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      Our wedding was a quiet one, and small. On my side sat the family: sisters, aunts, uncles, cousins, nieces, nephews, friends – and my disapproving parents. ‘You can’t trust them white people,’ Ma had said. ‘Especially the ladies. They got claws.’ Ma knew all about white ladies. She had worked as a maid for three of them when we were small. She said they were all high and mighty, and stabbed you in the back.

      But it didn’t turn out that way. It was the other way round: me holding the knife. This is the story of how that happened. I’m telling it not to excuse myself. There is no excuse. It’s my confession. I must bare my soul, before Winnie, before God. Maybe that way I will find forgiveness. And redemption. Absolution. There’s an ugly stain on my soul, and I must wash it clean. Winnie, if you’re reading this: I hand this stain to you. I put it in your hands. Wash me clean. I will tell all, right from the beginning, even things you already know, because that is what a confession is about. You start at the beginning, when all was good, all was perfect.

      Winnie was solid gold, I told Ma when she said those things about her. And we would marry and all would be good; I knew it from the bottom of my heart. She and I would conquer the world. We already had. That we were standing there at the altar was proof of it. That’s what I thought on my wedding day, the proudest man in the world.
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      We married at the small Roman Catholic Church in Albouystown, the same church where I had been baptised. Winnie wore white, and she was beautiful. Her father was in prison, so she walked up the aisle alone. She had few guests. Just her sister, Yoyo, and her mother. Yoyo hated me. I already knew that. She disappeared immediately after the wedding, and I was glad to see her go. That ridiculous hat! But her mother, whom I already called Mama, took us out to lunch at the Tower Hotel, Winnie still in her bridal gown, and tried to put me at ease. So that was a second good white woman.

      And then I took Winnie home to Ma and Pa, home to Albouysoun. I was a bit ashamed, at first. How could I take my bride home to a tiny Albouystown cottage on rickety legs? She, who had grown up in a sugar palace, on her daddy’s plantation, in splendour, a princess? How could I pull her down so low? But she told me not to worry. She already knew about small cottages. She had lived with Aunty Dolly, whose cottage was even smaller. Aunty Dolly had taken her in as a silly sixteen-year-old runaway. Aunty Dolly had taught that sugar princess how to pluck a fowl, and brought her down to earth. I forgot to say: Aunty Dolly came to the wedding too. Aunty Dolly and her daughters, sitting on my side of the aisle. Aunty Dolly would put her hand in fire for my Winnie. She already had, but that’s another story. Aunty Dolly had made Winnie’s beautiful wedding dress, and her brother, a tailor, had made my suit. The smartest suit in Albouystown, with tails down to my knees. That suit made me stand tall. It made me almost feel worthy of my bride.

      There was just the two of us and Ma and Pa, because my sisters had moved out, married and gone. They came to the wedding too. Grudgingly. They thought the same as Ma. That Winnie would stab me in the back, like all white women. And they too were wrong. We would be the happiest couple in the whole colony. It’s what I promised her. What she promised me.
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      But first, we had a honeymoon. I could never have afforded a honeymoon, but Uncle Jim gave us the honeymoon. Jim Booker, my mentor and the renegade white man from the powerful Booker clan; the black sheep of the Bookers, because he was on our side, the underdog side. Helping the revolution to come. When people say all white men are evil I point to Uncle Jim. There are good white men and Uncle Jim is one of them; as far as I know, the only one. But if there is one there can be many, because goodness is in the heart and it is a choice. Anyone can be good if they choose to be.

      The honeymoon was his wedding present to us. Uncle Jim had a house down the coast, to the west, in the wild Essequibo district. It was an empty house because nobody lived there, but he sent people to clean it up for us and we went there for a week. I could not get more than a week’s holiday, and unpaid; as a lowly postman that’s what I got. But a week was enough. I had my Winnie all to myself, and it was a week spent in heaven. And then we came home to Albouystown. I keep mentioning Albouystown because I think that worried me more than the cottage. How could I bring my bride to Albouystown?
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      Albouystown, the poorest part of Georgetown. Albouystown is in the south, bounded by the Sussex Street trench on the north and the Punt Trench Dam on the south. The Le Repentir cemetery adjoins it, which only adds to its reputation – people are scared of ghosts and jumbies and bad spirits. I myself have experienced this. I once went to the wake of a neighbour in a yard down the road. In the middle of the Bible reading something stirred in the middle of the crowd, a commotion, and a man started talking and shouting some sort of gibberish. He then threw himself to the ground, stood on his head and danced around on his head. It was a quiet man, Mr Gibb, a coach driver, who had never behaved strangely before. Somebody threw a bucket of water over him, which made him fall on his back. A few minutes later he got up and couldn’t remember a thing. And everybody said afterwards he’d been possessed by an evil spirit from Le Repentir cemetery. That’s the kind of place I was taking my Winnie to.

      We lived on Butcher Street, which was one of the richer streets, with separate cottages in big yards full of fruit trees. It was probably named after Mr Khan, who had his butcher shop up near the north. Other streets in Albouystown were full of long buildings called ranges, tenements where several families lived together sharing the space. So we were actually lucky. But when I took Winnie there I didn’t feel lucky. I felt ashamed.

      Everyone here was struggling, and everyone here was coloured, either African or Indian. Except my bride. She would be the only white lady in the whole of Albouystown. People would stare. They would shun her. They would be afraid of her, just like they were afraid of all white people. I don’t want to say it, because saying things sometimes makes them happen, but there were people in Albouystown who might wish her ill. Who might do her wrong. But when I told that to Winnie, she only stroked my cheek and smiled and said, ‘George, George, don’t worry about a thing. I can take care of myself.’ And she did.
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      Winnie, if you are reading this – do you remember those first days, weeks? After the wedding, when I brought you home? I carried you over the threshold into that cottage. I felt bad about that, because I did not have a house of my own to offer you, but only a bedroom in my parents’ home. But you said you did not mind, and maybe you really didn’t. You laughed when I swept you up into my arms and carried you over the threshold; your veil caught on a nail in the door and because the veil was attached to your hairdo, all your hair was pulled away and it hung loose and when I set you down it was all over your shoulders, and you were laughing, laughing; and then you changed out of your wedding gown and we went off on our honeymoon, and then I brought you back home to Albouystown and our married life began in earnest.

      Ma and Pa were in awe of her; all they saw was her skin, and in spite of what Ma had said, about white women stabbing you in the back, the truth was her upbringing reneged on all that and awe overcame suspicion. And now she was their daughter-in-law. White people had to be catered to, but you don’t cater to a daughter-in-law, do you? You’re supposed to be in authority, as her elder; they didn’t know what to do.
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      I put Winnie down, careful that she should land on her own two feet. She was still laughing, grabbing her loose hair and pulling it back, and she stumbled, knocking over the little hall table. Ma heard the commotion and came out of the kitchen, drying her hands on her apron. She saw Winnie, and curtsied. I couldn’t believe it. Ma curtsied! It was terrible, but Winnie handled it with grace; she opened her arms to Ma and gathered her into an embrace that was as genuine as it was touching, so that it looked as if there had been no curtsy at all; it looked as if Winnie had not noticed, even though she had.

      ‘Where’s Pa?’ I asked. I was still dying of embarrassment because of that curtsy and I had to do something to distract from it, though of course Winnie already had, and in fact, Ma was still in Winnie’s arms and Winnie was smiling at her and Ma was smiling back. But I still asked, ‘Where’s Pa?’

      ‘Where you think? At Bernie’s.’

      And again I almost died of embarrassment.

      ‘On my wedding day?’ How could Pa go off to Bernie’s, today of all days? Just an hour ago he was at the reception in the church hall. Just a small reception, the same people who had been at the wedding. But of course Albouystown folk were curious. They had gathered on the road outside trying to get a glimpse of the bride. Winnie must have been the only white lady who had ever stepped into Albouystown, and word had spread and people wanted to get a glimpse of her. You can’t blame them. Everyone loves a wedding, a bride, and especially such an unusual one. I didn’t blame them at all, for standing outside the church and then the church hall to ogle my Winnie.

      But I was embarrassed, for her. But what did she do? She waved! You waved at them, Winnie, and you smiled, that innocent smile of yours. But they did not wave back. They simply stood and stared, and that’s when I knew there was going to be trouble. And yet I knew: it would be good. In the end it would be good. Winnie would win them over, just as she had won Ma over, in the end. Winnie was like that. She would make everything good. And she was still only nineteen years old. Not yet twenty, not yet of age, and already she knew the wisdom of the heart: that everyone deep inside wants only to be loved, but that to love is greater than to be loved. And without even knowing these strangers, she was loving them with just a wave and a smile. They might not love her back, as yet, but they would.

      But now that was over and here we were in that cramped little front hall and Winnie picking up the table she had knocked over. I should have done that but my awkwardness had lamed me and all I could think of was Pa’s rudeness in not being at home to welcome my bride. Ma and Pa had not stayed long at the reception and they knew I would be bringing her home and the least Pa could do was be there when she came. But Pa didn’t think that far. Pa had only one love, one obsession, and that was at Bernie’s. I knew what Pa would be doing. He would be sitting at Bernie’s desk poring over a stamp album. Because that was what Pa loved most in the world: stamps. Postage stamps. And Bernie, who lived in Kingston and had a big house, had the best stamp collection in the whole of Georgetown and Bernie’s was where Pa could be found whenever you were looking for him. So even on my wedding day, that was where Pa was to be found and I burned with shame. But I couldn’t say anything, not in front of Winnie. So I just frowned at Ma to let her know I disapproved, and I turned to my bride and said, ‘I’ll show you our room. Would you like to rest? Or take a bath?’

      She laughed. ‘Rest? On my wedding day? Gracious me, no, of course not! I just want to get this dress off and put on some comfortable clothes. And I want to be off on our honeymoon!’

      ‘You got to eat first!’ said Ma. All Ma ever thought of was cooking and baking and feeding people, and wonderful smells were wafting their way out of the kitchen, and Ma came to her senses in that moment because she exclaimed, ‘Oh Laus! Me pine tarts!’ and she ran back into the kitchen.

      I wasn’t hungry, not in the least, so I said to Winnie again, ‘Come.’

      And I took her hand and led her into that bedroom.

      Winnie and I occupied a double room. It was just a little bit bigger than the bed, which was jammed into a corner. On the other side of the bed there was a wardrobe. The doors in the wardrobe could not open properly, because the space between the wardrobe and the bed was too narrow. I was ashamed of these cramped quarters, but Winnie never complained. She pretended not to mind; she turned her back to me and asked me to unbutton her dress, which I did, and then I turned away to give her some privacy while she changed her clothes. Her little suitcase lay on the bed. We had had it sent there in advance. It was all she had brought into our marriage, though she had much more, of course. But Winnie knew she couldn’t bring all her clothes. She knew that all there was room for was what fitted into this one suitcase. And I left her to change and went out to talk to Ma.

      ‘Ma,’ I said when I got to the kitchen, ‘You can’t do that. You can’t curtsy to your daughter-in-law!’

      ‘Don’t give me no eye-pass!’ she retorted. ‘Who is the child and who is the parent? Just because you got a white-skin wife you think you could order me around, tell me what I can do and can’t do?’

      And she was of course right – a son shouldn’t be reprimanding his mother – but the truth was, I was completely mortified by this situation, bringing Winnie home to such a place, and that was why I was rude to my own mother, giving her eye-pass.

      Ma was bent over the oven, removing a tray of pine tarts. Ma’s pine tarts were the best in all of Albouystown. The best in Georgetown. The best in the world! And even though I was still full from all the food we’d had at the reception – food that Ma had cooked – I couldn’t resist; I stretched out my hand, forgetting that they were straight out of the oven and scalding hot. I soon found out; I cried out and Ma laughed, and all was forgiven.

      So now I was Winnie’s husband, the happiest man in the world, and the luckiest. I must put away this shame and this awe and just be myself, be the man Winnie knew, the man she had married, because she loved him. She did not want my awe.

      ‘I don’t have much to give you,’ I said as I put her down.

      ‘All I want is your heart.’

      Winnie: the romantic. The trouble is, when she said these things she meant them, and she lived them. She did give me her heart. But I did not take good care of it.

      I wanted so much to be strong for her. A man; manly. Her hero. To protect her and provide for her and our children, all while adoring her with every fibre of my being. Instead, I stabbed her in the back.

      Winnie: what can I do to earn your forgiveness?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Yoyo

          

        

      

    

    
      I wore a hat to Winnie’s wedding – and such a hat! That hat was the talk of the town, afterwards, as I knew it would be. It was the most beautiful, and widest-rimmed, hat ever worn in British Guiana. I had it made especially for the wedding. Winnie’s wedding dress was rather plain, just as she is, so I knew that my hat would be what the ladies admired, more than her dress. The brim was almost a foot wide. It was trimmed with frothy lace and real red roses – my hat was a work of art, and that’s the way it should be. Everyone I spoke to commented on my hat. It was a complete success.

      Now, why would I be talking about a hat, a mere hat, so soon after my sister’s wedding? You’d have to know what went before to fully understand. This wedding should never have taken place. It was an abomination. I could not believe that my sister, my shy, soft-spoken big sister, she who had always deferred to me, would actually go through with it, but she did. I had given her my opinion on this farce of a wedding but she did not heed me, and rather than create a scandal, with my opposition to it out in the open, and make my family the laughing stock of British Guiana society, I played along, pretending to have been swayed by her never-ending love for her so charming darkie groom.

      I’ve never believed in romance. I’m as romantic as an old potato. Romance is a silly notion that infects most women, the silliest kind of women. I’m a married woman myself, and I know what men want, and it’s not romance. I know what makes them fall to their knees before a woman, what can sway even the strongest man. That is the weakness of men, and all Winnie did was find a man who was easy to conquer. It was unbelievable. You don’t marry a man for that!

      Of course, there’s no dearth of single English males hungry for wives in the colony, but hardly any of them are marriageable. Either they are Booker men – whom a Cox girl may not marry, for political reasons; or else they are ageing, or else they are, well, simply horrid. Yet does a lady need to stoop that low? As the elder of us, Winnie could have had the cream of the cake: my Clarence. Yet she rejected Clarence in favour of this George, this darkie postboy, and so Clarence is mine.
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      I married him soon after my father’s trial; a small, inconspicuous wedding. I married him for two reasons:

      One: So that I could take over management of the estate. Even as a sixteen-year-old I correctly assessed him as weak of character, and easy for a woman to control.

      Two: to produce sons.

      Promised Land must remain stable and strong far into the future, and the only way is to raise young men whose hearts and blood are wedded to the plantation – young men with sugar in the blood, young men whose hearts would race at the pungent smell of the burning of the trash, young men who can walk through the towering canes and know: this is my home. I will protect it with my last breath.

      I don’t care much for babies and young children but I suppose you can’t have young men without them. Anyway, there are servants to deal with that problem.

      And so, after my wedding all my energies went towards, firstly, training Clarence to know that I was the power behind the throne and, secondly, him impregnating me as soon as possible.

      The first of those goals came easily enough; with my striking looks and even more striking character I soon held him in the palm of my hand. He is a foppish fellow, completely unsuited to plantation life; that he is here at all was the result of negotiations between Papa, or rather, Papa’s solicitor in London, and Clarence’s father Lord Smedley, who was anxious to see him removed from the dissolute life he was leading in London. So Clarence was imported to the colony by Papa, a surrogate son. He was supposed to invest in our struggling plantation, inherit it and marry one of the daughters, and as the elder sister remaining (our eldest, Kathleen, had left us for England years before), Winnie was the allotted one. But she rejected his advances, and so he turned to me. I was still only sixteen at the time, and needed Papa’s permission, which he readily gave. After all, Clarence was now to manage the plantation, and we needed him firmly attached to the family by way of marriage.

      Clarence, of course, was rejected by his own father, who got rid of him by sending him to us with a small fortune. He was a spoilt lounge lizard with a penchant for loose women, drink and gambling. Easy enough to braid into my hair; I needed him only for the position and the sons to come. And so Clarence was installed as heir to Plantation Promised Land, and in return invested the much-needed money for a sugar processing factory. Thrown into the deal, a Cox daughter as his wife – me. In this way Lord Smedley was able to wash his hands of this troublesome stain on the family name, and we got – well, we got Clarence.

      He had – and still has – no knowledge of plantation business and no inclination to learn, whereas I have been absorbing the spirit of sugar and the rhythm of its seasons all my life. Learning the business side of it was easy for anyone with a quick brain, even a female. We didn’t really need a Clarence, since I was there – but Papa had never heard of a woman running an estate, and we needed the money, so I suppose it was a good bargain, and we were the winners.

      Ha! That, you see, is how a woman wins. Clarence is my marionette. And with my hat I showed them all who holds the reins in this disgraced family. What with Mama’s abandonment of us, followed by Papa’s prison sentence, followed by this farce of a wedding, with Winnie cut off without a penny to her name – well, the Cox family was mired in scandal. Now, I’ve never cared what people think, never cared about my reputation – I’ll do as I please. But I plan to show them all, those who point fingers at us. I have a plan, a long-term plan. My wedding to Clarence – even before Winnie’s wedding to George came about – is a part of that plan, and the hat was a symbol of it.
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      I took George with me to the harbour to meet Mama. He was reluctant to go.

      ‘It’s your mother,’ he objected. ‘Why would you drag me along on such a momentous occasion? She will want to see you alone, or you and Yoyo!’

      ‘But you are part of me now,’ I said. ‘And Mama must know that from the start. I can’t wait for her to meet you!’ And as usual with George, I got my way. I was beginning to feel guilty about that, actually. I wasn’t naturally the bossy type; quite the contrary. So why was I so bossy towards George? Was there a residue of racial superiority in me, an unconscious sense of mastery? One that overcame even my sense of feminine deference to the male; and in him, vice versa? I would have to be careful in future. George was so very sensitive. I did not want to ride roughshod over him. But on this I did insist: he must come with me to greet Mama off the ship. It will be the last time, I swore to myself. Soon we will be married and after that I will be soft and yielding, and he will be the man, strong and in charge. That’s the way it should be.

      ‘There she is,’ I cried, pointing. I grabbed George’s hand and pushed my way through the crowd, dragging him behind me. Yes, there was Mama, crossing the gangplank! She had hardly changed a bit! So lovely! She wore a travelling suit of tweed – rather unsuitable for our climate – and a hat and was just unfurling a parasol as I saw her, and she looked so smart. I pushed myself to the front of the waiting crowd, George in tow, and the moment Mama touched firm ground I flung myself at her.

      ‘Mama, Mama! How I’ve missed you! Welcome home!’

      Mama’s arms opened wide and closed round me, and we stood there in silence for a long moment. I was sobbing with relief and gladness. How I had worried these last few weeks! I have a tremendous fear of the Atlantic crossing. The ocean is so wide, so deep! I had nightmares of Mama in a little boat tossed on the waves and sinking down into the ocean depths. Papa always used to scoff at these fears, and Miss Wright, our governess, too: ocean travel is safe, they would tell me; few ships sink. Yet still, the terror of the ocean and its power never left me. And only recently the greatest ship that was ever built, the Titanic, supposed to be unsinkable, had sunk! Proving that I was right to fear the ocean. One thing is sure: I shall never make that voyage. You will never find me boarding a ship bound for Europe.

      Eventually Mama and I drew apart and looked into each other’s faces. I knew my cheeks were wet with tears, and so were Mama’s; but now she laughed and kissed me on both cheeks and then on the tip of my nose, exactly the way she always used to when I was a child. She had not changed.

      ‘Winnie! My darling Winnie!’ she said, and then she looked around, behind me.

      ‘Where’s Yoyo?’ she said.

      ‘At Promised Land,’ I said. ‘She’s waiting for you there. But Mama, this is George – my fiancé!’

      And I grabbed his hand again and pulled him forward. He was holding his hat clasped to his stomach with his left hand, and I let go of his right so that he could greet Mama.

      Mama frowned, and hesitated ever so slightly before taking his hand.

      ‘This is – George?’

      ‘Yes, Mama. We have been waiting for your arrival – we shall be married next week!’

      Mama looked George up and down, still frowning, not taking his hand. The moment hung in space. I could tell by George’s expression that he was wilting inside – he still harboured this unfounded fear that all white people looked down at him. But I knew Mama wasn’t like that. I had not told her George was black because I knew she would not care. And in the next moment she proved me right. Her lips spread in a wonderful smile and she extended her hand and said, ‘I’m delighted to meet you, George!’
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      Poole, our chauffeur, dropped George off outside his home in Albouystown. This was the house which was to be my home when we married. Seeing it, I understood at once why he had been so reluctant to bring me home. He was ashamed. It was just a one-storey cottage, and it would be small for the four of us. But I was used to one-storey cottages; it was no smaller than Aunty Dolly’s. When I was a silly girl of sixteen I had run away from home to be with George, but fortunately Aunty Dolly had plucked me from my fluffy dreams, taken me into her home, talked sense into me and forced me to grow up. I adored her.

      Now, I squeezed George’s hand and smiled at him before he got out of the car, to show him I wasn’t shocked. But his eyes told me he was ashamed all the same.

      Just as he had been ashamed to introduce me to his parents. But I had insisted, and at last I had met them, just last Sunday. His mother was a thin, ramrod-backed lady, and she greeted me unsmilingly, with a mixture of shyness and hauteur. His father was just as thin; tall and loose-limbed, just like George, and elegant in his black suit and bow tie. We met on the promenade, and walked up and down conversing while the brass band played in the roundhouse. A stilted, disjointed conversation, led by me; I asked questions, the answers to which I already knew:

      ‘Where do you work, Mr Quint?’

      ‘At the post office, ma’am.’

      ‘Oh! So, just like George!’

      ‘Yes, ma’am.’

      ‘How many children do you have, Mrs Quint?’

      ‘Just the three, ma’am.’

      ‘George, and…?’

      ‘Two daughters, ma’am.’

      ‘Do they live at home?’

      ‘No, ma’am.’

      ‘I do like your hat, Mrs Quint. It’s very pretty.’

      ‘Thank you. ma’am.’

      And so on. The ma’am would have to go; I would talk to George about it later.

      And now, in the car, conversation between Mama and George was almost a repeat, and just as stilted. It was as if George had understood nothing:

      ‘So George, where do you work?’

      ‘At the post office, ma’am.’

      ‘How many brothers and sisters do you have?’

      ‘Just two sisters, ma’am.’

      It was like a reflex, this deference to white skin; ingrained misplaced politeness, and it would have to stop.

      Once George had left the car the atmosphere changed between Mama and me. She sighed deeply and removed her hat, reached for my hand and squeezed it. We gazed at each other.

      ‘Oh Winnie!’ she said, and those two words concealed a universe of emotion: regret, and relief, and pain, and joy, and wonder, and a thousand unanswered questions.

      ‘Mama!’ I sighed back.

      ‘He seems like a very nice fellow,’ she said. She spoke in German now, which had always been ‘our’ language, and I fell easily into the swing of it.

      ‘He’s wonderful, Mama; just a bit shy right now but once you get to know him you’ll love him.’

      ‘And you love him, I assume.’

      ‘Oh, yes, Mama! So much! I do love him; we love each other.’

      ‘It’s not going to be easy, dear. But you must know that by now.’

      ‘Yes, Mama – I know. We both know. But we have made that decision and we will walk through it together.’

      ‘And you will go to live with him – in that house?’

      Her eyebrows rose as she asked the question, and I could sense the unspoken doubt. Could I, raised in a fairytale palace in a Promised Land, accommodate myself to such a lowly dwelling?

      ‘Mama – please don’t worry. I know exactly what I’m doing. You’ll see. Let’s talk about something else.’

      She smiled and relaxed, but then a new kind of concern slid into her eyes.

      ‘How’s your father?’

      ‘Oh, Mama! You don’t know, do you? No, you can’t know. He’s gone! Back to England! His ship must have passed yours on the Atlantic!’

      ‘Gone? How can that be? I thought he was in—’

      ‘Prison. Yes, of course. But the first thing he did was put in a petition with the Governor for extradition to England. And it was granted within a few days. He couldn’t be in prison here, you see; he would be the only white man, and he feared they would kill him, or worse. The Governor agreed. The prison here is appalling, of course, and there are often riots. The men sleep in communal rooms.’

      Mama smiled. ‘How the mighty have fallen!’

      ‘Yes. It has been a hard lesson for Papa. But you see, he is now gone. So you won’t meet him. Are you very disappointed?’

      Mama thought for a moment, then she said: ‘Yes – no. I had indeed been planning my conversation with him – all the way over I had been planning it, so it is a bit disappointing that I can’t speak my mind to him at last. But on the other hand, it’s a relief.’

      ‘Mama, you can write him all you want to say.’

      ‘Oh, darling! I can’t write in English! You should know that! And he does not know enough German.’

      ‘I can write it for you, if you like.’

      ‘We shall see.’ She squeezed my hand then, and we were silent for a while.

      ‘Let’s talk about something else,’ I said, but the only thing left to talk about was Yoyo, and that subject would be no easier than the subject of George or Papa or Uncle Jim. Mama had returned to British Guiana to a hopelessly tangled bundle of wool; it would be ages before she could even begin to sort out the separate strands of complications and understand their causes and know how to respond.

      But now we were heading up the coast to our family plantation at Promised Land, and Yoyo, so Yoyo was the most pressing complication right now. So it was Yoyo, and Promised Land, that we spoke of next. So much had transpired during the almost three years of Mama’s absence. I gave her an encapsulated history of the events – for to date the only information she had was through telegrams – and by the time we reached Mahaica I was ready to tell her of our present-day problems. New problems, ones I had not envisaged that day when Papa was convicted.

      ‘When Yoyo and I first discovered what was going on, we were united in our goals – we wanted a new Promised Land, one that would be fair to the workers, give them proper housing and care. Oh, Mama, the dreams we dreamt, as young girls! I know they were probably unrealistic – we thought of buying cows for them and then buying the milk from those cows, and chickens, and eggs and so on! Silly girlish dreams, no doubt, but they showed our good intentions. But since Yoyo has become the de facto manager of the plantation – well, Mama, it seems that they are right, the people who say that power corrupts. We are in opposition now. She no longer puts the workers first.’

      ‘Perhaps putting the workers first is not the correct premise for running a business,’ Mama said, and I suppose she was right.

      ‘It’s all so complicated,’ she said then, ‘and I’m tired. I was so excited, I did not sleep at all last night.’

      She laid her head back against the leather upholstery and closed her eyes.

      ‘You’ll be uncomfortable like that,’ I said. ‘Why not lie down and put your head on my lap, and sleep? We have a few more hours to go – we’ll arrive at dusk.’

      She opened her eyes and smiled at me, squeezed my hand and removed her hat. She lay down on the seat with her head on my lap, sighed and closed her eyes again, and only a moment later she was fast asleep. I looked down at her fondly, and stroked the hair away from her face, gently, as if she were my child. The hair at her temple was turning grey. She was far too young to go grey! And it did not match her face, which seemed hardly changed in spite of all the trouble she had been through.

      A new beginning, I thought. Mama is back! And I am to marry George! Two of my greatest wishes had been granted. I should be grateful. But Papa was on his way to prison in England, and the trouble at Promised Land would not go away. And Yoyo and I were divided. That was the worst of it all. There was nothing I could do about Papa: we would all have to live with that reality. But Yoyo, and Promised Land! I had been so sure, after the trial, that we could start to put things right on the plantation. Who would have thought that Yoyo would drift to the other side?

      We had left Georgetown far behind by now, and were well on our way to the Corantyne and Promised Land. Acres of coconut trees swept past the window, and fishing villages, with tiny houses on rickety stilts, and little Indian children, some naked, who ran out to shout and wave at the car. They did not see many motor-cars, so we were decidedly a novelty. I waved back at them. The next time I make this trip, I resolved, I will buy sweets and distribute them.

      Children! I smiled to myself. Soon, very soon, George and I will have our own.

      I wanted many. A whole cricket team: lots of delightful girls and boys. I smiled to myself and then drifted off to sleep, leaning against the car door, my shawl bundled into a pillow.
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      We both awoke when we reached the ferry, and Mama and I straightened our clothes and hair and stepped out of the car to stretch our legs. The Berbice River is not as wide as the Demerara, but the water is just as brown – like the Atlantic. Our governess, Miss Wright, had told us that it was brown due to the waters of the Amazon River, several miles down the coast in Brazil, which poured thousands of gallons of muddy water into the Atlantic every hour. That’s why our water is not as clear and blue as the Caribbean Sea, though we are so near.
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      The first day of our married life, I got up early, as usual, to go to work. Winnie rose with me.

      ‘George,’ she said, ‘What am I to do today?’

      I was nonplussed. What a strange question!

      ‘Whatever you like, my love!’ I said, and drew her into my arms, and kissed her a thousand times on her cheeks. She giggled, but then pulled away.

      ‘No, but really. You are off to work, and I am alone here with your parents… What shall I do?’

      ‘Well, you can talk to them. Get to know them. Ma will be cleaning the house and shopping and cooking – you can help her if you like.’

      I immediately realised my mistake. I was talking to my wife as if she were one of us – a girl from Albouystown. I had forgotten that she was white, and white people don’t clean or cook. I had to put that right immediately.

      ‘No, of course you don’t have to help Mama! As I said, you can do as you like.’

      I was proud to be able to offer my wife leisure time, in keeping with her former life. I would not have her toiling in the kitchen.

      ‘Well, I would like to come with you! Can I do that?’

      I chuckled. ‘I’m going to work, my darling. What would you do?’

      And then I saw the tears in her eyes, and stopped laughing.

      ‘What’s the matter, my sweetheart?’

      ‘I just – I’m just a little afraid of your mother. She’s – she’s so stern! I don’t think she likes me!’

      ‘Well, she will love you, just as I do. Who would not love you? And I’ll tell you a secret…’

      I whispered into her ear. ‘Ma’s a bit afraid of you! That’s why she seems so unfriendly. She isn’t really. Just be yourself and you’ll be fine.’

      ‘What – what shall I call her?’

      ‘Just call her Ma.’

      We had breakfast together, all four of us – Ma served us a boiled egg each, and some bread with butter and guava jelly, and coffee. And then I bid Winnie goodbye, and she came with me down the front stairs and I unlocked my bicycle and snapped on my bicycle clips.

      ‘I’m going to miss you awfully!’ she said, and I hugged and kissed her one last time. I wheeled my bicycle on to the road. She stood at the gate, watching, and as I sailed off she still watched; and as I reached the corner I looked back and she was still watching, and I waved, and she waved back. I prayed to God that she would settle down soon. Ma could be formidable when she wanted to be. But Winnie could be formidable too. This uncharacteristic shyness: it would pass. Winnie was fearless. She had proven it to me over the last two years. Fearless and stubborn, and yet soft and feminine – what a mighty combination! I had no doubt that Winnie would win my mother over. It was in her name: Winnie was a winner. A winner of hearts and minds.
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      When I returned home that afternoon I saw immediately that I had been right. The first thing I noticed on entering the cottage was the aroma – the mouth-watering smell of baking. It lured me on, and following the trail I came to the kitchen door, and at once I saw that Winnie had indeed won Ma’s heart. The two of them were standing at the stove making rotis for dinner; Ma was teaching her how to toss the just-roasted rotis in the air, and clap them in mid-air. Both were white with the flying flour, and laughing. They didn’t see me standing in the doorway, so intent they were on their work, and I stood watching, smiling, for a while.

      ‘Don’t be afraid!’ Ma cried. ‘Pick it up and throw it! Throw it!’ Winnie kept touching the roti as it baked on the roti pan on the fire, and then pulling her fingers away.

      ‘Ouch!’ she cried, laughing. ‘It’s hot! Scalding hot!’

      ‘Never mind it hot! Just grab it and toss it up! Like this!’

      And Ma reached out, grasped the roti at its edge and nimbly tossed it a few feet into the air. ‘Quick! Quick! Now clap! Clap it quick before it fall!’

      Poor Winnie! The roti spun in the air and she reached out for it, trying to clap it, to puff it out, but she clapped thin air and the roti fell exhausted back on to the pan.

      ‘Oh no!’ cried Winnie.

      ‘Try again quick! Before it burn!’

      This time Winnie managed to grab the roti and toss it as quickly as Ma had, and when she clapped it she caught it right between her palms and gave it three swift claps, and it fell back as a perfectly formed roti.

      I applauded, and they both swung round.

      ‘George!’ cried my wife, and flung herself at me, laughing, covered in flour as she was. At first I drew back, but then I couldn’t help it – how could I reject Winnie’s embrace? I let those floury arms close around me, and I let that floury face nudge mine, and I felt her lips on my cheek, and I knew heaven.

      ‘I love your ma, George! We’ve had a lovely day! I met so many people and we went to Bourda Market and bought tons of provisions and she’s teaching me to cook!’

      ‘As I just saw!’ I said.

      ‘Come! Look!’

      She pulled me into the tiny space we called a kitchen – there was just about standing room for the three of us. On the second burner of the stove stood a big black pot, covered. Winnie picked up a dishcloth, folded it to make a pad and lifted the cover. A cloud of heavenly-scented steam rose from the innards of the pot.

      ‘Chicken curry!’ said Winnie, and I could hear the pride in her voice. ‘I made it all by myself – every bit of it! I skinned the chicken and boned and quartered it and chopped the vegetables and everything! I can cook! I can’t believe I can cook!’

      ‘She need more practice wit’ dem rotis, though!’ said Ma, and though she was pretending to grumble I could hear the approval in her voice. Everything was going to be fine.
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      I should have been pleased to see Mama, but I wasn’t. Not really. Mama had deserted us: sailed away to Europe, leaving us in Papa’s care. She stayed away for years, never writing to us, wallowing in some kind of gloom that stripped her of every motherly emotion. Now, apparently, she was healed. Winnie lured her back from Austria, met her at the harbour and brought her back to Promised Land with all sorts of radical ideas about how to run a plantation. All these people who know nothing, nothing, about the business, breathing down my neck! It was enough to send a sane girl to the madhouse. But I must keep my sanity, for the sake of Promised Land.

      I love my home. I love the Corentyne Coast, the land so flat it seems to last for ever, the ocean lapping at our northern border, the vast sky. Most of all, I love the house.
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      Our house in Promised Land is a palace, a fairytale castle made of wooden lace. It’s constructed of sturdy greenheart in the Dutch Colonial style, just like those magnificent mansions in Georgetown’s Main Street. It sparkles white in the sunlight. Its filigree fretwork, the lattices on the outside walls, the curlicues on the jutting Demerara windows let in the cool Atlantic breeze, which flows throughout the house, up and down stairs, over the walls and through the windows, so that it is never hot.

      I know that Winnie, too, loves this house, this land. How can anyone who grew up here ever leave? We have sugar in our blood, we girls. And Winnie has destroyed it all. Or tried to.

      How are the mighty fallen! Our father, he who now languishes in a prison, was once a sugar king. Kathleen, Winnie and I were raised as sugar princesses. Our realm is magical: a sunlit, wind-blown bubble of sweetness. Sugar is our livelihood, sugar establishes the seasons, sugar is our world. We grew up basking in sweetness and light.

      The rhythm of sugar dictates this world, and any child growing up here knows each season by the sights, sounds and smells of the sugar cycle. Full growth, when the canes are high and wave against the sky, the greenness stretching for miles. Then the burning of the trash, when fire and smoke consume the fields and the air smells of scalded, syrupy, smoky cane juice, intoxicating in its pungency. At harvest, half-naked coolies wielding cutlasses swarm the fields, shouting and swearing as they slash their way through the canes, felling those giant scorched denuded canes. Then comes the time to load the punts. Those same cane-cutters, their bodies now smudged black with soot, ash and cane juice, bent low with the weight of the bundles on their backs, carrying the canes to the navigation canals. The mules, several of them chained together, pulling the loaded punts to the factory. Then the grinding season, when the factory groans and chugs day and night, a dark lurking monster turning the once-green canes to gold. Sugar is our gold. Corentyne gold, we call it. Corentyne gold, Essequibo gold, Demerara gold. Each county in British Guiana produces its own version of sugar wealth. After the harvest the once-glorious fields remain behind, denuded, ugly, disfigured by endless miles of hacked-off stumps black from the burning. But then comes the flood-fallowing and new life, when the young green shoots, the ratoons, grow out from fields now glistening with water, and the coolie women bend low in the water as they weed. And every few years, the planting of new canes.

      This was our world: sweet, romantic, magnificent. Yes, I know there is a dark side to it, and I know that Winnie saw herself as some kind of heroine, taking the side of the sugar-workers. And I know that Papa, my beloved Papa, had done wrong. But surely blood is thicker than water! In choosing the wrong side Winnie has betrayed us all, and it is left to me to save our kingdom.
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      The absurd thing is that, after Papa’s trial and conviction, Winnie got some notion into her head that Clarence and I were not enough; that she, as the elder sister, was needed to direct the business. That I was too young, and needed help, her help. She, whose head was filled with nothing but fluff!

      Well, perhaps I shouldn’t say that. By the time of the trial Winnie had started to fancy herself as some kind of a revolutionary, the romantic bubbles in her head replaced by dissident fervour and communist ideas. But of course it was only to impress George and the other darkies and our coolie labourers. Apparently she was now their heroine, and tried to establish herself as such on the plantation.

      How circumstances can change! She and I had once been the best of friends but now – now we were tottering towards outright enmity. We agreed on nothing. The first thing Winnie wanted to do was build new homes for the coolies. It’s not that I did not want to do that – after all, building new homes, replacing that dreadful shantytown the labourers called home, squalid logies in stinking mud lanes, had been my aim too, right from the beginning. We agreed in principle. But Rome wasn’t built in a day, and once I understood the economics of plantation running, I realised that there were other priorities. Just for the time being, of course. Charity could come later.

      Winnie was rather emotional about the whole thing.

      Tears in her eyes, she pleaded with me: ‘Yoyo,’ she said, ‘remember Nanny! How could you forget Nanny?’

      ‘Of course I haven’t forgotten Nanny!’ How unfair of her to bring up the question of Nanny! Nanny, my beloved nurse, who had spent her last days in the squalor of the logies. It was in fact Nanny’s predicament that had catapulted the two of us into this whole sordid affair. We had lived in a dream world of frocks and parties before then. ‘Don’t bother your pretty little heads,’ Papa had told us, ‘enjoy your lives, and leave the estate to me.’ And we obeyed. But then we found out how Nanny lived. How could I not care? How could I close my heart to the misery of Nanny’s living quarters? I had vowed to change it all; but once I took charge I understood a little better that change would take time, and anyway, it was far too late to benefit Nanny herself, and frankly, my interest had waned. There was time for everything, lots of time. Winnie, however, now that Papa was in prison, wanted change now. Immediately.

      And that is why I did not want her back on the plantation; but she came anyway, sticking her nose into matters that didn’t concern her.

      ‘Let me see the account books,’ she said that day. ‘I’m sure there must be money left over to build new homes for the coolies. There’s certainly land enough – those fallow fields beyond the back-dam, for instance.’

      ‘Those fallow fields,’ I retorted, ‘are not going to be fallow for much longer. There’s a new strain of sugar cane we’re going to plant there; with almost twice the yield!’

      She said nothing to that, but only stared at me.

      ‘You’ve changed, Yoyo,’ she said mildly after a while. ‘Very well then. If not that field then another, after the harvest. We’ll just clear one of the present fields and build houses on it.’

      She refused to understand, but it wasn’t just the impracticality of her proposals that strained our relationship; there was that undercurrent of mistrust. How could I ever trust my sister again, she who had betrayed us all and dragged the Cox name through the mud? And so, though we argued about housing, the real issue was another, and sooner or later it was bound to come out, and it did.

      ‘Why did you come back here at all?’ I said after an hour of futile arguing, that first day. ‘You’re not wanted on Promised Land. Go and stay with your darkie lover!’

      ‘You know I can’t do that,’ she said. ‘We’re not married. And this is my home as well as yours. I have every right to be here. And my opinion on the running of it is as valid as yours.’

      ‘That’s where you’re wrong! Clarence is the estate manager and he has the last word, and I’m his fiancée. And besides – everyone hates you up here.’

      ‘Including you?’ She reached out her hands to me then, in a gesture of supplication. Winnie could not abide such ugly emotions as hatred; but she should have thought about that earlier. Yet I could not use the word hate towards her. She was still my sister. But not the sister I had grown up with, the one I once knew so well. She was now a stranger.

      ‘I’m furious with you and you know why!’ If my eyes could have shot poison darts, they would have. Already my voice was raised to an unladylike level – as Papa would have called it – and I longed to let go; to scream at her, to tear out her hair, to scratch that calmly smiling face of hers that refused to reflect my rage. But I held back. She would find out, one way or another, that I’m not the kind of person who takes kindly to betrayal. If not for Winnie’s witness statement Papa would have left the court a free man. I still could not believe what she had done. Betrayed not only her own father, her whole family, but the entire English community. She would always be a pariah now.

      ‘I did the right thing, Yoyo,’ is all she said. ‘I had to do it. And if you will only let me I can help you with the running of the plantation. I know I don’t know much about business. But I know about people. I know the workers, and what they need. They trust me. Now is the time to really change things; we could work with the labourers, instead of against them!’

      See, that was just the kind of romantic notion Winnie was wont to entertain; always this talk of appeasement and goodwill, but you can’t run a plantation on love and peace, and that was why I thought she should go. But she stayed, a thorn in my side, constantly nagging me about this and that, and though that first argument fizzled out more arguments followed and by the time Mama arrived I was ready to throw Winnie out – on her backside, to put it crudely. But I didn’t need to, because she married her little darkie lover George.

      [image: ]

      The worst of it is that Mama has taken Winnie’s side. The two of them, against me! By the time Mama returned from Austria, Winnie and I had each dug our heels in on our respective positions. Luckily for me, Papa passed power of attorney on to Clarence, not Winnie, and so I was on the winning side; nothing need be done. But Winnie seemed to think herself the voice of conscience; she placed herself clearly on the side of the coolies and they, of course, rallied behind her and got up to all kinds of mischief, such as refusing to work, or working slowly – that kind of thing. And that crazy fellow, that Mad Jim Booker, who Winnie referred to as ‘Uncle Jim’, the white man with a coolie wife – it didn’t help that he was behind the whole thing. Always had been. How naïve I had been, not to have known about the plotting and the planning that had driven us into this position!

      Winnie, and Mad Jim, and now Mama: it was all their fault. The coolies were helpless without support, and I found it abominable that white people, English people, should so forget their roots as to harness their indisputable authority to the so-called underdog, giving them a false sense of power. It has always been my position, even as a young girl of fourteen, that change must come from above. It must be granted, and we must be the ones to grant it, and in our own time: carefully planned, and in accordance with the economic needs of the plantation.

      I won’t say that I wasn’t happy at Mama’s return. It was a surprise, indeed; and initially a happy one. She had been away so long, I had almost forgotten her, and anyway, I’d hardly known her before she left, sunk as she was in her melancholy. I was happy to get my mother back; but she had changed, for her melancholy had left her, and she came full of vigour and fervour and before long she had ganged up with Winnie and Mad Jim against myself and Clarence. Thus the stalemate.

      So when Winnie married her darkie George soon after Mama’s arrival, I breathed a sigh of relief. It left me alone with Mama on the plantation, true enough: but it also removed Winnie and her constant nagging, and that’s why I went to the wedding, abominable as it was. But I wore that hat to show her, to show everyone, that I am now in charge.
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      The following morning I took Mama to visit Uncle Jim. We went by bicycle, and as we walked over to the bicycle shed they all came out, the servants Mama had known in the years gone by. First Bobby, the yard-boy, now a grown man. Once I had called him simply ‘Boy’; now I knew his name, and I whispered to Mama: ‘His name is Bobby.’ She nodded, understanding. He came up to me shyly, smiling somewhat hesitantly – but Mama stopped in her tracks and held out both her hands for his, and that wavering smile turned into a fully fledged grin.

      ‘Ma’am,’ he said, ‘so good to see you back again!’

      ‘Oh Bobby, how you’ve grown!’ she exclaimed. Then came Doreen, the washerwoman, also waiting to greet her, and Patch, the gateman, who had left his post at the gate to approach, and others. People who had known us since I was a spoilt little brat, floating in an unreal bubble of light and beauty, oblivious to the trials and tribulations of the common folk. Mama remembered them all; she had always been good to the servants, and they welcomed her back with joy.

      As for me: that spoilt little girl was long gone. I was a grown woman now. These people I had once treated as servants; I now understood that their inferior roles in life were just that, roles, roles as in a theatre play; and beneath the roles they were as worthy of respect, and even love, as we who play more elevated roles. And just as the actor is not identified only by the role he is playing, so too I knew that we are all on this earth as equals. Shakespeare’s words sprang into my mind: All the world’s a stage, and all the men and women merely players.
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