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         Only Trixie is at the gate when he pulls up. She is sitting on her haunches staring at something across the road, her forelegs planted in front of her, solid as tree-stumps. Probably an iguana, Clyde thinks, or an agouti, judging by the look on her face. He glances in that direction as he yanks the handbrake up but can’t see what she might be looking at. There is only bush over there on that side of the road: bush all the way down to the river, and then more bush, until you get to the cocoa plantations. The leaves are shiny with the little rain that just fell, the asphalt road steaming. As he walks down to the gate, he pulls off his t-shirt, wipes the sweat from his face, the back of his neck.

         He had a little wash before he left work, but the smell of the industrial estate still clings to him – it is in his hair, his clothes, the creases of his joints. ‘Oil-smell,’ people call it, or ‘petrochemical smell,’ if they are better informed. Today, Clyde knows, he smells of grease, ammonia and rotten eggs, because he spent the afternoon going round the plant with the engineer, sealing off valves, hauling open chambers, collecting samples in little plastic bags, and then closing back the chambers and opening valves again. Usually, he would have been wearing a blue coverall instead of his own clothes, and he would have showered at the plant before he left. But since the break-in a few weeks ago, he’s switched to day-work – just as a temporary measure – so that he can be at home with Joy and the boys during the night. It doesn’t pay as well as shifts, but Joy says she feels safer with him in the house.

         Brownie and Jab-Jab come down to the gate, their noses dusty with the red-orange dirt from under the house. ‘Aye! All-you been sleeping?’ he asks. They stretch and sneeze their hellos, panting in wide, happy smiles. ‘Lazy dogs!’ he tells them, as he pats them through the bars. ‘Lazy!’ But they smile and wave their tails: they can tell he is not mad. Anyway, he thinks, what is the point of them being awake during the day? Better they sleep during the day, so they could be awake at night. You can’t expect animals to be awake twenty-four hours, even watchdogs.

         ‘Get back, get back,’ he calls, as he lifts the top latch. The two pothounds retreat to the scrubby grass at the side of the driveway, but Trixie gets to her feet and stands there squarely, a burly mass of Rottweiler muscle, frowning at the spot where the two halves of the gate join.

         ‘What happen to you?’ Clyde says to her. ‘You not going out on the road, you know.’ He looks again over his shoulder, searching for what might be troubling her. The sun has gone down behind the trees, and the lane is shady and cool and still. The birds have already gone in: there’s just that one keskidee left in the guava tree by the gate, the big-talker who’s always the last to go in. ‘You still here?’ Clyde says. ‘Everyone else gone home!’ The bird blinks, angles its striped head this way and that; then, as if suddenly realising what a fool it is, rushes off.

         Clyde opens the gate a tiny bit and grabs Trixie by the collar, trying to push her away. ‘I have to bring the car in!’ he pleads. She growls: just a low rumble from her throat, eyes fixed on the ground. If he gives her one more inch, he knows, she’ll shoot out onto the road and they’ll spend the rest of the evening trying to catch her and get her back into the yard.

         Clyde lets the latch fall and rattles the gate. ‘Paul!’ he calls. ‘Paul! Come and hold this dog for me.’

         There’s a brief movement at the window – someone waving to say they’re coming – and then Peter comes out to the patio. The boys are twins but even from here, twenty or thirty feet away, Clyde can tell that it’s Peter, not Paul. Paul tends to slink around – like he playing invisible, Clyde always thinks – but Peter walks with a bold step, his head up, his arms held a little way from his sides, not with the elbows tucked in like he doesn’t know what to do with them. Peter is only thirteen, but he is nearly as tall as Clyde already, and as hairy. He has changed out of his school uniform into shortpants, the dents from his socks still marking his ankles.

         ‘Aye,’ says Peter, as he comes down the steps. He skips quickly over the hot concrete to the grass on the side, the brown, dried-up grass of dry season.

         ‘Where’s Paul?’

         ‘Gone out.’

         ‘Gone out? Gone out where?’

         ‘I dunno. By the river, I think.’

         ‘Hold this dog for me while I bring the car in.’

         Peter holds Trixie while Clyde drives into the carport, a shelter at the side of the house built of tall poles and galvanise. When he lets her go, she steps away from him and shakes, as if she’d just climbed out of a wet drain. Then she returns to her position in front of the gate, sitting on her haunches, staring at the bush across the road. 

         
            *

         

         Joy is sitting down when Clyde comes in, the fan set to blow breeze straight on her. The sheets that they laid over the sofa and armchair since the break-in are all smoothed out and organised, but the place still looks terrible. Joy looks hot and tired, her hair greasy, pulled back, her bare feet dusty and black with dirt. He feels too grimy himself to go and kiss her hello.

         ‘Water gone?’ he asks.

         ‘Yea.’

         ‘When? In the morning?’

         ‘About lunchtime,’ she says. ‘I saw the pressure was getting low so I filled up the pots.’ She keeps talking as Clyde goes through to the kitchen to put down his keys. He waves away the flies from the dishes stacked up in the sink. ‘I couldn’t cook,’ she calls. ‘I took out roti from the freezer and I made up some melongene to go with it. I was going to make curry, but I couldn’t cook.’

         He comes back to the living room and lifts up the covers of the Pyrex dishes on the table: melongene choka, with plenty onion and garlic, the way he likes it, some cucumber salad, and some warm paratha roti wrapped up in a dishcloth. ‘Don’t worry, man, this is fine!’ he says. He speaks with extra cheerfulness, so that she doesn’t feel bad about the simple dinner.

         He washes his hands from a bucket in the bathroom and puts on a clean shirt: that will have to do for today, in place of a shower. Back in the living room, he pulls out the chair at the head of the table, but Joy doesn’t get up. She is still on her corner of the sofa, her right hand twisting at her wedding ring, squeezing it up as far as the knuckle and then pushing it back down again.

         ‘What happen?’ he asks.

         Her eyes flick to the clock on the wall, just behind Clyde’s head.

         ‘What?’ he asks, again.

         ‘I just wondering how come Paul not home yet.’

         He sits, takes a roti skin from underneath the cloth and drops it on his plate. ‘He’ll come back when he’s ready, I suppose.’

         ‘But it’s going to get dark just now,’ Joy says.

         Peter comes in, glances at the two of them, and sits down. Clyde takes a bit of melongene, using the back of the spoon to spread it out on his plate a bit, to make it look bigger.

         ‘I’s thinking I would phone Romesh,’ Joy says, ‘and see if he’s by them.’ Romesh is her younger brother – he lives with his family about a half-mile up the road, in a two-storey house with carpets and air-conditioners. She watches as he tears a strip of roti. ‘You don’t mind?’ she asks.

         He pushes the food into his mouth and chews, his forearms on the edge of the table, scowling at the space in front of him. At his side, Peter keeps his eyes down and busies himself with eating.

         ‘Eh?’ she asks again, after Clyde has swallowed. ‘You don’t mind?’

         ‘Me?’ Clyde says. ‘Why I would mind?’

         ‘I’ll just call them and see,’ she says.

         He is not there. After she hangs up, Joy comes to the table and the three of them eat together in silence.

         When he has finished eating, Clyde takes his plate to the kitchen, but there is nowhere to rest it down. The sink is full of unwashed dishes, and the counters are covered by cooking pots, bowls, ice-cream containers, all filled with water. He waves the flies away.

         ‘Clyde, don’t worry about this,’ Joy says, coming in. ‘Go on the patio. You want a cold Carib or something? Look a cold bottle in the fridge there.’ She takes his plate from him.

         ‘I’m working early tomorrow,’ he says.

         ‘Well, just one not going to kill you. Eh? One wouldn’t be OK?’

         ‘Nah,’ he says. ‘Just some ice-water. We have ice?’

         ‘Plenty, plenty,’ she says. ‘Go and relax yourself, Clyde. I’ll bring the water.’

         On the patio, he settles himself into a chair and lights a cigarette. He can hear the seven o’clock News headlines from next door quite clearly: the usual mix of lies from government ministers, road fatalities, rapes, kidnappings and so on. The same stories day after day.

         Brownie and Jab-Jab come up to the little wrought-iron gate at the top step and wag their tails at him, bright-eyed and alert now it’s evening. He cranes his neck to look: the street-lamp on their road hasn’t worked in years, but he can just make out Trixie’s stout shape, still there at the gate.

         ‘The dogs had their food?’ Clyde asks Joy, when she comes with the ice-water to sit down with him.

         ‘I don’t think so,’ she says. ‘I think it’s Paul’s week to feed them. That’s why I’m telling you, I’m wondering where he is.’

         ‘He said anything before he went out?’

         ‘No. Not that I remember. But he’s hardly opened his mouth since the break-in. You don’t find? He’s upset about what happened.’

         ‘Well,’ Clyde says. ‘Upset? Or sulking?’

         ‘Upset,’ Joy says.

         ‘You’re trying to tell me I was too harsh on him?’

         ‘I’m not saying that. I’m only saying you-all had an argument, not so? And he was upset.’

         Clyde clasps his hands over his waist and looks away, out over the front yard. He loosens his feet from his slippers, crosses one foot over the other knee. All these years, Joy has told him he’s been too harsh on the boy: now what does she think? Has he been too harsh, or maybe not harsh enough? He takes a sip of water and sets the glass back on the coaster. He looks towards the front yard again, waggles his foot. Jab-Jab pricks her ears up at something rustling in the bush, then trots down the steps to investigate.

         The break-in happened two weeks ago now to the day. Clyde came home to find the gate ajar, the house dark. He sat in his car, his fingers gripping the steering wheel, knowing what might be waiting for him inside. ‘CARNAGE,’ the newspapers said, most days, above the photos. On other days: ‘MORE CARNAGE’, or ‘WHEN WILL IT END?’ Two neighbours, Mr Chin Lee and Mr Bartholomew, came with him, armed with cutlasses and sticks, and they found Joy and the boys in a heap on the kitchen floor, their mouths stuffed with rags, hands and feet bound with wire. ‘Alive, praise God!’ Mr Chin Lee said. ‘All alive!’ Clyde sat by the wall with his head in his hands; neighbours brought wire-cutters, food, Dettol, ice. Mr Bartholomew picked up the phone and called his wife. ‘Everybody OK,’ he said. ‘They were just tied up. Nobody dead.’

         The next morning, when he woke, he already had a headache starting. He had planned just to make Joy her tea and go back to bed, but when he came out to the kitchen, he felt the sickening squelch of a maggot under his bare foot. They were all over the floor; Paul, wearing flip-flops, was already working his way around with a scrap of newspaper in hand. ‘One blasted day late!’ Clyde said. Paul didn’t say anything, maybe he bent a little lower to the ground. Clyde felt his anger bubbling up. ‘One blasted day late with the rubbish, and this is what happens in this blasted place!’ He bit his tongue, but the words continued in his head: And Joy’s jewellery gone, and the house turned upside down, and he’s missing a day of work. And Paul and his foolishness! All his damn foolishness! ‘Well, you could forget about going to that fete in Port of Spain,’ Clyde burst out. The boys had been talking about nothing except this fete for weeks: Clyde was going to drive them up to Port of Spain in the afternoon and collect them at midnight. ‘Nobody’s going to any fetes!’ He waited, fuming, but there was no reply. ‘You don’t have anything to say for yourself?’ But Paul just stood there with that blank look of his; Clyde had to restrain himself from giving the boy one good cuff in his head to wake him up. ‘You know what?’ Clyde said. He heard the words spilling out. ‘Maybe we should have put you in St Ann’s one-time in truth.’ Paul made no response, but some small change in his posture – a slight droop of the head, maybe, or a sag of the shoulders – told him that the boy had heard and understood.

         On the patio, Clyde stubs out his cigarette. The News has moved on to oil prices. His feet wriggle back into his slippers and he walks through the house – through the dark passageway, through the sitting room, then through the kitchen to the little passageway by the bedrooms. He knocks on the boys’ bedroom door.

         ‘Yea?’ calls Peter. His voice is a deep voice now, a man’s voice.

         ‘It’s me.’

         Peter opens the door, steps back to give Clyde space. Behind him, on his bed, is an open textbook and a copybook, pens, pencils, rulers. The sheets on Paul’s bed are smooth, untouched: a pair of khaki school trousers are folded in half on the edge of the bed, the pale blue shirt crumpled on the floor by his schoolbag.

         ‘Did you look in his schoolbag?’ Clyde asks.

         ‘You want me to look in it? What for?’

         ‘Just look in it,’ Clyde says.

         He stands at the door as Peter takes a handful of books out, flips through the pages. ‘I don’t think there’s anything here,’ Peter says. ‘What do you want me to look for?’ He rummages at the bottom of the bag, pulls out what he finds: a dried-up wild-pine; a number of salt-prune seeds; a Caramel wrapper; a chewed straw; a few coins. Peter looks at Clyde for a few moments, the empty schoolbag in his hand, and then he slowly puts the books back.

         ‘Come,’ Clyde says, when Peter is finished. Peter glances at the books and papers arranged over his own bed and then he follows Clyde through the house out to the patio.

         It’s properly dark now – the bats are out. Joy puts on the overhead light, a fluorescent tube that flickers and gives Clyde a headache, but at least it keeps the bats away. Paul, when he was smaller, used to say that this light makes everyone’s faces look green. He’s right, Clyde thinks, as he sits down on the patio chair and reaches for his Du Mauriers: it makes everybody look kind of sick. Instead of their normal brown, now they all look bleached-out, half-alive. While they talk, insects keep flying into the bulb above, making little shadows scurry over their faces.

         ‘Tell me about this afternoon,’ Clyde says. ‘What time did he go out?’

         ‘It was straight after we got home from school,’ Peter says. ‘Around half past four.’

         ‘And what he said?’

         ‘Nothing. He asked me if I wanted to go by the river, and I said no, and then he went.’

         From overhead, there is the quiet bap-bap of the insects knocking against the light. Joy pinches at her t-shirt to unstick it from the folds of her belly.

         ‘He had anything with him?’ Clyde asks.

         ‘No.’

         ‘He had on shoes?’

         ‘Don’t think so.’

         ‘I saw the young-fellas when I was coming home,’ Clyde says. ‘They were playing football in the road by the gas station there. They asked if Peter wanted to come and play, but they didn’t mention they had seen Paul or anything like that.’

         ‘Phone the neighbours,’ Joy says. ‘Phone them and ask if they saw him.’

         They listen to the international news, then stock market prices. When the weatherman comes on, Clyde gets up – nobody bothers with the weatherman during dry season: every evening, he takes about ten minutes just to say that tomorrow will be hot with no rain. Peter and Joy follow Clyde to the living room and watch as he dials the number for the Chin Lees next door.

         ‘Hello, goodnight!’ Clyde says, when Mr Chin Lee answers. He makes his tone jovial, apologises for calling so late. ‘I just calling to see if your water came back. You tried the tap with the tank off?’

         He watches first Joy’s eyes, and then Peter’s, as he listens. Mr Chin Lee has water from his tank; he offers to give Clyde some. ‘No, no,’ Clyde says. ‘Joy put some aside this morning while the pressure was good. But if we run out, we’ll send Peter around with the bucket.’ As they’re saying goodbye, he says, ‘Oh, by the way, Paul is not by you, by any chance?’

         But Mr Chin Lee hasn’t seen him. Clyde tells him not to worry, that Paul is probably just out somewhere around the neighbourhood and didn’t notice the time.

         He tries the next neighbour on the Trace, then the one further down, at the end. Joy brings him the phone book and he tries people from the new developments, even though he can’t think of anyone Paul is friendly with up there. No one has seen him. He hangs up the phone and the three of them look at each other in silence.

         ‘You want me to go and look?’ asks Peter.

         ‘You know where he goes?’

         ‘Not really. He used to just go by the river, but I don’t know if he still goes there.’

         ‘You don’t know?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘Who would know? He’s friendly with anyone around here?’

         Peter shakes his head slowly.

         ‘Tell us,’ Joy says. ‘They might know something. Who is it?’

         ‘Well, I don’t really know,’ Peter says.

         ‘Say it anyway.’

         ‘Maybe Sando.’

         ‘Sando?’ Clyde says. The man’s real name is something else, something very ordinary, but they all take these silly nicknames nowadays.

         ‘I said, I don’t know.’

         ‘But you must have some reason for thinking of him. You’re talking about the fella with the dreadlocks? And always wearing shades?’

         Peter nods.

         ‘And why you think he would know about Paul?’

         ‘I didn’t say he would know anything.’

         ‘Well, what is it then? What connection they have?’

         ‘I don’t know. Just, like, in the maxi taxi in the mornings? Sando acts like they’re friends or something.’

         ‘Is that so?’ Clyde says. Is that so, that the man thinks they’re friends? This is who Paul is associating with? The man is over thirty years old, and spends all his time at the panyard chatting up women and smoking weed.

         ‘I don’t think Paul is doing anything,’ Peter says quickly. ‘He’s not taking drugs or anything, if that’s what you’re thinking.’

         ‘Well,’ Clyde says. He’s already imagining dragging Paul in here by the ear. ‘When he comes back, I’ll find out.’ And that fella Sando? He will have a word with that wutless man, and he will say, what business do you have with my son? What business do you have with a thirteen-year-old boy?

         ‘I think the two of you should go across the road and look in the bush,’ Joy says. ‘Let Peter show you where to go. And he could call out. If Paul hiding, he more likely to come out if he hears Peter.’

         Clyde taps his fingertips together, thinking. Why should he drag Peter out into the bush in the middle of the night just to please Paul? It’s bad enough that one person has to go and look for him, never mind two! And after the break-in and everything, he doesn’t want to leave Joy on her own here. ‘No. I’ll go by myself,’ Clyde says. ‘Peter, you stay with Mummy.’

         Peter finds him a torch, and Clyde changes into long pants and shoes. Shorts and slippers are no good for that bush across the road. Before, when Clyde was small, he used to go in there barefoot: by daylight you can easily pick your way along, avoiding ant-hills, sharp stones, prickers and whatever else. But it’s a long time since he’s been in there, and also – who knows what will be out now, at night? Snakes, frogs, agouti, all the night-time creatures, or spirits, or whatever they are. La Diablesse and Papa Bois and all of them. Not that he believes in all of that nonsense, really. But still – the agreement, as far as he is concerned, is that the humans stay in one realm and the spirits stay in another: to think of walking into the dark bush now feels like trespassing. But, as usual, there is nothing else to be done. Clyde, lacing up his shoes in the bedroom, thinks: this is the last time. The last time he’s jumping through hoops for this child. Next week, after things settle down, Clyde thinks, he will sit him down and tell him straight out: no more. And just two weeks ago Paul nearly got Joy killed? No more of this nonsense. He will say sorry for what he said, about St Ann’s. He never really meant that. He will say: I always said we would care for you at home, rather than put you in that place for god-knows-what to happen to you. But enough is enough. You have to stop this nonsense.

         Back on the patio, he flicks the torch on, trains the beam on the stretch of road beyond the gate: the long grass is a weird kind of green in the torchlight, a colour that doesn’t exist in the daytime.

         ‘You’re going to take Trixie?’ Peter asks, on the patio.

         ‘No, no. Better she stays with you-all,’ Clyde says. ‘Lock up after me. And if there’s any problem, phone Romesh.’

         Clyde goes down the steps, the little light of his torch bobbing in the darkness, Brownie and Jab-Jab trotting ahead of him. Behind him, he hears Peter close the door and slide the lock shut. Trixie is still sitting by the gate. She turns her head: her eyes catch the torchlight, two ghostly discs in the dark.
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         Clyde crosses the road and steps over the ditch, pushing back the long grass with his arms. Long-time ago, there used to be a path through here: it started by the lime tree and went from tree to tree, so that children used to try to walk along the roots without touching their feet to the ground at all. But as soon as he steps into the bush, he feels lost: nothing is where he remembers it. The long blades of grass are silvery-green in the torchlight, each one as wide as a carving knife, covered with tiny hairs that catch on his t-shirt so that after every step he has to stop to tear himself free. Already, just ten, twenty feet in, he wants to turn and fight his way back to the road, but he forces himself to keep going. He trips over tree-roots and stones, hollow snail shells, bone-coloured, the size of a child’s fist. Feathery tips tickle his elbows, sharp prickers in the undergrowth pull his shoelaces loose. He turns the light of his torch to the ground, searching for any sign of Paul, but he sees nothing – only beetles and little lizards scurrying away, and the ti-marie leaves firmly folding themselves shut at his touch, like old women closing their jalousies when they see the madman passing on the street.

         This is no place for Paul to be at night. Even long-time ago, before things got how they are now in Trinidad, grown-ups used to tell children to be careful when they came down here. Convicts who escaped from the Golden Grove Prison used this bush as a hiding place: Clyde and his friends had twice found the discarded orange jumpsuits, like shedded snake-skins, under piles of leaves or half-buried in the dirt. Shouter Baptists sometimes passed through here with their long white gowns, ringing bells and lighting candles, or with a fowl in one hand and a cutlass in the other. And there was that other time that Clyde still remembers vividly, from when he was about eight years old, when a crazy naked woman came out of this bush. His father was in the front yard and Clyde was on the patio, and this naked woman just pushed her way out of the bush, looking crazy with her hair all tangled up and scratches all over her. His father said something to her that Clyde couldn’t hear – maybe he asked her what the matter was, or offered to call the police. But the woman just stood there, stark naked, shaking her head like she had ants in her hair. ‘Hose me down!’ she said. That was all she said: Hose me down! Hose me down! And then after a while, she turned and went walking down the road fast fast.

         He must have already come off the path, if there was a path: every direction he looks, there is just bush reaching way above his head. He tries to pick out landmarks to orient himself – that fallen coconut tree; that low branch that he had to duck under, covered with lichen and wild-pines – but has no idea where he’s going. Next thing you know, he thinks, he too will get lost in here, and someone will have to come in and rescue him. He battles with a long vine that has tangled itself around him; he tries to yank it away from his own body but, as he pulls, the upper end of it, somewhere in the trees above, comes loose and brings down a shower of dead twigs and leaves and, a few moments later, a rotten branch with a termites’ nest still attached. He runs, drops the torch, madly brushes insects from his face, his arms, his hair. When he has caught his breath, he finds the torch again and shines the light around. The ground is stamped down flat into a circle, with yellow star-shaped flowers scattered around the edge. He makes out a candle-stump, chicken feathers, sticks arranged in the twos and threes of obeah patterns. He steps quickly out of the clearing, hearing the soft snap of big leaves as they break.

         ‘Paul!’ he shouts. ‘Paul! Where are you?’

         Angrily, he flashes his light around, expecting to see Paul’s face appear in the strange light, to see him climbing down from a tree, or wherever his hiding place is, for the boy to be full of remorse, regretting pulling this stunt at all. He shines his light at the trees, suddenly suspicious. There are no spirits here, he says to himself, it’s all nonsense, superstition. He says it again, out loud. ‘There are no spirits here!’ He shines his light all around the trees before he walks on.

         He makes his way down the slope towards the river. Now that it’s dry season, the water is only ankle deep and he could probably leap from one bank to the other if he tried. The sides are overgrown with bamboo; the tall poles leaning over the water from either side make a criss-cross shape like the roof of a tent. He finds his way to the big-stone, the one all the children used to sit on, feeling glad to have found something familiar.

         ‘Hello?’ he calls. ‘Paul? Where are you?’ He stands very still, listening. ‘Paul?’ he calls again. ‘You hiding? Come out, please. Mummy’s worrying herself to death about you. You can’t go walking around in the bush like this at night-time. It’s not safe.’

         He looks up at the high branches, imagining the wild-looking face half-hidden behind the long hair, the hair that the boy refuses to cut. Tarzan, they call him, because of the hair; Clyde isn’t sure if it’s a proper nickname – Paul ‘Tarzan’ Deyalsingh – or if it’s just something that they call him behind his back.

         ‘I not mad,’ he calls out, trying to make the words sound convincing. ‘You could come out. I not mad. I not going to send you to St Ann’s, I was only joking. We could discuss about the fete if you want.’

         He thinks of saying, ‘I’m sorry,’ but then changes his mind. Why should he say he is sorry? It was Paul who was in the wrong in the first place: he shouldn’t have provoked the bandits. Even Joy hasn’t tried to defend him this time.

         It was Joy who told him what happened. It was late that night when she told him, the night of the break-in, maybe two-three o’clock in the morning, after they had said goodbye to all the neighbours who had come over to help, and he and Joy had gone to bed. She lay on her side to face him and whispered everything that had happened: how the bandits had known about the money; that that was what they were searching for. ‘And what you told them? You told them anything?’ Clyde asked. ‘No, of course not. I told them there was no money,’ she said. And then she told Clyde what Paul had done: that Paul had refused to get down on the floor when the bandit told him to; that he had cussed the bandit and moved towards the man as if to hit him; that the man had pointed the gun at him. In that moment, Joy said, she only saw black; she couldn’t explain it, but it was as if the world went black for her, everything was blotted out by a sort of blackness. She couldn’t remember what she’d said, only that she had tried to act normal. She got up from the ground; she stepped in front of Paul and pushed him back. And then the man put the gun to her head, right in the middle of her forehead so that her head tipped back. She fell silent after saying this and, after a moment, reached for Clyde’s hand and grasped it tightly. They lay like this for some time, staring up at the ceiling, side by side in the dark.

         The frogs have started up their singing again. It doesn’t feel like any other human is here now. Maybe Paul was here before and he crept away without Clyde realising; maybe he was never here. Clyde steupses to himself. The boy playing ole mas: he will walk back in the house tomorrow, pleased with the trouble he caused – and meanwhile, here Clyde is in the pitch darkness looking for him! He sets off in the direction of the bridge, using a stick to swipe left and right in front of him, as if clearing a path. He’s wasting his time in here. He’ll go by Romesh’s house and ask Romesh to bring his car and come with him, and they’ll drive around and look. Romesh should have rung him back and offered to come out with him; now Clyde will have to go to Romesh’s house and call out at the gate like a beggar to ask for his help.

         At the bridge, he climbs up to the road. The street-lamps along here haven’t worked for years – some of them are so thickly covered with vines that he can’t see which ones are street-lamps and which are just posts for telephone wires – but he knows the road well enough: bush on both sides, and no pavement, but just a ditch at the side of the road that cars are always falling into. He takes out the torch, shines his light into the bushes as he walks along.

         A half-mile up the road, a car is on the recreation ground, its doors flung open, headlamps on, the radio thumping out music. Three or four men are sprawled on the grass amidst cricket bats and wickets, bottles of beer and soft drinks. He recognises the song – the one by that woman, the black American woman with the massive head of hair, Tina Turner; one of the men is singing along, screwing up his face the way the woman does in the music video. Clyde raises a hand in greeting as he passes them. He used to play cricket in the evenings with these men, but invariably, once the cricket has finished, the cards come out, then bottles of rum, wads of money. He does not cut through the recreation ground but stays on the road, keeps his eyes fixed straight ahead, his pace steady, until he gets to Bougainvillea Avenue.

         The roads in the new developments all have names like this: Ixora Crescent, Hibiscus Drive, Bougainvillea Avenue. When Romesh and his family moved here, Romesh kept trying to persuade Clyde to buy one of these houses, and Romesh’s wife, Rachel, kept showing Joy the three bathrooms, the laundry room with space for a washing machine and tumble dryer, the smooth tiled floor, which Joy said would be so easy to sweep and mop. But Clyde didn’t see what they had to show off about when everyone knew that Rachel’s father had bought the house for them.

         On Bougainvillea Avenue, the old pothound in the first house is already at the gate. She lifts her chin towards the sky and makes a high-pitched, repeating call: ru-ru-ru-ru. Immediately, the other dogs start barking and rush to their gates; at every house on the road, floodlights suddenly expose front lawns, concrete driveways, tall gates, all with dogs behind them. The pothound keeps her ears pricked as he goes past, her cloudy eyes trying to find him. ‘It’s only me,’ he calls. Her ears flatten, she wags her tail.

         The dogs at the next house are purebreeds – some kind of fancy breed with orange-coloured fur and tails that curl over their backs. They bark at Clyde, then at each other, then at the other dogs along the road and then at each other again. On the patio, above the shelter where the cars are parked, the lights are on, people are sitting talking. He can’t see clearly past the burglar-proofing over the patio and the flowering vine they have growing over the iron bars, but it looks like the whole family is probably there: the mother and father, the three grown-up children, and the oldest child’s husband, a pilot with BWIA. The whole family gets free flights on BWIA because of the pilot: at Christmas they went to Canada; the summer before, to Switzerland. The pilot’s car is parked on the driveway. Clyde sees people getting up and looking out towards the road: he lifts a hand and calls out to greet them.

         At Romesh and Rachel’s house, the Alsatians squeeze their muzzles through the bars, barking and snapping. ‘It’s me, you fools,’ he tells the dogs. ‘You think I’m here to rob the place or something?’ Their pupils dilate, lock him into focus. He reaches up to grab one of the bars, high up where the dogs cannot bite his hand, and rattles the gate.

         He waits, hands on hips, amidst all the noise and the security lights, and people looking out their windows to see what the commotion is. Both Romesh’s and Rachel’s cars are parked in the carport; above, the patio is dark, the door to the house closed, but Clyde sees a light on in the living room and hears JR Ewing’s voice on the TV inside. At the house next door, the one with the two stupid orange dogs, the mother of the family leans over the patio railing.

         ‘Who’s that?’ she calls.

         ‘Goodnight,’ he calls back. ‘It’s just me. I’m waiting for Romesh.’

         She turns and repeats this to the others, and then shouts down, ‘Everything OK?’

         ‘Yes, yes, thanks,’ he calls.

         ‘Where’s your car?’ she asks. She has to repeat it several times before he hears the question properly. A few others in the pilot’s family come to the balcony railing – the father of the household, a little girl in her nightdress, a teenage son. A woman with shiny dangling earrings and a ponytail gets up and carries a stack of plates into the house. Clyde knows what the mother wants to ask: whether everything is OK since the break-in. He gives them a thumbs-up. There is no point asking them about Paul: none of them have anything to do with him. He sees the pilot-man get up – he recognises the man’s build, tall, with rounded shoulders. The pilot puts a bottle of Coca-Cola to his lips and tips his head back, drinks; he raises the bottle up to the light to check the bottom.

         At last, Romesh comes to his patio door and looks out. Clyde waves. Romesh goes back inside, and then comes out again with a key and unlocks the burglar-proofing door and comes down the steps. He’s still in his work-clothes: long pants and the t-shirt with the logo of Rachel’s father’s business, the sleeves of the t-shirt carefully rolled up all the way so the t-shirt looks more like a vest, and shows off his little muscles. Romesh is not very tall, but he’s lithe: one of those smallish Coolie kind of fellas who could hoist up a sack of flour or rice on his shoulder and walk down the highway in the hotsun. He moves with a kind of swagger that women find sexy, and he wears a Playboy bunny pendant on a gold chain around his neck, with a little diamond where the bunny’s eye would be. Romesh jangles the keyring on his forefinger as he comes down the driveway. The dogs keep up their pacing along the length of the gate, barking at Clyde from one end and then the other, as if hoping for a gap to appear.

         ‘What took you so long?’ Clyde says. He has to shout to make himself heard.

         ‘I was about to go to bed,’ Romesh says.

         ‘What?’

         ‘I was about to go to bed!’ Romesh says. ‘I have to get up in the morning, you know!’

         ‘Put the dogs away,’ Clyde says.

         ‘What?’

         ‘Put the dogs away!’ Clyde shouts. ‘I want to come up and talk to you.’ He has to repeat it several times, but eventually Romesh chains the dogs up and comes back to unlock the gate.

         Clyde follows Romesh up the steps and through the dark patio into the house. He was expecting to greet other people – Rachel, or some other friend or neighbour or relative – but there is no one here. The chairs are pushed in at the dining table, the plastic tablecloth wiped clean, the condiments gathered into a neat group on a placemat in the middle. On the other side of the room – the room is at least thirty feet long, and most of it is just empty space – the TV is on, the credits of Dallas rolling by; next to it, the standing fan slowly turns its head from one side to the other.

         ‘You always have the volume turned up loud so?’ Clyde asks.

         Romesh turns it down, then sits on one of the sofas – they have three sofas and two armchairs and a pouffe, all in brown corduroy velvet – his eyes still on the TV.

         ‘Rachel and Sayeed home?’ he asks.

         ‘Yea, yea,’ Romesh says. He motions with one hand towards the bedrooms. ‘They’re sleeping. Boy, it’s late. I’m going to switch this off and go to bed. JR is a real double-crosser, you don’t find? You saw?’

         ‘No, I didn’t see it.’

         ‘You didn’t see it? Oh gosh, I keep forgetting, they took the TV. Sorry. If you had reminded me, I would have taped it for you. You want me to tape it for you next week?’

         ‘Well – OK,’ Clyde says. ‘Why not? I don’t mind missing it, but Joy likes it.’

         ‘I’ll tape it for you. You should have told me.’ He opens the cabinet that the TV is resting on, pulls out a VHS tape and looks at the writing scribbled on the label. ‘I could tape over this,’ he says.

         ‘Hear nuh,’ Clyde says. ‘Paul hasn’t come back. You could come in the car with me? I want to go and look by the quarry.’

         ‘He hasn’t come back? It’s getting so late!’

         ‘Exactly. Joy is worrying herself to death.’

         Romesh puts the VHS tape on top of the cabinet, next to the TV, and then closes the cabinet doors. The TV is showing an advertisement for Trouble cologne. ‘Boy, I going to switch this off,’ Romesh says. ‘I going to bed.’ He pushes in the knob and the image on the screen shrinks to a dot then dies.

         ‘Wait, I want you to come out with me,’ Clyde says. ‘I didn’t want to take my car for it to look like I was out of the house.’

         ‘You want to take my car? You want the keys?’ Romesh gets up, stands in front of the fan. ‘Lord oh Lord,’ he says, ‘it’s hot for so, eh? I can’t wait for rainy season to come.’ He presses his chest to the wire grille, lifts his arms. His t-shirt puffs out at the back with the breeze. ‘Aah,’ he says. ‘Coolness.’

         ‘You can’t come with me? It’ll only be a half-hour or so. I just want to go by the quarry, and drive around on the roads and look for him.’

         ‘He might be in the nightclub, you know. You thought of that?’ Romesh says. He turns to face Clyde, pressing his back to the fan.

         ‘What nightclub?’

         ‘The one in Arima. Limin’ Soda,’ Romesh says. ‘Thursday night is the best night, that’s when all the young-fellas try to get in. That’s what Sayeed tells me.’

         ‘Sayeed? But he’s twelve years old! That place is for eighteen and over!’

         ‘Yea, but they all get in, man, how you mean? Nowadays? Anywhere it have a fete? That is where the young-fellas want to be these days. Ent Peter and Paul going to a fete up in Port of Spain just now? At Chinese Association?’

         ‘Yea. Supposedly.’

         ‘How you mean?’

         Clyde makes a face. ‘Well. Paul won’t be going to any fetes after this stunt, I could tell you!’

         ‘Exactly,’ says Romesh. ‘Right. You is the boss. Show him you mean business.’ He nods several times.

         ‘You think that’s it?’ Clyde says. ‘That’s where he is?’

         Romesh is pressing his chest to the fan again, his shirt puffing out at the back. ‘Most likely,’ he says.

         Clyde settles down on one of the armchairs, reaches forward for the cigarettes and matches on the coffee table. ‘You mind?’ he asks. ‘I didn’t bring mine.’

         Romesh nods, flops onto a chair, jiggles his knees.

         Clyde slides a cigarette out, places it between his lips, lights it with a match. ‘Teenagers!’ he says, tossing the match in the ashtray. ‘This boy is taking years off my life, I swear to God. He’d better be in this nightclub, let me tell you. He’d better not be getting up to any kind of mischief.’ He rubs his fingers along the lines of the corduroy fabric, runs his nails along the grooves. ‘Hear nuh,’ he says. ‘I wanted to ask you something. Who has the contract for your security system?’ He mentions the name of a man in Arima who has been trying to sell him a security system since the break-in. ‘He says he’ll give me a good discount. But I don’t know who he is! Whoever comes to put in a security system, they have access to every room in your house, not so? They say they’re laying wires, but while they do it, they make sure to go round the whole place, looking to see where the drawers are, where the cupboards are, they look under the mattresses, everything.’

         Romesh runs his hands through his hair, looks at his palms, wipes them on his shorts.

         ‘Something wrong?’ Clyde asks.

         ‘I find it hot. You don’t find it hot?’

         Clyde shrugs. Romesh gets up and goes to the fan again. He pulls up the knob to stop the fan from rotating, switches the power up to maximum.

         ‘So to be quite honest,’ Clyde continues, ‘I don’t want to let anybody into my house like that, for them to snoop around. And the other thing is, once you start a contract, you’re paying them every month. Every single month you have to see these people to pay them their money, and every time they’ll be asking all your business. What you think? Who put in your security system for you?’

         ‘I don’t remember. I’ll find out for you tomorrow.’

         ‘You don’t remember?’

         ‘Rachel organises it. It’s somebody her family knows who does it for us.’

         ‘Oh, you don’t pay?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘Oh.’

         ‘Come, I want to lock up now,’ Romesh says. ‘I want to have a shower and go to bed.’

         Clyde stubs out the cigarette, gets up. ‘I’ll call you in the morning,’ he says.

         He goes back through the living room, through the patio, Romesh walking slowly after him. At the gate, it takes him a moment to unhook the padlock from where he left it looped in place; as he is lifting the latch at the top, he glances over his shoulder and sees Romesh already unchaining the dogs. ‘Hold on,’ he calls, but the first dog is loose, its eyes fixed on him. Clyde manages to get out to the road before the dog reaches him: with one hand he holds the gate firm; with the other, he tries to get the latch in place. He has to lean all his weight against the gate for the dogs not to push it open; their teeth catch at his elbow, his shoulder. At last he gets the catch secure and backs away, his heart racing. ‘You couldn’t wait for me to get out, man?’ Clyde shouts. ‘Hey! You hearing me?’ But Romesh goes up his stairs without turning his head, and soon after that, Clyde hears the key turning in the lock. Clyde walks back along Bougainvillea Avenue feeling shaky with adrenaline, half-wanting to go back to Romesh and shout at him for his carelessness. The pilot has gone home: his car is gone from the drive, the patio dark, only the security lights on. At the last house, the old pothound takes a few lopsided steps towards her gate and then sits and tries to scratch her ear. In the bright floodlights, Clyde sees strands of her old fur float away like dandelion seeds.

         The men are still on the recreation ground, their voices louder than before, their laughter higher-pitched. He makes them out as he gets closer: two men sprawled on the ground, another leaning against the side of the car. There’s the Jamaican man who works as an engineer offshore doing six weeks on, six weeks off; another man with bad acne and long fingernails who has a job in the Ministry of Works; another man who Clyde has never seen before, a thinnish, light-skinned kind of man who looks like he belongs in a library.

         ‘Deyalsingh!’ one of the men calls, one of the ones sitting on the ground. ‘You lost, man? What you doing out here at this time of night?’

         ‘Boy?’ Clyde says, with a steups. ‘I got sent out on a wild goose chase. One of my boys is playing the jackass and staying out late.’ He kicks the ground, nods at each of the men in turn.

         ‘Pass him the bottle,’ the man with acne says, laughing. ‘That’s what he came here for. He need a drink.’

         ‘You so wound up all the time, man,’ the engineer says. ‘You can’t live like that! All the time just sitting in your house, never coming out to lime? Man need to relax sometimes, you know. Life so stressful!’

         ‘Which child it is?’ the man with acne asks. ‘Tarzan?’

         The librarian chokes on his drink, opens his mouth and lets the liquid fall to the ground. ‘Tarzan? You named your child Tarzan?’

         Clyde lifts the rum bottle to his lips. He tips his head back while the men laugh, allows a drop to touch his tongue, feels the sweet heat of it spread from there to the back of his throat. He passes the bottle back.

         ‘His name is something else, I don’t remember what,’ the man with acne says. ‘They just call him Tarzan. He has long hair, he’s swing around on vines and thing.’

         ‘He’s probably in the nightclub,’ Clyde says. ‘You-all know about this nightclub?’

         ‘Limin’ Soda,’ the engineer says. ‘Everybody knows.’

         ‘Thursday night,’ says the librarian. ‘Thursday night is ladies’ night!’

         ‘How things going, since the break-in?’ the engineer asks. ‘You got a security system yet?’

         ‘I’m speaking to somebody about it,’ Clyde says. ‘I’m getting a quote.’

         ‘Put it in,’ the engineer says. ‘I know somebody who works in security. You want me to organise it for you?’

         ‘No, no,’ Clyde says. ‘I already picked a company. I already decided.’

         ‘Oho. OK. Well, as long as you have some kind of protection. You already had one break-in and you got away scot-free, you might not be so lucky the next time.’

         ‘Who broke in?’ the librarian asks.

         The men fill the librarian in on the details. Clyde takes the torch from his waistband and turns it in his hands, squeezing his fingers around the rubber casing. He looks at the clump of trees just there, behind the swings and the see-saws, scanning the darkness for any sign of movement. To his left, twenty or thirty feet away, is the dark road where he walked earlier. The torch is heavy enough to hit someone with, but if someone runs out of those bushes with a gun, this little torch won’t be any use. Clyde looks at the ground, at the path he might take over the men’s sprawled-out legs to the far side of the car: he could crouch down to the ground there or even crawl under the car. He holds the torch in one hand, taps it against the other palm.

         ‘You found out who it was? Who was behind it?’ the librarian asks. ‘That sounds like somebody organised, for them to have a gun, and come with wire in their pockets. They came prepared!’

         ‘I don’t know who it was,’ Clyde says. ‘Why would I want to know? Unless I could go and shoot everybody who does something wrong to me. I’m not into that. I mind my own business.’

         But the men talk anyway about who they have heard is behind it: a gang, not just one of the little Boyz on the Block-type gangs, as they call themselves, but one of the more serious gangs, one of the proper criminal rings that have connections in the police, the army, the coast guard. ‘But why they’re taking an interest in you, that is what I want to know!’ the civil servant says. ‘You have some drugs hidden under the mattress or something?’

         ‘Me?’ Clyde says. ‘You mad? I stay far away from all of that.’

         ‘You need that security system,’ the engineer says. ‘Put it in, I’m telling you. Now for now.’

         ‘Security system wouldn’t help him,’ the librarian says. He mentions the latest gossip, about the property magnate in Port of Spain whose wife was kidnapped. ‘Security systems didn’t help him,’ he says. ‘He had a fence fifteen feet high around his house, and he has private security patrolling the perimeter night and day. And still they found a way to take his wife.’

         ‘Well, nobody will touch his family now,’ Clyde says. The property magnate apparently paid the ransom in full to get his wife back, and then two weeks later, so the rumour goes, he sent hit-men to wipe out the kidnappers. Six murders in six locations around Trinidad, all within the space of a few hours.

         ‘The hit-men were Colombian,’ the librarian says. ‘Professionals.’

         ‘I heard Jamaican,’ says Clyde.

         ‘No. They were Venezuelan,’ says the engineer. He heard it from someone connected to the businessman’s family, someone who knows. ‘They came across on a pirogue about midday, they got hooked up with the locals doing the driving, and they went around bam-bam-bam!’ – he makes a motion as if shooting a gun – ‘and then they went back over about six o’clock.’

         Silence falls between them. Clyde, suddenly nervous, looks over his shoulder. He says goodnight to the men, sets off back home; he doesn’t want to be out here any more, with Peter and Joy in the house alone. What if Paul’s disappearing trick is all some kind of ploy to get Clyde out of the house, for who knows what purpose? He reprimands himself as soon as the thought crosses his mind: whatever else Paul might be, surely the boy wouldn’t be so evil as to do a thing like that.

         But the truth of the matter is, he thinks, as he walks along the roadside in the dark, who knows what Paul gets up to when he’s by himself? There was that night, for example, it must have been over a year ago, when Clyde woke with the feeling of a strange breeze passing through the house, of something not being right. He picked up the rock he keeps under his bed and crept out. The kitchen door was wide open, Trixie panting at the top step, wagging her tail at him. And there on the back lawn, lying flat on his back, was Paul. Clyde nearly had a heart attack: he thought, perhaps, that the boy was dead. He went down the steps, feeling he had to get closer, look in the child’s eyes; he might see that he was really crazy, really and truly. He drew closer, the rock in his fist. And then Paul sat up and looked around.

         ‘What are you doing out here?’ Clyde asked, his voice hoarse.

         ‘Nothing.’

         Nothing! Lying down under the sky like a dead man in the middle of the night! ‘Come inside,’ Clyde said. It was all he could think to say. Paul came inside. Clyde locked the back door and lay down in bed, staring up at the ceiling, his blood pounding. Tomorrow, he thought. Tomorrow he would take Paul aside and ask him. ‘What were you doing?’ he would ask. ‘What the hell were you doing?’ But he couldn’t find the right moment: one day passed without him saying anything, and then another, and then it seemed too late.

         When Paul comes back, Clyde thinks, as he walks along the road – tomorrow, when Paul is back, Clyde will sit him down and get some answers out of him. First question: Where is he, and who is he with, and what possessed him to stay out so late? Second: Does he really go walking around at night like people say? Where does he go? What does he do? Third: Paul had better not be mixed up in anything to do with that rastaman, because if he is, Clyde will set him straight, no doubt about it. Clyde slaps the torch against his thigh as he turns into La Sagesse Trace. He won’t put it off, he tells himself: the moment Paul walks in the door, Clyde will sit him down straight away, and he won’t let the boy leave the room until he gets his answers.
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