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Caribbean Contemporary Classics



Introduction







Over the last century, Caribbean authors, overflowing with stories about the life and society around them, have written many great and enduring works of literature. The Caribbean novels in this Caribbean Contemporary Classics collection were written from around the mid-1900s to the present day, and we are proud to publish them. They serve as unique and personal records and are also works of art, running parallel to what historians say about the region, and revealing to wider audiences the depth and brilliancy of generations of Caribbean writers.


The novels in this collection are re-issued in their original forms even though some words and phrases may seem derogatory in the eyes of modern readers. Some words have been partially redacted, but none have been removed. We acknowledge the sensitivities of persons who have experienced discrimination especially in the verbal form and would like to state without reservation that the publisher in no way supports discrimination against any persons or groups of persons by the publication of these works. As in all works of literature, the language used in these novels reflects the authors’ experiences and insights and forms an integral part of the text they set out to produce.


As the publisher, we have followed a number of principles in bringing these works to a wider audience. First, it is important to us to allow readers to interpret the authors’ words in the context of the story as a whole, reflected through the readers’ own experience, but without trying to dictate what that interpretation should be. Second, we respect the authors’ integrity and their intellectual property. Third, we believe it to be important to experience works of art from specific geographic and historical contexts in their original form. The choice, as we see it, is whether to publish the book or not, rather than whether to change its language or not. In the present series, we have opted to publish a series of books which we believe to be significant, valued and important parts of the canon. They are rich, engaging and luminous works, in the authors’ authentic voices, and we offer them to readers in the hope that they will delight, entertain and inform.
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CHAPTER 1


Thirteen people in a room





IT WAS A normal July afternoon at Redeemer College for Young Ladies. Thirty girls neatly dressed in khaki tunics, cream blouses and shiny black belts filed through the undercroft of Unity Hall and emerged into Cross Roads Square. Some already had on their school caps. Others were waiting until the very last moment before sliding the cap out of their epaulettes and fitting it. They knew that critical eyes were trained on them and so hustled with quick short steps, trying not to run.


Elaine watched them from the principal’s office, where she was seated in a meeting. School had been dismissed an hour and a half before, and these girls, walking without holding hands or chatting, left in a sombre mood.


Six months ago, any afternoon at school would have been punctuated by the sharp whistles of the netball coaches, reassuring evidence that at least two dozen pairs of legs were in training. Other athletes would be tackling on the field and sprinting round the track under the blazing sun, while girls who were drawn more to mental than physical exercise would be busy setting up science experiments or declaiming lines in a drama rehearsal. In the highest block of classrooms, where the wind from the hills blew louder than the noise drifting up from the playing field, sharp minds would be intent on searching for answers to quizzes, while in the Unity Hall language lab, tongues would curl around foreign languages. This was what after-school life at Redeemer College was like before Elaine got there – before the principal cancelled all extra-curricular activities at the school.


Elaine forced herself to stop looking at the detention students, many of whom were now waiting for buses in the square, and tried to concentrate on the meeting again. She reasoned that the principal, Mrs Caribe Ann Slipe-Torrington, had been right to make a decisive move to stamp out the rampant indiscipline in the school. Curtailing extra-curricular activities had been just one firm step in that campaign. Those girls at the bus stops would not be the last students to leave campus. There were three more in the principal’s office with their parents and guardians – three fourteen-year-old girls whom the school was trying its best to force out.


Elaine, who as junior librarian had been invited to attend the meeting in order to take minutes, drew comfort from the knowledge that not all of the school authorities were bent on getting rid of the girls. Canon Rodney Pryce, chairman of the board of management, listened thoughtfully while the principal, not troubling to hide the disgust in her voice, listed the three girls’ offences. What could be said for sure was that none of the thirteen people in the office were having a good time, or even feeling comfortable.


Mr Matthew Dadze, head of Grade 9, senior chemistry teacher and board staff representative, sat to the principal’s right with his arms crossed. His stern countenance did not betray that he was usually a jovial person who had a ready smile and a storehouse of corny jokes. Today, on behalf of his colleagues, he was taking a position that would suffer no opposition. The teachers were adamant that the three girls in the room should be expelled at the end of the school year, and he came to deliver that message.


Mrs Clara ‘Miss C’ Caenwood, senior member of the ancillary staff, also wanted the girls gone, and was muttering to herself that if the school had listened to her a year ago they would have avoided this crisis. She had served the school for thirty years, and thought until recently that she had seen and heard the worst of adolescent behaviour. But from what she had seen in the lavatories and classrooms this crop of students was by far the worst ever to pass through the magnificent wrought-iron gates and carved mahogany front doors of Unity Hall – a landmark in Cross Roads Square and a symbol of the school’s dignity.


Redeemer College was designed in 1905 as a prestigious boys’ boarding school, and everything about it was done on a grand scale. However, the project failed and it became a hostel for a few years, at one point housing army conscripts as they prepared to be transported to Europe to fight in the Second World War. In 1946 the church bought the site and converted it into a day school for girls. The principal’s office was a large room upstairs in the main building, Unity Hall, and from there she had a view of the games field, the quadrangle and Cross Roads Square.


‘Failure to complete term assignments, even when given an extended date. Using foul language to a prefect – and this was within hearing of two teachers. Stealing another student’s cell phone while it was in the care of the vice-principal’s office. Persistent lateness for English classes. Breaching the behaviour code for students off the school compound – ’


Here Mrs Slipe-Torrington paused and looked at each face in the room.


‘To be specific, this was when Caledonia Nuttall and Ta Jeeka Brentford climbed through the window of a bus and sat on the laps of young men.’


One woman, whose tears had been staunched by frequent dabs with her tissue, could not hold back any longer, and broke down in sobs. This was Mrs Ivy Green, Caledonia Nuttall’s mother. With each breath she sniffed loudly into her hand, trying to muffle the noise, while rocking back and forth. Her husband, Collins Green, Caledonia’s stepfather, reached across to soothe her, but the woman would not be consoled.


Katreena Melmac’s mother, Woman Police Corporal Joyce Patel, frowned and studied one of the many gleaming school awards and plaques that were displayed in the office.


Mrs Slipe-Torrington ignored Mrs Green’s crying and continued in a slow, clear voice – almost delighted, it seemed to Elaine, to report the damning scene.


‘When the incident on the bus was first reported to us we gave the girls the benefit of the doubt because they denied it. Our trust was sadly mistaken.’


Mrs Slipe-Torrington took a newspaper out of a file. It was the previous day’s edition and on page three was a photograph of a girl in a Redeemer College uniform climbing through a bus window with the help of another student. The shot was taken from behind, so their faces were hidden, but Ta Jeeka’s unmistakable wild hairstyle and Caledonia’s tracksuit emblazoned with the name Nuttall left no margin of doubt as to who the students were. The caption read:




BEATING THE SYSTEM


Students from a prominent school were seen boarding a bus in this unconventional way, supporting conductors’ claims that collecting fares from schoolgirls is getting increasingly tricky.





The principal said, ‘I think we all know who these girls are.’ She glanced at the chairman to see his reaction before continuing her recitation of charges. ‘Missing class to sleep behind the hibiscus hedge – an out-of-bounds area. Not returning library books. Bullying younger students for money and lunch. Using school equipment without permission – that was when Ta Jeeka Brentford …’


Mrs Slipe-Torrington had not seen any discomfort as yet from Ta Jeeka’s grandmother, Eureka Redcam, who in her opinion looked too young to be a grandmother, and she was satisfied when the woman now shifted slightly in her seat.


‘Chairman, Miss Brentford used the science department’s photocopier to print flyers for a dance. When one of the flyers turned up in the staff room the scheme was discovered, and Miss Brentford quickly took all of the pre-sold ticket money and donated it to the student welfare fund under the pretext that it was a special collection. Sir, it is unusual for the school to review three cases at once, but these girls sometimes work together as a group and they are the chief architects of a breakdown in discipline in this school.’


The chairman took that as his cue. ‘Come now, Mrs Slipe-Torrington. You are telling us that three girls can overcome a staff of forty, plus prefects, to disrupt a school of nearly eight hundred students? That is an exaggeration. Redeemer College has been in existence for sixty years and has survived worse trials than three disobedient students. Let’s get down to what can be done to – ’


The principal cut in mid-sentence. ‘I disagree, Sir, with respect. These girls have absolutely no interest in anything but disruption. They are popular, they are smart, and they use all of their energies to get others to follow them. This school was the best in the parish at netball, but Ta Jeeka and Katreena turned the away matches into raucous and rowdy social events. Since the quarter finals in April, we have had no end of trouble with youths loitering at the gates and climbing over the fence during school hours. Katreena and Ta Jeeka make other girls pay to use their cell phones to set up meetings with these boys. Yes, Sir, this happens! These girls are completely out of control. Mr Dadze will tell you that some of the younger staff are terrified of them.’


‘Terrified?’ Canon Pryce seemed amazed. ‘Out of control? What good is a teacher who cannot control the students?’


Dadze spoke up. It went against his polite Ghanaian upbringing to be confrontational, but in these circumstances he felt it was his duty.


‘Mr Chairman, I have been at this school for eleven years and have been head of science for the past three. During that time, twenty science teachers have come and gone for a variety of reasons. Some left to study, some went abroad to teach, but most – including some of the better teachers – grew demoralised by the school’s failure to deal firmly with disruptive students like these three and moved out of teaching into better-paid careers. It is my responsibility to ensure that the remaining staff do not have to work with timewasters who have absolutely no interest in learning. We will not tolerate them any more. Let them find somewhere else to go, and leave us to teach the willing students. I may be out of place to say such a thing, Sir, but no teacher should be expected to deal with a girl like Caledonia Nuttall, who, after being reprimanded for repeatedly coming to class late, told a male teacher, who will remain nameless, to leave her alone because she was not interested in him intimately. She did not put it to him so delicately, but out of respect to you and the ladies present, Sir, I do so now. When she was further reprimanded for speaking in such offensive personal terms, she justified it on the grounds that he had embarrassed her in front of her friends!’


The chairman rejoined. ‘Mr Dadze, your concern for the teachers is understandable, but that does not release us from our duty to give guidance to all the students under our charge. To cast the difficult ones out, so to speak, is not what Redeemer College is about.’


Dadze swallowed a comment about sacrificing the few for the good of the many, and Mrs Caenwood took advantage of the pause. ‘I can say something, Reverend?’ She had a deep voice that flowed out of her like thick honey. Her position was humble, but her personality made her highly respected.


‘Of course, Miss C.’


Mrs Caenwood was a solid woman with big meaty hands. She was known to the girls as Mr Caenwood because she never plucked the hairs out of her chin and over the years it had thickened into a respectable beard. Mrs Caenwood knew the students joked about her, but paid it no attention because they never did it to her face. That was until Katreena, then only a Grade 8 student, approached her one morning while she was wringing out a mop by the home economics department. Katreena looked Mrs Caenwood in the face and then sang out in a loud cheerful voice, ‘Good morning, Mr Caenwood. How is your beard today, Sir?’


Several students overheard the remark, and in seconds thirty students in a nearby classroom knew about it and created a rumpus. Mrs Caenwood now looked Katreena straight in her eye as she addressed the meeting.


‘This school always get girls who need a strong hand when it comes to behaviour, that is nothing new for us. And, Sir, is not one or two time that I actually rough up some of them. One time, me, by myself, beat a whole class of first formers because they were marking up the desks with the sharp edge in the geometry kit. That is normal teenage behaviour. But take it from me, when students will tell you bareface lie to your face, and thief and backstab other people, that is a serious thing. You see them?’ Her finger traced a line from one girl to the next. ‘Fi them conversation not normal for young girls. No Sir! These girls mix up in big-people business. I hear them in the canteen on the cell phone keeping up argument with big people when they plan their bandooloo. And them carry news – dangerous news. Sir, I agree with the teachers. These girls do not belong here. We have to save the many and get rid of these few. Even the Good Book says that the goats must be separated from the sheep and the corn from the chaff.’


Elaine looked at Canon Pryce. The three most influential people in the meeting were totally against retaining the girls, but like Pryce, she felt that no child should be forced out. She looked at the girls, so small beside their parents, only fourteen years old, barely teenagers. How much trouble could they cause? Then she looked at Canon Pryce, grave and thoughtful but not defeated. She was depending on him to find an answer. The taut lips, the steady gaze and palms flat on the polished table revealed a man who was searching for a way of saving three lost sheep whom he, as shepherd, felt duty-bound to look after.


Mrs Slipe-Torrington had allowed a respectful moment to pass after Mrs Caenwood said her piece before she started again. She still had one more angle to play.


‘Canon, it is heartbreaking every time we have to excuse a student from our school, but we can rest assured that their education will continue. We have good relations with a number of schools that will take these girls on our recommendation while being fully aware of all the circumstances. One is fully funded by the government and the others are private institutions. We can be confident that the girls’ interests will be assessed and their needs catered for – in consultation with the parents, of course.’


‘But isn’t that what we are supposed to be doing anyway?’


The principal was startled at this challenge, and it took her a few moments to realise that it had come from Elaine Mico, the new junior librarian. Mrs Slipe-Torrington was annoyed. She had enough on her hands already, without a librarian who did not know her place.


‘We have done all that we can for these girls,’ the principal insisted. But Canon Pryce pursued Elaine’s line of thought.


‘What should we be doing, that we are not doing, Miss Mico?’


Elaine spoke confidently. ‘We live in the information age. As a librarian I see how many more ideas and influences children today are exposed to than when I was fourteen, not so long ago. There are so many options for careers and lifestyles – how can we blame our children for wanting to take advantage of all these possibilities?’


The principal resisted placing her head between her hands as she realised that her junior librarian was not only headstrong and outspoken but also naïve – a lethal combination for the smooth running of any bureaucracy, perhaps especially a school. She glanced at her watch and noted that it was just after 4:00 pm. She decided to wrap up the deliberations by simply restating the situation – and the solution as she saw it.


‘Children in a school are expected to be led, not to lead. These girls have already decided that they are in charge, so they do not fit in here. They need to go where they can get the attention they require. Special schools are equipped to handle cases like these.’


Canon Pryce seemed not to have heard her, and when he spoke it was as if he was speaking only to Elaine.


‘No, we can’t blame children for learning before they have wisdom. We just need to understand them better. Isn’t that what we always say we try to do? It’s just that these girls have some habits that are … less than pleasant and, shall we say, a bit unusual in our experience.’


The principal was now alarmed and her normally soft voice rose in pitch as she tried to regain his attention.


‘Canon, the teaching staff have threatened to resign if these girls remain here for another year. The girls will see it as a victory, not as another chance, and the teachers will be unable to do anything with them.’


The chairman was still not persuaded by her arguments.


‘Is there any way that we can reach them? Make them understand? These girls are bright, so full of energy. If they go, we fail, not them.’


As he spoke, it seemed to Elaine that she and the chairman were the only people in the room, all the other occupants having melted away. They were seated at right angles to each other across a table made out of dark wood. She sensed the strong afternoon sunshine behind the window blinds, but she no longer heard the hum of the air conditioner. He in turn could see only this bright-faced woman who was the only person, besides him, who really understood their responsibility to the students. He felt her admiration radiating towards him and he basked in it, just for a moment.


Mrs Slipe-Torrington watched them in disbelief. The entire meeting was in shambles and here was her normally excellent chairman, staring bug-eyed at a junior librarian. She found herself tapping the desk with her pen to bring some sanity back into the meeting.


‘As we were saying, this situation is truly unfortunate, but – ’


‘Miss Mico.’ Canon Pryce had never interrupted the principal before, but he did so now, speaking as if there was no crisis and he had all evening to go on with the meeting. ‘I would like to hear if you have any suggestions as to how we can reach these girls and make them ours again.’


It was an incredible moment – the chairman cutting down the principal to speak with a low-ranking member of staff. Mrs Caenwood narrowed her eyes to two white crescents in her dark face. Mr Dadze’s jaw dropped open and he quickly snapped it shut again. Mrs Slipe-Torrington felt her blood run cold and sat rigid and immobile.


All eyes were on Elaine. Her! The junior librarian in a school with a history as great as its current reputation was terrible. A rush of adrenaline caused her to catch her breath, but she managed to squeak out, ‘Well, why don’t we make them excel at what they really want to do?’


The trophies on the shelves and plaques on the walls did not stir. The school flag, depicting a sower against a golden sun above the motto ‘The one road to success: work, method, discipline’, hung like a symbol of suspended judgement. The table and chairs stayed in their places, and the people in the room did not move – apart from Canon Pryce, who was nodding eagerly.


That gave Elaine the strength to carry on. ‘It is pretty clear that these girls are intelligent and quick to understand the things that interest them. Let’s build on that by giving them projects that they will enjoy but that will still teach them the lesson of diligence. They could be separated from the school population, but still be in the school – we have the space.’


‘And who would be dedicated to this task?’ The principal was confident that she had a winning argument here, so she asked the question in a laconic tone.


The chairman swatted her argument away just as he would dispose of an annoying mosquito.


‘Miss Mico could do it.’


The principal openly showed her exasperation. Her chairman knew that the librarian could not be spared.


‘Canon, you know how hard I had to fight to get an additional member of staff for the library. I persisted with the ministry for a whole year before they relented. Now that our librarian is on maternity leave, how do we expect to manage if Miss Mico goes off to run a special unit – as wonderful and noble as the idea may be?’


The chairman had stopped listening to her and was showing Miss Mico two thumbs up.


‘I think we have found the solution that we have been praying for. If Miss Mico can come up with a workable plan by next week, the girls stay. And I have every confidence in our librarian.’


‘Junior librarian!’ The principal could not hide the bite in her voice as she closed her files and pushed them aside.
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CHAPTER 2


What makes bad girls bad?





Elaine


FOR TWO DAYS I did not really realise what I had done until the principal’s secretary gave me three thick files. These contained details of all the offences committed by the three girls that I had helped to save. I helped to save? How funny! I am the one who needs help now. So here I am on a Saturday afternoon by myself. It’s a good time to begin, and I only have until Wednesday.
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