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…this shipwreck of fragments, these echoes, these shards… The gathering of broken pieces is the care and pain of the Antilles.


Derek Walcott, The Antilles, Fragments of Epic Memory


(Nobel Address)













HUGH


He spotted us long before we saw him, singled us out from the tourists emerging into the heat from customs, struggling to steer our overladen trolley. He must have been watching as Julia and I scanned the features of the taxi touts, searching for the Indian face of Mr Ramkissoon-Singh. As the other passengers from the London flight dispersed into taxis and hotel mini-buses, he’d have registered our growing concern, observed me leaving Julia to keep an eye on our luggage, watched me going off down the concourse in search of a pay phone. And followed me.


The phone was on the wall behind a souvenir stand. I dug into my pockets for local coins, then noticed the sign: Telephone cards only. I swore under my breath.


‘Allow me to assist.’ The voice at my shoulder was deep. Long fingers held out a phone card. ‘Yuh’ll need this.’ He was a striking man with bright eyes and perfect white teeth. His head was shaved and appeared polished. A diamond stud gleamed in one small, neat ear. I hesitated, then thanked him and offered him my coins. The man still held out his card. ‘Make that call,’ he encouraged. I put the useless small change back into my pocket.


When I got through to Mr Ramkissoon-Singh’s office, a sleepy secretary told me her boss had stepped out. She knew nothing of an airport pick-up. The steel band which had greeted disembarking passengers with soft calypso, now erupted into lively soca. ‘Stepped out?’ I had to shout into the mouthpiece. ‘He’s meant to be meeting us here. My name’s Hugh Pennington! How are we supposed to get to Bacolet? And how do we get the keys?’


When I turned to give the phone card back to its owner, he was nowhere to be seen.


Julia was standing by the luggage, her sunglasses pushed up into her hair. She was smiling into the distance beyond the terminal building: feathery palm trees against an enticing glint of blue. All this awaited us.


‘Did you get through?’


‘Ramkissoon-Singh’s a no-show,’ I said.


A frown replaced her smile. ‘He hasn’t left us stranded here, Hugh?’


‘Looks like it.’ I looked up and down the empty concourse. A woman in green corporation trousers was pushing a wide mop over the empty floor. On the other side of the road, the last taxi pulled away from the rank. Then I remembered. ‘I’ve still got that guy’s phone card.’


‘What guy?’


An enormous nineteen-fifties Chevrolet, two-tone burgundy and cream, rolled up beside us, its white-wall tyres squelching on the hot asphalt. Its polished chrome fenders gleamed like incisors. Tinted glass made it impossible to see who was at the wheel. As the car drew up, its massive boot clicked open, released by some lever from within. When the driver stepped out, it was him again, the man who had lent me his telephone card. He loped round the mound of the bonnet towards us.


‘Sorry,’ I held his phone card out ready as he came up. ‘I meant to return this.’


He nodded in greeting at Julia who smiled back at him, relieved that someone had been sent for us after all. I gave a slight wave of the card to catch the man’s attention, but he remained looking at Julia, as if awaiting an introduction.


‘Oh, this is my wife,’ I said. I hoped that my flat tone would tell her this was not someone we were expecting.


‘Ma’am,’ he said, like they do in westerns, bowing slightly and offering her his hand. Julia took it and beamed like visiting royalty. I pushed the plastic card toward him.


‘Nah, man, you keep that,’ he said, brushing it away, a tiresome fly. ‘Y’know, I could carry y’all to Ramkissoon-Singh’s office to collect yuh keys. I couldn’t help overhearin’ yuh on the phone. I can take y’all to yuh place up Bacolet in my wheels, no problem.’


The voice was suave and modulated, trained front-of-house, the words delivered in the island’s seductive lilt, overlaid with a faint nasalisation of the vowels (No prab-lem). But there was something else in there, fleet and shifting, that I couldn’t put my finger on. It was a clever move: loan the stupid tourist your phone card, stand around and eavesdrop on his conversation, pick up the destination, a name or two, then make a move. Well, if he thought he could move in on us that easily, he was wrong.


‘Thanks, all the same,’ I said, ‘but we’ve got a car coming.’


Julia’s smile faltered; she looked at me in some confusion, as if we should take this smooth-talker at his word and step into his wheels. The Chevrolet was not like the regular taxis we’d seen pulling away from the empty rank across the road, small dented Japanese models each with a reassuring roof sign and displaying a plaque: Licensed to carry four persons in safety. They were driven by older men with paunches, indifferent to the business of their passengers beyond smiling island courtesy. This guy seemed altogether too keen. With our mountain of luggage, I felt sure he had passed up on other passengers and singled Julia and me out as more than just a regular fare. He, no doubt, had it in mind to take us the scenic route, give us the guided tour, and charge us for the pleasure.


‘Someone’s meeting us with the keys,’ I said.


He looked unconvinced. ‘Offices rong here close early Friday.’


Julia glanced anxiously at her watch.


‘But, as yuh like it. No problem.’ He bared white teeth, spread his palms, and started to back away towards his car, its open boot still waiting, hungry.


‘Hugh!’ said Julia under her breath. ‘Why did you send him away?’


‘We have no idea who he is!’


‘But it’s almost four o’clock; you heard what he said!’


‘We’ll catch a proper taxi.’


Julia said nothing but put her hand to her eyes and swung her head both ways to make her point. The deserted approach road shimmered in the heat which warped the control tower and the carrion birds swooping on the runway beyond. The steelband players were now packing up their instruments.


‘Wait… Hello!’ I heard Julia sing out.


‘What are you doing?’ I said through my teeth.


The man stopped mid-stride as if he’d been counting how many it would take before we called him back. He spun round making his large white trainers squeak on the polished concourse.


‘Every last taxi has gone,’ Julia hissed, releasing the brake on the trolley. ‘It’s almost four, and we need those keys.’ She beamed at him again.


He grinned back. ‘At yuh service.’


His name was Horatio. He drove with panache, the steering wheel spinning through his gold-ringed fingers, his other hand, out of the window, making ornate signals to other road users – dribbling a basketball, stroking a cat. We searched the dashboard for a mug shot, an official number, but found only a shiny metallic sticker curling off the glovebox door: All o’ we is one famileee!


Back in April, on our first visit, the island had appeared dun and beige. Dusty, angular goats rummaged in the dry bush on either side of the baked road. Since then, the rainy season had transformed the view unfurling past the car windows. The bush had risen back up. The flamboyants now sprouted fresh, parrot-green shoots. The Chevrolet drifted past old Bedford lorries we hadn’t seen in England for decades, their tarpaulins flapping in the wind. School children stood by the roadside in khaki and white, their thumbs crooked at passing transport. A billboard for a local mango chutney said: Spice up your life!


‘So, Dr and Mrs Pennington, yuh visitin’ our beautiful islan’?’ He caught our surprise in the back seat. ‘It’s on yuh luggage. 89 Putney Bridge Road, London SW15.’


‘Very good!’ We laughed, but it felt as if we’d been stripsearched.


‘Welcome! Tourists love Tobago.’


‘We’re not tourists,’ I shouted over the warm buffeting of the wind. I pushed my hair back out of my eyes. ‘We’ve come here to live.’


‘Fuh keeps?’


‘For keeps,’ I laughed.


‘Nice!’ shouted our driver, flashing his eyes at us in the rearview mirror. ‘Y’all goin’ to find life here very different from good ole Englan’!’


‘We hope so!’ Julia sat forward, smiling at his reflection. ‘We’ve bought a place on the old Bacolet estate.’


‘Which house is that?’


‘Well, it’s not actually a house,’ said Julia. ‘It’s a church, St Mary’s?’


‘The ole mash up place? Y’all buy that?’


‘We did,’ I said. ‘And we’re going to do it up.’


‘Well, muh wheels are always at yuh service.’


‘I’m sure we can come to some sort of arrangement, Horatio,’ said Julia.


I frowned across at her and added. ‘Only until we get a car of our own.’


‘At yuh service!’ It sounded like a mockery of the phrase. Horatio tipped his head back to us. The inside of his delicate ears shone like teak.


Turning off the highway, we drove into the hot centre of the tiny capital, Scarborough. People thronged the streets, standing on corners, buying from market stalls, crossing precariously close to the car’s long bonnet. Their stance, their gait, their voices above the traffic seemed exuberant and indolent in equal measure: a man in a sweat-rimed felt hat, a market woman holding up a fish head, grey and bloody. Further in, by the wharf side, so crowded the Chevrolet could only inch its way forward, bodies in purple and red and faded denim pressed up against the car. Loud dub blasted from sound systems bigger than the shacks we’d passed on the drive in. It made the air feel stickier. Horatio sounded the horn and slowed in the middle of the road to knock knuckles with a Rasta whose yellowing matted hair fell down his back.


‘Wh’app’nin, boss!’ he greeted Horatio. ‘Like yuh almos’ bonce me dong!’


‘Wh’app’nin, man!’ Horatio gave a high laugh.


The man peered in at us. ‘Ah see yuh get lucky, nuh!’


‘Yeah, ah pullin’ bull, check me later, man!’


As we passed the port, we caught the stench of drains. Suddenly everything we thought familiar and safe felt alien. Youths sitting on the wharf wall called out as Horatio drove deliberately by as if parading his catch. They made an odd flicking signal with one hand and threw back their heads openmouthed and screeched. Julia sat back and wound up the darkened window.


Leaving the port, we climbed the hill uptown. When we got to the agent’s tiny, air-conditioned office, it was well past four o’clock. The walls of the office showed an artist’s version of a proposed local development, a vast shopping mall with unlikely Tobagonians going about their business over acres of gleaming floors. The secretary, in a thick cardigan, sorted half-heartedly through tangled bunches of keys, repeating that Mr Ramkissoon-Singh had stepped out. Discovering that she didn’t have our keys, she pointed with her lips to some chairs by the noisy air-con unit.


‘Dese people ent got time to sit dong an’ read magazine,’ Horatio told her. ‘Ramkissoon-Singh ent have his cellular?’


‘Yeah.’ The secretary spoke in the same matter of fact voice she’d used on the phone.


‘Well, den call de man!’


She made a sucking noise with her teeth, sighed, and picked up the phone. When she had replaced the receiver she said, ‘Mr Ramkissoon-Singh was up at the property earlier. Yuh’ll find the keys under a plant pot on the terrace.’


Horatio turned to us. ‘Come le’ we go. Tanks, darlin’.’


‘Any time,’ crooned the secretary, seeing us out and turning over the Open sign in the glass door so it read, Closed.


As the car climbed the hill through layers of green, downtown Scarborough disappeared beneath us. Turning right past the Methodist church and primary school, we were plunged into deep shade cast by the immortelles growing high above the cocoa trees of the old plantation. Some way in, through mossy trunks and purple cocoa pods, we caught glimpses of a crumbling stone structure overgrown with creepers we’d wondered at on our first visit – a grand semi-circular staircase, its balustrades sweeping up on either side to the top, and down again on the other side. The structure was freestanding, leading nowhere. A look-out, we imagined when we’d first seen it, a belvedere or some European planter’s folly. But we’d also seen the ruins of stone sugar mills littering the island, the enormous cauldrons they called coppers, the great gap-toothed cogwheels twelve feet across lying rusting in the undergrowth, too large for the little museums, all reminders of the island’s past of sugar and slavery.


‘We’ve reached the staircase from the old plantation house,’ Julia said. ‘The one in the slave book.’


I leant forward to Horatio. ‘Not far now. Carry straight on, I’ll tell you where.’


Horatio threw back his head and laughed, a kind of hyena’s shriek. He swung the car left off the road up a steep trace.


‘This isn’t the way…’ Julia protested, a tremor in her voice. ‘We want St Mary’s, where are you taking us?’


He wound round a series of steep bends below a lighthouse, the soft sprung suspension bouncing us over the rutted trace, the tyres struggling to gain purchase. A fetid smell of vegetation caught at our throats. The trace narrowed into bush as the car turned into a precipitous descent. The sea loomed up right below us.


‘Stop the car now!’ I demanded. ‘We’re getting out!’


Through the windscreen the property heaved into view.


We’d never approached it by this short cut.


St Mary’s looked cheerless and dilapidated, and so much smaller than we remembered it. The white board walls on its north-facing side we’d photographed and shown our friends in Putney were now a mossy green streaked with lurid yellow, like a urinal. Had the corrugated iron roof been so rusty? One tall church window was hanging open off its hinges, the wood swollen and black, the panes cracked and splintered. Where there had been sloping lawns, bush grass had sprung up two or three feet high. Creepers were strangling the hibiscus and gripping the pillars on the open terrace running along one side of the building. It seemed a gale had hurled the rusting loungers into one corner. Julia and I stood and stared. What on earth had possessed us to turn down one of the smart newbuild condominiums out by the airport, and sink our savings in a mash up ole place on an abandoned plantation estate?


While Horatio unloaded the luggage, we ventured onto the terrace. Plants had burst through the flagstones, where a dog (or a human) had recently claimed the territory with a centrally placed turd. From the terrace, the land sloped away to the old cocoa estate and some way off beyond that, the sea opened up, postcard blue with clouds towering high. The view was magnificent. It helped rein in our initial shock. I flung my arms wide and shouted into the wind, ‘We’re here! We’ve got the Caribbean!’


I heard the car door slam. ‘Yuh lookin’ at the Atlantic, man!’ Horatio called, and started up the engine.


‘Hang on!’ I turned and started towards the car. ‘Hey!’ I called as it lurched off. ‘How much do we owe you?’ The car kept on down the drive, its twin chrome exhausts swaying in the long grass. It turned the steep corner, its brakelights flashing red through the bush, and began to ease its way down the steep incline. A muscular brown arm saluted out the window.


Julia came up behind me. ‘What taxi driver doesn’t take his fare!’


‘He was no taxi driver.’ I suddenly had an image of our valuables riding down the hillside in that cavernous boot. Silly, trusting fools! I turned with relief to see our luggage piled over on the terrace: three suitcases, two carry ons, and my precious laptop. Julia did arched eyebrows at me, her disapproving look.


‘We don’t know who he is,’ I said. ‘You can’t be too careful.’


Insects buzzed in the hot grass. ‘I wanted to ask him about food,’ said Julia. ‘We’ve got none.’


‘We’ll manage,’ I said. ‘There’s that little café down on the estate road to Bacolet beach; we passed it last time, remember? Anyway, I don’t expect that’s the last we’ll see of him.’


I went over to a large terracotta plant pot by the arched church door. I was relieved to find an enormous iron key under it. I held it up to Julia. We stood before the solid door flanked by a set of slatted-wood jalousies. ‘Dare we enter?’ said Julia. The pretend drama of her question masked real fear. The tightness of her smile gave her away. Julia had been excited about the new life that awaited us as she stood at the airport looking to the distant palms beyond the perimeter fence, and the glint of blue sea. But disappointment lives in expectation. As the car got closer to the capital with its thumping rhythms, those young guys on the wharf wall, their calls, eyes peering into the tinted glass, that odd flicking of the wrist, I’d noticed her recoil in her seat. Then there was the blackened sagging woodwork of the church and the turd we had to step over. Who knew what awaited us inside.


‘Let’s savour the view first,’ I said and led her off through the long grass to the crest of the hill that overlooked the sea. Our driver was right; it wasn’t the Caribbean. The island lay at the confluence of two waters with the Caribbean proper on the calmer, leeward side. But the view was no less lovely for that. From this height, the Atlantic appeared a finely hammered sheet of glass, the late afternoon sun reflecting off its moving surface. Across the glittering expanse of the bay, we could make out the glazed wakes left by fishing boats, caught and preserved, smooth as enamel. Like a centrepiece, spume crashing around it, was Red Rock which, down the centuries, the ships of marauding colonial forces – Spanish, French, English, Dutch, as well as stateless pirates – made certain to avoid. I looked at Julia standing a little in front of me in the long grass, one foot crooked behind the other. In her cotton dress, her straw hat pushed back on her head, she looked as young as when we’d first met, bumping into each other, quite literally, at a Royal Academy retrospective, as we backed up from two enormous Basquiats hung on opposite walls.


Sweat was now running down her face. Or was it tears? She’d always been up for this but might now be regretting the whole crazy idea. I went up behind her and put my arms around her. ‘We made it, love,’ I said into her ear. ‘We’re here.’


She smiled, but her tears fell hot on my arms.













JULIA


Hugh was putting a brave face on it; I could tell he was as shocked as I was. The key was where Ramkissoon-Singh said it would be, an enormous one, turned and old-fashioned with just one gap-toothed crenulation, the sort of thing handed to people receiving the freedom of a city, more the symbol of a key than a working one. When Hugh inserted it, the ridiculous thing clunked around uselessly inside the keyhole. What was the agent thinking! Was it even the right one? There was no label attached to it, no name, nothing. I cursed Ramkissoon-Singh, imagining us stuck for our first night on the open hillside. I took my turn fiddling with it in the lock. The late afternoon heat grew unbearable. Frustration, a setback, fear, and you immediately overheat and are left clamouring for breath. Suddenly, I felt the mechanism engage, metal parts moving snug against each other. A lever turned over and we heard a healthy shl-ock. Hugh put his shoulder to one half of the door – and we were in.


An overpowering smell of must and damp. Water stains down the walls, a couple of puddles on the flagstones. A network of peculiar brown pathways snaking like veins from the floor to the high wooden rafters. How strange to see our tea chests from England piled up in a corner away from the broken windows. Pennington Tobago W.I. stencilled on each one. Now here they were. Here we were. We could make out familiar shapes under bubblewrap: our wrought-iron bedhead, Hugh’s carved mask from Ghana, my studio easel. Thank God it had arrived in one piece. The place looked desperately bare. Would the ancient gas cooker fire up? And that round-shouldered old fridge. When I opened the kitchen cupboards, large cockroaches scurried and stopped, antennae twitching, then disappeared into the woodwork. Sensible people went for a new-build condo with wifi, communal gardens, pool and staff. Sensible people moved in when their house was ready. Hugh and I had persuaded each other we were both ‘up for an adventure’ – that was the phrase we’d used as we clinked our glasses two New Year’s Eves back when we had decided Putney was making us comfortable but complacent.


We tilted open the creaky wooden slats of the louvred windows and peered out. Jalousies Mr Ramkissoon-Singh called them. Their name suggested covetous eyes lowered on furtive couplings, hot plantation afternoons. We pushed open the stiff doors to the terrace. Outraged wood echoed through the empty building. As the doors gave, a tiny yellow bird flew out to freedom. Our terrace area faced east over the sea, so the fading pink sky we were seeing was only the muted reflection of a more glorious sunset on the Caribbean side. Below us was a wide canopy of leaves – the dusted silvery green of banana, new pink growths shooting from the black depths of the mango, and a breadfruit tree with leaves like glossy antlers. A pair of powder-blue birds swooped out of sight through the foliage. From the dense shifting mass below, some unknown creature howled. Further off, on a slight rise, slender coconut palms swayed their feathery crowns in a gentle breeze, like a flock of birds of unusual plumage wading into the dying light.


Going down the track played hell with my knees. With the light fading fast, Hugh and I made it to the estate road only to find the café boarded up, desolate and totally reclaimed by bush. Scarborough was much too far to walk to, and there were no cars passing. No streetlights flickered on; there were none. We started to climb back up. ‘We’ll order a takeaway,’ said Hugh.


Would they deliver here? Night overtook us as we groped our way back up the steep winding track. Bullfrogs starting up their syncopated whistling and the first mosquitoes were already whining for our blood. It worried me that we couldn’t see the point of our rooftop through the bush – there was just a wall of fast-darkening nature, malevolent and alive. We interlocked clammy fingers and kept talking.


‘Your knees bearing up?’ Hugh panted. I grunted assent, but it was murder. ‘We should’ve left a light on,’ he said.


‘Just pray the electricity’s been connected. I don’t fancy going to bed in pitch darkness.’ I imagined cockroaches everywhere.


‘We’ll order a takeaway.’ He kept saying that.


‘Can’t.’


‘Why not?


‘My phone has no signal; we need to get a local sim card.’


Hugh grunted. ‘Do you think we’re past it?’


I stopped to recover my breath.


‘We’re only in our fifties, Hugh.’


‘No, the house, silly, are we past it?’


We fell about laughing, a little hysterically. Fear, which neither of us would admit to, was taking over. A little further up, Hugh stopped in the middle of the trace. ‘Listen?’ he held up a finger. Just audible was the sound of a vehicle struggling up, low fenders bumping and scraping the ground, loose suspension creaking like the springs of an old bed. Then it was coming round the corner, headlights piercing the darkness, playing on the trees. The driver stopped some way below, his undipped lights blinding us. A voice rang out. ‘Y’all goin’ walkabout or what?’


That night we sat with Horatio at the rickety kitchen table and ate a chicken roti with pepper sauce. He’d even brought up a few bottles of Carib beer. We felt stupid but grateful. The electricity hadn’t been connected. Horatio produced a hurricane lamp from the boot of the car.


‘BP,’ he said, holding up the lamp.


‘Sorry?’ said Hugh.


‘You an Englishman an’ yuh don’t know that?’


Hugh looked blank. ‘British Petroleum?’


‘Nah, man, I go give yuh a clue,’ Horatio smiled with satisfaction. ‘Yuh talkin’ to a ex-scout, Second Scarborough Troop.’


‘Ah, gottit!’ Hugh laughed and struck his forehead in a sillyme way. ‘Be prepared!’


‘Wha’?’ Horatio wrinkled his nose at him and shook his head. ‘Uh-uh. Baden Powell. The founder of the movement. BP. Yuh ent know that?’


He did the scouts’ three fingered salute, ‘Dib, dib, dib!’ laughing a hyena laugh of one-upmanship, shaking his fine dark hands to extinguish the match. The lamp’s wick burned steady and blue.


He was taller than Hugh, well over six feet; his legs in clean, pressed jeans stuck out awkwardly at our small kitchen table, like those of a youth just grown. Who had starched and ironed that white shirt? A loving mother or a young wife with two or three toddlers to look after? The shirt, open at the neck, revealed his chest and a fine gold chain. His face was a mask composed of smoothed planes set at improbable angles. It made up an impressive whole. He’d be a challenge to paint: the shaved head polished like hardwood, the little boy’s ears, the full, defined lips, the straight nose broadening at the end. And the determination in the jaw. I foresaw a problem with the eyes. I hoped he’d not noticed me glancing at him in the rearview. They were dark but of no colour you could name; they flashed sloe-black at you sometimes, then when he smiled, they appeared shot through with hazel, almost green. I’d seen them cloud over briefly, like flat discs reflecting no light and imagined his anger could be ugly. How old was he? Impossible to say. The shaved head only made it harder – no grey, no receding hairline. And those large white trainers gave him the look of an adolescent, though he might have kids of his own. But there was no puckering around the eyes, no lost sleep from crying babies or stay-out-late teenagers; he’d not been bloodied by life. He could have been anything from twenty-five to forty. Certainly no slackness in the taut stomach, more likely a six-pack under that white shirt. If he’d been a racehorse they’d have called him a magnificent specimen: a sinewy, lean, chestnut roan.


‘BP stands for Baden Powell,’ he repeated. ‘A very great man. So, I take it yuh’re an MD?’ he asked Hugh.


‘Emdee?’


‘Medical doctor,’ said Horatio. ‘A GP perhaps?’ He suddenly sounded English, almost Home Counties. It was so fleeting; I felt I’d imagined it.


‘No, no. Neither GP nor M.D.,’ said Hugh, slightly testy with these guessing games. ‘Nothing so useful, I’m afraid. I’m a PhD; my field is language.’


‘Language?’


‘How the way we speak determines our sense of who we are, our identity.’


‘Yuh talkin’ ’bout dialec’, man,’ said Horatio.


‘Well, no, dialect is rather different. This is more how a social group will use a particular way of speaking to define itself. California surfer dudes, the opera set, the local hookers – we all do it. But my specialism is idiolect.’


Horatio’s brow furrowed. ‘Idio-what?’


‘Idiolect. Each of us has our own quirky little ways of putting things; that’s our idiolect. For instance, my old mum calls it the Michael-wave. Heat it up in the Michael-wave, she’ll say. That’s part of her idiolect, using language in her own way.’


‘Yuh mean gettin’ de words wrong.’


Hugh let out a guffaw, then saw that Horatio was in earnest. ‘It could be seen like that,’ he said. ‘Idiolect does sometimes involve non-standard lexical choices.’ Horatio looked from Hugh to me, perplexed. Was I following this stuff?


‘He just means vocabulary,’ I said.


‘Basically it’s our own little take on normal speech,’ Hugh explained. ‘Like saying y’know? all the time or… or No problem.’


‘But everybody says dem tings, ent so, Doc?’


‘Yes, sure, but some more than others. And whatever the passing fads, your speech remains as individual as the design of your iris.’


‘Uh-huh,’ Horatio nodded. ‘Kinda like fingerprints?’


‘Yes, exactly! Just like fingerprints, and, forensically, as unique. Ransom notes have given kidnappers away by their idiosyncratic use of English morphology – ‘lengthly’ instead of ‘lengthy’, for example. Murderers have unwittingly drawn attention to themselves through the frequency of their finite verb use. So you’re spot on; it’s actually been called a linguistic fingerprint.’


‘But eh-eh!’ Horatio shook his head at me. ‘The Doc really know his stuff.’


‘Hugh was professor of sociolinguistics,’ I explained.


‘An’ yuh gave up all that to come here?’


‘Well,’ said Hugh, glancing at me. ‘We had more than one good reason.’ He reached for his cigarettes and lit up. ‘But I’m still doing my own research.’


Horatio spread his legs and sat back. ‘I int’rested in that kinda ting too, y’know.’


‘Well, this place has a fantastically rich linguistic legacy,’ said Hugh. ‘Bits and pieces from here and there, scattered like the islands themselves. D’you know, there are Yoruba words brought over by the slaves still in use. Words lent by the Spanish colonisers and sung by today’s parranderos at Christmas; Tamil words – words introduced by indentured labourers shipped in from Madras; expressions left by the French –’


‘Let’s not forget our friends, the English,’ said Horatio.


‘Quite!’ laughed Hugh. ‘I was saving the best for last!’


But Horatio had taken him off his guard. Hugh would no doubt call this exchange with Horatio a ‘male discourse’ – competitive, point-sparring, not intrinsically communicative other than to establish relative status. But it was growing edgy with talk of slaves and colonisers.


‘We heard a market woman downtown,’ I said in an attempt to lighten things. ‘It was on our first visit, and this woman was shouting Zabouca! Zabouca! We were absolutely mystified. We thought, what’s she selling? So, we went over to her stall to look. And do you know, it turned out to be avocados!’


Horatio sat straight faced. He knew zabouca, and he could not appreciate why it was new and amusing to us.


‘Avocados,’ Hugh laughed. ‘What Julia heard was a corruption of the French ‘les avocats’. You can imagine the locals two hundred years ago hearing the newly arrived French colonisers saying les avocats, les avocats and how the market traders who sold to the French started calling them Zabouca!’ Hugh was warming to his subject; it was the most relaxed I’d seen him for days. But I wished he wouldn’t keep bringing up colonial times. It seemed odd sitting with our taxi driver on the first night in our musty new home by the light of a guttering hurricane lamp eating roti with our hands, our belongings from another life piled around us.


‘Yes, colonialism’s given the islands a fabulously rich legacy,’ Hugh continued. ‘It left a lot behind.’


‘An’ take even more away!’ Horatio grinned, but his eyes were like gimlets. ‘Y’all take more than yuh lef’ behin’. An’ is not only words, eh. Words cheap! But sugar, cocoa, chastity, dignity… Y’all take everyting, man!’


We were thrown by the turn the conversation had taken. There was something challenging beneath the cajoling tone of Horatio’s accusations, his skilful switching of ‘they’ (the colonialists of history) to ‘y’all’ (Hugh and me sharing a beer with him). I could see Hugh didn’t appreciate being called ‘Doc’. And Horatio’s speech had suddenly lurched into broad Creole.


‘Well, Horatio, one thing’s to be said for the colonialists,’ I smiled. ‘BP.’ Horatio looked back at me puzzled. ‘If you hadn’t been a scout in the Scarborough troop, we’d be sitting here in total darkness.’ I nodded at the hurricane lamp. ‘Baden Powell!’


For a moment, my comment threw him. A muscle twitched in his taut cheek. Then he threw back his head and squawked hard, clapping his palms together.


‘Dib… dib… dib. Yeah, man!’ he said, head back. It wasn’t that funny, but he had me going too. Hugh took a swig from his Carib, looking down the length of the bottle at us. Horatio wiped his eyes, his fit subsiding. ‘Dib, dib, dib!’ He held up a hand to me and insisted he and I high-five across the greasespotted roti bags.


‘Whatever would we have done without you, Horatio,’ I said. ‘The rotis and the beers have saved us.’


‘At yuh service!’


‘And we owe you for the lift.’ Hugh dug into his pocket and got out a blue hundred-dollar bill. ‘Perhaps we could hire you as our driver tomorrow?’


A smile still lit up Horatio’s face. ‘Y’all goin’ to need muh wheels up here, big time.’


‘It’s only until we get some of our own,’ said Hugh. He held out the money.


‘This one’s on me.’ Horatio waved the money aside. Another one of those phrases. ‘My treat, Doc.’


When Horatio had gone, we sat out on the dark verandah overlooking the invisible Atlantic. The moss-streaked walls danced a lurid limbo in the light of the hurricane lamp. Bullfrogs whistled in deafening chorus, and from lower down on the plantation there came intermittent bursts of hollow, high-pitched sound, like a small motorboat put-putting out across the waters of a dark mountain lake. A parchment moon climbed into the sky and gave out a dull sepia light.


‘Happy?’ Hugh lit a cigarette, and the flare lit up one side of his face. He was still handsome in the craggy sort of way that had first attracted me, though he looked tired now.


‘Exhausted, more like; been quite a day.’


‘Well, we’re finally here,’ he sighed.


‘It’s hardly Tuscany.’


‘Or Tangiers.’


The girl in the travel agents had made an inputting error, TAB instead of TAN. It had called up flights to this totally different destination. It was easily done, B right next to N on the keyboard. Sometimes there’s meaning to be found in what seems like error, something missed, something totally different discovered, a sliding doors moment. Everything happens for a reason, as my mother always says; it’s just we don’t know what that reason is. At least not until hindsight gives perspective. Sometimes you should just go with it; it leads to discovery. Look at Columbus setting off in the ‘wrong’ direction for the Indies and stumbling upon the West Indies. Anyhow, we went with it, on a whim, and made that first exploratory visit.


‘Disappointed?’ Hugh asked.


‘Not anymore. I’m thinking about unpacking all the stuff tomorrow; it’ll be odd to see all our things from home here.’


‘He’s a character, isn’t he!’


‘Well, thank God he came along. That bloody Ramkissoon-Singh!’ The memory made me furious. ‘Where the hell was he? Leaving the key under a plant pot!’ Hugh snorted and shook his head. ‘It’ll certainly be useful having Horatio around,’ I said. Hugh said nothing. ‘Don’t you think?’


After some time he said, ‘I find him a bit like the ad for their pepper sauce.’


‘What Spice up your life?’


‘No. A little goes a long way.’


I swatted a mosquito. ‘Well, I find him rather interesting.’


‘Funny way of speaking,’ said Hugh. ‘His speech is littered with fragments from several discourses. There’s tour rep in there, and commercial voice-over. And TV sleuth. It’s fleet, unpindownable, all over the bloody place, so you never quite know who you’re dealing with.’


‘He sounds quite posh at times, clipped, like one of those old cricket announcers.’


‘Then he’ll throw in a ‘dis’ or a ‘dat’ and wheels. He had me saying it!’


‘Well, despite your objections to his discourse, Professor, I think he could be very useful. I mean, we’d be sitting here in total darkness without this lamp!’


Hugh’s cigarette crackled as he drew on it. ‘BP bloody stands for Be Prepared! Why indulge him, Julia, going along with that nonsense? Baden Powell my arse.’


‘I see no point antagonising him.’


‘You could be accused of condescending paternalism – he doesn’t know any better, doesn’t need to know any better.’


‘It’s late, Hugh, and I’m tired. I’m just saying we’re going to need a man like him.’


‘You mean a Man Friday.’


‘No, I do not!’


‘Well…’ said Hugh through a yawn. I was glad he was too tired to debate the point. ‘Your Horatio seems to be quite the man on the island.’


‘My Horatio? What a name! Horatio!’ I tried it in posh tones: ‘Hor-a-tio.’ Some sort of owl hooted out in the blackness. ‘Do you think he’s named after Nelson? He was down here, wasn’t he, chasing Napoleon?’


Hugh stubbed out his cigarette. He sighed. ‘I should have made him take that money. He’s made us indebted to him.’


In the blackness, a dull tambourine moon had risen above us, the colour of sallow veined parchment. Beyond it, high out in the universe, once familiar constellations, inverted and no longer recognisable, shone brighter than we’d ever seen them. From the lighthouse further up the hill, the night was cut by a regular swathe of light swinging far out to sea, guiding the fishermen, the night ferry over to Trinidad and, much further beyond, the oil tankers steaming by, en route from Venezuela and the Gulf of Paria. We stared out to sea, into the warm, boundless dark.


Next morning, sitting on the moss-streaked terrace in my dressing gown, sipping Earl Grey with no milk, I wondered whose car was straining up the hill in low gear. Mr Ramkissoon-Singh, I presumed, come to apologise. I’d give him a piece of my mind. But what turned into the drive was a tiny blue Mazda with Horatio at the wheel.


‘Mornin’!’ he called, getting out and walking over the long, wet grass. He carried a large golden pawpaw in his hand.


‘I see we’ve come down in the world.’ I looked at the tiny stub-nosed car, its bodywork dotted with rust.


‘Yuh like the big Chevy, eh? Where the Doc?’


‘He’s catching up.’ I nodded to one side at the bedroom jalousies. Horatio put the glowing fruit on the glass table and brought his head right up to mine. For a moment, I thought he was going to peck me on the cheek. Did they do that here? His smooth forehead ruckled; there were tiny spots of pigment in the strong whites of his eyes. ‘Yuh get a bite!’


‘Oh… yes.’ I stroked my swollen eyelid. ‘A mosquito. On our doomed search for food last night.’


‘They love the bush. I have a strimmer, I’ll cut back all o’ dis for yuh.’


‘Well… thank-you.’


He took a few strides into the grass and started searching in it. Then he bent down, picked something up and returned, crushing some leaves in his palms. He spat gently into them and stood some time rubbing them together.


‘Hol’ still a minute,’ he said. He put his hand out to my face. I drew back instinctively. ‘Hol’ for me,’ he repeated and began stroking the green slime onto my sore eyelid with his long, slender fingers. I was a bit surprised, but I closed both eyes and let him, trying hard to soften my face muscles. It wasn’t something I was used to doing, surrendering my face up to strange men. But not to let him might seem churlish or uptight, and I wanted to connect with people. I could feel my shoulders taut, slightly hunched. I dropped them.


‘Dassit. Jus’ relax,’ he said, and continued gently applying the mixture, intent on the task. We were silent for some time. Through closed eyes I knew he’d be minutely observing my face; my sloping forehead, shiny in the morning heat, the fine folds of skin on my eyelids with their tracery of tiny capillary veins, that sallowness under my eyes, the slight down above my top lip and my too pointed chin. I hadn’t put on any make-up. I was about to say as much by way of an excuse but also to fill the extended lull in the conversation. I swallowed and took a slight inbreath.


‘Husssh,’ he said, before I could speak. His fingers dabbed the swelling. A cockerel crowed somewhere on the hillside and was answered by a fainter call from lower down. This only heightened the silence which was getting oppressive. I felt I must break its intimacy.


‘We’ve all that stuff to unpack today.’


Ignoring my words, his fingers continued stroking. His eyes might be straying from my face. My hand went to the neck of my silk dressing gown; it belted poorly and was always gaping. I should open my eyes now. ‘Jus’ relaax…’ he soothed. ‘Dassit.’ After a while he said, ‘Yuh takin’ pills?’ He didn’t miss a thing. He’d spotted the plastic container with its prescription label by the teacup.


‘Oh, those. Three times a day.’


‘What yuh takin’ em for?’ It was hardly a question you asked.


‘I’ve got a condition.’


‘Condition?’


It was no good saying I have psoriatic arthritis. People have never heard of it and you have to explain it’s a rare form of a condition which can flare up and affect your skin as well as your joints – turn you into the red, bedridden, scabrous-skinned patient in The Singing Detective. Ah, people say and shake their heads in commiseration. It’s what Dennis Potter had. So, to Horatio, I replied simply, ‘Arthritis.’


‘That a ole lady ting. Yuh too young fuh that, man.’


‘Anyone can get arthritis. That walk up the hill last night didn’t help. But heat is supposed to; it’s partly why we came.’


‘Yuh mustn’t take pills. Nature has a cure fuh ev’ry ailment. I go bring yuh someting to ease yuh pain.’


He continued massaging around my eye. Even with my eyes closed, I could sense he’d slightly altered the angle of his head, that he must be looking round my shoulder into the living room.


‘So, who the artist?’ he said eventually. He’d seen the bubblewrapped easel standing with our tea chests.


‘Oh, that’s me.’


‘I thought so, Mrs Pennington.’


‘Julia… please.’ Here he was, massaging me with his own saliva, and calling me Mrs Pennington. ‘Just call me Julia, Horatio.’


‘Righto!’


‘I work in oils, portraits mainly. Faces fascinate me.’


‘I love art too, y’know? Picasso, Van Gogh, Michael Angelou… All o’ dem. An’ Rapha-ëlle!’


‘Oh. Wide tastes!’ Where had he come across this clutch of artists? Everyone had heard of Picasso. And Van Gogh at a push (he pronounced it Van Go). But Raphaël? If he’d done it to impress, it had worked. ‘What is it you like about Raphaël, Horatio?’


‘To tell the trut,’ he considered, ‘Is de name.’


‘The name?’ I had to laugh, and almost opened my eyes.


‘Sure, Rapha-ëlle,’ he pronounced it with panache. ‘Yuh doh find it kinda cool soundin’?’


‘Well yes, when you say it like that.’


‘Ra-pha-ëlle!’ he repeated. ‘If I ever have a son, please God, is so I would call him. Ra-pha-ëlle!’


We continued in silence for some time. No children, then. No son, at least. Cool soundin’ was good. How old was he? I considered asking, then thought better of it. Eventually, I said, ‘I hope to do some painting once we’re settled. There’s so much to inspire here! I’ll have to get used to a whole new palette; the colours are so vivid. I’m used to England. And Tuscany – that’s Italy. Our light is more muted, understated. Here it’s so intense, everything, everyone, is so vibrant, so vivid, so…primary. Things here have fewer nuances, subtleties. Or so it seems to me anyway.’


He was still intently daubing my eye with the green gloop, spreading it over a large area of the fine skin of my forehead and cheekbone with gentle circular movements, entirely unnecessary now I felt, but quite relaxing once you gave yourself up to it. Why was I wittering on about palettes and the quality of the light! I’d lost him.


‘We-ell,’ he said after some time. He spoke with long pauses between his phrases, all his attention on his work. ‘Yuh see them nuances, them subtleties yuh talkin’ ’bout, Julia, they there, y’know. We have ’em too, jus’ like Italy an’ Englan’ an’ all dem places away. Is jus’ that you have to learn how to look fuh dem, y’know what I sayin’? Learn how to find dem. Yuh say is only primary-school colours yuh seein’ here?’


‘No, no, primary colours.’ I hoped I hadn’t offended him.


‘Well, we not only dem bright carnival colours that folk from away imagine us to be, y’know, alla dat bacchanal! We more than that, man!’


‘I’m sure. I didn’t mean to suggest…’


‘Yuh ever get up here at dawn, Julia?’


‘I was up at four this morning,’ I laughed. ‘Body clock’s all wrong.’


‘Righto. Well, yuh sittin’ here facin’ east. Nex’ time take a look at the dawn comin’ up. Yuh go see it all kinda pinky grey like when you cut open a grapefruit an’ look inside. Or you know, like a pale pale rosé wine. It have gentle sunrise, pink misty-up mornin’s that make yuh feel to weep, an’ yuh ent know why. Yeah man! We have alla that. We have subtle, man! Same as Italy an’ Toscanini an’ all o’ dem places away.’


Afraid I’d given offence, I murmured appreciation. Before our first visit to this new reality, my view of it, I realised, had been limited to stock images: the palm-fringed beach, the flaming Caribbean sunset, all strong reds and yellows. It was easier to simplify the people too; when they weren’t smiling indolence, they were carnival abandon. No nuances. Vibrant was the adjective they’d been saddled with, as if they were incapable of melancholy. I felt ashamed of my lazy, arrogant simplification of his world. I was supposed to be an artist, for god’s sake. I thought of the crumbling stone staircase we’d glimpsed through the mossy cocoa trees, sweeping up to some absent old plantation house, the dull moon rising over the neglected plantation and the captive lives it once cast its muted amber light on. The phrase tristes tropiques floated into my mind.


‘Howzat?’ Horatio sat back, like an artist appraising his work. ‘Better?’


I opened my eyes and smiled at him.


‘Getting her ready for carnival?’ Hugh stood at the bedroom jalousie looking out, his bare torso barred by the slats. He disappeared into the house and when he came out, he stared at the dark green splodge encircling my swollen eye. ‘That’s a nasty bite you’ve got there, Ju,’ he said sitting down on a creaky wicker chair. ‘Better pick up some anti-histamine from the drugstore.’


‘I don’t think I’ll need any, Hugh. It’s actually stopped itching.’ I felt the eyelid. ‘And the swelling’s gone down too! What on earth was that leaf, Horatio?’


‘It have all kinda medicine in de bush,’ he grinned. ‘Yuh ent need no drugstore!’


Later, Horatio drove us down into Scarborough in the tiny Mazda. We’d brought over a thousand pounds in cash to tide us over till we got our local bank card. Twenty crisp new fiftypound notes we were anxious to put into our account. The face of the girl who served us in the bank was a fine African mask, or an early Modigliani head sculpture, everything elongated, her eyes like sloping almonds. She was well named: Serena. It was on the little badge she wore. It turned out the woman in charge of Foreign Accounts was not in. We should return later in the week. No amount of trying to convince the imperturbable Serena that we’d prefer the bank to hold the cash for safe keeping would persuade her to accept it. She handed us our new bank card. We would receive a temporary PIN by post within five working days and should then be able to activate the card at an ATM machine with our own personalised PIN. ‘We advise that once the card is activated, yuh don’t disclose yuh PIN number to anybody, an’ to keep the card in a safe place.’ She no doubt repeated this formula with the same poise to everyone. ‘Y’all enjoy the res’ of yuh day.’


We’d asked Horatio to pick up a spare bottle of gas for the cooker and agreed to meet in the carpark outside the bank. Hugh and I went to a hardware shop and stocked up on mosquito coils, anti-fungal products and something to stop the termites burrowing more crumbly pathways through the walls. And three hurricane lamps. We took refuge in a grocery shop to escape the mid-morning heat and the sound systems on the wharf. A young tourist was at the till demanding a high factor suncream. In ripped jeans and a skimpy vest, he’d obviously just come off the beach, his fair rasta-locks sticking out from his bandana.


‘Ain’t you got nothing higher?’


‘It have but it finish,’ said the woman on the till. ‘Yuh could check back tomorrow.’


‘Maan! I need it today,’ he complained. We noted his English accent.


The dusty aisles were stacked with split sacks of pigeon peas, ragged slabs of grey, crystalline salt-fish, and jars of every conceivable kind of Indian amchar, kuchela or chutney, but we filled our wire baskets only with products we knew – fruit juices, exorbitantly priced Tuscany olive oil, Anchor cheese imported from New Zealand and peeled plum tomatoes from Canada. There was a sudden drumming on the iron roof, and we found our passage blocked by a crowd gathered under the eaves at the exit. A wall of grey water poured down. Cars slowed to a crawl and pulled over at odd angles in the street. There were shrieks and wolf whistles as a rotund beauty picked her way in dainty shoes through a sudden lake. The plastic bag she held above her head didn’t help; her hair hung limp. Everyone, including Horatio, produced small flannels from pockets and bags, the men fastidiously drying shaved heads, the women careful not to smudge their make-up.


The rain stopped as suddenly as a tap turned off. The sun bore down again, and the pitch roads steamed. In the central market, helpless blue crabs attempted to move pincers tied with twine. ‘Fuh makin’ callaloo,’ Horatio explained. A gummy old market woman waved large green leaves at us. ‘Buy muh dasheen leaf fuh yuh callaloo, dah’lin! Look how it fresh, love!’


On the other side of the market, we came out into a ramshackle collection of shops, some sort of haberdasher’s, a carnival outfitters and the Tourism Development office. Locals referred to this as the Mall.


‘There’s a drugstore,’ said Hugh. ‘Let’s get something for that eye.’


‘My eye’s better, I told you. Horatio’s bush remedy’s really worked.’



* * *




Muh great-granfader a Scotchman. Yes! Ah tellin’ yuh! Yuh ent believe me. Muh great-granfader a Scotchman an’ muh great-gran’mudder a house slave. She ketch fuh de Massa! On ev’ry plantation estate, muh gran’mudder tell me, it have a place where yuh would find six or sebn’ big male slaves. Well, dem fellas fed an’ kept good. De bes’ o’ everyt’ing! Dem de estate studs. So, when a young female reach… watchacall it… pubertee! Dassit! Pubertee!… When she reach pubertee, lemmesee… she have tuh go dong tuh dat place tuh breed…Yeh maan! Jus’ like you would sen’ out a cow or a sow tuh get a good breed, eh? Right? Right. But before yuh go dong dere, yuh have tuh go Massa’s quarters fuh him tuh have de firs’ sex’al exercise. Well, when he finish wit’ yuh, maybe yuh may ketch, dat how muh gran’mudder call it. But yuh still have tuh go dong de… de place wit’ all dem young fellas. De stud farm! Dassit!… Dere yuh go meet de studs, eh. Well, if yuh ent ketch fuh Massa, shor’ yuh go ketch fuh one o’ dem fellas, yuh see? Dem as ketch fuh Massa does bring out de mulattoes. Dey fair! An’ dey have good hair. Look muh hair how good. So, dat’s how muh gran’mudder born.


A House Slave Remembers by A.E. Reith-Williams













HUGH


What a relief to see the lawns emerging from under the noisy blades of Horatio’s strimmer, with the mixed smell of petrol fumes and fresh-cut grass. Julia and I were sitting on the terrace, discussing our plans for St Mary’s. If the roof needed replacing, we’d have to dig much deeper into our savings than we’d imagined. Ramkissoon-Singh had told us that the roof had been ripped off in the big hurricane of ’63. Unable to afford the repairs, the diocese had deconsecrated the church and sold it off to the government, who replaced the roof. But the replacement roof had already seen more than sixty years of blistering sun, torrential rain, hurricanes, termites and who knew what else. Over the years, the feather-board and shingle structure, with its high rafters and spacious rooms, sitting on a sturdy coralstone foundations, seemed to have been put to various uses. It served as a primary school at one point, before being bought in the 1980s by an American family as a holiday home. When they sold up three years later (I couldn’t get from Ramkissoon-Singh why they sold so quickly), St Mary’s became a warehouse for storing carnival costumes – elaborate structures on wheels to be dismantled and cannibalised for the following year.


Down in the garden, Horatio killed the strimmer’s motor. I’d got him cutting the long grass around the headstones of the old graveyard which, at some stage after St Mary’s deconsecration, somebody had pulled up and stacked on the ground, with other headstones leaning against them. We’d read the very British names of the dead – Flemming, Cadwalader, Thomas, McCarthy – and wondered if they belonged to locals or arrivals like us.


Unrecognisable in goggles, overalls and gum boots, Horatio came up to the terrace for a glass of water.


‘Y’all goin’ fry with no shade out here,’ he said, pushing the goggles onto his sweaty forehead.


‘We’re thinking of extending the roof over the terrace,’ I said. ‘Maybe resting it on these pillars.’


‘Well, I does know a fellah could do all o’ that for yuh, man.’


I wasn’t sure I wanted one of Horatio’s cronies on the job. St Mary’s needed someone who knew what they were doing. The building was cruciform. At the short end of the cross, on the raised flagstone dais of the altar area, a previous owner had constructed a kitchen of sorts. Leading off on either side of this kitchen-altar was a boarded passage, open at the top except for wooden lattice and fretwork to allow air to circulate. On the deeds, our bedroom down the left-hand passageway was marked vestry, where priests had once robed and disrobed. The passage on the other side led to what was the Sacristy, where generations of marriages and christenings had been registered. This would be Letty’s room when she came for Christmas. The central Nave with its high vaulted ceilings was to be our living room and kitchen. It was strange to think that wedding and funeral processions had crossed this space.
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