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​CHAPTER
1

GROWING UP

 


 


Thirty years have now come and gone since I
left Dickson Village. Thirty long years, yet long as it may seem,
to me it was as yesterday, for Dickson Village has remained always
in my heart.

The night was cold, yet beautiful. As I
walked lazily past the church towards my home, I was overwhelmed by
the melodic choruses floating harmonically through the air. The
giggles of lovers in the nearby lane blended beautifully with the
wind as it whistled its way softly through the trees.

As I reached the top of the hill overlooking
the village, an unwelcome gust of wind sent my scarf flying into
the air. My legs melted beneath me as I crumbled to the ground,
allowing a sense of loneliness and loss to take its toll on me, for
it was on a night as cold, yet beautiful, as this that my life had
been turned upside down.

I was born and grew up with my Mum in
Dickson, a small village in St Vincent and the Grenadines, an
idyllic volcanic Caribbean island group in the lesser Antilles.
Named Hairouna (the land of the blessed) by the native Caribs, St
Vincent, like its people, represents warmth and serenity. With a
population of about 120,000 people the country covers about 150
square miles and consist of St Vincent, the main island, and a
chain of thirty-two smaller Grenadines islands. Discovered by
Columbus, St Vincent and The Grenadines gained independence from
Britain in 1979, a year remembered also for the last volcanic
eruption there.

Dickson is a place of unspoilt beauty, hidden
on the windward side of St Vincent and the Grenadines. With a
population of just two hundred people, it was to me an undiscovered
paradise. The hills cascaded with lush vegetation as far as the eye
could see. Hundreds of coconut trees stood tall over the village,
swaying quietly with a mixture of banana and orange trees in the
cool evening breeze, as the inviting stream trickled softly through
them. The blended aroma of ripening fruits (mangoes, golden apples,
plums, bananas, papaya etc) once in season perfumed the air. Sheer
tranquillity.

In the daytime the villagers went about their
chores at their own pace in the scorching sun. When it rained the
street became deserted, while at night the young and old became one
as the streets came alive with music, storytelling, domino playing,
church crusades or simply ‘liming’ (Caribbean-style ‘hanging-out’),
weather permitting of course. It was a village where everyone knew
each other and where nothing much ever happened.

Mum worked at the village shop. Every evening
after school I’d play with my friend Tommy until the end of her
shift, then we’d all head for home. Sometimes when the shop was
empty and her back was turned Tommy and I would sneak in through
the side door and help ourselves to handfuls of sweets, which we
knew she’d pay for before she finished.

I had known Tommy Harrison all my life; he
was my best friend. He lived across the road from me with his dad,
a local man who had previously migrated to England and spent thirty
years there. While there he had met and married Tommy‘s mum, a
beautiful blue-eyed blonde called Sarah. After his many years in
England, Mr Harrison had returned to Dickson with his wife. Tommy
was born a year later. Unfortunately his parents separated when he
was three years old, and Sarah returned to England, leaving them
both behind.

Although Tommy was two years my senior, we
were inseparable. He was tall, with a freckled face and full of
life. I lived in his shadow. To me, he was simply the best; we
shared secrets and wild, wild dreams. Mum always said that we were
living in a world of our own.

As we grew older we became closer and closer;
I was the little sister he had never had. A few of the adults in
the village complained, for it was the norm that children should be
seen playing with children of the same sex, but our special
friendship blossomed; it was different.

I never knew my father; I was told that he
had died in a car crash before my birth. We had no other relatives
that I knew of and my mother never remarried. I can recall vaguely,
when I was about ten, asking Mum to tell me everything I needed to
know about my dad. She hesitated for a moment, rested her hands
gently on my shoulder, smiled faintly, then walked away. Although I
was ten years old, I can remember feeling a great sense of pity,
for it suddenly dawned on me that true love never dies. His memory
caused her such great sorrow. Realizing this I quickly followed her
into the kitchen, comforted her with a huge hug, then apologized.
From that day forth Percy Steinford’s name was consigned to
silence.

As the years went on, not only was she my mum
but my closest and dearest friend. Every evening after supper we’d
sit in the old shed under the big golden apple tree a few yards
from the house and she’d watch in silence as Tommy and I did our
homework. The old shed was a very special place to all three of
us.

On my tenth birthday Tommy presented me with
a small blue box wrapped carefully in white lace tied neatly into a
bow. Excitedly I opened the box and was confronted with a beautiful
black wristband bearing the inscription of my name. ‘Oh Tommy, it’s
beautiful!’ I cried, admiring it carefully. He smiled and replied
‘I’m really pleased you like it.’

I put my hand out and watched in silence as
he took the wristband and placed it neatly around my left wrist.
His hands trembled as he gazed into my eyes, ‘For you, Natalie
Steinford,’ he mumbled, ‘best friends forever.’ The world stopped
revolving around us. There was complete silence and in the
stillness our lips met - only for a brief second. I opened my eyes,
looked back and, as I thought, there stood Mum and Mr Harrison on
the veranda looking at us.

We spent the remainder of the evening at the
cinema and later that night, as I lay in bed unable to sleep, I
reflected radiantly on my first kiss, the kiss that we both agreed
the next day had never happened.



​CHAPTER
2

CONVENT LIFE

 


 


I was now twelve years old, while Tommy was
fourteen and attending North Union Secondary School. It was time
for me to say goodbye to the rest of the village. I was going to a
private secondary convent school for girls miles away.

Parting was such great sorrow. The night
before I left, Tommy and I sat in the old shed all alone. We joked
about the past, about the good times and the bad times we had had
together. Then we vowed that we should remain friends forever. As
we parted, he took hold of my hand and whispered quickly and
softly, ‘I love you Natalie,’ and with that he ran hastily towards
his home. I watched in sorrow as he disappeared inside and closed
the door behind him. ‘I love you too Tommy,’

I murmured. I knew he couldn’t hear me - not
that he needed to, for deep in his heart I believe he already
knew.

As soon as I closed my eyes it was time to
open them again; it was morning. I was awoken by a huge bang on the
door, which was followed by mother’s loud morning call, and before
long, I was dressed and ready to leave. As I said my goodbyes to
the rest of the village, Tommy was nowhere to be seen.

‘Where’s Tommy?’ Mum asked.

‘I haven’t seen him,’ replied Mr Harrison. My
heart began to ache, for I could not leave without seeing him.
‘Where is he?’ I asked myself over and over again.

The villagers were extremely excited to see
me off. They showered me with hugs and kisses. I forced many broad
smiles as I scanned the group looking for Tommy. Where was he?

‘Natalie, would you like to find Tommy before
you leave?’ Mum interrupted.

‘No!’ I snapped as I escaped to the car. I
was now feeling angry, because I was leaving and Tommy never came
to say goodbye.

Slowly we drove off, leaving the villagers
behind shouting their good lucks. Quietly we drove through the
village, and as we drove past Valley River I looked up and there
sat Tommy on a huge rock above the river, feet dangling in the warm
water, a wicker basket on his lap. He sat watching the water run
lazily by. He was going to catch crayfish, something he did without
fail every Saturday, his so -called alone time. I was suddenly
overpowered by a sense of sadness. I felt sad, sad that I was
leaving, sad to see the look upon his face and sad to see the
glistening tears running slowly down his freckled face. ‘Tommy,’ I
whispered softly, as I too began to cry.

‘Should I stop?’ asked Mum.

‘No,’ I gasped, as I tried to fight back the
tears. I waved goodbye and he managed a faint, shy smile. I watched
his lips part as he said ‘Bye.’ Before I could reply, the car had
swerved around the corner, leaving me alone and feeling terribly
sad.

As we drove up to the gate of the big, old
boarding school, I completely broke down. ‘I can’t believe I’m
going to be here for the next five years,’ I cried.

‘Yes dear,’ Mum choked, fighting back her own
tears. ‘You’ll get through it. Please be good and work hard.’

‘I promise I will Mum, I do.’

‘Take good care of yourself.’ We embraced.
‘Everything is going to be all right,’ Mum whispered.

‘I love you, Mum, I love you!’ I cried, as I
held her tight and fought hard to stifle the tears.

Mum stayed until I was settled; then she was
gone. I felt nostalgic straight away, for I had never been away
from home.

I hated that dreary old school. The lights
had to be out by eight and as I lay in bed at night I listened in
fright as the nuns dragged their long black gowns up and down the
halls during inspection. This place to me was Ghostville. I found
it difficult settling into my new-found home. I missed Dickson
terribly and most of all, I missed Mum and her cooking. I began by
phoning her twice or more per day, for she too was finding it
difficult. All my life we had never been apart. As the days turned
into weeks, I missed her more and more. Tommy kept me informed with
the goings-on of the village, which wasn’t much, but just hearing
him speak of Dickson was satisfying.

Eventually I got used to my new surroundings
and settled in. I participated in every activity, joined the choir,
excelled in my subjects and even joined the netball team, which was
challenging but great fun. Convent life was wonderful.

At age thirteen more and more girls came to
the convent and it was then that we began to share rooms. I
detested the thought of having a roommate, for it was something I
had never done before. One afternoon as I sat in my dorm revising,
there was a knock on the door. I quickly opened it and was
introduced to my new roommate, Betty, by Sister Mary. I was lost
for words, for Betty wasn’t what I was expecting. She was
absolutely beautiful, charming and naturally friendly. Her long
black hair ran in soft curls down her back like a flowing stream,
her dazzling white teeth glinted in the dim light and her big brown
eyes sparkled with excitement. Never before had I seen such a
radiant beauty.

‘Hello, I’m Betty Jackson,’ she said
cheerfully, extending her long arms. Our hands met.

‘I’m Natalie Steinford,’ I replied, ‘Pleased
to meet you.’ We looked at each other and laughed loudly for no
reason, which left Sister Mary baffled, and from that moment I felt
at ease, for I knew that our friendship was going to be wonderful
and special.

I helped Betty to settle, and in less than a
week we knew everything there was to know about each other. She
came from a family for which she held undying love; her ambition
was to become a fashion designer, marry for love and have twelve
children. I told her about my village and about Mum and Tommy.

As time went on our friendship grew closer
and it was then that I realized how influential friends could be. I
began smoking and drinking on the odd occasion; where Betty got the
cigarettes and alcohol I never asked. I eventually reduced the
number of calls made to Mum and found myself too busy to open or
reply to Tommy’s letters. I now had a new best friend.

One night we decided to transform ourselves
from little convent girls into (we hoped) beautiful young women.
After inspection, we sneaked out through our bedroom window, hopped
on a bus and went clubbing in Kingstown, the capital, where we had
the time of our lives. Because of our height and the way we
dressed, no one suspected for a second that we were under age. I
enjoyed every moment of it.

But as we crept slowly down the hall on our
return around 5 am, an angry Sister Catherine stopped us in our
tracks. ‘Well, well, well,’ she yelled,’ ‘My office, now!’

Betty was speechless and I immediately burst
into tears. ‘I’m so sorry, Sister Catherine,’ I sobbed, ‘I’m really
sorry!’

‘To my office, now!’ she yelled once again.
By this time all the other girls were looking out of their dorms.
As we turned towards the office there was a splatter as the
contents of Betty’s stomach hit the floor.

‘Clean that up now, Natalie!’ Sister
Catherine shouted at me, as she turned with Betty towards our dorm,
‘Report to my office at eight o’clock sharp. And to your rooms the
rest of you,’ she continued to yell, ‘the show is now over!’

‘Yes Sister,’ I whispered, as I headed
towards the cleaning cupboard for the mop and bucket. Betty and I
lay speechless side by side, for we knew what was in store for us
later.

Quite soon our parents were called and as we
expected, we were both suspended for two weeks. Mum was devastated.
We drove back to Dickson in complete silence. The news had already
reached the village by the time we got there. There was no one
waiting to greet me with open arms; they all looked at me with
utter disappointment. I felt so ashamed. Not only had I let Mum and
myself down, in the eyes of the villagers I was a disappointment to
the whole of Dickson Village.

After a lovely supper of breadfruit and
roasted salt fish with homemade coconut oil, I went to my room. I
was asleep before my head touched my pillow.

Some hours later, a familiar chorus floating
softly through the bedroom window awoke me. I followed the song to
the old shed under the big golden apple tree, and there was Mum. It
was then that I noticed how much she had changed; she now had a few
strands of grey hair, which I thought suited her. She had also
gained a bit of weight. The tears flowed as I saw the sadness upon
her face.

‘Hello Mum,’ I interrupted as I flew into her
open arms. We cried and hugged for what I thought was an
eternity.

‘It’s all right,’ she cried as she ran her
fingers through my short black hair. I looked at my puffy brown
eyes in the opposite mirror and suddenly the bumps on my brown skin
began to rise and my short legs became jelly-like beneath me. I
broke away from Mum, ran quickly towards the window and flung it
open in search of Tommy.

‘Tommy, Tommy!’ I bellowed, ‘Tommy!’ But
there was no reply. He was nowhere to be seen. ‘Where’s Tommy,’ I
asked, ‘Didn’t you tell him I was coming home?’

‘I’m sorry dear,’ Mum replied, ‘But Tommy
left Dickson Village six months ago.’

‘Left! What do you mean he’s left? Where has
he gone?’

‘He went to live with his mum in England. Mr
Harrison died and after that he had nothing else here to stay
for.’

‘Died! Mr Harrison died? I interrupted. ‘Why
wasn’t I told? Why?’ I screamed.

‘I’m sorry but Tommy asked me not to tell
you. We didn’t want to upset you.’

‘Mum, he needed me and I wasn’t there for
him,’ I replied. With those words I ran across the road until I
came to Tommy’s house. I threw myself down on the front porch and I
cried and cried. I’d failed my best friend. The only time in his
life that he had needed me I wasn’t there. ‘I’m sorry Tommy, I’m so
sorry!’ I continued to cry.

That night I found it impossible to sleep. It
had been so long since I had last seen Tommy; I tried hard to
imagine what he now might look like. I began to unpack.

It was then that I came across a black
wristband bearing the inscription of my name. I picked it up
gently, threw myself down on the bed, closed my eyes, pressed it
firmly against my cheeks and in silence I remembered the night it
had been given to me. ‘Oh Tommy,’ I whispered, as I dozed off to
sleep, completely exhausted.

I returned to school and to my surprise found
that Betty and I were to be separated. Despite this, our friendship
continued. I headed for my new room and, finally, after what seemed
to be forever, I found what I was searching for, Tommy’s letters,
all fifty-three of them, placed neatly at the bottom of my
belongings. With haste I flung myself to the ground, sat upright
back against my bed, tore open the envelopes and read them one by
one. Happiness overpowered me, for the letters, as I expected, were
comforting and fulfilling. I wasted no time replying.

At seventeen I graduated with some good O
levels and gained my Caribbean Examination Councils certificate. On
my graduation day mum was extremely proud. I was only partly happy,
for all my thoughts were still centred on Tommy. During the entire
ceremony my eyes were fixed on the door; I was expecting him to
walk in. When we concluded and he didn’t show, I couldn’t fight
back the build-up of tears.

‘Are you OK, Natalie?’ Mum asked, as I joined
her. ‘Overjoyed,’ I lied.

Later we joined Betty and her family for
celebrations at a restaurant nearby. Halfway through the
celebrations Mum presented me with a small gift, neatly and
colourfully wrapped. I immediately opened it. It contained a golden
necklace and heart pendant and engraved at the back was ‘To
Natalie, love always, Mum.’

Slowly I opened the pendant. It contained a
photograph of Mum, Tommy and me, taken a few days before I had left
Dickson Village.

‘This is beautiful. Thank you Mum,’ I said. I
leaned over and we cuddled.

‘I’ve got something else for you,’ she
whispered, as we broke loose.

‘What is it?’ I said. I watched as she slowly
opened her handbag and handed me a letter. Trembling, I realized it
was from England, and I recognized the handwriting. The heat of the
moment was unbearable as I stood up and screamed, ‘Oh my god, it’s
from Tommy!’

Suddenly there was silence; slowly I turned
around and all eyes in the entire restaurant were centred on me.
‘May I be excused?’ I squeaked, as I rushed from the restaurant
into the dewy night. The letter was quickly opened and I began to
read it carefully.

 


Dear Natalie, Thanks for your letter. Words
cannot express the joy I felt hearing from you again. Everything
has worked out perfectly for me here in England. Mum is wonderful
and thinks the world of me, she spoils me rotten. I am now in my
last year of university after which I will be doing a degree in
medicine. I will be coming home to St Vincent on the 9th of this
month for a few weeks as I’ve got some business to finalise.
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