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    CHAPTER 1


    THE VISIT




    I became interested in the life of a rare young British Guianese. His name is Peter D’Abrue. At twenty eight years of age he fought against all the odds to gain a degree in dentistry and in so doing, became one of the wealthiest men in the land. What was most extraordinary, he was also The Commissioner of the Hinterlands, an area of some fifty five thousand square miles of pristine forests. His job was the second most important in the land. Only the Governor held the most important post.




    My name is Andrew Bowry; I was born in England of English parents. My father was a man of the cloth as they would describe him and he was sent to New Amsterdam to head the Mission Chapel Church in the aptly named, Chapel Street. I, being only six years old, was sent to school in the city of Georgetown. Later, I went to Queen’s College, the best school in the colony. Had I stayed in New Amsterdam I would have been sent to the Berbice High School, which was the best in Berbice. There, I would have met Peter and his friends and undoubtedly we would have been friends.




    An Englishman was considered a leper if he was seen socialising too closely with the other races. My father on the other hand, being a priest, was allowed this leeway and that also gave me the opportunity to delve into the other races’ background. It was not enough for me to get a clear picture of their lives.




    I was very excited when Peter agreed for me to come to Supenaam and interview him and the three others that made up the famous four. I was a journalist with the Chronicle and I had never done a biography of anyone.




    Despite being a rainforest, it is also the home of many tribes who lived off the land, and at the same time protecting it from loggers, gold diggers and diamond seekers.




    Peter’s job was to see that the villagers and their villages were protected from these intruders. He had the authority to make his own laws and to punish anyone found violating them.




    After he accepted my proposal to interview him, he also offered to fly me out in one of his planes. I declined the offer and set about making the journey exactly as he did, as a sixteen year old. I took a taxi to Sproston’s wharf to board the river boat R.H.Carr to Mackenzie and then by locomotive to Ituni, there I went on board a truck that took me to the Demerara River and finally, by boat to Supenaam. It was the most arduous journey I have ever undertaken.




    On arrival I was too tired to move so I watched the porters unloading their cargo. The owner of the boat was looking with great interest at the way they were handling the cargo. I could see he was annoyed, that the porters were treating his boat like a piece of junk. To be quite honest, his boat was no more than the bark of a giant greenheart tree, sturdily reinforced with tar and fibres from the numerous palm trees growing along the banks of the Demerara. His anger grew uncontrollable as he watched them drop an electrical generator that nearly went through the bottom of the boat.




    He was a diminutive half Scot, half Amerindian with a Scottish name as long as the Demerara. Everyone that came to learn of his name ended up in hysterics. He was immune to their laughter, but he was proud to carry the name of his Scottish father. Duncan McGregor Stewart.




    When the unloading was done, I followed him to the Commissioner’s office where he had to report and have the papers signed for payment. As the Commissioner was signing the document, Duncan kept his eyes on the bottle of malt whisky on the desk. As he was handed his papers he asked. “Is that very good whisky?”




    “The finest” The Commissioner’s assistant replied.




    “I want to taste it, if only to prove I still retain my sense of taste for the stuff” He said.




    “You cannot have it you are a native. We are not allowed to give alcohol to the natives.” The clerk pointed out.




    “Would you be allowed to give a half native half a drink? I am also half Scottish, So how about it?” He argued.




    “I would not be able to answer that question. It’s up to the Commissioner.” The clerk turned to the Commissioner and asked if it was allowed.




    “Let him have the dammed drink and get him out of here before I lose my concentration” The Commissioner relented.




    Then the Commissioner turned and looked at me and politely asked “Are you the journalist Andrew Bowry?”




    “I am your Excellency.” I replied.




    “None of that Andrew; just call me Peter. We reserve that Excellency bit for the Governor,” Peter informed him informally, “and I want it to stay that way”. He then introduced me to Ben and told him that I would be sharing the smaller house. “Why don’t you let Ben take you to your quarters where you can freshen up and relax until I finish here.”




    It is five years to the day since Peter D’Abrue took up his role as Commissioner of the Hinterlands. He was able to retain the respect and friendship of indigenous inhabitants, especially at Supenaam, his headquarters. The natives looked on him as a god and idolised him in the same manner as his predecessor.




    Duncan went under a silk cotton tree to enjoy his drink and soon a number of Amerindian men came to watch him in the hope that he would offer them a sip. When they realized that a drop was not forthcoming, they sent their ladies to plead with him. Duncan was not having any of it. He stood up and protested and eventually declared, “My blood pressure always rises when ladies bother me. If it is not sexual, then it is always something aggravating. That is why they are called WOMEN. …Woe to men. Now get out of here or I will call the Commissioner.”




    “You think you are clever Duncan McGregor Stewart because your drunken father is a Scotsman. You can keep your drink and go to hell.” They told him before departing.




    Duncan was happy when they left. He knew he could not offer them a drink or he would have been in serious trouble with the Commissioner.




    Diego and his family arrived just as Duncan was about to leave. They exchanged a few words of welcome and on leaving, he gave Diego the rest of the whisky. Diego took a swig and handed the bottle back to him. Diego is also of a mixed race, half Spanish and half Amerindian. His wife, Bell came over and joined them in their conversation.




    “What is so amusing?” She asked.




    “Nothing very important.” Diego replied.




    “Stop messing around Diego. It must be of some importance for both of you to be laughing so heartily.” She insisted.




    “The truth is we were merely pointing out the fact that, with the exception of Matthew Longhorn and the Commissioner, we are all of mixed race. Duncan is half Scot, You are half English half Chinese, Ben is English and Black, and I am half Spanish, we can have our own club of mixed races. Is that not funny enough to cause laughter?” Diego explained.




    “I don’t think we should be laughing at who we are. You should be ashamed even to mention it” Bell told him, feeling a bit angry.




    The Commissioner, being a dear friend of this band of mixed races soon joined them. Ben was not far away weaving his massive body from left to right, as he made his way through the bushes to join us. Eventually we all ambled down the river back to enjoy the cool breeze there. Ben had constructed some cosy seats for this very purpose. He told Peter that I looked sleepy and they thought it best to let me rest.




    As they sat enjoying the coolness, the Commissioner told them there were some problems with the American pilot and the villagers, which needed his urgent attention. This was what had made him irritable. Now that Diego was there, perhaps he would be able to get some help in resolving the crisis.




    The Commissioner was eager to hear what Diego had to offer.




    “I think you should handle this matter personally Peter.” Matthew intervened.




    “Normally I would. This is a tricky situation and I think the American is trying to bully the chief. Personally, I think the chief is right. We cannot be relocating these reptiles forever. They have a right, like everyone else, to survive in whatever conditions nature throws at them. Let us not be the ones to give them a hard time. I think Diego is my best envoy to deal with this situation.” Peter defended his decision.




    “Since you put it that way, I must agree.” Matthew conceded.




    The problem was, that Sebastian, the American pilot, was landing his amphibious aircraft too near the colony of the caimans that were relocated there some five years ago and further relocation would have an adverse effect on the reptiles. The villagers insisted they remain where they were and that Sebastian land his craft at least two kilometers away. Sebastian wasn’t going to be bullied where to land his plane. This impasse provoked a lot of hostility between the two parties.




    Diego was only too pleased to help his friend. He suggested that Sebastian land his craft, as designated by the villagers and use one of the tractors or paddle boat to transport him to base. It took a lot of persuasion but eventually, Sebastian agreed. Diego had succeeded in averting a crisis.




    They were joined by their old friend the vicar, to discuss the future of Margaret a confidant of Christine, the Commissioner’s wife. She was restless and approaching her twenty first birthday, the opportunity of finding a husband in this wilderness was nonexistent. She wanted to return to the city to enjoy herself and find a suitable partner. It was not too much to ask, by any standard. The problem needed careful consideration. Margaret felt obliged to be loyal to the family that saved her father from ruin and disgrace, and also gave her a golden opportunity to rebuild her life. It remains to be seen what decision would emerge.




    It had been a long time since aircrafts ended the arduous journey from Mackenzie to Supenaam; A journey that could take days in treacherous terrain. Now the planes have made life so much easier.




    The tradition of the supply boat bringing vital supplies for the villagers still continued. It was not surprising to find the villagers swarming around the boat to collect their supplies.




    Diego, as usual, helped them take it to the village in his tractor. In the centre of the village square, Sebastian was arguing with the chief and threatened him with his pistol.




    Diego was so irritated by this that he jumped out of the tractor and stood between the two warring parties.




    The tractor was still moving with no one at the controls it went crashing into Sebastian’s newly built house. The villagers started laughing hysterically, which became infectious and even the chief forgot his worries temporarily and joined in the hysterics. It was inevitable that the contagion got to Sebastian. It ended what could have been an ugly affair.




    Later that evening, they all gathered at Peter’s residence to formally welcome me. I was thoroughly refreshed and ready for anything. The welcoming went in to the best part of the night, before it ended. At every introduction a drink was poured and when that ran out, they cheered Matthew, then Peter’s wife Christine and their daughter Elizabeth. Then came the time when they started wishing happy birthdays months ahead. When all avenues were exhausted, they decided to call a halt to the celebrations and we all went completely exhausted, to bed.




    The next morning I woke up with a vice around my head. It took the best part of the day to shake it off, eventually I went about my task talking to the natives and gathering as much information about Peter as I could. In my interviews, I found I was also writing a biography of Matthew Longhorn. Everyone loved him and his niece Christine. She apparently went back to the city to look after her daughter who had started her second year at the privately run Jewish school. Margaret, her confidant stayed behind to look after Peter and Matthew. She found her task boring, especially since she was not allowed to participate in any of the drinking sessions. It would not look right, an unmarried catholic maiden tossing back drinks in the company of virile men, in the heart of the wilderness. She was longing for the arms of someone who would love and care for her. At twenty one, she was desperate for the company of a young unmarried man. Here in the wilderness that was a forlorn hope. Despite her frustration she plodded on, grateful that Peter had rescued her from disgrace and ruin and had given her the chance to avert a life of a prostitute, if all else had failed. Such was her gratitude that she resolved to put her frustration aside and serve the family well.




    Peter was aware of her dilemma and was working on a plan to make her happy. All this depended on Christine.




    At dinner I began to question Matthew of the circumstances that brought great wealth to the fabulous four, as they were now known, the four being, Matthew, Peter, Ben and Diego. Matthew explained to me the reason why Peter got half of the diamonds and gold that they found. He told me that, because he became a believer in the Hindu philosophy, the Vedanta and mysticism, it had brought him the inner happiness he sought after years of fighting and killing. The happiness and peace of mind he found in his meditation forced him to give Peter all his share of the wealth. Matthew further explained that the main reason for doing so was because of Peter’s obedience to his father and enduring the frustration and hardship of jungle life, without any complaint.




    “You said you found complete happiness in your new way of life. Yet I see you drinking and having as much fun as anyone here. I also notice you have a very beautiful and young female companion.”




    “She is not my companion but my bonded wife.” Matthew enlightened him.




    “I don’t understand. What is a bonded wife?” I asked.




    “It is a system to give respectability to a woman who has formed a relationship with a man.” Matthew told him.




    I was busy with my pencil jotting down every detail. Then I asked Peter “There is one intriguing feature I do not fully understand. Margaret, you said, is grateful to you for saving her family from ruin. How did that come about?”




    “I’d rather leave that bit out. This story is about me and not anyone else. I am not prepared to talk about any of my close friends because we are not just friends, more like brothers. There is one thing I can talk about and that is Margaret’s dire position. In her earlier life, she was nearly forced to take a job as a hostess, in a night club. The scoundrel that owns the club expects the girls to be more than just hostesses. I am sure you understand my meaning. She remains untouched of any suspicion of immorality. That I can swear by.”




    Peter was very serious in his comments and I sensed it. I was now put on a new alert, stick to my task and keep well away from Peter and his close friends. I so much wanted to be a part of this group, I told myself it was early days and little by little I would work my way in and win their confidences. It was difficult to imagine four men and two women of different races, harmonised in such a strong bond of friendship.




    This was the opening I was looking for. I always wanted to understand the deep feeling of racial division and what was the real cause of it. I was told that the British maintain their aloofness in order to show who is master of the colony. The Portuguese had their own circle, so did the East Indians and the Blacks. The people who fared worst were the Blacks. I could not see why. They were very sociable and would have embraced any social intercourse with any of the other races. The East Indians appears to guard against any pollution of their religion and especially their females. I also think, it was a bit of inferiority complex. Whatever the reason, they were determined to protect what they held dearly.




    We, on the other hand, try desperately to disguise our own prejudices; the most unrealistic being classifying the Portuguese as non-white.




    It was time for an evening sip on the river bank. The cool breeze was heaven on this very hot day. I could see the parrots flying past the wind charger with its dummy harpy eagle. The birds, apparently apprehensive of its presence showed their anger by screeching at it as they fly by. Even the monkeys showed their disgust, howling abuse at it without any results. I would have thought they would get used to its presence, after so many years. It was comical to a certain point, to a human but not to the creatures, it was a threat.




    Sugar Bush, Matthew’s bonded wife and Ben arrived with all the necessaries for a light drink. I couldn’t help noticing Sugar Bush eyeing me suspiciously. I’m not sure she accepts me. Getting along with this lot was proving more difficult than I expected, but I was determined to make it my crusade to win them over. The big question was how. Then I thought of the magic formula, maybe their interest in keeping the rain forest in its pristine state was the answer. I will show them that I too care about the future of the forest and the people that live in it. As a journalist and a biographer, I can do a lot, to make the outside world understand what is going on in this world of mystery and show them that the inhabitants are not the savages they think they are, but cultural people, who are happy to live off the land and face the hazards, as a way of life. I must try and learn their language, by doing so, I can win their confidence and trust, and who knows, I might winkle out a few of their innermost secrets. This part of my programme will take time, lots of time, and that I have in abundance.




    As we sipped our malt slowly, Ben asked me if I could write a book about him. That gave me a new idea. Why not write a biography of the Fabulous Four.




    I asked the others and they all agreed. Even Sugar Bush seemed less suspicious of me and pointing at herself she asked. “Me too?”




    I nodded and she gave the most beautiful smile I have seen since coming up here. Matthew was a bit apprehensive at first, but with a little persuasion from his bonded wife, he agreed.




    I began thinking. Should I make it one huge biography or should I do it individually. I must think carefully on this. I also needed Peter’s permission, as he is the one whose biography I came up to do.




    Peter hesitated for a minute and my heart sank briefly. Then he said. “What was the motto of the musketeers? All for one, and one for all. Andrew, it is a great idea, you have my permission to do it.”




    So finally, my task was to cut out and have a definite program to work on. I was beginning to enjoy the atmosphere and the lovely malt on hand.’




    Half way through our sundowner, Peter asked how I proposed to let the outside world understand the inhabitants of this wonderful wilderness.




    I told him that I would create a weekly article exposing life here and the people that have lived here for tens of thousands of years. I also said I would take photographs with him and Matthew, surrounded by the chiefs and their people.




    “Not in his Commissioner’s regalia. That will portray him in a different light.” Matthew advised.




    “As a slave owner, Matthew?” Peter asked.




    “Precisely.”




    “And of course you will need to get the chiefs’ permission to photograph them.” Matthew advised.




    “Of course, it goes without saying. I am aware of these people’s pride and I promise I’ll do everything with decorum. While we’re on the subject of Native Amerindians, can you tell me why Sugar Bush decided to bond with you? I mean no disrespect, but you are considerably older.”




    “That will forever be my secret, and don’t you forget it.” Matthew replied.




    “I think it is sheer charisma.” Peter teased.




    It was getting dark and Margaret came to tell us that supper was ready. It was all quiet now. I awaited the noise from the insects and thanked God for the netting that kept them away.




    Then I asked Matthew “How do the villagers managed without netting? Are they immune to their bites?”




    “No one is immune to their bites. They use the sap from the leaves of the silk cotton and rub themselves with it before retiring. I warn you though, it has the most repugnant smell. That should give you an idea why we don’t use it.” Matthew informed me.




    I wanted to ask if Sugar Bush used it, I hoped not. Matthew looked at me and asked “Is there anything else you wanted to know before supper?”




    I shook my head.




    


  




  

    CHAPTER 2


    THE CONFRONTATION




    I was making my way to the village, accompanied by Ben and Sugar Bush. There was a lot of shouting in the village. Ben became agitated, so Sugar Bush ran ahead to investigate. It appeared that one of the men in the village had a problem with an outsider from the neighbouring village.




    It turns out that the man from the other village is angry that a herd of cattle has grown too large and some of the space he’d intended to use for growing vegetables has been taken up by this increase.




    It looked like a matter to be dealt with by Diego; he is the one who is responsible for their care and protection. Ben instructed Sugar Bush to tell the men that the problem would be put right as soon as Diego was informed. But, the stranger was not happy with this information and continued to harass the villager. The chief took an arrow dipped in curare and threatened to stab him with it, if he did not stop this harangue. I tried to stay calm and hoped that this episode would come to an end. I could see firsthand, the problems the chief had to face. Eventually, the stranger took his bow and arrows and slinked away.




    I was in no mood to interview anyone at the moment. Instead, Ben suggested we took a tractor to visit Diego and his family. Sugar Bush insisted on coming along. No one was in authority to tell her she couldn’t.




    We arrived just in time for when the milking was over. I took a large glass and filled it with fresh milk and drank it. It has been several years since I last did that.




    I was surprised at the complex arrangements on the cattle farm. I could see neat hedges around the corral, a superbly built lodge and neat little thatched houses for the young villagers and their families.




    Diego invited us into his home and offered us some freshly brewed coffee. Bell asked us to stay for lunch, as she was preparing peccary and pigeon. It sounded great. I had no idea what peccary tasted like but I was willing to try.




    Matthew and Peter must have heard of the crisis in the village, as they came racing down the dirt track on an old tractor.




    Diego explained the situation and they were happy with it. They were invited to join us for lunch and with such a gathering, the inevitable malt was set before us. I wasn’t a heavy drinker not like this lot anyway. But I was prepared to take my share as it came, and that went down well with the others.




    Half way through lunch Diego started explaining. “We do have a problem on our hands and I think we are at fault. The herd is too large for such a small space and obviously they spilled out onto land that isn’t really ours. We have two options, one is to get rid of half the herd by giving them to the neighboring village, or secondly, take them across the river in the open savanna. There is enough shade from the trees scattered about. The only problem is, they’ll be open to attacks from roaming jaguars. It means we will have to dig trenches all around the corral and fence it. That will take a very long time.




    Matthew suggested we used the draglines and tractors to dig the trenches and the villagers could put up the barricades. “For their hard work we could give them vegetables?” Matthew suggested, “And maybe even a bull, when there are too many of them, until a permanent relocation is found.” He added.




    “Would it not be risky relocating the animals on the same bank as the caimans?” I asked.




    “It’s a risky situation but we are prepared to chance it. That is why we are erecting the barricades. The trench around the perimeter is not enough to deter them from entering the area.” Diego told them.




    The final decision will depend on the outcome of the negotiation with the villagers next door. And that can be tricky.




    While Diego and the others were planning a solution for the neighboring villagers, an uprising was taking place a hundred yards away. Obeyo, the chief from the next village was in a heated confrontation with Watachara, the resident chief. Men from both villages were armed with their poisoned arrows to do battle, if called upon. I wondered how many fights there were in this community. I had witnessed several and it always appeared to be something petty and as always, it was Diego to be the one to solve their differences.




    So I was not surprised, when I heard Ben had taken initiative and summoned Diego; and asked him to bring the tractor. I volunteered to drive a second tractor if it would help. So the three of us raced down the embankment to meet the Commissioner. I was surprised and full of admiration when I saw both Peter and Matthew in full Commissioner’s uniform. Their impressive plumed helmet looked daunting, especially when you saw their revolvers hanging from their belts. This really was the scene of cowboys and Indians, Guianese style. Diego, Ben and I were carrying loaded rifles. I’d never fired a gun in my life; but Ben was quick to show me how.




    Peter and Matthew marched bravely in front of the tractors until we reached two parties in heated arguments. It was impossible to learn what it was all about.




    Matthew shouted a command in their language and told them to be orderly. They ignored him, so again he shouted his command. They looked angry and turned their attention to us, menacingly.




    Peter drew his pistol and shouted. “In the name of his Britannic Majesty King George IV, I command you to drop your weapons or I will be forced to shoot anyone that disobeys this order.”




    They remained as menacing as before and threatened us with their poisoned arrows. Matthew stepped six paces forward and pointed his revolver at Obeyo and told him to drop his arrows or he would be dead. Then, he calmly said. “I am an old man and have been your Commissioner for twenty five years. I have always been fair and kind to you. You may shoot me with your arrow Obeyo, but you will not live to enjoy the victory.”




    At this point Warachara stepped in and said. “If he shoots you, I will burn his body in his house and all his ancestors’ bones in it.”




    Obeyo winced at the threat, as he knew Warachara did not make empty promises. He then commanded his tribe to drop their arrows and sit down for a peace talk.




    The two chiefs and some of their advisors were invited to the long house which was erected in the center of the square, just outside the main village. Peter and Matthew, still dressed in their official uniforms, sat at the head of the long table. The two warring parties sat opposite each other. Diego, Ben and I sat at the other end. The two chiefs stood up placed their left hand under their chins and stretched forth their right hand. In unison they said “A wiki aye bala.” Peter and Matthew replied, “A wiki aye nou.” Then, the two chiefs answered with “Soo, awah.” This was a submissive welcome to parley.




    The ceremony completed, and Peter and Matthew took off their helmets and wiped their brows, as they outlined the proposals that were originally thought up by Diego and the others.




    Obeyo rejected the idea of taking half the herd, preferring to accept fruits and vegetables from the farm instead, until such time as the area for the herd is ready. They all agreed to assist in digging the trenches around the corral where the cattle would be resting, during the night. It was also agreed by both parties that, on a rotational basis, a guard would be on hand all night to warn off any attacks, from the caimans or jaguars.




    I have been a journalist for over a decade and witnessed many confrontations with workers and management in the sugar industry. I have even seen men shot and killed in a strike that threatened the sugar industry. This was so easily resolved, I wish the so called civilized people on the outside would take a leaf from these simple people’s book.




    Matthew asked them to send their advisors away and invited the two chiefs and the rest of us to the official residence. Contrary to official regulations, Matthew brought out a bottle of malt whisky and poured generous amounts in each glass. Then he announced. “Gentlemen, this is against official regulations, since I am no longer the Commissioner. I am taking advantage of that fact to perform this ceremony, and to show my friends that I am still their friend, in spite of the harsh exchanges we had earlier. Peter, my dear friend, who I sometimes look upon as the son I never had, is spared any reproach from anyone, least of all from me. I think it is time they be considered as a nation, to determine what’s good for them and what is not.” Matthew then went around clinking his glass with all of us and drank the lot in one gulp. The two chiefs followed, and presented their glasses for a second drink. Matthew obliged and Peter got a bit agitated. Matthew sensed this and announced that this was their last drink. He ended by saying “I was so overwhelmed by the events of today and the bravery shown by our Commissioner that I decided to do the extraordinary, by inviting my friends for this drink.” The chiefs took their leave and disappeared into the forest. Warachara and Obeyo walked shoulder to shoulder, like brothers.




    I was not only shocked by these events that I’d never anticipated, but also by the valour Peter and Matthew had exhibited. It was getting late and Diego and Ben had gone to bed. Peter had invited me to stay on with him and had said that when tiredness became overwhelming I could sleep in the next room. I was thankful that he’d asked. I’d always wanted to spend a night in this house with its luxury en-suite bedrooms, a luxury I’d never enjoyed before. In my city of Georgetown, there were grand colonial houses but I doubt any of them had an en-suite bedroom. I imagine it was Peter’s idea, after returning from England. He wanted so much to make Christine happy during her visit to Supenaam, I think he has succeeded.




    Margaret came in with her father, Joseph D’Costa, the resident engineer and pilot. He sat next to me enjoying a cold drink. “Would you not like me to pour you a whisky?” I asked. “No thank you.” he replied. His reply was short. “A teetotaler?” I asked. “I was an alcoholic. I worked in a brewery and fell in love with their product” he replied, with a wink. He became friendlier and told me. “My daughter and I are now working for the man who helped us. It’s a kindness I can never repay.”




    “What is it you cannot repay Joseph?” Peter asked, as he came in to join us. “I was merely mentioning the reason why I do not drink alcohol anymore.”




    “You should bury that thought and look to the future. When you mention the past, do you realise you are humiliating Margaret? It was not her fault that disaster came to you. Promise me you will never mention it again, not even to your priest?” Peter was looking at him in the eyes and with a seriousness that said he meant business.




    I think Joseph understood his meaning and went off to his lodgings. Margaret came and placed an arm on Peter and thanked him for telling her father to forget the past.




    “I am willing to forget and look forward to a new life, but father keeps reminding me, and I am, as you say, always embarrassed.” She kissed Peter on the cheek. Peter looked surprised, but smiled eventually. In my Colonial circle it is a foregone conclusion that when a young woman, and one as beautiful as Margaret, kisses a man, whether on his cheek or on his lips, it is considered an invitation for romantic exchanges. I am not sure Margaret is conscious of this. Whether Peter realises this or not, is a matter of conjecture. I began taking a closer look at events that followed, if only to prove I was wrong. After all, she is an extremely beautiful young lady and proportionately endowed. She walked slowly towards the drinks cabinet and poured herself a large brandy. As she sipped it slowly, I saw her looking at Peter from behind her glass. Peter seemed oblivious to her attention. She only looked away when she saw I was observing her. I finished my drink and said goodnight. I thought it was the decent thing to do, if they wanted to carry on. My bedroom was separated from the living area by a single wall and it was not difficult to hear what someone was saying. I heard movements and glasses clinking; and then I knew I was right, she had given him the signal for something more than just gratitude.




    It was quiet for a long time and I was desperate to know what was going on. I couldn’t pretend I wanted to go to the toilet, as my room had everything. Then, I heard his bedroom door shut and I waited for the second sound of her door to close. No such sound came and then I heard whispering and the sound of someone falling heavily on a bed. I knew I had the evidence of a romance, but I could not be sure. I focused my hearing to its full intensity. I heard muffled mutterings and then silence. After a while there was heavy breathing. I was in no doubt that Peter had committed adultery. The sensual breathing continued for some time, then I heard the door open and close. I knew she’d got what she wanted. I felt happy for her, but at the same time I wondered if her beauty was not casting a spell over me.




    In the morning I found that Peter had already gone to his office without breakfast. Margaret and Sugar bush were still preparing it. Half an hour later Peter came in, followed by Diego. They were going through some papers together while breakfast was laid on the table. There was an enormous struggle within me to contain what I knew had happened. I could hardly consume my breakfast. After some deliberation with myself, I asked to be excused and went and sat on the verandah. Peter sensed something was bothering me, so he came out to enquire. At first, I tried to conceal the fact that I knew something happened between the two of them during the night. “Come on man spit it out before it chokes you. What is it that is bothering you?” He asked authoritatively.




    Unable to contain my curiosity I told him what I suspected. Peter became enraged and his face reddened with anger as he denied the accusation. Margaret must have heard him and came out to say that breakfast was ready. Peter took her by the hand and told her what I had disclosed.




    She instantly slapped me so hard my head went half way round my shoulder. “I swear in the name of The Holy Mother Mary that I am still the virgin I was from birth.” And she burst into tears.




    I felt like a right moron and thought my presence had become untenable. After breakfast, Peter told me to complete my work as soon as possible. This request, he insisted, had nothing to do with what was said this morning. I’d gone down to the office early this morning to take a phone call from my father. He wants me in Berbice as soon as I can make it. I am to take my family, who are in the city at the moment. Matthew and the others will want to come.




    After he left for the office, I managed to get hold of Margaret alone and went down on my knees and apologised most vehemently. I told her it must have been the drinks and my own imagination that must have conjured up such a sad tale. She smiled and held my hand in gesture to stand up. Then she opened her heart to me. “I love Peter secretly from the moment I set eyes on him. I am his wife’s confidant and I will never allow myself to betray her or the family. I forgive you, because you may have seen the tenderness I have for him in my eyes. I knew you were observing me when I was having my brandy. I am unhappy here as, as you can see, there are no eligible bachelors around. I have lived in more hopelessness than this, so I can take it. Peter himself, has endured six years of hopelessness in this place and he survived, so shall I, as intact as I came.” Her smile was one of forgiveness and I thanked my lucky stars that this awful episode had come to a peaceful end.




    Ben and Diego asked me to join them on a fishing trip. Matthew must have heard, as he came out and asked. “Where do you think you musketeers are going without me? Diego, you know how much I love fishing, yet you fail to invite me.”




    “You were not around. I thought you are still resting.” Diego defended his decision.




    “I know exactly what you are up to, not fishing but visiting that village of Obeyo, I too noticed those lovely beauties that followed him. I am still a man and up to anything you can take” Matthew told them.




    “You know me Matthew, Bell will chop my head off if she knew I was up to no good. It is Andrew who wanted to get to know the young ladies. He is seriously thinking of marrying one of them”. Diego told him.




    The four of us set off to the village of the young ladies, nervousness crept up in me and I became a bit apprehensive. I do not normally drink but right now a glass of whisky would do no harm. We arrived at the village and Obeyo came and greeted us. He spoke in his dialect and three young ladies brought drinks for us, it was their local brew. I’d never tasted it before but it was beyond vile. It was the most horrible drink I had ever tasted. Protocol forbade anyone from refusing a chief’s hospitality. He looked at me, curious to know what I thought of his drink. I smiled and lied “Good, very good.” He looked pleased and poured me another. I could not believe I’d invited another drink by my comment.




    Matthew decided to let him know why we were there. The chief looked pleased and invited another young lady to come forward. She was not the oil painting I was looking for. There were incisors missing from both her upper and lower jaw and she giggled like an imbecile. I became agitated and looked away. “Say something, man.” Matthew shouted at me. “What can I say; it is not I who is looking for a bride. Tell the chief I was looking for my brother. I will write and tell him to come and see for himself. I said nervously.”




    “You no want to bond with my sister?” The chief asked. “My brother will bond with her, I will find a suitable young lady to bond with after he has chosen.” I replied, still shaking within.




    “Then have some more drink.” he said, and without warning, poured me a very large drink. I would have rather drank all he had, than chosen the woman that was before me. Matthew looked at me with great concern and I was getting legless with the poison that had been given to me.




    Diego, who is more knowledgeable with tribal custom, explained that I would come again and choose one of his ladies, but only after I’d had the opportunity to speak with her.




    Without warning Obeyo said. “You go speak now. Go…go… go he urged me. I was terribly embarrassed. I didn’t know what to do. Again, Diego came to the rescue and defended me. He told the chief that I was ignorant of tribal customs and that, perhaps, when I learnt a bit more, I would come for a visit, with good intentions. This appeared to satisfy Obeyo. We left and I felt a complete moron for a second time!




    The others were needling me all the way back to base. I was worried about the foul taste in my mouth.




    As soon as I reached my lodgings, I took a big swig of whisky and normality was restored. Bell was smiling at me and asked if I had selected a bride. I simply shook my head and


    went indoors.




    Sebastian came and asked us to help him restore his house. I was in no mood for that kind of work. I told him of the nasty experiences I’d had and would only come to give moral support.




    The rest of the day was spent rebuilding the house. Afterwards, we all went down the river to cool ourselves. Ben, Sebastian and Diego went in the river for a swim. I am no great friend of the piranha, so I stayed on the bank with Matthew and watched them playing like little boys, having a great time. Matthew then told me that piranha have a notorious reputation for stripping a man or animal to the bone, in a matter of minutes. “Are they not afraid they may be attacked?” I asked. “Diego knows when it is safe to swim and if he says it is safe, then you can believe him. It is safe.” Matthew told me.




    They were dressed just in time, as Margaret and her father joined us. Not long afterwards Peter strolled along.




    Sebastian suggested we take the sea plane and go up river. He wanted to visit the village on the other side, to negotiate with the villagers about helping to dig the trenches where the cattle will be rehoused.




    “Everyone seemed to forget we have a gigantic task ahead and I am prepared to get started.” We all agreed and we were off. It was my first flight in an aircraft and I was surprised how delightful it was.




    The villagers were very welcoming. The first thing they asked. “Where is doctor man?” Matthew told them he was resting and would come and see them when time permitted.”




    “Very busy doctor man. Wife come with him next time?” the chief asked.




    “Wife and daughter in city.” Matthew enlightened them.




    “Clever doctor man, keep far from wife and have a happy life” The chief replied, with a roguish smile.




    Sebastian then negotiated with them of coming to the farm to help dig the trenches. They suggested that he come in his plane and fetch them, all they wanted in return was enough to feed the villagers, while the work was going on. It looked like a good bargain and it was agreed. We flew back to base.




    Peter was delighted that we’d accomplished something useful. “Looking for brides and swimming in the river was getting you nowhere.” Peter told me. Matthew agreed.




    I had been here a week and not one word had been written for the actual work I’d come to do. I was too busy getting to know what life in Supenaam was really like, from an outsider’s point of view. I thought the best way forward was to interview Ben and the others, one by one. In that way, I can relate their personality and blend it into a coordinated biographical round up, with Peter and Matthew at the forefront.




    This, I must try to do in earnest and not be diverted by anything or anyone. Perhaps it easier said than done, here in this wilderness where events can dictate what and when to do certain things.




    My only wish was, never to visit that village again, or take another sip of that vile drink. No sooner had I contented myself with that promise, when Obeyo arrived with his sister to discuss bonding.




    I was getting absolutely fed up with this bonding business. I told him, that in our culture the eldest must bond first and only then can I think of bonding. He was shaking his head as I spoke. I wondered if he really understood what I was saying. I was only too happy when he took her hand and marched off looking a bit angry. I do not want any confrontation with people I can hardly understand. I must ask Diego to send home that message to him and the sooner the better. I can never tell when he may shoot me with a poisoned arrow.




    The other thing on my mind was this drinking. I think they are taking advantage of the fact that since there are no other means of leisure, drinking was the only substitute. I could think of many other things they could do to relax and pass the time.




    I decided I would try and please my editor and by sending him some pictures of the community and the villagers, and to expose life in the wilderness. I was sure that would please him no end and increase sales. Then, I thought of Obeyo’s daughter. If only I could persuade Diego to take me to his village and persuade the chief to let me photograph his daughter, under the pretext that my non-existent brother could see her picture and maybe want to be bonded with her. I was ashamed of myself for this dubious activity. It would serve a good purpose in the end. I was happy I’d found some justification for my actions.




    Diego was not happy in the least, of my proposal. He suggested I tell the truth and tell the chief my real reason for wanting the photograph. In this way, I would not be deceiving anyone, more so myself.




    Much to my surprise the chief was overwhelmed with what Diego told him and he went and adorned himself in his chieftain attire and stood as rigid as a post next to his daughter.




    




    


  




  

    CHAPTER 3


    CHRISTINE’S SUDDEN ARRIVAL




    We heard the sea plane landing two miles away and Diego scrambled on his tractor to investigate. We all clambered aboard and headed for the landing site. It was Christine and Elizabeth in company with Isabel, her maid. We put them in a paddle boat and took them to Peter. He was as much surprised as were we, at their arrival.




    It had been several months since she last visited Supenaam and Peter was overjoyed that she had come.




    I discovered later, that it was not a pleasant visit. Peter knew that she was pregnant and wanted to return to England, until the baby was born. He was not at all happy with her decision. He was insisting she remained in the city and have the baby. She was adamant and they failed to reach an agreement on the issue. She would prefer it if he agreed to let her return to England and have the baby there. The outcome of this decision was a secret.




    In the morning I could see Peter’s face all drawn, with anger written all over it. I knew it would be some time before I could approach him for his life story. All was not lost, I had the others I could interview.




    I would start with Ben. He has a colourful life. I was content to wait though, as I had my first story and photograph to send in.




    I could see Matthew and Diego chatting with Mrs. D’Abrue and she was laughing and joking with them. It seemed all her problems were behind her. I would be the happiest man if it all goes well.




    After lunch I asked Ben to walk down the river, where we could sit and chat about his life. He was overwhelmed with enthusiasm.




    I started out by asking him to tell me all he could remember from the first time he met Peter.




    “Let me tell you first my origin. My great grandmother was a slave, working for an Irish overseer at the sugar plantation. He made her pregnant and after the child was born, she brought her up with love and care, without any help from the father. I was told she was a beautiful girl who grew up into a more beautiful young lady. She in turn, was made pregnant by an English man, and they had a beautiful daughter. That daughter was my mother. She was extremely beautiful and at the age of fifteen, married an English man and that child is me”




    Ben stopped and asked. “Are you writing this down? I am not wasting my time telling you secrets of my life in vain. Or am I?”




    “No Ben, it is all in my head, I promise.” I told him.




    Then he continued. “As you can see, I come from a line of bastards. I am bigger than most men. I measure twenty four inches at the shoulder and weigh over two hundred and fifty pounds. Because of my enormous size, I could not find suitable work and also, the fact I did not have a secondary education, so I found a European family that needed a handy man. All I wanted was a room and my meals and I’d do all they asked. It turned out to be a good deal. All the families I worked for treated me with respect. I did sometimes get into trouble with the ladies. I remember one lady in particular. She was a bit of a sex machine and her husband was not up to her sexual demands. She turned to me for satisfaction”




    I interrupted, by pointing out that, since his mother was married, he was not a bastard. He told me he knew that, but that people still referred to him as ‘that bastard’. He continued “I let it remain that way. If people can be that ignorant, who am I to tell them the truth?” Then he continued in the same breath.




    “At first, I was very scared. I did not want my head blown off by an enraged husband. But it turned out that he did not mind her having an extra marital affair, providing it was discreet. I soon got fed up with her demands and left. I can tell you, that woman was so enraged, she followed me to my temporary lodgings and demanded my services. I told her, in no uncertain terms, that I was leaving and I had no desire to see her again. She wept convulsively for a long time before leaving. I never saw her again.”




    “On another occasion I was in the service of another European family. Her husband loved fishing and hunting and I went with him everywhere, we had a great time. But, she became jealous of the friendship that had developed between us and insisted that she came along or I would have to stay and protect her, while he went deep sea fishing. In order to keep his freedom, he agreed. It turned out, she really liked me and would often measure my biceps and press her body against mine”. Ben stopped for a while and then asked me. “How much of this temptation do you think a man can take before he loses control?”




    “I am waiting for you to tell me Ben.” I said. Then he continued. “Well, I am not one of those men with scruples where sex is concerned. It turned out she was another sex machine. Now I knew why her husband would leave her days on end to go fishing or hunting. The husband never did find out. I nevertheless, became nervous with the situation. Her husband had some serious guns and he had a temper. Eventually, I decided to skip town and head for Mackenzie. It was on that journey that I met Doctor Joseph D’Abrue and his sixteen year old son, Peter. For eight years, I protected him, while he struggled to come to terms with life in the wilderness. I even knew when he picked his first cherry and many after that, until he met the lovely Christine.”




    I interrupted and asked. “Does he like cherries that much? Tell me how they met.”




    “My god man, you are ignorant. It is not the fruit you get from a tree. You must know what I mean. I would like you to answer my questions truthfully. Was it right here in Supenaam he picked his first cherry?” He started out. “I cannot tell you more, it is too private and it will be up to Peter to say what he wants.” Ben ended his story.




    In the meantime, Christine was still negotiating with her husband of returning to England. She even sought the help of her uncle Matthew. He appeared reluctant to intervene and with good reasons. She was his niece and Peter had become the son he never had. He was immensely attached to both of them. Hence, his reluctance to mediate.




    My mind was still reflecting on what Ben had told me. I found his life rather strange and complicated. I trusted that when I interviewed Diego, it would be more straightforward.




    In the morning, after breakfast, it was Diego’s turn. Bell wanted to be present when I did the interview, so I agreed. His ancestral lineage was less complicated than Ben’s. What intrigued me most, was the fact that all the descendants of the conquistadors did not inter marry with the natives. He was not sure of the reasons, but from what I gathered, they looked down on the native Amerindians as inferior. They were therefore, able to retain their distinct Spanish features. Bell on the other hand, was the only off spring of a brief liaison between an Englishman and his Chinese housekeeper. Diego, had a colourful life as an assistant engineer, in the bauxite ship that lies between Mackenzie and Canada. He learnt a lot of arctic conditions, when stranded in Canada, where he got the knowledge of building his timbered lodge, the only one of its kind in the country. He and Bell got married after a short romance and have lived in Supenaam ever since. He is one of the famous four.




    I think I have had enough material to write about for now. I shall take Matthew’s advice and relax as often as possible. At the same time, I would try to deter them from their regular sipping, as they called it.




    It was bad news for Diego, an Amerindian had come running to tell him that a young bull had been taken by a jaguar. It was the third bull in a month and Diego was a bit concerned. He told Matthew that he would not shoot it. He must track it down and see for sure, it was a jaguar and not some marauding Brazilian bandit. These men are notorious for stealing anything they fancy. They have been known to capture young ladies and rape them, before fleeing in the forest. Two months ago, Matthew told me they shot dead one of these bandits, as he attempted to capture Sugar Bush. It was the feisty resistance of the young woman and her call for help that alerted Matthew and Diego. He was trying to strangle the young woman when Matthew shot him in the head. I asked him what happened to Matthew after that. “Did the authorities have anything to say?




    “Yes, they read the report Peter sent and that was the end of the matter” Diego told me.




    “Was there not any investigation?” I asked.




    “No”. He responded. “The Commissioner’s report was the official document needed to be recorded for future reference.”




    I was too excited about tracking down a wild animal and a jaguar at that, that I momentarily forgot why I was here. Matthew announced that he had checked all the antivenin, even that of the infamous bush master. He was not taking any more chances. He had been bitten by one before and he would not survive a second bite. I felt safer from his announcements. In the meantime, plans were afoot for a three day trek, at least. Some of the younger villagers were keen to go and Diego was only too pleased, as they had a better knowledge of tracking than he. Matthew on the other hand, was not so sure; he felt, if there was too many people around, the chances of tracking this animal down would be almost nil. A jaguar, I was told, could smell a man from about two miles or more. It all came down to the trackers, to keep down wind to the creature. It was eventually decided, to take two of the villagers. Diego, Matthew, Ben and myself would make up the rest of the party. The sun was too high in the sky for the journey to begin. So we started very early in the morning.




    We were already about two miles in the forest the next morning and so far, we could not hear or see any sign of the jaguar. The two trackers told us that jaguars usually hunt at night and that early morning was the best time to see if they were successful or not. If they were successful then we had a good chance of finding the culprit. Slowly, they crept forward and signaled us to follow, some distance behind. I was getting nervous and turned around to look at every sound behind me. I felt safer when I noticed Ben was right behind me. In an instant, the trackers signaled us to a halt. We could hear an animal feeding on something. I could hear bones cracking. We kept very low and the trackers tipped their arrows in an intoxicating mild poison and were ready for any eventuality. The poison would not kill the animal but immobilise it for an hour or so. Movements in the undergrowth signaled caution. Then suddenly, I saw it licking its paws and crouched near to whatever it was eating. A closer observation, indicated that it was the young bull he had before him. It was a great distance from where he killed it. Then it dawned on me, the enormous strength of this beast.




    Diego told the trackers not to shoot it, as it would be difficult to carry him all the way back, to be relocated. The wind began to change course and that put us all at risk. The trackers began making a lot of noise, hitting the trunk of a tree with a dead branch. This had the desired effect we wanted, as the animal went racing in the other direction in the forest.




    We returned to base, to find Peter. Christine and another woman were waiting for us. We told them we’d found the culprit, but was unable to do anything, as it was too far. Diego told Peter that he had a plan and if all went well, he hoped to relocate it a hundred miles from here.




    “That cat will not stop taking our bulls. He finds it too easy.”




    “How do you plan to relocate it?” I asked. “First I will have to get a peccary and use it as bait. The rest will unfold itself. We have to wait for a while until he has eaten that bull and started to get hungry again, then I will make my move” Diego informed me.



