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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





I HEARD THE dogs barking and I knew that old man Gidharee was coming up the road. I went out into the road and there he was, pulling his four dogs behind him and trying to ward off the neighbour’s dogs that rushed out after them. There was much barking and it seemed to make an awful racket in the place. Mr Gidharee’s dogs were very big Tobago dogs and I knew he had only to let one of them loose to have the others scurrying in again. He was having difficulty in pulling the dogs along, for the cutlass-case at his side kept getting in the way. Then, too, he had a sack strung across his shoulder, and he was also carrying a cocoa-rod.


I had watched him every morning and he had greeted me as he passed. He did not know me well as we had just moved to Pierre Hill. But he had seen how I had admired his big Tobago dogs, and he seemed very friendly towards me.


As he approached now I began to help drive away the other dogs.


‘These blasted pot-hounds!’ he said.


I laughed.


‘Every morning,’ he said, ‘every morning it’s the same damn thing!’


We managed to get the strays away, and now I was walking along behind him and I patted the black-and-white dog. I had just come to Pierre Hill but Rover knew me already. He wagged his tail. I did not go too near to the others, but they too had seen a lot of me and I was not very much afraid of them. I knew the brown dog was Lion, and the other two were Hitler and Tiger, but of these two I did not know which was which.


Mr Gidharee went along with the dogs, and every time he looked round, he seemed surprised I was still there. Now he turned round again and he said, ‘You going far from home, boy.’


‘It’s all right, Mr Gidharee.’


‘How you know my name?’


‘Don’t know,’ I had not even thought about that.


He laughed.


I looked at the dogs now, and I said, ‘Which one is Tiger and which one is Hitler?’


‘This is Tiger.’ He pointed to the spotted dog. ‘And this one here is Hitler.’


‘Oh.’


‘I ain’t seeing you old man these days.’


‘He’s sick.’


‘Sick? With what?’


‘Something like water under the heart.’


He did not seem to have heard of that before. He inclined his head to one side, then the other, and he seemed to be working it out.


I did not even know that Mr Gidharee knew my father. I supposed he just thought it natural I would have a father. I doubted whether he had ever seen him. From the time we came to Pierre Hill, Pa had worked for a week, and then he fell sick. Somehow I wished he was as big and strong as Mr Gidharee, instead of being always ill in bed.


‘You know Pa, Mr Gidharee?’


‘Ain’t he the man who Rosalie showed the place – up here?’


‘You mean the dougla girl?’


‘That’s my Ro,’ he said, laughing, ‘the dougla girl.’


He seemed to be amused by my saying ‘dougla’, which was the slang everyone used for people who were half Indian and half Negro. As I watched him laughing I thought of her again and of the time my father had asked her the way. I remembered her own laughing eyes and curly hair which was very different from Mr Gidharee’s Indian face and Indian hair. He looked at me again and he said, ‘Her mother is creole, just like you.’


‘Yes, I know.’ I had already thought that out.


We had by now reached the top of Pierre Hill and the road was beginning to take the downward turn.


‘You father not working?’ he asked.


‘He’s sick.’


‘Yes, but I mean – in bed?’


‘Yes. He have asthma too.’


‘Good God!’ Then he said, ‘Well tell your ma if she could let you come with me one of these mornings.’


‘Where?’


‘In the bush. On my piece of land. A little garden thing, like. Cedar Grove.’


I did not know where that was.


He pointed ahead. ‘Just over the hill, by the Spring Bridge.’


‘I’ll ask her.’


‘Okay.’


I patted Rover, the black-and-white dog, and turned to walk back down the hill. In the distance were the tops of the coconut palms of Plaisance, and above them, the sea. The sun was big and silvery and I had to put my hand over my eyes, for the glare. I did not even know that this girl my father had asked the way lived on Pierre Hill. My father had seen her when he had gone into the café. She seemed to be about my age and I had even thought then how pretty she was. I could not remember seeing Mr Gidharee then. I just remembered the girl with her hair in curls. Thinking of her now, she was very vivid in my mind.


My mother had already gone down to Plaisance, by the sea, where she worked in one of the beach-houses. It was hardly any good asking my father about going to Mr Gidharee’s little place because if he said yes and my mother said no, it was no. I went into the house and there he was, lying on the little bed. This low, little bed was in a corner of the sitting room, and here was where he slept. He was awake now, and he was breathing rather hard with the asthma.


‘Where you was?’ he said. ‘I was calling you.’


‘I was out in the road with Mr Gidharee.’


‘Mr who?’


‘Mr Gidharee. The man with those big Tobago dogs.’


‘You just come up here but you know everybody already.’


‘He asked me about you.’


‘About me?’ He turned round on his side.


‘He just asked me if you wasn’t working.’


‘He have a job for me or what?’


‘No, he only ask that. Just so. He want me to go down to his place – you know, a little plantation, like.’


‘For what?’


‘Don’t know.’


‘And where’s this place?’


‘Cedar Grove Road.’ I knew he didn’t know where that was.


‘You better ask your mother,’ he said.


I looked at him lying there on the bed and the dougla girl sprang to mind.


‘Pa, you remember that dougla girl down in the café who showed you up the hill?’


He thought a little and said, ‘Aha.’


‘That is her father.’


‘You mean the Indian man – Gidharee?’


‘Yes. Her mother is creole.’


‘Oh, I see.’


‘He laughed when I called her dougla.’


‘Why? What else you could call her if she’s Indian-Creole? It ain’t no insult.’


‘You don’t mean Indian-Creole you mean Indian-Negro.’ I was baiting him now. We had argued on this word creole.


‘Okay, Indian-Negro, then,’ he said.


‘Because creole is – ’


‘Okay, creole is the foreign settlers, as those silly teachers tell you in school. Anyway that girl is a dougla.’


His eyes avoided me for a moment because he knew I had won my point. Then he looked at me stealthily and we both laughed.


Afterwards I went on thinking about the girl again. If she lived so close to me maybe we’d begin talking somehow. I wondered if she was older than me.


My father saw me sitting quietly so he turned again and said, ‘So I suppose you want to go down to the beach to ask your mother?’


‘Yes, Pa.’


‘Bring that pipe for me before you go. You’ll find some tobacco by that jug.’


I did not move. I did not want to give him the pipe. He never smoked when my mother was here but as soon as she went out he would say, ‘Bring that pipe for me.’ The ridiculous thing was, he kept on hiding his tobacco from Ma, and tobacco was the worst thing to hide. The place reeked of it. He knew he was not supposed to smoke but he would keep on. And his asthma was worse than ever this morning.


‘Bring the pipe, Shell.’


‘Ma say you mustn’t smoke.’


‘Oh, is that so!’


‘Yes.’


He just shrugged and turned his face towards the wall.


I stood looking at him. From as far back as I could remember he had been ill – not throughout, but from time to time – and it was as though he was an invalid. And yet sometimes he would recover from the asthma and would be like any other man, and my mother would say he was as strong as a bull. She was always overjoyed to see him up. But he was never up for long.


I said, ‘Well, I going down to Plaisance now. Okay?’


‘So you not bringing the pipe?’


‘No.’


‘All right, well don’t stop whole day down Plaisance.’


‘Okay.’


‘And don’t look for the dougla.’


I laughed. This took me by surprise. I was only just past fifteen but he always said this sort of thing to me. It was funny how he seemed to know things. As soon as I liked somebody, he knew.


There was a big cashew tree on Pierre Hill and it was in fruit. As I walked out of our yard, I picked up a few stones to see if I could pelt down a cashew. When I got into the road and looked towards the cashew tree, I saw some boys under it pelting. I went down to the tree and looked for a nice ripe cashew, and I began to pelt at it.


Three boys were there and they were all pelting and talking. The ground was littered with rotting cashews. Sometimes when one of the boys pelted and picked a cashew and the cashew fell and burst, the boy would just pick it up and dust it and eat it.


I was aiming at a nice ripe cashew but it was high and would be very hard to pick. I kept on pelting. The other boys were ploughing stones and sticks up into the tree, but the result was only falling leaves. Then one exclaimed, ‘Christ! Look I hit that brute and he wouldn’t fall. Come and see – he still shaking! God, that was a shot.’


I laughed. The other boys went round to see the cashew still shaking. I walked round to the other side of the tree and there was the cashew, still quivering from the blow. I was amazed at this, and forgetting that I did not even know the boys, I said, ‘That’s because it still green.’


‘That’s a ripe cashew,’ the pelter said. ‘Jesus Christ! You can’t see that cashew ripe?’


It was very high and it was hard to see if it was ripe. This was the red kind of cashew and even when they were young they were red. ‘It look green to me,’ I said.


‘Len, hear this man!’ the pelter said. ‘He looking at that rosy cashew and calling that green!’


The one called Len came and looked again. He said, ‘That’s a nice ripe, sweet darling. But it hard. Like your girl-friend. Nice and sweet but no easy picking.’


I started laughing. Len, seeing I was so amused, came up to me and said, ‘This man have a nice little jane, boy, dougla and thing, and living just over there, and she always talking to him and laughing and all, man, but he scared to tell her he like her.’


The others were choking with laughter. The pelter pretended that he was not listening and he kept on stoning the high cashew. Then after a little while he dropped the stones he had in his hands and said, ‘That bastard too hard.’


‘Like Rosalie,’ Len said.


‘Like your – ’ And the pelter checked himself.


‘Say it,’ Len said, walking up to him, his fist clenched. ‘Say it, and I’ll make you swallow it.’


The pelter just grinned and walked back a few steps. Len was bigger than him, and looked the toughest of the three. The other fellow was disappointed it did not turn out into a fight. Somehow Len did not even seem cross. I felt they were just having fun together.


Now all three of them sat down on the bank under the cashew tree. There was a drain just before the cashew tree and they sat with their feet in the drain. The pelter said, ‘If I only get vex I’ll climb and pick that bugger.’


The one who had not said anything yet said, ‘I don’t really want no cashew. This cashew too rack. I only feel like pelting, that’s all.’


I said to Len, ‘Rack? What’s that?’


‘Oh, what we call “rack” is when this sorta funny juice sorta tie up your tongue, you know. Make your mouth feel sticky and funny.’


‘Oh, I know.’


Len turned to the pelter again. ‘So how your little jane? Let’s talk about your little thing, man.’


The other one said, ‘Yes come on, Joe.’


I was walking round the tree, pretending I was looking for good cashews to pelt at, but I was listening to them.


Len said, ‘So how’s little Rosie – how things going, good?’


I drew nearer. From the time the talk went on Rosalie, my heart began racing.


Joe pretended he did not know what they were talking about, and the one called Len looked at me and shook his head. He said, ‘Boy, this man! Some people have all the luck!’


‘Who is this girl?’ I asked.


‘She living just over there,’ he pointed to the house almost opposite. ‘A first-class little dougla jane.’


The one who had spoken very little, said, ‘He’s a new feller, he wouldn’t know.’


Len snapped, ‘Why you don’t shut-up shop! He know more about Pierre Hill than you.’ Then he turned to me. ‘You don’t know that little sugar-plum, boy – the mother is creole, and father, Indian?’


‘With big Tobago dogs?’ I said.


‘See what I mean?’ Len cried. ‘You saying he don’t know nothing. He know more about them than you.’


The quiet fellow looked shame-faced; Joe, the pelter, seemed very surprised that I had already known this.


I said, ‘So that’s your girl-friend, Joe?’


‘My girl-friend? This Lennard is a joker, boy.’


‘Oh, come on, Joe,’ Lennard said, ‘you know she have a soft spot for you.’


Joe looked at me rather shyly. ‘Don’t bother with them,’ he said.


I was looking at the ground now, thinking of Rosalie and remembering that face again. Then I said, ‘She’s nice.’


The one who had looked quiet said, ‘Joe, you’ll have to watch out for this man.’


Lennard turned round at him. ‘Why you don’t shut your trap! Why you don’t leave the feller alone!’


They had all forgotten about pelting cashew now and the talk was all Rosalie. I listened to them for a while longer and then I said, ‘See you fellers. Have to go down to the beach.’


‘Going already?’ Lennard said.


‘Yes, have to go now.’


‘Okay, then,’ he said. The pelter looked round and said, ‘Okay, then.’ The other one said, ‘See you.’


I could not help thinking about Rosalie as I went on – and about the three boys, especially the pelter. We were all about the same age, around fifteen. Lennard was the most friendly to me but somehow he seemed a bully. The pelter looked quite easy-going, and he was nice-looking, and I could imagine Rosalie liking him. He was only excited when he was pelting the cashew. The other fellow had spoken the least of all and I did not even know his name. I was glad, though, to have made friends with them. They were my first friends of Pierre Hill.


It was close on a fortnight since I had seen that dougla girl and yet I could not get her out of my head. In fact, having just heard the boys talk about her, she was more than ever in my mind now. I wondered whether she really liked Joe, or whether those two fellows were only having a game with him. I wondered if she was a friendly girl or if she would be hard to get to talk to. And then I thought of Mr Gidharee and how he and I were growing to be friends. I would certainly like to go to Cedar Grove with him now, wherever it was! I put on some speed in my walking and in little time I was on the beach.
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CHAPTER 2





THE NEXT MORNING when I heard the tumult of the dogs I came out into the road to tell Mr Gidharee Ma had said yes.


‘Right,’ he said, ‘well – you’ll be ready for tomorrow morning?’


‘Yes.’


‘You see I only going to plant today. But tomorrow morning, come, and bring a bag – a big bag – and we staying whole day.’


‘Okay.’


He walked up the hill, the dogs on leashes, following, their mouths open and their tongues hanging out, red, their eyes looking anxious and keen. I went back home and looked for a large bag and I kept it ready. Then I went down to the cashew tree but none of the boys were there this morning. I pelted at the same cashew I had been pelting at on the previous morning, and having no success, I started to pelt at the one Joe had hit. With the second shot I cut the stem cleanly with a flying stone and the cashew came tumbling through the leaves. I could not get under it to catch it, through being blinded by the leaves, and it fell bash! on the ground and burst. It was no good, then. It just made a mess under the tree.


I stood over it looking at it, feeling awful, and yet feeling excited. If when I met the boys I told them that I’d picked this rosy cashew, cutting the stem cleanly in two tries, they would not believe. I would swear to God that I did but they would never believe. Only they would see it was not on the tree any more.


I wished someone had been there to see me make that shot! I thought of it as a shot in a life-time. I had not even stopped to aim properly. It was like magic! Still, it achieved nothing, for the cashew lay bashed on the ground.


This depressed me now. I stooped over the fruit and wrung off the nut on top, and at once the idea came to me – why not wring off all the nuts of the fallen cashews and take them home and roast them and make cashew-nuts? I went round wringing off the nuts and suddenly I jumped, as two hands clamped down over my eyes.


After a few seconds of panic and struggling I managed to remove the hands and turning round, it was Lennard. I was panting but amused from the surprise. ‘I didn’t see when you come up,’ I said. My heart was pounding like a drum.


He was convulsed in laughter. As I gathered up the nuts he had made me spill, I noticed him glancing to the house across the road.


Then he said! ‘You does eat cashew or cashew-nuts!’


‘I like roast cashew-nuts. You?’


‘I don’t like cashew anyhow,’ he said.


I went on wringing off the nuts. Then I sprang up. ‘Look, Len, you know I pick that high cashew – the one Joe hit yesterday!’


‘Eh?’


‘I picked that rosy cashew Joe hit. Second chance! Oh God, boy, that was a shot!’


He merely gave a half-smile, his head still turned towards the Gidharee’s house. He said nothing. This shocked and hurt me. I had expected he would argue about it. I had been sure he would doubt and deny it. I looked up at him but he was still gazing across the road.


A few moments passed, with me being very sour, and afterwards I looked down again and I said, ‘Where’s Joe?’


‘Don’t know. If anything he’ll soon be up here. He wouldn’t leave the little dougla in peace.’


‘But you said she was his jane.’


‘We was only making him feel nice.’


While talking, he was glancing at the Gidharee’s house every now and again and I was beginning to have my own suspicions. He said, ‘That little thing doesn’t go out at all. They must be saving her up or something!’


‘Who is her boy-friend?’


‘Don’t know. Don’t think she have any boy-friend.’


‘I mean, she really nice. I only see her once though.’


‘That is the sweetest thing in the whole of Mayaro,’ Lennard said. Then he said, ‘I don’t know but I like dougla people bad. I really wouldn’t mind, boy.’


I laughed. Yesterday, the way he had spoken I had not the slightest idea that he was interested in Rosalie. This was a surprise to me now.


‘How old you think she is?’ I said.


‘About fourteen so.’


‘That look like robbing the cradle,’ I said, as a joke.


‘Robbing the cradle? That’s only a year younger than me. Don’t know about you but I really wouldn’t mind. I like dougla people bad, boy.’


He kept staring at the Gidharee’s house. There was a hibiscus hedge in front of the house and there was not much to be seen from where we were. The gateway was a little further down. After a while Lennard said, ‘You know, this does get me! That blasted little jane doesn’t go out at all !’


‘Don’t worry,’ I said, ‘let’s pelt cashew.’
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CHAPTER 3





BRIGHT AND EARLY the next morning, I got up and waited for Mr Gidharee. Knowing now that he was the father of the dougla girl, and having spoken so much about her, I felt a little in awe of him. But on the whole I liked him. My mother had already left with the first light, and my father was lying on the little bed, rather worse than usual. Seeing me stirring, he remembered I was going with Mr Gidharee to Cedar Grove and he said, ‘When you coming back?’


‘This evening. Ma said it’s all right. She left everything where you could get it.’


‘But you and this Gidharee well thick,’ he said. ‘Why?’


‘Don’t know.’


I started laughing. I knew he meant this had to do with the dougla girl. He turned his head and he saw I understood and he laughed.


I said, ‘You’ll be all right? Until I come back?’


‘Think so. Pass the pipe for me.’


‘No.’


‘Okay go on. Don’t frighten for me.’


‘Okay, then, see you.’ I went out into the yard.


Soon there came the riot of barking, and I went for the bag and folded it and I took a cutlass. This cutlass was not like Mr Gidharee’s, but an ordinary house cutlass. It had no long, curving handle, and narrow, sword-like blade. I would have given a great deal to hold one like that this morning, and to have had a case, like Mr Gidharee’s, hanging from my belt.


I hurried out into the road. Mr Gidharee was standing there with the dogs. ‘Right,’ he said, ‘that’s the man.’


I was wearing my thick blue-dock pants and khaki shirt and on my feet I had my father’s old sandals, for the prickles. I felt like a real working man. Mr Gidharee looked at me approvingly.


‘That’s it. We’ll work like hell today.’


I felt good.


‘Look, you take Rover,’ he said, ‘he know you.’


He passed Rover’s lead to me. The barking of the loose dogs had got Rover excited and as I took the lead he rushed forward, jerking me along. ‘Rover!’ Mr Gidharee shouted at him. The dog stopped and looked back. Mr Gidharee said to me, ‘He too strong for you.’


‘Is all right. I’ll hold him.’


‘It’s these good-for-nothing little so-and-so’s, you know!’ He looked round, furious, at the dogs that came from the yards of the other roadside houses. A few of the dogs were strays and did not belong anywhere in particular. Long after we had moved off, some of them stood up in the road, watching. This amused me in a way because it looked as though they enjoyed the tumult. We went along, Rover still tugging me forward every now and again.


These four dogs were so huge that each one of them was nearly as high as my waist. When they barked, the echoes seemed to rebound from the forest. They were all panting now, from the heat, their mouths open, their tongues hanging out. Rover seemed the healthiest and handsomest and I was glad to be holding him. He was so powerful, it seemed more sensible to ride him than to walk behind him. I was only hoping he would not lunge forward suddenly and drag me along.


I was walking a little behind Mr Gidharee to keep out of the middle of the road. Rover was walking on the roadside grass, and I noticed that the other three were doing the same. It was because the pitch was getting hot. Tiger, the spotted dog, was very frisky and was crossing and intertwining with the other two, causing Mr Gidharee to be constantly unravelling the leads. Hitler and Lion were fairly calm. They trotted with swinging tails and they put their noses to every crack or crevice in the ground.


‘How you going, all right?’ Mr Gidharee called, looking back for me. We were on the top of the hill now and there was the long winding road to go down.


‘Yes.’


‘You know Cedar Grove?’


‘I think I know where it is but I never went down there.’


‘Oho.’


‘But I know Spring Flat.’


‘Oh, well from there it ain’t far. When you get to Spring Flat and you could see the bridge, well it’s just on the side of the bridge.’


‘Oh.’


I watched him walking there before me, his broad leathern belt jerking in rhythm with his hips. He was walking in the ‘one-for-today, one-for-tomorrow’ style, and he did not seem to be going fast but I had to make an effort to keep up with him. Rover was used to his pace and following him, and whenever I was tending to slow down the lead tugged me forward.


‘Don’t worry,’ Mr Gidharee called again, ‘it ain’t far now.’


Having long passed the houses of Pierre Hill, we were now almost on Spring Flat. Here, it was mostly bush on either side of the road, and as we began to enter the Flat, there were springs in the bushes. I watched Mr Gidharee’s back view and how his greying hair fell onto the back of his neck. His shoulders were broad and square, and his back had a flatness from his shoulders right down – as if he had no behind at all. The dogs, getting the smell of the forests, were more frisky now, and more difficult to manage. Mr Gidharee looked round to see how I was getting on.


‘You having trouble with him?’


‘No.’


‘What’s your name? I mean I don’t even know what they call you.’


‘Shellie.’


‘Oh, “Shellie”. Okay, Shell, we ain’t have far now, boy.’


Spring Flat was cool and shady from the tall immortelle trees. There were a lot of cocoa trees between the immortelles and you could smell the tang of cocoa in the air. The road was straight for a good way before us, and rising in the distance were the two tall girders of the Spring Bridge.


Just before the bridge I could see a red road running away to the left, and this was Cedar Grove. Reaching it, we turned along it, and at once we were in a strange world of forests and shade and strongly-scented flowers and fruit, and in a world of bird-song, and of dry leaves almost covering the red macadam road. Mr Gidharee stopped and freed the dogs and they frisked and ran barking up the road.


Soon we turned off Cedar Grove itself into a little track, and the dogs had already bolted up this track and had disappeared.


Mr Gidharee drew his cutlass from the case and nudged me: ‘Always keep you cutlass in your hand when you in the bush. You never know.’


I unwrapped my cutlass from the sugar-bag and held it in my hand. We were now surrounded by giant trees and thick undergrowth, and there was ceaseless chirping and singing from the birds in the trees. Every now and again one of the dogs startled me by suddenly springing out of the undergrowth, and occasionally there would be a yelp from one of them, way ahead.


‘You all right, Shell?’ Mr Gidharee called over his shoulder.


‘Yes.’


We were walking single file in this narrow track and every few moments he looked round for me.


‘You walking like cat on hot ashes. I could see you ain’t accustomed to the bush.’ He laughed.


‘I accustom to bush all right.’


‘Don’t give me that. You from Down-the-beach. Down-the-beach people don’t know about bush.’


I laughed quietly behind him, watching my step, picking my way.


‘Look the place just over there,’ he said. ‘You see those boundary flowers? From there back.’


Now I could see the red boundary flowers, where the forest suddenly cleared, and beyond that I could see the bank and the yellow-brown Ortoire, flowing by. In a few moments we reached the boundary flowers, and from there to the river was a vast field of rice.


There was a path along the side of the rice-field and we followed it. ‘We’ll come back here in the rice later,’ Mr Gidharee said. ‘Let’s go on the other side.’ He put two fingers to his mouth and whistled and one of the dogs came dashing out of the forest and plunged straight into the rice-field.


‘God blast you!’ Mr Gidharee cried. ‘Get out of the dam’ rice.’


The dog hurried out of the rice-field wagging its tail.


‘And it’s Tiger again,’ he said, fuming at the dog. ‘The son-of-a-who-cut-your-head! You is the oldest bugger, you know – you should know better!’


By now the other three dogs had come, and Rover, the black-and-white one, was just beside me, wagging his tail, his mouth open, tongue out, blowing. I patted him.


Mr Gidharee looked from the crushed part of the field to Tiger, and from Tiger to the crushed part of the field. Then he turned to me: ‘Never see any bleddy thing like this! Anyway dam’ good thing this rice good to cut orready. Else I’d–’ He stood there biting his lips with anger. Then he shook his head and we started walking again.


Lion, the brown dog, led the way. Tiger, already recovered, was standing up, looking into the bushes, his ears pricked. I looked back for the other two. Rover had disappeared again, but I saw Hitler, the black one, hind leg against a tree, passing water.


As we walked on Mr Gidharee said, ‘Shell, boy, you mustn’t mind me. I does curse bad. Can’t help it. That’s all my fault; curse bad, and a little drink – that’s all.’ He smiled nicely, as if to say he was a nice man otherwise.


I smiled back to show approval. He said, ‘But these dogs would make an angel curse his mother. You know I did really feel to plan-ass that Tiger!’ He passed his hand on the flat side of his blade as though he regretted not having used it. Then he said, wistfully, ‘And yet the thing is – the thing is, I don’t know what I’d do without these dogs.’


‘No,’ I said.


Rover jumped out of the bush into the path and startled me. Mr Gidharee mumbled on: ‘How I could ever do without them! I could ever do without them? Never. You know how much money I spend on these so-and-so dogs every day?’


The rice-field ended, and the section we walked into now was full of fruit trees. The smell of oranges came strongly to me, and there was also the smell of sapodillas, and I began looking around at the leaves, and started sniffing, because I was sure there was also star-apple – which we called kymeat. Now there was little growth under the trees and the grass was cut low, so you could walk anywhere. There was a little wooden hut ahead and a track leading up to it. When we got to the hut, Mr Gidharee stuck his cutlass into the ground, and the blade sung, and he unstrung his knapsack from his shoulder.


He said, ‘You like orange?’


‘Oh yes.’


‘Well I think we better suck a few orange, eh, before we do anything. First things first.’


I stuck my cutlass into the ground. Above, the place was yellow with ripe oranges, and there was a tangerine tree nearby – and still the faint smell of star-apple was coming to me.


‘You ain’t have no brothers and sisters?’


‘No, just me alone.’


‘Pity,’ he said. ‘If nobody ain’t eat up these fruits the birds will just gobble them down just like that. Look at those corn-birds in that blasted tree!’


I looked up at the tree and I, too, grew annoyed. Something should be done about this sort of thing. It was plain he could not sell this fruit. Nobody could sell fruit in Mayaro. Who would buy fruit when there was so much to steal? I had never seen so many fruit trees in my life. The branches overhead were full of fruit, and there were fruit trees stretching away beside us and in front up to the river. Yet sapodillas cost a fortune in Port-of-Spain – according to Pa, anyway – and people were glad to get them. Mr Gidharee saw my face and perhaps he knew I was disheartened.


‘Don’t worry,’ he said, ‘you mustn’t worry about that kinda thing. Let’s suck a few oranges and console weself.’


There was a cocoa-rod leaning up against the hut, and he took it and went to one of the orange trees.


‘No, I’ll climb,’ I said. I did not want the oranges to fall on the ground and burst.


‘You could climb orange trees? Down-the-beach people can’t climb, you know. They could only climb coconut trees.’


This amused me. He was half teasing, half serious. What he said was true, too in a way. There were mainly coconut trees along the sea-front. Lots of people were afraid to climb orange trees, because of the thorns, but orange trees were easy to climb. ‘I’ll climb it,’ I said.


‘Go ahead. Okay by me. You could put your things in the shack.’


I was beginning to feel warm and friendly towards him. At first he was just a stranger who had asked me to come to Cedar Grove with him, but now he was a little more than that. I took up the bag from the ground, and I took both cutlasses, and the knapsack, and I carried them to the hut. The door was half-open and when I went in there was Tiger lying in the middle of the hut.


‘Oh, Tiger, boy, you here? Nearly made me jump.’ I stood looking at him. Then I said, ‘No wonder you nearly got plan-assed.’


Tiger made a little whine and wagged his tail. I tried to stroke him. I touched his forehead. He made a slight growl. ‘We must get to be friends,’ I said. ‘Let’s be friends. You is a hell of a Tiger – I mean to say, you growling at me?’ He gave a yawn and scratched his belly with his paws. He was lying flat on his side. I tried to stroke him and yet I was afraid to touch him, and then I was touching him lightly and then I was actually stroking him, and he wasn’t making any sound. I felt thrilled. Then after a moment I said, ‘Okay – I going to suck some orange, boy.’


I put the things down and outside I went. Mr Gidharee was sitting on the grass under the orange tree. Hitler and Lion were lying in patches of sun a little distance away. The corn-birds and parakeets were chirping wildly, and the smell of fruit strongly scented the air.


‘Tiger inside there,’ I said.


‘Where?’


‘In the shack.’


‘Oh don’t bother with that lazy son-of-a gun!’


I had started to climb the tree but I could hardly climb, for laughing. He was laughing too. ‘What you laughing for?’ he said. ‘You like to hear me curse, boy?’


I was choking with laughter. It was the way he said things that made me laugh so. And it was the way he cursed so fluently. I had to get down again and wait a little before I could start climbing again.


‘Ah, boy,’ Mr Gidharee said, ‘can’t help it. That is the only thing with me. Everybody does say so. But I don’t mean anything.’


I was soon up among the oranges and was reaching for some nice yellow ones and he got up from the ground to catch. After catching the first one, he cried. ‘Wait a minute. I’ll tell you if this tree sweet.’ He tore the orange in half and put it to his mouth – rind and all – and before he could talk he began shaking his head approvingly. Then he spat out the seeds. ‘This orange sweet like honey. Send down. Ah ketching.’
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