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For Chloe, Sahara and Sophie – May you
always believe in the power of stories.












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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Before the story…






NEVILE WOKE UP screaming, ‘Nina!’ Dazed and not yet clear about where he was, Nevile turned towards the waterfall and spotted a figure in a wave of hazy heat. What he saw made him feel uneasy. There was Nina – the girl he had searched Aribbea for – talking to Pierre and me. From the grimace on Nevile’s face, you wouldn’t have known that Pierre, the miserable bacoo who had accompanied Nevile on his journey to find Nina, had any purpose in Nevile’s life. Nevile stretched and gathered his thoughts as Nina scooped a monkey up in her arms. That would be me, Hanuman, who told the story of Nevile’s journey to Xaymaca.


Hunn Dread woke up, turned towards the sound of the waterfall and noted the concern registered on Nevile’s face. He had his reservations about this intruder from another territory. Hunn Dread and his people had guarded their remote mountain for centuries.


‘There are monkeys in Xaymaca?’ Nevile asked. His unease came from seeing a monkey in the wild. It brought back memories of those terrifying creatures he had encountered when the king had sent him on a mission to wipe out the marauding monkeys that plundered the kingdom’s borders. Other than that, there were the monkeys he had worked with on the bridges. They could be rebellious too, and he never fully trusted them.


‘Long time now I and I no see a monkey,’ said Hunn Dread.


I hate it when people call me a monkey. I am Hanuman, a Hindu god – not a monkey. A monkey is just the clothes I wear. But what can I say? These people really know nothing or they never would have got themselves in the monkey pants they’re in now.


Well, this really is their story – Nevile, Nina and Hunn Dread’s, not mine. Expect the occasional interruption from Pierre, but other than that you can think of me as ‘the monkey’, tagging along for the trip and telling the story as it unfolds. I’ll just blend into the background and pretend to be that monkey they think I am. Anonymity has its advantages. Easier to hide when they get us all in trouble. These people are so clueless I don’t even want to imagine the mess we’re in for.


‘Nina!’ Nevile called urgently, ‘Come. We have much to do.’


‘Mek we move,’ said Hunn Dread, slinging a knapsack over his back. He gathered his dreadlocks into a crocheted red, green and yellow hat.


Nevile shook his head. ‘We need to have a plan before we leave.’


‘I and I don’t plan so much. I and I use to going with the flow,’ said Hunn Dread.


‘You’re joking, right?’ asked Nevile. ‘We’re planning to dethrone the king of Aribbea, and you don’t think we need a plan? We have to figure out who can tell us what that key means in the treasure chest that Nina accidentally stumbled on and caused all of our lives to change.’


‘We have to find the royal record-keeper and make him read those papers in the treasure chest,’ Pierre shouted from where he sat in a tree.


‘We have countless things to do, and you want to start without a plan? That makes no sense,’ said Nevile.


‘Oh no. Here we go,’ I whispered to Pierre sitting next to me. ‘Fight now start.’


‘Isn’t it wonderful?’ Pierre said, rubbing his stubby hands together.


‘And whose side are you going to be on?’ I asked Pierre.


Pierre shot an angry glance at me. ‘Whose side do you think I will be on?’ he asked.


‘I really don’t know,’ I said.


‘I thought you knew everything. You’re a Hindu god, right?’ said Pierre.


‘I do know everything, but I can’t reveal things to mere mortals or bacoos like you, for that matter. It’s best for everyone to figure out things for themselves. But, remember, there are the numbers that date back to Tua on the bridge. They still have to figure out Tua’s role in this whole situation.’


‘And don’t forget A.T.,’ said Pierre.


‘Me? Forget A.T.? You’re the one who ran the scam for Nevile to leave A.T.’s village. Nevile was content working on the wall to protect the villagers,’ I said, ‘and you ruined everything.’


‘First of all, Hanuman, they’re called cantons now – not villages. Secondly, you know Nevile staying with A.T. was never part of our plan or part of the plan,’ said Pierre.


‘You interfere with the plan too much. You don’t let it take its natural course, and that’s dangerous.’ I, Hanuman, will pause now for a scratching break.


‘Plans need to be tweaked sometimes,’ said Pierre.


‘You’re confusing a plan with fate. You shouldn’t mess with fate,’ I warned.


‘I’m not sure I believe in fate. I think everyone is in charge of his own destiny.’


‘Oh, really? Then why are you a bacoo?’ I asked.


Pierre ignored the question and tapped his foot impatiently.


‘Everything adds up,’ I said. ‘We have Nina: 9 + Tua: 2 = Nevile: 11.’


‘How does Nevile = 11?’


‘Pierre, don’t interrupt me. Nevile was really once eleven spelled backwards. You know how someone decided long ago to play with numbers to make names. Surely you couldn’t have missed that. The numbers began to resemble names over time. Someone messed up Nevile’s name. It was supposed to be Leven, which is from the number eleven. The royal record-keeper decided to spell it backwards, and being the bungling, old fool put an “i” in his name, which is totally forbidden. No names are supposed to have “i” in them. I is a dangerous letter.’


Pierre shrugged. ‘If you say so. But aren’t you proving my point? If Nevile was meant to be Leven, then the royal record-keeper would not have been able to change his name.’


‘Ah, but you are wrong,’ I said. ‘He was meant to be named Nevile. The gods who control fate had decided that and the royal record-keeper was merely the messenger for fate.’


Pierre watched me sceptically. I sighed and continued.


‘Then we have A.T.: 80 + Nina: 9 + Nevile: 11 = Hunn Dread: 100.’


‘Not good,’ said Pierre, shaking his head vigorously. ‘Not good.’


‘And why not? I asked. ‘It means they all add up as a team.’


‘Might mean that in your book,’ Pierre said. ‘In my book, it means trouble. It means it all adds up to Hunn Dread becoming the leader – not Nevile. That would mean opposing and deposing Nevile.’


‘Maybe not,’ I said with a smile. ‘Maybe so.’


‘Are you for Hunn Dread?’ asked Pierre. ‘Are we going to be split in sides here before we even start? And what about Nevile’s sister Foteeny back on the bridge who played a big part in all of this mess. How does her number, 14, fit in?’


I sighed. ‘Nothing adds up with her.’


Pierre scratched one of his dreadlocks he currently sported.


‘She’s not part of the picture. She was never part of the problem, and she was never meant to be part of the solution. She had no chance,’ I said.


‘Don’t tell me—’ Pierre covered his mouth as he gasped.


‘She’s gone.’


‘Gone, like to another bridge?’ Pierre swallowed hard.


‘Gone, like gone forever. We won’t hear from her again.’


Pierre shook his head. ‘Nevile is not going to be pleased with that news.’


‘Don’t tell him. He doesn’t have to know for a long time.’


‘Yeah, right,’ chuckled Pierre.


‘Wait!’ ‘I have just received an urgent message to stop telling this story. This is no longer my story to tell.’


‘What?’ Pierre yelled. ‘What does that mean?’


‘I was told that I am now part of the story. I’m going along for the ride so I cannot tell everyone’s story anymore. There’s a new storyteller.’


‘A new storyteller? Who?’ Pierre asked, looking around him for an answer.


‘Not for me to say. From this point onward, we will have to share Nina’s friendship.’


‘Oh no,’ said Pierre. ‘You stay away from her.’


‘We’ll see,’ I said. I scampered up a tree and began swinging from branch to branch. My howl made Nina, Nevile and Hunn Dread stop talking and turn to me. They couldn’t decipher the silent message I sent Pierre: ‘Remember, I saved Nina in the very beginning of the story when she fell off Bridge 0. Nina and I have a special connection.’


Pierre turned blue as he stomped up and down causing the earth to tremble like an earthquake.


‘You sure are heavy and powerful for a peanut-sized guy,’ I said.


‘I will get you,’ said Pierre. ‘If you take Nina away from me, I will get you. I have big plans to be her bacoo next, that is if I can’t get out of this bacoo cycle.’


‘She’s not yours to give or take,’ I said as I turned upside down in the tree and hung from one arm. ‘She needs protection and you’re a menace to one and all. I see how you stir up trouble. You only think of yourself.’


Not understanding the bantering and wild gestures going on between Pierre and Hanuman, Nina laughed as she held out her arms to the monkey.


‘Monkey?’ I asked the new narrator.


‘This is my story now. I will call you what I want,’ said the new narrator. ‘And it really is time for you to let me tell the story.’


Oblivious to the conversations overhead, Nina said, ‘We must go now.’


Hanuman leaped from the tree and landed on his feet with a thud.


‘The journey begins,’ he muttered to himself as he took Nina’s hand in his hairy paw. Trying his best to maintain a monkey-kind of dignity among these rudderless humans, Hanuman waddled down the mountainside reconciling himself with the fact he was no longer the storyteller.


‘First we need to go back to the bridges to find out what Tua knows,’ said Nevile. ‘She has an important link to the evil king. I know that is why Tua always seemed so mysterious. She tricked A.T. and me into sneaking away from my sister Foteeny’s salt mine. I feel she could have had something to do with Nina’s disappearance too.’


Nina turned to Nevile when she heard her name. ‘Come along, Pierre,’ she said, ‘you’re lagging behind.’


‘No, no,’ said Hunn Dread. ‘We need fi go right now to di evil king and take back the kingdom. No detour. Surprise attack.’


‘Maybe we should go back to A.T.’s settlement and gather a fighting force,’ said Nevile. ‘A.T. commands a large territory. His men are loyal to him.’


‘Is not about how much man yuh have. Is about how smart yuh move,’ said Hunn Dread. ‘There is a story dat did pass down to we, about a place called Cuba where some men cause a revolution. Dem did hide in di mountains,’ Hunn Dread said swelling with pride.


Nevile tried to picture this. ‘That was long ago. I think we need an overwhelming force.’


‘Yuh mad?’ asked Hunn Dread. ‘We going need di element of surprise fi pull dis off. Yuh need fi sneak inside di kingdom and get to di library, and find out what dis key is, and what all dem marks mean on di papers in the treasure chest dat Nina discover,’ he said rummaging through the treasure chest.


‘I need to sneak into the library?’ Nevile said pointing to himself. ‘I thought we agreed we were all in this together.’


‘Yes. We in dis together, but is you dat get select, fi sneak inside di evil king library.’


‘Why can’t we all go inside?’ asked Nevile.


‘It not going to be very sneaky if all of we go in,’ said Hunn Dread.


‘This is going to be good,’ Pierre said in one of his secret messages to Hanuman, listening with concern to Nevile and Hunn Dread quarrel. ‘They’re worried about reaching where we have to go, and they still haven’t figured out how we will have to get back down the Blue Mountains. They forget there are duppies in our way.’


‘And wait until Nevile finds out Hunn Dread’s secret. Won’t he be surprised!’ Hanuman turned to smile at Pierre.


‘Pierre?’ Hanuman called in a puzzled voice.


Pierre had disappeared.
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CHAPTER 1


Walk Good





THE EVIL KING had grown fat, lazy and meaner than ever. He slurped golden mangoes every day, tossed the seeds to the side of his gilded throne shaped like a slithering anaconda, and didn’t bother to call his advisors to meetings any longer.


‘Dumb people. I’m surrounded by dumb people’, he murmured, as he popped the last button on his royal tunic. ‘These seamstresses can’t make any of my clothes fit right anymore,’ he grumbled. ‘Things don’t stretch the way they once did.’ Forgetting how much weight he had gained, the king tugged on his clothes.


‘My advisors are dumb. They have no good advice and no plan to deal with those marauding monkeys and defectors at the outpost. How do those people on the borders just disappear? They’re already on the periphery of the kingdom. They can’t move outward. There’s only the ocean to cross. They can’t move inward or they’d mingle with kingsmen, and we would notice that, wouldn’t we?’


The king did not consider that both options were possible. Why couldn’t they cross the ocean? Why couldn’t they blend in with kingsmen? Borders were not fixed lines. People always crossed borders.


‘And what can they hope to accomplish if they disappear? I am the centre of their life. I allow them to live,’ the king bellowed. ‘Without me, they are nobody. Someone must be in charge – even if the subjects are Aribbeans apparently dumb enough to leave the life I have bestowed on them. They were probably more fun to control two centuries ago when they could read and write.’


The king groped for his bell to summon the chief seamstress. She appeared as if by magic, but really she had timed his daily summons so that she was nearby when he called.


‘What’s the use?’ the king said repeating his litany of woes to her. ‘Everyone is so dumb.’


The king collapsed in his chair and gripped the armrests of his throne. Thinking that he was the only intelligent person in his kingdom gave him a headache, which got even worse when recent events flashed through his mind: the bacoo’s glass jar tumbling out of the window of the tower, Papa Bois’ escape from the tower prison, the disappearance of the advisor from the outpost – which was really Nevile – the increasing silence of his advisors, the cold stares of his palace workers and the growing complacency of the kingsmen.


Before that spate of bad omens, the kingdom had gone so long without any real trouble – with the exception of the marauding monkeys – neither the king nor the kingsmen could muster the fear or concern necessary to be vigilant. The kingsmen spent little time thinking about the king, but the king certainly spent a lot of time thinking about them.


‘These idiots could be pulling away from me. They might just be up to no good. A plot? Could they be so foolish? They must realise I would crush them with my royal guards. I am sure of their loyalty. The kingsmen can’t be trusted.’


The king’s shrill scream reverberated off the walls as his fist pounded his throne. A sick feeling of foreboding surfaced in the king’s oversized ego. Trouble was brewing.


‘Guards!’ he cried.


The royal guards, assigned only for the king’s protection, marched into the room and stood at attention. The king inspected his guards standing like statues before him. They did not budge – even when he broke into a mocking laugh. They will do anything for me and follow me anywhere, he thought. The king felt smug.


‘Call for the royal record-keeper,’ he said. ‘I have an important question for him.’


The seamstress wrapped her lips around the straight pins in her mouth and choked back her feelings of pity for this wicked old king. She had a difficult time hating him – even when people spoke of the wife and son he had locked away somewhere in his sprawling palace. No one had seen or heard from the king’s family in nearly two decades. By now, they must be mad or perhaps dead and secretly buried.


While many people secretly scorned the king for locking his family away, the chief seamstress understood that certain decisions had to be made to maintain power necessary to protect the kingdom. She valued safety and a peaceful life above all else, and she would play the game and act whatever part she needed to play to protect her way of life. Besides, it was the king who had made her chief seamstress. She did not believe in disloyalty.


This is why she kept a careful eye on seamstress number two – SN2. It wasn’t just that the chief seamstress believed she had to look over her shoulder every minute for a usurper who would want to steal her role. It was also the uneasy feeling she had that SN2 did not like the king. She had never caught SN2 in any questionable behaviour until Nevile had arrived. Then, SN2 had been constantly sneaking off to meet Nevile. The chief seamstress had tried to trick Nevile into revealing his true purpose in the kingdom, but she couldn’t gain his trust like SN2.


The chief seamstress felt tired and anxious and longed to fall into her bed, but she feared what might happen if her replacement, SN2, heard the king’s tirade. She could never be sure how her girl in grey would react to the king bad-talking Aribbeans. In the past, the chief seamstress had observed how SN2 had stiffened as if trying to hold back her feelings when the king spewed his hatred of his subjects. The chief seamstress knew SN2 was a forced immigrant. This was evident from her accent and her penchant for using ‘monsieur’ and ‘madame’ when she addressed people.


An immigrant… The chief seamstress feared what SN2 might do with the information she learned from the king during one of his careless tirades. But what could she really do? What harm could one person cause? And did anyone have suspicions about SN2 besides the chief seamstress? Perhaps jealousy was clouding her opinions. After all, SN2 displayed admirable devotion to her work – far more than the others in the king’s royal seamstress pool. Who was SN2? A devoted subject of the king? A spy? A revolutionary in disguise?


The king could pretend that his subjects had no concept of revolution any longer, but the chief seamstress knew better. She could feel the undercurrents that threatened their way of life. The king could block those thoughts from his mind, but she couldn’t. She turned away and her gaze, summoned by the sunlight streaming in the window, came to rest on the royal library where the royal record-keeper lived and worked. She didn’t give him another thought. Most people didn’t bother about the strange, old man. He was nothing but a relic from the past. She finally tuned back into the king’s tirade.


‘But there was that advisor from the outpost – the closest landing to the bridges of Aribbea,’ said the king, stroking his beard. The king was becoming increasingly comfortable speaking to himself rather than speaking to his advisors. ‘That advisor seemed to be…, ’ he paused, searching for the appropriate word, ‘Wise? Perhaps. Competent? Maybe. No more than that. Too bad he disappeared. I wonder what happened to him?’


The chief seamstress realised the king was speaking about Nevile, but she remained silent. She knew what had happened on that day Papa Bois escaped from the tower. Nevile, Papa Bois and that awful creature – the bacoo – had vanished in the milieu. She saved this important information in the secret files stored inside of her head. It might come in handy someday. One never knew.


‘Your Royal Highness,’ the guard said with a click of his heels, ‘The royal record-keeper.’


The old royal record-keeper, hunchbacked from leaning over ledgers to write Aribbeans’ names, mustered enough energy to control his shaking knees and hobbled forward. He never knew for what nonsense the king might summon him. The royal record-keeper bowed and said, ‘How may I be of assistance, Your Royal Highness?’


The king leaned forward on his throne and studied the old man who presided over a paper empire.


‘Tell me,’ he said, stroking his beard, ‘how is it that I came by these advisors of mine? I know these advisors were here when I took over my father’s throne…’


The record-keeper managed to straighten up enough to shoot a querulous gaze at the king. To say he had ‘taken over the throne’ was a lie. He had overthrown his father after his mother’s death, and he had ordered the execution of all of his brothers. Of course there was the matter of one brother, Prince Arkus, who might have escaped or been smuggled out of the kingdom 13 years ago. That matter had never been settled. The king disposed of his family secretly and Arkus’s escape had been a titillating rumour.


‘Are you planning to answer me?’ the king snarled.


The royal record-keeper shook his thoughts back to the present.


‘Well, Your Highness, the royal advisors date back over two centuries when –’


‘Really?’ interrupted the king. ‘How do you know this?’


‘Because it is written in the royal ledgers – which record important information.’


‘Proceed,’ said the king with a wave of his hand.


‘After many years of struggling for possession of this kingdom, your ancestors realised the only way to stop the fighting was to rely on faithful servants who would not or could not depose the king and take over the kingdom.’


‘How do you know this?’ the king asked.


‘Because, Your Majesty, it is history. All of the past is written in books in the royal library.’


The king knew nothing of books and had never stepped foot in the royal library. ‘Go on,’ said the king, leaning forward with interest.


‘No one could be trusted – neither family nor friends – so it was decided that the best solution was to send scouts to the outer kingdom to identify the bravest, smartest and most loyal men and bring them to the kingdom as slaves.’


The king leaped from his chair. ‘You mean to tell me the tradition of advisors is built on the minds of former slaves?’


‘Yes, Your Majesty. They are from conquered Aribbean territory, brought here with tremendous privileges to compensate for having to give up having families, property and lives where they were born. Of course, they were not happy being slaves. They had the full run of the palace and a monopoly on decision making, but they would have gladly given that up for their freedom. Riches meant nothing to them. Land meant everything. But they knew the choice was to conform to the king’s wishes or die.’


‘Who in the world could have come up with such a plan?’ asked the king.


‘It was used, long, long before the Battle for Aribbea,’ said the royal record-keeper. ‘The Ottomans used it in the ancient world.’


‘Who in the world are the Ottomans? No,’ he commanded with a raise of his hand. ‘I don’t want an explanation. All of this knowledge is giving me a headache.’


‘Certainly, Your Majesty.’


‘So the question is this: could these advisors ever turn against me? Are they born to be advisors or are they just playing a role?’


The royal record-keeper hesitated. ‘They have been loyal for 220 years, but I am not sure we can tell what will happen in the present or future.’


The king slumped in his chair.


Far away in the Blue Mountains, Nevile, Hunn Dread, Nina and Hanuman navigated their way through thick blue-green forests, giant ferns and tangled bamboo. Shrouded in a cool, thick mist, the quartet stepped cautiously along the narrow path Hunn Dread cleared for them. A woodpecker with flaming-red feathers pecked its secret code into the tree. Quail scampered about.


‘This mountain didn’t seem so steep when the bacoo and I climbed up here,’ said Nevile.


‘Pierre,’ said Nina with a heavy sigh. ‘His name is Pierre.’


‘Whatever,’ Nevile muttered. ‘He never once told me his name all the time we were together.’


‘And by the way, where is Pierre?’ Nina paused and looked around. Busy with their plans and quarrels, they had not noticed Pierre had vanished. Hanuman knew Pierre’s plan, but he had been sworn to silence. Besides, he was now travelling incognito. He couldn’t divulge any information he might know because of his status.


Nevile hid a smile. He hoped Pierre was gone for good, although he knew from the past, that was unlikely. He thrived on intrigue; loved disappearing and then popping up unexpectedly when Nevile least expected or wanted him to show up.


‘You don’t know Pierre. He is sneaky. He disappears when I need him most. Expect the unexpected with him.’


‘I and I did know people like that too,’ said Hunn Dread, but Nevile was no longer listening.


The air, cool and misty, formed a stark contrast to the wheezing blackbirds that seemed to be gasping for air. The tree where blackbirds lighted had Old Man’s Beards clinging to its branches so that the birds appeared like a black crown on a giant head.


‘Why are they making that sound?’ Nevile whispered.


Although Nevile and his party noticed no other strange creature in their presence, the blackbirds had taken a distant limb to make way for the crows squawking to a minuscule man – smaller than Pierre and with eyes the size of pinheads. The strange little man ran through the climbing bamboo and juniper cedar. Out of breath, he hitched a ride on a fat green bird with an orange beak and belly that had just swooped in for a landing. The bird flapped its wings and headed for the elfin forest.


‘Hurry,’ the duppy commanded. ‘We must reach back before Hunn Dread and his guests arrive.’


His deep gravelly voice, incongruous for his size, conveyed worry. ‘This is upsetting,’ he said to the singing bird.


Pierre wasn’t worried. Down at the beach, he ran as fast as his stubby legs could carry him. Waves roared and washed against the shore and Pierre dodged the salty water rolling to his feet.


‘Hey! Brother Man!’ he yelled at a fisherman about to step into his boat. ‘I and I want a ride with you.’


The fisherman and his friend looked around to determine where the sound was coming from and then looked down at the small creature.


‘What de ras,’ he said to his friend and started laughing. ‘Dey is makin’ duppies small these days, I see.’


His friend laughed.


‘And where might you want a ride to, little man who speaks funny? Do you want to go to the fish in the sea?’


The fishermen both leaned back to generate a hearty laugh as they mocked the way Pierre walked and talked.


‘Just get me out there,’ he said, pointing to the ocean. ‘I and I got somewhere I have to go.’


The fishermen said they weren’t going far.


‘In that case, I’ll just go along for the ride. I won’t be any bother.’


Pierre slipped his hand in his pocket and smiled as he felt a soursop leaf he had kept back at Tua’s bridge just in case of a future emergency.


The fishermen studied Pierre, wondering if they could refuse a duppy’s request.


Pierre read their minds. A duppy? Pierre bit his tongue. He wanted to blurt out he was not a duppy, but if that is what it took to get him on that boat, he would ignore the insult for the moment.


The fishermen still laughed as they untied the boat.


Pierre took a running leap and landed with a thud on a rope in the boat.


‘Let’s ride,’ he said. Being mistaken for a duppy had its advantages. ‘How could anyone mistake me for one of those evil spirits?’ he murmured as he settled on the seat.


But not all duppies were evil. Some were just mischievous – just like bacoos.


Pierre thought, Sometimes you have to embrace misinformation if it can benefit you in some way.


The fishermen rowed towards the horizon where the blazing sun broke through the clouds. Pierre noted a murder of crows forming a moving crown on the mountain where he left Nevile. Wondering where Nevile, Nina and Hunn Dread were at this point in their journey, he squinted to catch a glimpse of them, but the mountains revealed nothing but its beard of verdant trees.


A slate-grey sky swallowed the peak of Hunn Dread’s mountain, and the clouds parted to reveal a dreadlocked figure. Nevile and Nina stood in awe; Hunn Dread smiled and stepped towards the figure that moved in waves. His reverberating voice cried, ‘Beware of the elfin forest. It is a deceiving place – and be careful of the duppies. They can show up anywhere, any time. That aside, know that you have enemies.’


‘All of wi have enemy,’ Hunn Dread said, and the apparition laughed.


‘True, but these are enemies you cannot imagine,’ he bellowed. ‘You have friends to take care of. They are unfamiliar with these mountains.’


‘True. Dem know very little of these things,’ said Hunn Dread.


Nevile scowled; Nina sighed.


‘Walk good,’ the apparition advised, and then he disappeared.


‘What just happened?’ asked Nevile.


‘I and I cannot tell you,’ said Hunn Dread. ‘I and I sworn to secrecy. We a di keepers of his memory on dis mountain. We no share what we thinking wid anyone who not going to understand his importance.’


‘Perfect,’ said Nevile thrashing around. ‘You have started this journey with secrets from us.’


‘Mountain have secrets,’ Hunn Dread shrugged, ‘and important spirits. I and I can tell you dis. We just get saved from a detour to Nine Mile. We very lucky fi start this journey with dis auspicious visit. We very lucky.’


To Nevile, Hunn Dread’s words all registered as gibberish.


‘I knew I couldn’t trust him from the moment I laid eyes on him,’ Nevile whispered to himself. He knew Nina would not approve of anything she perceived as bashing Hunn Dread.


Not hearing Nevile, Nina smiled and reached for Hanuman’s hand. During the apparition’s visitation and the subsequent argument, he had taken a break to swing through some trees. Nina hugged her beloved new friend.


‘This will be a great adventure,’ she said. She always enjoyed exploring these mountains. Nina glanced around her. ‘But I do wish I knew what happened to Pierre.’


‘The usual story,’ said Nevile. ‘Whenever you need him, he’s gone. Good riddance.’


Busy entertaining the fishermen with his jokes, Pierre plotted his next move. He thrust his right hand in his pocket to grind a soursop leaf with his sharp, grimy fingernails. To keep some soursop leaves for emergencies was always a good plan, but he had not yet figured out how to get the fishermen to eat the leaves. They had brought no food for a short fishing trip so he couldn’t slip it in their food, which was always the easiest way to trick someone into eating the plant.


Meanwhile, the boat creaked and rocked on rough waves making Pierre turn moss green. Tired from laughing, the two fishermen placed their hands behind their heads and relaxed into the rocking boat. Their yawns coaxed Pierre into a toothy grin. Patiently, he watched the fishermen drift into a deep sleep.


The boat rocked and Pierre fought a combination of seasickness and fatigue. He managed to stand up long enough to pry open each fisherman’s mouth and rest a piece of the soursop leaf between their lips and gums. They licked their lips and chewed unconsciously.


‘That should do it,’ he sighed as he curled up on the seat and listened to the sound of the ocean lapping against the boat.


‘Pierre,’ a voice whispered in his ear, ‘Don’t forget the blue dog.’


Pierre nodded in his sleep.


‘It was a long time ago, but I am here to remind you of the story of the blue dog.’


‘The story,’ Pierre muttered, turning on his side. ‘“Eyes of a Blue Dog”. Am I dreaming?’


Sucked out of the boat, he tumbled through an invisible chute and landed with a thud on a distant shore. Pierre’s heart swelled with happiness. ‘Home,’ he said, but when he looked around and saw the clotheslines filled with white shirts, white skirts and white pants all snapping in the breeze like flags, he knew he was not home.


‘Your land,’ a woman’s silky voice said.


‘This is not my home,’ said Pierre.


‘You are no longer on a bridge or the sea or an island. This is your land.’


‘I don’t understand. This is far from my land. This is Aracataca, Colombia, and this is the Caribbean Sea. It’s not the Berbice River in Guyana.’


‘This is your land,’ the woman repeated. ‘You have been going in the wrong direction.’


It had been a long time since he had experienced a dream.


‘You are dreaming of a dream,’ she whispered.


‘Ah,’ he smiled in his sleep, and woke up choking for air.


Pierre gazed up at the azure sky, cloudless and clear. He heard the wind skimming the sea. It took a minute to register where he was and to realise he was heading south. Pierre longed for home.


The duppy arrived breathless in the elfin forest and paused near a pile of severed silk cotton branches and sprouted peas collected from gravesites by the duppy minions.


‘Humans are coming,’ the returning scout shouted.


Pockets of thin mist whirled into thick smoke and then human shapes stepped forward in slow motion.


Breathless and excited, the wandering duppy presented his report. ‘Hunn Dread and the girl who has been with him for some time, the boy from foreign and the monkey are heading this way.’


‘A monkey,’ murmured one duppy.


‘What about the Guyanese creature, the bacoo?’


‘He has disappeared,’ the duppy reported.


‘Disappeared?’ Agitated, the ghosts danced about. ‘That is not good,’ the dreadlocked duppy who seemed to be the leader said. ‘We cannot lose track of duppies or anyone who has invaded our soil.’


The other duppies thought about this and said, ‘But the missing one is not a duppy. He’s a bacoo – a genie from a bottle.’
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