flourished just outside the shower, giving it a shape-shifting, living roof of branches, leaves and fruit.


Our half of the kitchen and our compartment of the latrine was also used by Miss Cobus, the occupant of the bay bedroom at the front of our two rooms. That first day, she told my mother she had one child, a son, living in America. She showed us his picture – a sepia print of a young man in a military uniform. In the other half of the house, in the original living and dining rooms and the gallery, lived a family of mother, father, and three children. We didn’t see them on the first day. They had the left latrine compartment and the left side of the kitchen shed, the side with the shared sink. Also in the back, next to the latrine shed, was a guava tree that seemed to produce year round such an abundance of fruit that I could never understand why the phrase ‘guava season’ means hard times, because, daily, passers-by would call out, Neighbour, I just picking up some guava here, and a woman would come in with a basin to collect fallen fruit to be made into jam or guava cheese for home use or sale. Marmie, too, would collect fruit and make guava jelly, gifts for family and friends, rows of jars of clear red jelly, as pretty as jewels. When sunlight shone through Marmie’s guava jelly, I thought it more beautiful than a stained-glass window in church.


Our proudest furniture was Marmie’s parting gift from her disappointed mother – a handsome three-piece mahogany bedroom set. These were set up in the innermost of our two rooms, the room that had a common wall with Miss Cobus’s bay room. Taking up the most space was a massive bed where Marmie and the younger three children slept. Under the bed was storage – numerous cardboard boxes of clothes that one or other of us had outgrown and were awaiting a younger one to grow into, boxes of rags, a couple of cardboard grips, boxes of old newspapers to wrap things in – and also to be torn to size for the latrine. Also under the bed resided an enamel posie for night-time use, as we children were not allowed to venture out to the latrine in the dark.


The second furniture item was a dressing table with three deep drawers on either side where our folding clothes went, and one, longer, shallow one in the middle for our mother’s jewellery. In the space under that middle drawer there was a matching stool. A big round mirror was attached at the back, and over the drawers was a wide surface where our mother placed three embroidered, lace-edged, delicate, fine linen doilies – an oval one in the middle and a smaller round one on each side. These she alternated with ecru crocheted ones as the seasons changed from festive to ordinary. On the doilies she set a tortoiseshell backed hairbrush, a matching hand mirror and comb set, which were never used, her talcum power, her face powder and a hairbrush and comb for regular daily use.


The big matching mahogany wardrobe, the third piece, had two doors, each with brass handles and a tiny brass keyhole into which a pretty little key fitted. Inside ran a long brass rail for hanging clothes. We never had enough hangers. Hangers were of wood with a wire hook and, on these, three, sometimes four garments were hung, one over the other, so that to find a particular dress, you peeped under the skirts, peeling them apart to find the one you wanted, hoping it wasn’t too far under, because you’d have the task of lifting the others off, taking the one you wanted and putting the others back, one at a time, steupsing all the while, knowing you had to leave things just as you found them. Above the rail was a shelf, half the depth of the wardrobe, where Marmie put her hats, our church hats, her handbags, including those whose clasps were broken or straps were beyond repair, for in these she stored important documents such as birth certificates, ours and hers, rent receipts, receipts for purchases, receipts for pawned jewellery, letters, ration cards and the like. A lower shelf was for shoes. The wardrobe and dressing table drawers were lined with cedar whose fragrance hit you so powerfully right in the centre of your forehead when you opened the doors, that you only had to close your eyes to feel yourself not there at all, but somehow magicked off to an unknown, faraway, mysterious place.


There was a pair of jalousie doors between our two rooms, but these were never closed. In the second room, the one nearest the backyard, there was a wire-mesh-sided food safe, a canvas folding cot where we sat, if we ever needed to sit indoors during the day, and where I, as the privileged eldest child, slept at night. In this back room, too, stood Marmie’s precious foot-pedal Singer sewing machine, an oilcloth-covered wooden table and two wooden chairs. The partition walls between the rooms, our two and those of the neighbours in the adjoining rooms, were made of upright wood planks. These walls didn’t quite reach the ceiling. Slender, regularly spaced square-section wooden rods bridged the wide gap. Lower down, halfway along the walls ran a narrow ledge, very useful as a shelf for small objects, a bar of Palmolive soap for bathing, a bar of yellow Sunlight soap for washing clothes, a tin opener, a small flat round tin of Vicks vapour rub, a small tub of Vaseline, boxes of matches, safety pins and hair pins.


In each room there was a pair of jalousie windows that could be flung open and these were flanked by jalousies that could be pushed to close and held in place by a long pin that fitted into a hole in the frame. I spent many a happy childhood hour opening and closing jalousies, seeing how they all moved together, working out the way the parts fitted together, astonished at the clever, simple closing mechanism. The houses on Pelham Street were so close together that whenever I was idly singing, Mr Bones, the father of the Portuguese family in the next-door house, would call out and ask me to sing the Ave Maria for him, and after I’d sung it he’d want to hear it again. Our one door, the one that opened to the back yard, was split in two across the middle, a stable door I learned later. It was kept fully open when any of us was at home. At night, we slid a bolt into place on the inside of each half and when we went out, we slid shut the one bolt on the outside. Why only one bolt, I wondered. I examined the door, opening and closing it, marvelling at the ingenuity of the simple and effective design that made this possible.


Marmie cooked our meals in the kitchen shed on a two-burner pitch-oil stove placed at one end of a long narrow table. On the rest of space, she stacked an iron stewing pot, one big metal boiling pot with a lid, two big bowls, one metal pot spoon, a sharp knife, and our plates, cups, deep soup plates with rims and an odd assortment of spoons, knives and forks.


After a few years, when Miss Cobus moved out to join her son in America, we got her room, and when the other people moved out sometime after, we were able to occupy the whole house. Perhaps that’s when Pappy bought the house from Mr Sarvary. I must have been in my midteens at the time. I don’t think any of us children had any sense of either being tenants or becoming a family of homeowners when the change happened. Pappy didn’t live with us but he was the person in charge and as he was always secretive about his real life and his dealings, I never knew whether he’d bought it outright with cash or had taken out a loan, whether he bought it when the other tenants left or whether his buying it occasioned their leaving. I wonder now whether Marmie knew any more than I. Whatever had been the cause, we simply spread as new space was opened up to us. Miss Cobus’s bay room became Marmie’s bedroom and her bed moved in there. Another bed was purchased or made for the room she’d vacated, and when we got the other half of the house, it slowly reverted to its original functional design as living room, dining room and gallery for cooling off, looking at the street and chatting with passers-by, with a bannister for Marmie’s little clay pots of African violets and ivy. Along each side of the red steps leading to the front door, she put large sweet-oil tins, painted green, and grew tall, yellow-stem palms.


Marmie sent a message to Sidney a cabinetmaker from up the Valley Road. They talked a bit and he went away. At the time she was working six days a week as a cashier in a Chinese grocery in Charlotte Street, for nine dollars a week; from this she put one dollar a week in a sou-sou. She took the first hand so that Sidney could buy the wood and start to build the furniture – a mahogany, curved-arms morris chair set, an oval dining table and harp-back chairs. These would bring the drawing room and dining room to life. After that sou-sou cycle had finished and a new one started, she once again took a first hand to pay Sidney for his workmanship. Sacks of ticking stuffed with coconut fibre and beaten into shape with a long hooked bois became seat cushions. These and stylish floral cretonne cushion covers and lace curtains for the long French doors came with the rhythm of the sou-sou cycle.


We children took it all in our stride, this flowing into new space and having new things. But while I hadn’t felt particularly deprived before, I did feel a lift in moving up in the world, but there was no way I could match Marmie’s joy and satisfaction in her huge accomplishment. For Marmie, who had fallen further and further from grace with her family with the arrival of each of the four of us, and the increasing diminishment of her circumstances as her burdens grew, this was a big step. Marmie, at last, had a home she could be proud of. She worked hard over the years to keep up to this standard; she made improvements to the kitchen, maintained the yard and created a pretty garden at the front.


And to think that Pappy had decided to sell her home while she was away, working as a domestic and nanny in Brooklyn, an illegal alien there, unable to come home and fend for herself. How could she come back? She would be denied re-entry to the land of opportunity if she left. And to think that Pappy had waited for me to come back home to break this news to me, not in person, but manipulatively through Marmie’s sister’s husband. And to think he was expecting me to give him my blessing – which I did – with the promise, relayed through the intermediary uncle-in-law, that he would give her half of the twenty-eight thousand Trinidad and Tobago dollars that he got for it – a promise he didn’t keep, because he said he’d used it up by the time she was able to return home to fix up her papers to go back up north, no longer an illegal alien but a green card holder.


About a dozen or so years ago, I started going back to Belmont. I would always take the same route. Turn left off the Savannah after the Queen’s Hall roundabout on to Belmont Circular Road, passing the new police station on the rising slope to the left, the Belmont Secondary School, on the spot where the Catholic Youth Organisation once stood, past the grand old family homes, now subdivided into boutique studios and offices, and Providence Girls’ School, once just a single grand and charming traditional gingerbread building, scrupulously maintained, now with the addition up the slope of a cluster of new charmless sprawling concrete buildings. Then I’d take the next right down into Pelham Street, turning second right onto Clifford Street, to my destination, the home of a childhood friend, with whom I’d recently reconnected.


But before I got there, driving along Pelham Street, I’d slow down a short way before the junction with Reid Lane so as to be at a steady crawl when passing number 74. From the street side I could see that the house had undergone some changes, had been modernised. The gallery was now enclosed, with burglar proofing wherever there was an opening to the outside. But the shape of the house, the steep pitched roof, with its white finial topping the crest at the front and back – like the twin exclamation marks that bracket statements of surprise and outbursts in Spanish – the fretwork fringed porte cochère, the bay bedroom, the twisted-wire fence above a low solid wall, the way the house sat and presented itself to the world, was instantly, heart-clutchingly, indisputably, home.


There was never anyone about and the windows and doors seemed to be always closed, so I wondered whether anyone lived there, though I could see it wasn’t abandoned; everything looked too tidy, too well kept for that. Perhaps, I thought, they were there, indoors, sealed off in the comfort of air-conditioning – for who is out and about on the road on a weekday in the middle of the hot morning?


But one day there was someone. A man. His back towards the road, he was concentrating on sweeping the drain outside the house. I braked and wound down the passenger-side window. Morning. Excuse me, I said. Is this your house? He paused in his sweeping, stooped to brush whatever he’d gathered into a scoop, pulled himself up along the broom handle, leaned against the broom steadying himself, before he turned to face the car. I felt I could read him sizing me up. Old white car, clearly a roll-on-roll-off, grey-haired woman maybe ten years older than himself, brown like himself, she wearing a tatty T-shirt and unfashionably un-ripped jeans, so perhaps not an estate agent, or insurance salesperson, or developer, or lawyer or anyone of that predatory ilk who, trolling through such neighbourhoods, buy up old property from the vulnerable elderly, to tear down and put up blocks of apartments.


So, not suspicious but puzzled, he took his time to gather his thoughts, the Corolla engine purring softly along with him, before he answered. It belongs to my brother. He’s away. I’m staying here. I could sense an unasked question, Why do you want to know? And I offered, I used to live here once, dramatizing, by borrowing a Jean Rhys’ story title, to cover my suddenly felt embarrassment at intruding on an old man on a Saturday morning and making him reveal to a total stranger his relationship with a house and his status as someone dependant on a foreign-based sibling for somewhere to live and his exposing his gratitude for this privilege by keeping the place and its surroundings nice. I felt the need to say more, to make up for my flippant explanation of my curiosity. I grew up here, I said. I see your brother made some changes. It’s different. But it’s still nice. He nodded as if he understood what the house would mean to me even after all this time. I wanted him to say, Would you like to come in? Would you like to see inside? To see what is different? But he didn’t and I understood that the conversation had nowhere else to go. I said, Thank you. Have a good day. As if he was a customer and I a Hi Lo cashier.


I think often about that encounter and how I could have made it go differently. Should I have asked to be shown around? How would he have received such a request? Supposing he had a wife or significant other there who would have wondered at his bringing a woman, a stranger, into their home? And what sort of woman would ask a strange man to take her into his home? What would his neighbours think of him? What if he’d refused!


I don’t go to Belmont much anymore. Not since my childhood friend died. The picture of 74 Pelham Street in my head shape-shifts between my seared knowledge of it from my childhood and my more recent brushing acquaintance with it, depending on whether my thoughts are in the then or in the now. As is the case with my thoughts on anything and everything, I guess.


Except that, more recently, long years after I had last gone past the house, John Robert Lee, a St Lucian writer whom I knew only by reputation and through his literary email newsletter, but had finally met in person at Carifesta in Port of Spain a couple months earlier, sent me an email.


Am sending you, on impulse, some recent poems coming out of my recent stay in Belmont. All inspired by my own photos taken as I walked to and from the savannah.


I didn’t know he’d stayed in Belmont and I don’t think that he knew that I was from there, so I was curious to see what of my old stomping ground had caught his attention and inspired poems. Before reading the poems, I flipped through the attached photos and when I got to a particular one, my breath caught in my throat. There among them was 74 Pelham Street. The poet had been staying at a newish guesthouse built on the site of the Chinese grocery of my childhood. The photo, taken from his second floor bedroom window opposite my old home, showed the house almost exactly as I’d last seen it, except that the porte cochère had vanished and the perimeter wall had been raised, swallowing the space where the green twisted-wire fence once allowed passers-by views into the front garden and the golden startle of Marmie’s chrysanthemums.









PHOTOGRAPHS


Chuichi Nagumo, born 25 March 1887, Vice Admiral of the Imperial Japanese Navy, lifts binoculars to his eyes. A wintry sun rising over the Pacific horizon casts a feeble shaft of light on to the rail of the aircraft carrier. Six aircraft carriers, forty torpedo planes, forty-three fighters, forty-nine high-level bombers and fifty-one dive-bombers are assembled, primed and poised, awaiting his signal.


Seven thousand miles away in Upper Belmont Valley Road, Yvonne Lafond, born 25 March 1917, is sitting on a low bench by the water cistern. She places a basin under the tap and lifts the lever to let the water flow on to the last batch of new muslin diapers, flannel belly bands and tiny pastel cotton chemises she’s sewn and embroidered herself. The noonday sun spins out a blinding dazzle from the twisting stream of water and, as she looks down into the basin at the rising water level, bright pinpoints of swirling constellations pull her into their spinning. She grips the edge of the basin. Steadying herself, she leans over, tips the water away, gathers the little clothes in both hands and squeezes them into a ball. She must hang the little things on the clothesline. She makes to get up, but can’t. Every muscle in her body is tensed against the pain that holds her belly in its iron grip.


In the early afternoon of Thursday 4th December 1941, on her mother’s bed in her grandmother’s house in Upper Belmont Valley Road, Belmont, Trinidad, a baby girl is born.


Her first cry startles two mockingbirds feasting on clusters of fragrant fruit hanging from the tree outside the bedroom window. As they lift off, the rebounding branch disrupts the air, deflects a morpho’s smooth glide into a frenzied flutter of iridescent blue, sends a curl of aromatic air through the canopy of leaves to be caught in a rising thermal and transported in the trades across the Gulf of Paria into the Caribbean sea, through the Panama canal and onward to the Pacific, where three days into its journey the tang of chenettes tickles the nostrils of the Vice-Admiral of the Imperial Japanese Navy. At that moment he orders three-hundred and fifty-three Imperial Japanese aircraft to a surprise rendezvous with the American naval base at Pearl Harbour. On Monday 8 December 1941, Trinidad declares war on Japan. Britain and the United States of America do too. With Europe already consuming itself with rage, North America and Asia are drawn into further embroilment.


The mother and the baby girl drift in and out of sleep on their first day as two, wrapped together as if still one, snatches of radio broadcasting from London in another room flowing through the ear of one and reverberating in the head of the other. A village in wartime… is innocence enough… parents’ messages to evacuee children in Canada… Calling the West Indies… Christmas greetings from London from two young Trinidadian airmen, Mr Mervyn Cipriani and Mr Ulric Cross, invited by Miss Una Marson. Hardly in the world, yet the world is already pressing the newborn with the urgency of its preoccupations. The whole world is at war. And so are the baby girl’s mother and her mother. The new mother is twenty-four when the girl is born. Not young, at least not too young to be a mother. Already her twin sister is the mother of four, another sister of two; a third is expecting her first. All younger, all married.


Did she feel left behind, left on the shelf, I wonder. Was that why she, unmarried, had me for a man whose name I did not know until I was fifty, when she, on her deathbed, unable to speak – her larynx and much else surgically gone – at my asking at this last minute, wrote the name of the man who had planted his seed in her, rousing her waiting egg to acceptance, to become me. On that day, almost the last day of her almost seventy-five years, she wrote his name with care on a child’s magic erasing slate and, on my reading it, she lifted the clear plastic sheet so she could write more, and that brisk parting of the sheets took his name away, and he was once again gone, swiftly erased. Overlying him was an explanation, an elaboration: that they were in love, they were to be married, that his parents had whisked him off abroad to study, to prevent him being tied down with wife and family. All this she wrote, her scribble wilder and wilder, lines sloping off the plastic page that she lifted and lifted again. And I, there, was looking under each page, trying to get back to where he was, where he’d gone, buried under newer words, overlain by newer stories. I often wonder whether the implantation of half of me was as swift, as casual, as my fleeting sight of the reality of him, a name on that magic slate.


My mother was born in the same house where I was born. I like to imagine it was the same bed, so that I can claim the full weight of the biblical issue of blood connection with my grandmother. She, though disappointed about the shame the news and views of the impending arrival brought upon the family, once I was no longer the visible bulging evidence of her daughter’s downfall, but a separate, guiltless person, my grandmother loved me.


Growing up in my grandmother’s house I saw my grandmother as an old woman – but how could that be? She couldn’t have been more than fifty, and now I’d give my eyeteeth to be back there, back at fifty, fifty years young – but what the child me saw as old were threads of steel-grey woven through that single thick dark plait hanging down the exact middle of her straight back, her daily siestas in the darkened bedroom with only the shrill scraping of cicadas for company, a stifling torpor seeping from under the closed door, invading the whole house where we all fight against yet must succumb to sleep, too, as if in a fairytale castle. Above all, in my eyes, my grandmother’s advanced age lay in her unquestioned authority over everyone – her still-at-home sons, the visiting grandchildren, the household workers and the tenants on the land. Even her adult daughters living elsewhere, with husbands at home to answer to, children of their own to answer to them, reverted to a childlike helpless state in her presence. But she must have been young once, and there is a story of her early life.


From what my mother told my youngest daughter, her mother was born in Venezuela to parents who were on the wrong side of one of the many civil upheavals in that land during the eighteen hundreds. As descendants of the original people of the land fighting for what was then called native rights – the word indigenous, with the authority of being as much an inalienable part of the landscape as the trees and rivers and soil, was not yet a label of indisputable rights – my grandmother’s parents were both killed. My orphaned grandmother, their daughter, and I do not know if only child, was smuggled out of the country and secreted away to be adopted and raised in another family.


When she was about twelve, my daughter, while interviewing my mother, taped that story. In the process of some minor personal upheaval many years after, I, mea culpa, must have thrown away that cassette tape, which I had never heard, and was the only record of my mother’s voice speaking about a critical part of her immediate ancestors’ life. The tape lay jumbled among unidentifiable and indistinguishable tapes of calypso, parang, the Supremes and Grease, and when I committed that unpardonable error, cassettes were obsolete, and I was fighting a lost battle with a plague of termites that had tunnelled and granulated whole wardrobes and chests of drawers. So, at that time, my watchwords were to throw out, discard, minimize; now I know examine, select, preserve would have been a more judicious motto. Here I am with enough time on my hands and the interest to be able to take an unlimited numbers of cassette tapes to a specialist and have them put on CDs, or a memory stick, or what ever is the latest thing, and listen to the recordings at leisure. But no. Dear Carys, I am truly sorry that I did not treat your initiative with the respect it deserved. I have deprived us all of a proper ancestral story.


What else does my daughter recall of that interview? That her great grandmother had grown up in one of the islands to the north, St Kitts, maybe, and was adopted by an English family involved in colonial administration, and that it was at an event after their new posting to Port of Spain that a young Frenchman, a court interpreter, her future husband, was presented to her, my young grandmother-to-be. Given the privileged circumstances of her upbringing, somewhere there must be old family albums, and among yellowing black and white and faded sepia photos, a darker skinned presence, a Dido Belle among the pale Anglo-Saxons whose descendants now perhaps gaze in puzzlement at her image. The only picture I have of her is a copy of a much later photo in an aunt’s family album.


It is a formal family photo taken outdoors, perhaps in the front yard of their Belmont home. My grandmother dominates the photo. She is sitting upright, hands folded in her lap; her hair, cut to just below her earlobes, frames a strong, determined face. It is the face I see on every portrait of a warrior Taino, Aruac, Warrao, Kalinago, who inhabited these islands in the millennia before the cataclysm of 1492. It is a deal with me if you dare kind of face. Both her feet are firmly planted on the ground, as if she’d stamped them there to assert her right to that space. Even seated, she is a head above the man in the chair next to hers. He is slouched in that careless louche way of those white men of that time who were not descendants of land-granted cedulites, not of that proud entitled aristocracy, not formerly owners of chattled human beings. He is sitting with the kind of pulling in, the trying to minimise themselves, that men like him seemed to adopt when photographed with their family. That slightly-built, pale Frenchman, my grandmother’s husband, the grandfather whom I never knew, had disembarked in the Port of Spain harbour when a ship from Marseille had anchored offshore, awaiting bunkering on its way to Brazil. Then he – ship’s boy or runaway, independent child immigrant or transported, indentured minor, aged thirteen or fourteen or fifteen – was taken or captured or adopted at the docks by a securely settled Portuguese merchant whose family name, Pestana, and confident profile are memorialised on an oval bas-relief complete with laurel wreath on the back wall of the family plot in Lapeyrouse Cemetery Port of Spain, where he, my grandfather, was to be buried some forty something years later. Also seated in the photo is another man who is discernably half Chinese, round-faced, mixed with African and something else. He is Moon, my mother’s twin sister’s husband.


Standing behind and flanking this front row are the Lafond children, very pale and at first glance seeming somewhat uncertain. My Uncle Carmie, the eldest, the only boy in long trousers, stands slightly aside, observing the others, as if already aware that responsibility for their wellbeing would fall on his shoulders, and he’s trying to discern which of them he’ll have to take care of. The other boys, Tebeau and Véné are in formal knee-length trousers. Véné, hands in pockets, the artist-to-be, carries off an air of insouciance. Tebeau is a boy. That’s all. A boy-boy. Maybe thinking of the game of marbles he’s been called from to get bathed and dressed for this formal family photograph. There are four girls. The twins, my mother Yvonne and her sister Yvette, can be distinguished apart only because Yvette is holding a baby, my eldest cousin, Lenfar. Yvonne and Yvette, probably just eighteen, sport flapper hairstyles, shoes and dresses, as if ready to go to a dance and are looking forward to doing the Charleston. Nissa is there, in plaits and big floppy hair-ribbon bows, looking down and away, not looking at the camera. And there’s Fiette, the baby of the family, holding a doll and standing in that belly-thrusting-forward way of little children. These are the names I know them by, and not a one is the name on their birth certificates.


When I was ten, my mother handed me an envelope to take to school to present for registration for the College Exhibition Examination. I opened the envelope before handing it to my teacher and that’s how I saw my birth certificate for the first time. I read the first column. Child’s Name: Barbara Magdalen. Next column, Mother’s Name: Thalitha. I stop reading. My mother is Yvonne. Who is this Thalitha? I am the eldest child of Yvonne Lafond. Am I who I think I am? Does Thalitha know that someone called Yvonne has me and says she is my mother? Maybe this Thalitha person was a friend of my moth… a friend of Yvonne’s and Thalitha got sick, very sick, and she left me with Yvonne before she died. That’s to prevent me being sent to the orphan home. When I peep through the gap where the galvanised fence around the orphanage has pulled away, I see the orphans running around the yard. They wear a uniform even if it isn’t school time. Rita, who lives on Belle Eau Road near the orphanage, says that’s so people can recognise them if they try to run away. Rita says that sometimes ladies get very sick when they are having a baby and if they die the baby is put into the orphanage. I wonder whether Thalitha died while she was having me.


I slipped the paper back in the envelope so no one else could see it. When Mrs Thornhill called for the birth certificates I handed mine in like everyone else. I sat there in class all morning, but it was as if I wasn’t there, yet at the same time not aware of being anywhere else, as if I was asleep not dreaming, with eyes wide open. And then, as I began to notice where I was and what was going on, I started to try to work out the puzzle of the names and eventually I decided that maybe Thalitha was another of my mother’s names, just as I had two, a first name and a middle name, and that for some reason she chose not to put Yvonne on my birth certificate. I had never heard anyone call her Thalitha. She was always Yvonne. What strikes me now as particularly sad about how I felt at that time, what I went through that long confused morning, is that when I got home, still thinking, still trying to agree in my head with what I had worked out was the reason for my mother’s different name, I put away the envelope with my birth certificate in the old grey handbag in the wardrobe where Marmie kept precious papers, and when Marmie got home from work that night I did not ask her about it.


One by one as they died, my mother’s siblings’ true names were revealed on their funeral programmes. It was as if at death they were born again to their intended identity, that their life here with those other names was just a temporary sojourn. I tried to imagine what different life reclusive sibilant Nissa might have lived if she had been called instead by her definitive, explosive Merle. Or Tebeau – ‘Ti Beau, handsome little one’ – if he’d worn his more macho Leon name, would he have been bolder, more selfassured? And Fiette – Fillette, little girl, indulged to the last – who would she have been as Nyce? Or maybe that’s not so different. I certainly believe that had my mother been called Thalitha – all three syllables of it with that repeated th sound which demands care and attention in its articulation, tongue between the front teeth twice in one eight-letter word, the openmouth for the ah sound also twice, the stretched lips for lee – she would have been treated with more respect and my birth certificate would not have read Father’s Name: Illegitimate.


Auntie Nissa named me Barbara because she was a fan of the movie star, Barbara Stanwyck, and considering the shameful circumstances of my conception, perhaps nobody else cared enough to bother to suggest an alternative. Marmie and all the family always called me Babs; my children, Babsies. I get Barb, Barbie, from friends, but mostly it’s Barbara. But Auntie Nissa must have been doubly inspired. When I was fourteen or so I visited a friend who had the Catholic calendar, a big paper poster, pinned up just inside her front door and, as the dates of many feasts depend on the moon, they change every year (Easter, Good Friday, Corpus Christi, Pentecost and so on), so you need to buy a new calendar every year to know when those important feast days fall. Such a calendar was not an item in which Marmie could invest a whole shilling. So while waiting for my friend, I idly glanced down the list of three hundred and sixty-five feast days and saints’ days. When my eyes landed on my birthday, they couldn’t believe what they were reading. It turns out that my birthday is the feast of St Barbara, virgin, martyr. It is a fixed feast day, every year, same date. I felt marked, singled out in some way and not in an altogether nice way either. More like an invisible mark on my forehead. I don’t know whether she’s still venerated, St Barbara, that is. The Catholic church purged dozens of dubious characters from its list of saints after I left it, and I haven’t checked on her fate since. I wouldn’t be surprised to discover that there was a double purge – of both my eponymous saint and me. I’ve never told anybody that coincidence of my name, for who would find it as full of foreboding as I did? I don’t know what criteria my Lafond grandparents used to name their large family; I don’t think any of their names are of those of saints.


Papa and Maman – Puppah and Mummah to their children – my grandmother was Frances, my grandfather, Eugene. He was a linguist, speaking and interpreting French, Spanish, Portuguese, Italian and English. Could he have been a ship’s boy for many years and picked up in the quick easy way that children do the many languages of crew and passengers before that final fateful disembarking. With this facility he worked in the Trinidad courts interpreting back and forth for the polyglot inhabitants and transients of this Babel of a British colony who brought their matters, or had their matters brought, to His Majesty’s Courthouse at the end of the 1890s and the early 1900s. This is in the known record of my grandfather’s life. It is said he later added a smattering of Hindi and Bhojpuri, but not for use in an official capacity. His other vocation was the garden. He was an ardent horticulturist.


On land in Upper Belmont Valley Road, he set out to create a new Eden, carving out a space on the riverbank and on the forested slopes of that cool tightly bound valley to cultivate, not food for his growing family, but prize hybrid roses, gladioli, dahlias and carnations from cuttings, slips, bulbs, corms and tubers imported from Holland, as it was then called, ordered by handwritten letter in English with a postal order in pounds sterling, and brought in the holds of ships tenderly packaged in paper and corrugated cardboard. This last I learned from my Uncle Carmie, who along with my mother inherited the gardening gene. Uncle Carmie himself continued to grow temperate flowers in a tropical land to the day he died.


I like to imagine my grandfather in the soft afternoon sunshine in that quiet garden. He is wearing a straw hat and walking among the flowerbeds, removing excess side shoots from roses to encourage air circulation and sturdy upward growth; banking up at its base a top-heavy gladioli, its spike a row of fat buds about to burst open; dead-heading dahlias past their best to encourage the new buds to open. Or at night, in the flickering flame of a pitch-oil lamp, head bent over the latest illustrated catalogues that had been left at the post office in town for his collection, poring over the pictures, descriptions and prices of the newest species and hybrids to choose for his expanding garden. It is only there and in the courthouse that I can see him as autonomous, in charge, and fully himself. Not the awkward displaced person I see in that single snapshot story, slumped in his chair, his native-blood wife towering over him.


Widowed young, with a large brood of barely educated dependants, children and household help alike, and no visible means of support, what could Frances Lafond, my grandmother, do? This much I know from my own childhood. The boys continued the garden, but whereas their Puppah grew flowers for the joy of it, for the showing and sharing of them, they tried to turn the garden into a commercial venture, cycling into town early every morning with handle-baskets full of freshly cut flowers in bud to deliver to the two flower shops there, but the few cents for a perfect bloom didn’t multiply up to enough to keep everyone afloat, and I suspect that as young boys with other interests they didn’t have the passion for flowers that their Puppah had. My grandmother was therefore forced to make hard decisions.


She had three unmarried sons and three spinster daughters at home when her husband died and his monthly salary came to an end. She had the house they lived in, a grand red concrete structure up on the hill and reached on foot by a narrow dirt track. There was electricity supplied by a kerosene-fired Delco generator and spring-fed, year-round running water stored in a large concrete cistern. She had support staff to feed, house and pay – a cook, a washerwoman, a yardman and a general maid – for who else was there to clean the cistern, remake the path in the dry season, clear the aggressive bush around the house, peel and cook and pound ground provision for food, scale the fish, kill the hog and salt it in wooden barrels, feed, fatten, kill, pluck, season and cook the chickens, mend the broken plumbing, clean the gutters, clear away the fallen fruit that littered the yard, wash, starch and iron the clothes, polish the furniture and floors, and sweep mop and cobweb the house?


She had a smaller house further down the hill, nearer the dirt road, where the family moved to in the torrential wet season when the footpath to the big house flowed swift, sloughing off its packed earth skin, gouging it clean of loose soil, leaving sharp stones and bare, entangling tree roots to trip up and shatter the bones of the unwary. And she also had the land. Acres and acres of land curving around the head of this fertile cul-de-sac valley and reaching to the crest of the enclosing ridge, mainly virgin forest with some secondary growth on the lower slopes where, under the giant immortelles blazing orange at Christmas, there were well ordered cocoa trees, their pendulous pods a reminder of when, not too long before, cocoa was king and fortunes were made in trading beans worth their weight in gold. Yes. She had the land.


I imagine she was encouraged by her sons who, after a couple of years perhaps, saw little future in flowers and in any case may have seen themselves about to leave home and start families of their own, and what could their mummah do left by then with one spinster daughter and all those servants to look after if she didn’t have a dependable monthly income? They saw an opportunity in what was going on further down the valley, in the village once called Freetown which was growing and densifying apace, with its runaway snaking paths and its new, pretty little gingerbread style houses. There was a real and increasing demand for a piece of land to put down a board house, raise a family, and go to work as carpenters, joiners, masons, stoneworkers, metalworkers, electricians and plumbers, clerks and messengers, hewers of wood and drawers of water. This demand came from the land-denied descendants of the enslaved who were swarming into the city, people who had been shut out of possible agricultural employment by the recruitment from British India of indentured workers, shut out from the very lands where generations of their enslaved ancestors had worked for centuries as the property of their masters, without reward or reparation, while the slaveowners were compensated for the loss of their human property when enslavement ended. The ex-enslaved people were joined by new arrivals, Africans fresh from the homeland, who’d been on intercepted ships bound for the Caribbean after the slave trade had been officially abolished, but an illegal trade still flourished. These newcomers brought with them their languages, their gods and their rituals, rekindling the sparks of ancient memory in those who’d long been here, resurrecting meaning in their own diluted and syncretised practices. Those already here grounded the newcomers by welcoming them to a blurred but familiar space. News of this busy world was brought to their mother by her sons; they moved freely between the big red house hidden in the hillside and the bigger world outside. They brought tales of the liveliness, the hustle and bustle of the expanding village down below, so that my grandmother either decided or agreed to let small parcels of the land to tenants.


Access to the family land, even when I was quite grown up, was by a dirt road since the paved road ended some half a mile away from the house, but in the absence of cars that wasn’t a problem, because the rare mule cart with its huge iron-shod wheels, as well as horses, donkeys and bicycles could negotiate the ruts and humps and, of course, everyone with the benefit of functioning legs walked. This dirt road ended at my grandmother’s house. Soon, however, it sprouted branches of dirt tracks up the slopes to the small houses of raw wood and corrugated galvanize newly dotting the hillside. I remember the land rent for each tenant as being sixpence a month and this was paid by the tenant in exchange for a receipt torn out of a book where a carbon copy resided as the only means of record keeping. Over time, these houses were made wider and higher as clay blocks and concrete blocks replaced wood, but even though the tenants’ fortunes increased, the land rent stayed the same – small enough before, it had become a mere nuisance, a peppercorn.


When I think about my early childhood, the years that I remember most fondly are those spent up the Valley Road with my grandmother, my uncles and my cousins during the long school holidays. The taxi our mother hired for the journey would deposit us with our bags and baggage where the pitch road ends and the dirt road begins. We stand in the black puddles of our noonday shadows and watch the taxi reverse, whining back down the road until it finds a place to turn and its sound fades until we can no longer hear it, and the silence of where we are seeps into the space that’s left, a soundless presence. Only then do we turn away and set our sights ahead. The sun is bright, but I can barely make out the dirt road ahead as it bends away from us into deep shade. There is something mysterious about the darkness and the tightly packed trees with dense intertwining crowns. I am a-tingle with the fear and excitement you feel in the cinema, watching that part of a film when explorers on an expedition in the jungle are about to enter a world they know nothing about – an older, different world.


On the visit I’m now thinking about, my mother is carrying baby Tony in her arms, a bag hooked over that crooked arm and the other hand holding the hand of the second to last child, Carol, then three or four. But even so, burdened as she is, Marmie seems lighter, younger. She is excited, pointing out familiar sights, anxious for us to remember this place, to be one with her in her joy at coming home. Davis’ house, she says; remember? She points with her chin upwards to a house perched on a steep slope above us. I say nothing, I don’t know why it matters, but I nod in agreement and look away to peer down at a level piece of land at the side of the stream that borders the road along which we came. Down there sits a squat pink concrete structure. In faded blue over the door I can make out these letters: ose ow. I say, ose ow? I say h-ose ow-l. I look again and say, nose own. And lose how. Marmie gives me one of her trying-hard-not-to-laugh looks. Rose Bowl, she says. That’s the name. I am looking for roses and bowls. I see a misguided bois canot that has taken root in a crack in the front wall near the roof. The surroundings are overgrown. There are no roses. And no bowls either. I wonder about names. If you name something Rose Bowl, there ought to be at least one rose and one bowl. It’s confusing. Bois Canot. Razor grass. Those are more truthful names. Marmie waits while I puzzle over the Rose Bowl; only when I lose interest and turn away do we carry on walking. On the right, down in a hollow, there’s a compact little wooden house like a storybook elf’s cottage. Marmie calls out, Dédette, oohhoo, Dédette! At the window a round, creased face, looking every inch the expected elf, appears. A mouth opens and a high fine voice says, Yvonne, is you? Marmie says, Yes, is me. The elfin person says, but look how big the children getting. Marmie stops to name us for Dédette and we children stand silently and look at the ground through this ritual which I, the eldest at ten or so years old, and therefore the one with the longest memory, know will be gone through over and over again in the weeks ahead.


I am carrying two bags, Annette, aged seven, one. We walk at Carol’s pace as she alternates between stopping to look at every patch of moss, every puddle, every shiny mica stone and dragging at our mother’s dress, tired, begging to be picked up. I’m too irritated at her whining, and too tired from the bags getting heavier and heavier, to pay attention to the moment when we enter my favourite part of the journey, where the road suddenly turns again and, as if a stage curtain has been pulled back, Ta-Da!, we are in a pool of light where a gap in the dense cover of nameless trees allows the overhead sun to enter at this time of day. The little stream alongside is glittering as it slides by. I stoop close to catch sight of a cluster of tadpoles doing headbumps in a circle, tails waving behind. This is the point on the road where my mother stops, too, and lets out a loud shrill sustained whistle – Ah quooooookie a quooo coo. Everything around us is still, holding its breath like me, as we wait. She whistles again Ah quooooookie a quooo coo. Trees shake, leaves tremble, parrots screech, butterflies flit upwards, as out bound our two uncles, Véné and Tebeau. They swoop down, sweep a child under an arm, take our bags and run away, lost to our sight. By the time they get back for Tony and me, we’re almost there, standing near the foot of the grand steps, looking up at the family home, waving to our grandmother who has come out onto the encircling verandah to see us arrive.


I find it hard to pinpoint what we did in that long, unstructured six-week spell of the rainy season school holidays at the house in Upper Belmont Valley Road, yet it is stored in the deepest parts of my memory as an idyllic time. There was bathing in the river and bathing in the rain, there was acting out dolly house with cousin Marilyn’s dolls, combing out Granny’s hair during her siesta and trying to plait it back, watching the man clean the cistern of moss and debris, learning how to pound plantain in the wooden mortar and pestle, and eating buckets and buckets of ripe mangoes and chenettes picked in the forest by Gabriel who, on one otherwise indistinguishable day, fell out a tree and was raced by jogging uncles on a makeshift hammock stretcher to the pitch road where a car took him to the Colonial Hospital to fix what turned out to be only a broken arm.


The adults in the house went about their business, looking after us in that casual way one looks after pets that live outdoors and have lives independent of their owners, with little or no noticeable supervision or interference. Somebody must have cooked our meals, washed our clothes and made sure we were all in by dark, but I don’t remember any instructions or prohibitions, so we were free to roam and do as we liked. At night, we fell asleep anywhere and everywhere and would wake up in places we didn’t remember being in before falling asleep. Some nights I would hear, through my sleep, sound coming from far away, drumming, patterns of tap, tap, tapping of palms and fingers on drums, skin on skin, drums sounding like different voices talking to one another, a conversation weaving through my dreams. I would wake next morning and the sound would be gone and I’d convince myself it was only dreaming.


There was nothing to make anyone suspect that the smooth operation of that household rested on a very precarious foundation – land rent from the tenants. It wasn’t long before that income proved to be inadequate. I don’t know what was the big expense that my grandmother faced – it could have been as simple as a final demand for back taxes on the land, but something sudden forced her with no alternative but to go to The Building and Loan Society to mortgage the land. By then just two of them were left in the big house up the hill; the smaller house down the hill had been for many years occupied by one of her daughters, estranged from her husband. Véné and Tebeau had left, got married and had families of their own, so she was there with one son, Carmie the eldest. He had been injured or infected, bitten or stung, attacked or invaded, by something unknown, some thing with a paralysing venom, some thing with a fever that flamed his joints, some thing with a chill that froze his bones. He’d been lost for a fortnight in the forest and left a cripple. The fingers of his left hand were bent immovably into his palm, the fingers of his right hand not quite so tight, the index only bent, not immobile, the other fingers bent quite far in but with some mobility and the chance of a gap, so that forever after he had to use his knuckles and free thumbs, index finger and the space in his right hand to hold things. His right foot had been left so twisted back at the instep, like a foot-bound Chinese girl, that he had to wear a roomy shoe with a wide tongue that laced from deep in the toe box, so that the shoe on that foot had its front half tilted up, empty, and the tread of that part of the sole, never trodden, would remain deeply grooved and clean.


I think of my grandmother marooned up there in later years when I, old enough to be left at home in the holidays to take care of the others, no longer went for extended periods. The red of the house had faded to patchy pink, the white balusters on the grand steps leading up to the top floor had grown dingy with red dust, windblown from the dry season baked laterite. There were strategically placed rainy season buckets and basins on the floors to catch the rivulets and cascades where the galvanise-sheeted roof, reduced to red rust, leaked. There was just one helper, an old retainer who stumbled uselessly about, so that the bush overtook the yard, the chickens refused their coop under the house, roosting instead in the encroaching trees from which their eggs dropped like alien fruit, smashing below, slimy and golden, useless as food for people, but slurped up by the waiting Cinderella, Uncle Carmie’s pet dog. He said hunting had made he and Cinderella swap life chances; she was a rags-to-riches stray hound who’d wandered, emaciated and depressed, forgotten or lost by one of the hunters who roamed the hills following the spoor of deer, manicou, lappe, agouti and quenk, but now she was at the big house, not required to work for her living, leading a charmed life, while he? Well, what more was there to say about his very different post-hunt metamorphosis?


And my grandmother, dishevelled, neglected, her now pewter hair escaping from its restraining plait, refused to leave the house of her marriage to go to live with one of her married daughters, until a bout of fever rendered her incapable of resistance and she was moved out of her Upper Belmont Valley Road home to a smaller rented house in Champs Fleurs, with running water and electricity that required no management on anyone’s part, a paved road in front and a shop nearby, and cars running as pirate taxis all day and night, right in front of her gate. With the weight of day-to-day property responsibility off her shoulders, my grandmother became a new person. She started to visit her children and grandchildren, all too busy and grownup themselves to make the trek to see her, spending two days by one, a week by another and returning, refreshed by what she saw and did in new city locations – St James, Mucurapo, Boissiere, St Francois Valley Road, Maraval and Woodbrook – full of astonishment at the success at school and other achievements of her couple dozen grandchildren. The introduction to new places ignited in her an urge to move home often. It seemed that every few years she lived in a different place. Champs Fleurs was followed by La Pastora and then La Seiva. She never went back to her Upper Belmont Valley Road home. Ownership of the land slipped away into other hands, to one daughter’s husband, to another daughter, to the tenants and to the mortgagors.


I was twelve and had just started school at the convent, when my mother, silent and serious, took me, me and her alone, by hired car to a place on Long Circular Road. It was a series of low wooden buildings surrounded by a wire fence. Someone was waiting for us on the other side of the fence. Her flapping cotton nightdress reached to halfway down her calves, bony and shrunken. Stick-thin arms hung from too-large sleeves, her hair sparse, totally grey, limp. On seeing us she smiled, and only by the smile that sparked bright her face did I know the apparition to be Granny. She didn’t put up her hand to touch mine when I pressed it against the wire mesh and my mother quickly pulled my hand away, placing my arm firmly at my side. I was forbidden to tell anyone, least of all Pappy, that we had gone there, that we had been to see my grandmother.


Not long after, the head nun at the convent came to my classroom and beckoned the teacher. They spoke quickly, glancing towards where I was sitting. The teacher called me to the door. The nun told me to pack up and go home. I was wanted there. When I got home I saw my mother slumped on the edge of my cot, the little ones huddled around her. Everyone was quiet as if there was nothing they wanted to say, so I didn’t ask Marmie what had happened. I just knew it was something terrible that I didn’t want to hear. She said, Babs, Granny died.


News of the death of ‘ole lady Lafond’ travelled through Belmont with such speed that hardly had Marmie come back from making arrangements at the funeral home than neighbours and passers-by began to call out from the back gate to offer their sympathy. Where was the Dead House, they wanted to know. It wasn’t here, in our home and I don’t remember whether Granny spent the night in the home of another of her six children until her funeral the next day. It probably wasn’t in her own home up the Valley Road where one son lived alone, crippled and unable to make necessary provision; nor at any of her other daughters – their husbands or circumstances wouldn’t allow; and of her two remaining sons, I can’t imagine either of their wives permitting the level of disruption such an accommodation would cause. Marmie had the responsibility for everything as the eldest daughter, even though she was oldest only by the few minutes that separated her from her twin sister. She was the one who went to the funeral home, but even so, she didn’t arrange to have Granny brought to our two rooms. How could she? She had no jurisdiction there, she wasn’t the one paying the rent, so I’m guessing that Granny stayed at the funeral home until she was brought to the church for her funeral service.


I think, now, that at the time Marmie must have been overcome with remorse that she couldn’t do more for her mother in death, that she couldn’t bring her home. But I think she comforted herself that it was only her mother’s body in the funeral home and her spirit was anywhere it was welcome, and that her mother would understand she was doing her best. My mother acted as if her mother was indeed laid out in her coffin right there in our home. We children watched, not understanding, as Marmie dragged out a cardboard box from under her bed and pulled out old dresses, old school uniforms, old curtains and the worn-through bed sheets that were stored there. She shook each piece free of folds, held it at arms’ length, looking at it briskly up and down, separating the pieces into two piles. The bigger pile she folded and replaced in the box, then pushed the box away back under her bed. She covered the big round mirror on her dressing table with an old dress of hers, so that it looked as if the mirror was wearing the dress. The two smaller wing mirrors were dressed in my old Tranquillity school overalls. It took two curtains draped over the mirror on the inside of her wardrobe door to shut out its reflection completely when the wardrobe was opened. We had no pictures of people hanging on our walls or else they would have been turned to face the wall. Our one picture, a grocery calendar for that year, 1954, was a scene of a mountain peak with snow on top and black and white cows standing in very green grass sprinkled with little white flowers. Cows didn’t count as people, so the calendar remained facing outward.


That evening people came by to pay their respects. How many of the couple dozen folks who gathered in our yard knew Granny personally? I would guess just one or two. It wasn’t even as if Granny’s body was lying in state in our home as an excuse for people to gather, saying they wanted to see her for the last and how they’d heard their cousin, uncle, nenen, tantie say what a nice lady she was and how life strange, and you never know when it’s your turn, and the Lord knows best, He giveth and taketh away, and at least she didn’t suffer long, she lived a good life and now she has earned her reward. Few had known her, yet our yard was full of people and poor Marmie in her confusion of grief was fighting up to host a wake. We brought out all our chairs, neighbours came with their own, our little table was brought out and another sent for. Someone brought out a pack of cards, a game of All Fours started. Marmie brought out the remaining half bottle of Vat 19 and glasses, and sent one or other of us to beg a neighbour with a fridge for a tray of ice. Another little table appeared, another pack of cards was cut and a rival All Fours game began, cigarettes were passed around and there were calls for more liquor.


It was after seven, the Chinese shop across the road was shut as required by law, but Uncle, the proprietor, was not averse to facilitating favoured customers. So you called out and listened for the clap-clap-clap of the wooden soles of Uncle’s sapats on the concrete path as he approached the gate. After a whispered exchange, a big brown paper bag containing a bottle of Vat 19, a bag of ground coffee, two tins of condensed milk, a five-pound paper bag of three-for-cent Crix, a pound of cheese and seven candles was handed over the gate, and the total added to our curling trust paper on Uncle’s wire hook. Now our Marmie could hold her head high that she’d not neglected her duty, except that after everyone had finally gone home and she and I were replacing the furniture, clearing away the glasses and scraping up the candle drips, she said, I would have like some prayers, but nobody wanted to say even one decade of the rosary.


At the time it did not cross my mind that one day in the future my own mother would die and that I, the eldest, would have the responsibility that I saw shouldered so naturally that night. And I reflect that when it did come to pass, some almost three decades ago, how different it all went down with Marmie and me, and I wonder, when my turn comes to go, how will my three deal with it from afar, and where will I be and where will I be put? It’s not with worry that these questions come to me, only with a mild curiosity, especially now that the family plot has been legally transferred to only one branch of my grandparents’ children’s families, to the family of Fiette, their last child to die. It’s something about the deceased others being tenants in common, so that the families of their other six children, my mother’s and mine as well, are alienated from the right to occupy that plot in death. But in my grandmother’s case she is there by right of ownership, and it is at her funeral that I first become aware of the Lafond plot at Lapeyrouse Cemetery.


At four o’clock on the afternoon of the next day, the hearse with my grandmother inside arrived at St Francis Church, Belmont. We children were encouraged to go to the open casket to see her for the last time. I looked in the white, satin-lined box to say goodbye. But Granny wasn’t there. Someone had made a statue, a statue like the ones in the church, but not out of marble, out of wood. What was in that box was fixed and solid. Whoever had made that model – looking a little like my Granny – had made it hard and shrunken; the face was pulled in tight and I could tell it was an imitation Granny lying in that box. I turned away without saying goodbye and followed my mother and the others into the church. When I knelt at the pew I couldn’t stop thinking about it, all through the service with the priest chanting in Latin and the waving of the smoking incense censer over the closed casket, and the thou art dust and unto dust thou shall return in Latin, the sprinkling of dust in the shape of a cross on the casket, and my mother beside me, her shoulders shaking with the strength of the crying that had been fighting to get out, and she’d been holding back, but couldn’t, so the little ones were streaming tears because Marmie was crying. When I thought about it, what came to me was the idea that what makes a person a person is a special force inside, like a light burning in a lamp, something different from a soul because a soul is like a slate on which sins are written – some big, some small, and rubbed off or not, depending on whether you go to confession or not and get absolution and do penance or not – but what makes a person a person is different from that. It is the thing that makes the body move and do things and think things and shine to be who the person is, and the light of every person is different from the light of any other person and when that light inside goes out the person is gone and what’s left is like a lamp without a light; it is an ornament but of no use, and when the light goes from a person what is left is a shape like the person, but not the person. I was crying because seeing my Granny like that, like a useless wooden statue, made me realise that her light was truly gone out and would never shine again and that was something to really, really to cry hard about, because that light had been mine for twelve years, the only grandparent light I ever had, and now, now it had been put out.


At the front of the cortege was the Haynes and Clark hearse, its roof straining under the dozens of wreaths; it was followed by a couple of cars ferrying some who couldn’t or wouldn’t do the procession. Behind the hearse were Granny’s children, their spouses, their children, the tenants on the land, friends of the family, all of us, everyone dressed in black, or white, or mauve. We walked two or three abreast from St Francis Church Belmont, down Belmont Circular Road, along Jerningham Avenue, around the Savannah and down Victoria Avenue to Tragarete Road and to Seventh Street, Lapeyrouse Cemetery, to plot 916-919, its two-foot high grey walls topped by cast-iron railings, through a heavy cast-iron gate, to where a nine-foot deep trench had been dug. People anxious for another last glimpse filed past the coffin to gaze through its oval glass pane before that window was closed, screwed shut, and the coffin, minus its silver cross – prised off as a sacred memento – was lowered into the pit by four gravediggers with ropes passed under the coffin and through the handles.


I looked to see whether her soul – that part of her with its sins erased by the sacrament of Extreme Unction – would rise then, before the coffin was covered with dirt, but even as I concentrated hard to conjure it up – something flimsy, insubstantial, smoke, mist, a shimmer of heat warping the air – I could see nothing. Each member of the family took a handful of the dirt piled around the hole and threw it on the coffin and when that was done, the gravediggers did the job more quickly with their shovels till the hole was filled, then they heaped the remaining dirt into a mound over the grave, patting it smooth with the back of the shovels until it resembled a loaf of newly risen bread dough. And with that thought I felt comforted by the idea of something risen, as her soul must surely be, risen straight to heaven. The other thought that came was of the bread that is turned into the body and blood of Christ at consecration during Holy Mass, and I felt then that Granny had put those thoughts into my head and it was going to be all right for us because she was looking after us from heaven. Everyone took the wreaths and laid them over the grave, over and around until the whole plot was a blanket of tightly packed flowers, mauve and white, pink and yellow and I was sure that Granny, looking down from heaven, was happy to see it and to remember the days when her husband wandered among his roses, dahlias, carnations and gladioli while she looked down from the verandah of the grand old house.


I knew and loved all my mother’s siblings, but my absolute favourite was Uncle Carmie and I would like to believe that I was his favourite among his many nieces and nephews. As I’ve mentioned, he’d become crippled in the forest while hunting and although he’d adapted to his new state and could do everything for himself – cooking, washing, looking after his flowers, getting around on his bicycle – he felt it would not be fair to his fiancée if he married her. He thought she could do better. Angela Del Piño was a close family friend – it was she who was chosen to be my godmother and, as the story goes, she was heartbroken by Carmie’s refusal to marry her. Try as she might, she couldn’t persuade him that they could build a happy life together in spite of his crippled state. I remember her as a sweet, kind, if distant godmother who gave me my middle name, and then she disappeared out of our lives, back to the Main where she’d come from. Uncle Carmie never married, was never a father and I think this is why he took a special interest in me, whom he perhaps saw as in some respects fatherless. I think, too, that in spite of his perceived physical limitations, Uncle Carmie, as the eldest, also saw himself as the protector of the family.


Some of his siblings didn’t need his support. I think his brothers, Véné and Tebeau, with competent wives, managed without him. Two of his sisters married men who were steady and could provide; another, in constant danger of falling apart, was often too proud to accept help; and then there was Yvonne, my mother, for whom the one constant in life was uncertainty. Uncle Carmie didn’t have a job, but he never stopped working. He kept a flower garden all his life. This meant continuing to do, as his Puppah did, ordering stock from catalogues, clearing them from the docks, putting them in the ground, tending them with weeding, pruning, harvesting, transporting them by bicycle, and delivering cut blooms to the same flower shops as he’d always done. He’d be paid the following day for the flowers he’d delivered the day before, in cash – dollar bills and coins stuffed into his trouser pocket by the flowershop girls.


On his way to the family home in Upper Belmont Valley Road from which he’d never moved, he would stop by our home on Pelham Street. I’m thinking about the time in my mid-teens when we’d spread into the whole house. I can see him now, turning into Reid Lane to bring his bike to a halt just in from the junction. He’d perch his foot, the bad foot, on the low wall, balance himself on the saddle, hold with his right hand onto the green twisted-wire fence that topped the wall, and whistle – Ah quooooookie a quooo coo – then he’d call out, very loudly, Anybody home? It would be obvious that somebody must be in, with the breeze billowing the long lace curtains out of the wide-open French doors of the drawing room into the gallery, but confirming presence wasn’t the real intention of the call. It was the protocol in those days that you never called a person’s name out loud in the street. One of us would come out and Uncle Carmie would ask, Your Marmie there? And if Marmie was at home, Uncle Carmie would dismount, wheel his bike along the lane, push it through the back gate, lean it up against the wall, and go into the kitchen.


My mother would be in there, perhaps clearing up after breakfast or preparing lunch. You want something to eat? she asks. Whatever you have, he says. Sometimes there’d be nothing left of breakfast, nothing ready for lunch yet. But often enough she could say, It have a little buljol from this morning. You want that? Whatever it is, he’ll have it. He then calls one of us and tugs at the side of his pants pocket. Put your hand in and take some money and go to the shop. Yvonne, what you want? She says she’s got what she needs for today. He says to which ever of us is there, Go and get two hops bread, one ounce of butter, and four slices of salami. These my mother makes into two sandwiches that he eats, clutching the bread in his more open hand and balancing it with the other tight one. My mother pours boiling water over a big teaspoon of cocoa powder in a large enamel cup. She puts the cup, a spoon and a punched tin of condensed milk on the table next to his sandwich plate. Uncle Carmie puts down the sandwich, takes the milk tin between his hands and tips it over the steaming mug. The thick milk flows like white lava into the cup. He gives it a twist and the flow is cut off. He places the tin on the table, reaches for a spoon with his hand, grasping the handle between thumb and palm. He stirs the cocoa until its dark brown gets lighter and lighter. He sets the spoon down on the table. He leans over and takes a slurp from the cup, smacks his lips and continues with the sandwich. When the cup is cool enough to hold, he takes it in both hands and finishes the cocoa to the last drop. All the while he’s eating and Marmie is doing something in the kitchen, they are talking, talking, talking, talking, sharing what’s new, bringing up what’s old.


When my own youngest was about five and very chatterbox, Auntie Jeanette, the woman who cared for us when our children were young, said to her, Child, you is a real Lafond, to which my daughter, the talkative child, looked puzzled, not knowing that Lafond is my maiden name, and asked, What is a Lafond? Is it a kind of parrot? This has passed into family legend and I see and read the smirks that my now adult children exchange when I start talking, talking, talking. Now don’t you start, dear reader, OK? This is my life and I’ll tell it with as many diversions as I wish.


So when Uncle Carmie starts with, I hear…, you’re pretending to do whatever you were doing before, but it’s to him you’re paying secret attention. I hear they talking of cutting a road through the swamp by Laventille. Marmie nodding, thinking, taking her time to ask, to go where? Well, says Uncle Carmie, I suppose from Wrightson Road to connect with the Churchill-Roosevelt. And Marmie chews on this a little before, but that is right through Shanty Town, right by the dump. Yes, says Uncle Carmie, they will mash down the shacks where the squatters and them living, but is what they will do with the people? I, too, chew and swallow what I hear, but can’t digest the idea of a new road building in a place where people living. Will the people be moved to somewhere else? Will they just be warned to get out of the way? Will they be told that a road is coming to cut through where they live? While I’m figuring out what could happen, the conversation has moved on. Uncle Carmie is already updating Marmie on current political affairs. He would start with something like, Gomes get vex in the Legco and throw himself on the ground, and Marmie would laugh and say, So what they do? And Uncle Carmie would say, Is not what they do, is what they couldn’t do. Since that man weighing a good three hundred pound, you know nobody woulda try and move him. And Marmie, still amused, would say, I woulda leave him right there too. Big people behaving like lill chirren.


But while they would be entertained at the daytime antics at the Legislative Council, matters happening at night downtown were taken very seriously. The Doc was in the square last night – Uncle Carmie pauses to make sure Marmie is listening and when she looks up he carries on. Like that man doh get tired at all. He talk for at least two hours straight. It had plenty people? Marmie asking. Plenty? Man, the place was jam-pack. The square full up, people on the pavement outside and not a man making a move when the doc talking. So what he say? Is history lesson down the line. He name the square The University of Woodford Square and he say he there to teach people their own history that they ignorant about. The priest say Doctor Williams is a communist, Marmie says in her worried voice. Uncle Carmie says, Chuts! Priest? Is not only the priest. You eh see what the papers say? Babs, go and get the papers from mih bike. I’m so excited to be included that I’m there and back in seconds. He can’t easily turn the big floppy pages of The Trinidad Guardian and he asks me to open at the editorial. He peers at it and raps his knuckle against a paragraph. Read that bit. I read aloud:


The jungle of Woodford Square has been used before for sniping at lions and tigers, though it is an open question whether any bags have actually been made. Now it is being employed as the stalking ground of an aspirant for political honours, who, if not the lineal descendant of a certain bearded demagogue, nevertheless follows him in trouncing and denouncing those he deems to be his enemies, and using the occasion to win political kudos for himself.


I understood practically nothing of what I read. I don’t remember hearing about any jungle or zoo with lions and tigers in Woodford Square, nor anyone making bags there either. The aspirant for political honours is Dr Williams, I’m guessing, because what I read is about Woodford Square and that is what Marmie and Uncle Carmie were talking about, about the Doc being there and that’s why Uncle Carmie sent me for the papers. What is a certain bearded demagogue? I want to know, but I don’t ask. Uncle Carmie says to Marmie, The Guardian sayin right here that The Doc followin Communism. I am suddenly very frightened. Just that morning I had read on a piece of paper in the latrine that in California in America twelve, or maybe it was fourteen people were found guilty of being Communist spies and were sentenced, but while I don’t remember for sure whether it was execution they were sentenced to, my mind is telling me it is. Americans kill people on electric chairs, which is the modern way, not like here where people are hanged. I wish I’d paid more attention to the story when I was reading it, since our papers are saying that Communism is happening here, but I can’t now go and find the piece of newspaper because I had used it and dropped it down the hole, among the creatures whose names I do not know that I can see squirming just below the latrine’s oily surface. I don’t want the Doc to be found guilty of Communism and be executed, because Marmie and Uncle Carmie like him. So I am frightened for the Doc and for Uncle Carmie and Marmie and even for me, who may be guilty of following a Communist.


I know that to follow Communism is bad. Father Graham said so. He said that the Virgin Mary came to the three shepherd children in Fatima and told them that they must tell the world how bad Communism is because Communists are atheists. Atheists are people who don’t believe in God and God doesn’t like that. He smiteth the godless. I am afraid that he might smite Dr Williams. If he does, will he also smite Uncle Carmie and Marmie who like Dr Williams, even though Marmie isn’t godless. She goes to church every Sunday though she isn’t allowed to go to communion because she is excommunicated for having children out of wedlock, but that doesn’t make her a Communist to be smitten. I don’t think Uncle Carmie is an atheist. He doesn’t go to church but I think he believes in God as much as he believes in Dr Williams, but not in the same way, because I think that believing in God is Faith because you can’t see Him, but believing in Dr Williams is more like Trust, because you can see him and you’re trusting that he is who you think he is. At least that’s what I think. A word doesn’t have to mean the same thing every time you use it. For example take love. You can say, I love God and mean one thing and say, I love ice cream and mean something different. The Sunday school teacher said if you love God you should be prepared to die for him, like our new saint, Saint Maria Goretti, who was killed because she didn’t want to commit a sin of the flesh against God’s commandment: thou shalt not commit adultery. I asked the teacher whether Saint Maria Goretti was married and she said of course not, she was twelve years old, and that there are different kinds of adultery, the married kind and the not married kind. I don’t think anyone could love ice cream enough to die for it. I wouldn’t. Not even for barbadine ice cream.


Uncle Carmie might have trouble opening a newspaper and turning to the right page in a hurry, but it is obvious that otherwise he can manage on his own; he’s had years and years of daily practice. I never heard him once refer to his condition, nor indicate he couldn’t do something because of it. At the end of the meal he motions to his trouser pocket and says to Marmie, Take something. Buy something for the children. What he means is, I want to make sure you have enough money. This is not said, but it is understood. It allows both Uncle Carmie and Marmie to come out of the transaction with their dignity intact.


Uncle Carmie lived simply. A couple pairs of long khaki trousers, a few short-sleeved merinos, a khaki cap like the Yanks wear, one pair of tall top gym-boot style watchekongs. Some pairs of underpants. His domestic setup was simple. He lived in one room of the big house. The other rooms he rented out to a variety of floating ne’er-do-wells who were perpetually unemployed. He looking for work, he’d say when a visiting sibling, out of concern, asked whether so-and-so ever paid rent. Things hard for everybody now. And the visiting sibling would see the so-called jobseeker sitting on the front step, nicely showered, clean merino and khaki shorts, absently picking his teeth with a bit of hibiscus twig and gazing meditatively into the distance across the valley, and they’d follow his line of sight to check what work he could possibly be looking for across there. But no one could hassle Uncle Carmie too much about it. His generosity extended to everyone and it made no sense to make him feel bad about it, to indicate that they felt he was being taken advantage of, for what good would that do? The most the solicitous visitor could manage is, Huh! he too wutless, in reference to the alleged jobseeker. Uncle Carmie wouldn’t agree or disagree. The visitor was a here-now-soon-gone passer through. The residents were there all the time.


The set up in his room was a single metal-frame bed with a layer of metal springs hooked into the frame, a coconut fibre mattress and sheets made from white flour bags printed in sun bleached red and blue MAPLE LEAF FLOUR MILLS, one sheet to lie on and another as cover if the night was cold, a small table with a pitch-oil lamp, a box of matches and a radio.


His wardrobe was a clothesline strung across the room, on which his clean dry clothes were draped. There was no electricity because no one contributed to paying the bill and it had been disconnected. But he paid the water bill himself, a flat rate, saying that it would be the same if it was just him or twenty people and you can’t begrudge a person a glass of water. The caring sibling might point out it wasn’t a glass of water they were using. The one flush toilet was shared by all occupants, as was the one outdoor shower, a lean-to against the back of the house, two sheets of corrugated galvanise, one open side as doorway, the open sky above; a galvanised pipe bent overhead let down a single stream of water when the valve was opened. The runoff simply ran off alongside the dirt track leading down from the house.


The house was built on a slope so that while the back rested on low concrete pillars, the front pillars were at least some fifteen feet high, creating a big under-house space, like a cave. There the stray fowls, black, white, black and white, red-brown, brown and white, the thin, strutting roosters with magnificent glossy plumage and the plump nervous hens, belonging to no one in particular, after pecking about the yard and foraging in the bush around the house all day, came in for the night, scratched hollows in the packed red earth, laid eggs, hatched chicks of mixed and varied parentage and led their own parallel casual existence. Uncle Carmie shared this under-house space with them.


Outside, at one corner of the front of the house, he had set up on a base of concrete blocks a small water barrel with a tap. Just under the house, in shelter, was his kitchen – a low wooden bench, and another taller bench on which a one-burner pitch-oil stove sat. Under this bench he stored a bucket and a basin. Hanging on nails driven into a strip of wood between two pillars were his kitchen utensils and tools – a two-handled iron pot, a frying pan, a big pot spoon. An old sideboard with a missing leg, propped up by a flat river stone of suitable size and balance, had found its way there and in the drawer was where he kept knives, spoons, a can opener and matches. On top rested a bottle of cooking oil, salt, black pepper, a tin of condensed milk resting in a saucer of water and a tin of cocoa powder. In the lower part, where there used to be hinged doors, lived his plate, cup, a bowl and any dry foodstuffs like garlic, rice, flour and ground provisions, though he never had much of these, preferring to buy small amounts for each day as needed. The other feature of this space was a hammock, a stitched together affair of woven jute sugar bags, suspended by ropes tied round two pillars.


Uncle Carmie washed his clothes himself in a basin under the water barrel. With blue soap he scrubbed out the day’s sweat and draped the washing over a clothesline he’d strung under the house, sheltered from the rain. There they’d drip overnight – he couldn’t wring out the excess water – and next morning they’d still be damp, but he had another set of clean, dry clothes and that freshly washed set would be ready in his room for the day after.


He cooked his own meals on the pitch-oil stove. Everything he cooked was a one-pot dish. He’d set the pot a third full of water on the stove and light the burner. While it was heating, he’d settle on the low bench to prepare the ingredients for his soup. Let’s say he’s making a thick split-peas and vegetable soup, a favourite of his. He’s assembled what he’ll need, small paper bag with dry yellow split peas, bowl, pot spoon, small knife, cup, three eddoes, two green bananas, small bag of flour, three cloves of garlic, four fat leaves of Spanish thyme plucked from a bush on the side of the path, two bird peppers, ditto. He pulls the basin from under the bench and positions it on the ground between his feet.
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