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        ‘I believe that there should be values other than money in a civilised society. I believe that truth, beauty and goodness have a place. Moreover, I believe that if businessmen put money, profit, greed and acquisition among the highest virtues, they cannot be surprised if, for instance, nurses, teachers and ambulance men are inclined to do the same.’

        John ‘Jock’ Middleton Campbell, Baron Campbell of Eskan (8 August 1912–26 December 1994)
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          1934, British Guiana, South America

        

      

    

    
      When I was sixteen I made a pact with the devil. He came in the form of a fawning, red-faced and rather plump middle-aged man by the name of Mr Foot; but I was too innocent, too inexperienced in the ways of men, to guess his unsavoury intentions. Oh, I had an inkling, certainly. A twinge of intuition, a sense that his offer came with a price. But I was too excited to care. I ignored the undertones, so obvious in retrospect.

      It was a pact born of my need for validation; my need, I suppose, for love: for isn’t love the foundation of all other needs? But I only realised this in hindsight. At the time I craved applause, and that’s what Mr Foot offered. Naive as I was, I had little clue as to what this agreement would eventually involve, but Mr Foot wasn’t to know that; in his eyes I was easy pickings. He made the offer, opened a door and blindly I leapt through it. That door was my escape route: from a prison without walls or bars or boundaries, a prison consisting of infinite skies and endless green fields. But I’m getting ahead of myself. Let me explain.

      I was born with a sugar spoon in my mouth, heiress to one of the great sugar dynasties of British Guiana, a remote colony perched on South America’s eastern shoulder, tucked neatly between Brazil, Venezuela and two other Guianas. A land of great rivers and far-stretching seas, its arms wrapped around you as a mother. We called it BeeGee, a diminutive so much warmer and intimate than the stern formal title, a name spoken like a luscious secret among those of us who knew and loved her.

      BeeGee. I miss it so much. The very word conjures up memories of sunshine and flowers, butterflies and birdsong, beautiful white wooden houses on stilts against a backdrop of succulent green. I tend to forget the ugly parts. I tend to forget that it wasn’t like that for us all; that unhappy as I was, still I was born to privilege, that within the dark underbelly of our little dynasty lay great suffering. I tend to forget that my little private prison was child’s play compared to that of so many of my brothers and sisters; that in fact I was one of the lucky ones, despite my perceived misfortune.

      Nevertheless, I was miserable. Our particular dynasty was in danger of falling apart, with only me – female and half-blood, the worst combination possible – as the final twitching limb and potential saviour. The stalwart Englishmen who had wrestled our sugar-gold from the earth (or rather, ensured it was wrestled; lowlier beings did the actual work) were all long gone, leaving behind just the two of us: Mama and me.

      Promised Land, our crumbling kingdom, was a hundred-acre estate in the county of Berbice on BeeGee’s Corentyne coast, east of the capital city of Georgetown. It was the only home I’ve ever known, the foundation stone of my identity. From my bedroom window on the upper storey of the estate mansion – rebuilt by Mama after the Great Fire of 1921 – I looked out over a veritable ocean of cane, green as far as the eye could see, reaching out to the horizon, to the Atlantic in the distance, green ocean merging into brown ocean. All my life I had absorbed the sights, the sounds, the smells of the sugar year. The flood fallowing, when the ratoons, the baby canes, have been planted, when water from the irrigation canals is let into the fields; the planting, the manuring, the weeding: coolie women in once-bright, now faded saris bent low in the muddy fields. The burning of the cane when the air would be filled with the aroma of scalded cane-juice, rich, evocative, unforgettable. The cane growing higher, higher, above my head, even when I sat on horseback – ten feet tall and more.

      Then the harvest; swarms of coolies in the fields with their cutlasses, hacking down the giant cane-stalks; blackened by ash and burnt cane-juice, they would carry their bundles of cane on their backs and load the punts waiting on the navigation canals, swearing and shouting as they worked. Then the punts, pulled by mules, slowly making their way along the gridwork of canals to the factory, perched on the edge of the estate, as far away from the house as possible, a groaning monster devouring those canes, sucking them into its bowels, chewing them and grinding them with huge black metallic teeth and belching great black billows of smoke up through its tall chimneys.

      A sugar plantation has a spirit of its own, and Promised Land was part of my identity. I had absorbed that spirit and knew it as intimately as I knew the rooms and hallways of our mansion and the paths through the splendid garden Mama had planted around the house, a riot of colour and birdsong.

      And yet…

      I might be a princess, but I was a deeply flawed one, a princess unworthy of the throne. Not in Mama’s eyes, but in the eyes of the outside world, and they never missed a chance to let me know how imperfect I was. Not blatantly, you understand; but with subtle half-glances, frowns, awkward silences when I appeared, they placed an invisible glass wall between them and me to let me know my place. I never needed it spelled out in so many words; I had eyes. The hierarchy was plain to see, the layers that dictated and defined your place in society, ordained, it seemed by God. Black the bottom, white the top and a multitude of shades in between, with me floating precariously somewhere in the middle. Half-blood. Mixed-breed. Brown. The collective noun was ‘coloured’. A status of its own, containing within itself a wealth of unstated derogatory adjectives.

      While adults managed to conceal their contempt beneath a thin veneer of civility, children were not so subtle, nor so polite; children speak out the truth as learned from their parents and called me those names to my face: mongrel, mule, monkey and worse.

      Up here in the Corentyne, far away from the incestuous and intricately layered social hierarchy that is Georgetown society, Mama had etched out a status for me. I was her daughter, adopted or not, and that spoke volumes. Mama, as the only female plantation owner in the colony, as a member of the board of the Sugar Producers’ Association, was highly respected. She had a sharp tongue and feared no man. Indeed, men feared her. Everyone did. Mama always got her way; that’s what they all said. Many hated her, even; but she was inviolable. I, on the other hand, was an open target: a child, a girl, a lightning rod. A pariah.

      My status as princess pertained only within the narrow confines of our own plantation; beyond the plantation, beyond the Corentyne, I was nothing.

      And so I fled. I fled from the sense of wretchedness and nothingness, from the sense that I did not belong, the knowledge that not all the plantations in the colony could rectify the error of my blood. I fled into the arms of music.

      For more than all of this, more than the Atlantic reaching to the horizon, the endless fields of green, that vast Corentyne sky, as wide as it was high, everywhere space and more space, more than the air I breathed and the sun on my back and the birds and the flowers, it was music that gave wings to my soul. It was the piano I loved. My fingers longed to dance along the keys of a piano, fashioning such wings, wings of music, wings to let me soar. Most of all, music brought healing to that deep wound invisible to all but myself.

      And that’s where Mr Foot came in. Mr Foot held out a hand of opportunity, and I grasped it as a drowning man grasps at a floating branch.

      It all began at the traditional Christmas ball at Promised Land. The usual crowd, the Bees and the Crawfords and the Wrights and the Feet (as everyone called Mr and Mrs Foot), from the neighbouring estates of Albion and Dieu Merci, Port Mourant, Rose Hall and Waterloo, Sophia’s Lot and Monkey Jump, had gathered at our house. After dinner came the entertainment, and I played the piano accompaniment to the usual Christmas carols: ‘Joy to the World’, ‘O Little Town of Bethlehem’, ‘Silent Night’ and the rest, and even a little solo at the end. The applause was enthusiastic and, for once, I earned words of praise from those thin-lipped, pale-faced denizens of the plantocracy.

      I dare say much of the tribute I earned was to flatter Mama, whom, her being a member of the board of the Sugar Producers’ Association, everyone wanted to sweeten. Yet, I hoped behind the applause also lay genuine appreciation. Because I was good. I knew I was good, and I say this without vanity.

      I first learned to play at the age of five, when Oma Ruth was still living with Aunt Winnie in Georgetown. Mama and I had been in town, staying at the Park Hotel – Mama had some business with the Sugar Producers’ Association that would keep her there for a month, and she left me with Aunt Winnie and Oma Ruth during the day. That’s when Oma taught me to play.

      ‘She’s a natural,’ Oma had said, and that was the beginning of it all. ‘She must have piano lessons when you go home!’ Oma insisted, and though Mama wasn’t keen on the idea – Mama always joked she didn’t have a single musical bone in her body – I begged and cajoled and, in the end, she arranged for me to visit a teacher once a week in New Amsterdam. I’d always been able to wrap Mama around my little finger, and the next thing I begged for was a piano of my own. From the day the piano was delivered I was a child obsessed. I practised for hours on end, before school in the morning, after school in the afternoon. When I was fourteen my piano teacher said, ‘I can’t teach her any more. She’s better than me.’ And that was the end of that.

      It was frustrating, as I knew there was still room for improvement, but BeeGee was a barren desert when it came to musical education; Georgetown was bad enough, but out here in the country? There was no one to teach me, and all I could do was play and play and play. ‘You’re worse than your grandmother,’ Mama would complain, and I took that as a compliment.

      That Christmas concert was the start of it all; the first time I’d played in public, the first time Mr Foot, the administrative manager of Albion plantation, heard me play. Afterwards he drew me aside for a private word. Even that was an extraordinary occurrence; white people, adults, never spoke to me beyond the cursory obligatory murmurings of polite society: How do you do? Merry Christmas! What a pretty dress! I was flattered from the start.

      ‘Miss Smedley-Cox,’ said Mr Foot, ‘What a magnificent performance! Such a talented young lady – as talented as you are beautiful. You know, while you were playing I had an idea. I wonder if…’

      He hesitated. And then, with much hemming and hawing, he continued:

      ‘I was wondering if you would like to play at the reception at the Georgetown Club in a month’s time? It’s being held as a welcome party for the young lad who is coming to be trained in estate management – the heir to the Campbell throne, if you will. It will be quite a big do – everyone will be there – and I’ve been scratching my head trying to pull together the entertainment. It’s going to be a splendid evening, and to have you play for us, as enthrallingly as you did just now – why, I’m sure we’d all be delighted.’

      ‘You – you want me to play? At the Georgetown Club?’

      I could not believe my ears. I had never set foot in the Georgetown Club, the Buckingham Palace of the colony. Everyone knew it was barred to coloureds. Mama, of course, was a regular there; due to her position on the Sugar Producers’ Association, she often had to attend this function or that, and somehow to date she had managed to circumvent my exclusion with a modicum of dignity. Even she was not willing to break such a time-honoured taboo, not even to pamper my pride.

      But to play there? To actually play at the exclusive Georgetown Club? To play for a real English audience beyond the paltry groups of neighbours and estate staff? To play in public, to be heard and, hopefully, appreciated and applauded by the planter aristocracy, the Booker snobs, the white upper class? I couldn’t believe it. I gaped and stuttered, and Mr Foot coughed and continued.

      ‘I’ll have to ask the SPA’s permission, of course; but seeing as your mother is on the board, and knowing of her persuasiveness – she brings such a feminine touch to all our meetings! – I have no doubt that it will be approved. After all, you aren’t coming as a guest, exactly—’

      At the word ‘guest’ he turned lobster-red and hesitated, and I understood. As part of the entertainment I would be an employee at the function, not an invitee, and so convention could be sustained. My status there would be clear, as clear as that of the coloured maids who would be serving the sandwiches and the black barman who would be mixing the cocktails and pouring the rum punch. The only difference was that I would not be in a starched maid’s uniform.

      I understood, and he understood that I understood. I was to know my place. I was not an invitee; I was not to mingle, talk to the guests, behave in any way that would compromise myself – or him. I was to come, play and go.

      ‘You will be paid accordingly, of course,’ he added. ‘Quite deservedly. Of course, there are other musicians – there’s a rather good calypso fellow coming, Doctor Jangles, and we have a steel band lined up as well. Just to give it all a local touch. You know, the exotic element.’

      He paused at this point.

      ‘You do understand, don’t you, that this is as a special favour from me? You do understand that it’s a great’ – he coughed ‘ – privilege for you to be invited. An unusual – ah – kindness. There are several other more experienced pianists in Georgetown, after all. And that I hope – er – would be delighted – well. No need to be indelicate. We do have an understanding, don’t we, my dear?’ And he looked at me, and winked. It was that wink I chose to ignore.

      Though young, I was not a complete newcomer to the ways of men. I had already endured my portion of advances and intentions, advances that would certainly have been scandalous had I been of higher status; that is, white like them, like Mama. On more than one occasion I had been pinched; once, a young man had swept me behind a curtain and tried to kiss me. I had shoved him away. Men perfected the art of placing hands on knees beneath the dining table, or playing with feet, or, when they danced with me, of letting fingers wander where they shouldn’t. That wink should have been easy to interpret, and at some unseen level I did understand. But I was not listening at that level, I was listening only to the fever of unrealised ambition. Ignoring the wink, I nodded vigorously and I’m sure my eyes must have radiated all kinds of acquiescence, as did my eager smile.

      Encouraged, Mr Foot continued:

      ‘As I was saying we do have the usual local entertainers but it would be rather wonderful to have some European music as well. I’m sure young Mr Campbell would appreciate it. And you, Miss Cox – well, you really are – for your age – the best such musician the colony has to offer. A very gifted young lady, and so beautiful as well, your golden skin, that magnificent mane of yours…’

      He actually reached out, now, to touch my hair. Our housemaid Katie had done it for me and had managed to tame it so much that it cascaded over my shoulders and down my back in a tumble of curls and ringlets while my crown remained demure, kept obediently in place by a complicated arrangement of plaits and pleats and velvet ribbons. My hair was the bane of my existence. It refused to be restrained in any way. It kinked and curled and flew away when I would prefer it to fall neatly into place. It tangled and teased, refusing to bend to my will. If it were not for Katie I don’t know what I would have done – cut it all off, most probably, and run around like a darkie boy with a close-cropped cap. That would certainly have suited me. But I did have Katie, and she did have magical hands where hair was concerned.

      I drew back from Mr Foot’s eagerly grasping hand, but not from him. I was interested; of course I was! I knew just one thing: this was my big chance. My debut. Yes, I would play for them; I would stun them with the beauty of music. Because my hands too were magical, on the keys of a piano.

      ‘Mr Foot,’ I said, ‘I should be delighted to play at the Georgetown Club!’

      With those words I sealed our little pact.

      ‘What about your mother?’ he asked, rather nervously. ‘You’ll need her cooperation. Her permission.’

      ‘Don’t worry about Mama,’ I said, with more confidence than I felt. ‘I’ll persuade her.’
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      Mama, as I’d feared, was not in favour. ‘As an employee?’ she exclaimed when I told her the following day. ‘How can you play as an employee? You are my daughter! It’s an insult, I hope you haven’t agreed?’

      ‘Oh Mama! Of course, I agreed! Don’t you see? This is my chance!’

      ‘Darling, I’m sorry, but you can’t agree to this sort of thing without my consent. You’re still a child.’

      ‘I’m not, Mama, I’m not! I’m sixteen, almost adult! And I’m the best pianist in the country, Mr Foot himself said so. And I really want to; I really, really want to. Please let me? Please, please, please!’

      I danced around her with clasped hands and pleading eyes; this was the best way to melt any objections she might raise. I knew this from past arguments. Mama might have a heart of steel to others, but not to me. I knew how to melt her. But this time she narrowed her eyes and glared at me.

      ‘Mary Grace! Have you no pride? No shame? Can’t you feel the insult?’

      ‘No! It’s not an insult, it’s an honour! It really is, Mama! Everyone will be there, Mr Foot said; even the Governor himself! It’s my chance, Mama, my first chance and maybe my last! Please let me… It means so much to me!’

      Her eyes softened at that. She took my hands in hers and squeezed them, then let go and placed them over my ears and gave my head a jiggle as if trying to shake sense into me. Then she let go and took my hand and led me into the gallery. ‘Darling, we need to talk,’ she said. She picked up the cushion on one of the cane chairs, shook it out to free it of lizards or insects, puffed it up, replaced it and gestured for me to sit. My heart sank. Another lecture was coming on, and all I wanted was a simple yes. This ‘we need to talk’ was always a signal for an embarrassing and awkward mother-to-daughter conversation. I didn’t want to hear it.

      ‘Mama…’ I began. ‘Please, just—’

      ‘No. You need to hear this,’ she said firmly, and I knew then that there was no avoiding it.

      ‘Look at me,’ she said then, and I looked up and met her eyes. Mine were moist; I could feel it. I hated these little talks. They were like fingernails scratching at a soreness, and instead of alleviating it, only made it worse. It was a soreness that would not go away, however much I tried; a soreness that tore away every sense of value I could muster on my own, every notion of my own self-worth.

      Even the belief that I was the country’s best pianist – according to Mr Foot – could not heal that soreness.

      ‘Darling, this is a cruel world we live in.’ It was a hollow statement, and so I nodded. It meant nothing. I kept my eyes lowered, now: I did not want to meet hers.

      ‘And we all have our burdens to bear. British Guiana is a world that belongs to the British. We have to accept that. They set the standards. They lay the rules.’

      I looked up then. ‘Why do you say they?’ I cried. ‘You are one of them! Look at you, white as any of them!’

      She chuckled then, and glanced at her bare forearm. ‘Well – apart from the sun’s attempts to turn me brown as a berry, that’s true!’

      ‘So if you’re British and I’m – I’m your daughter, that makes me British too!’

      I met her gaze square on, challenging her to deny it.

      The smile vanished from her lips. ‘It’s not as easy as that,’ she said. ‘It’s not easy at all. Darling, you know the problem. You know the difference! You’ve been dealing with it all your life, but now it’s time to grow up and face some ugly truths.’

      That’s what she thought. Just because a child hides away the wound, has learned to smile and laugh it all away, doesn’t mean she’s dealt with it. It just means she can act well. I’d never told Mama about the taunts and the jibes I’d parried all my life. As a young child, I’d attended the plantation’s senior staff primary school, where all the children were British, and white, except me. I’d never told her about the name-calling. I’d never told her the reason why I never entered the senior staff compound to play tennis with my peers, or use the pool. I’d never told her of the mothers, and the teachers; they might not call me names, but I had learned to gauge an adult’s response to me by the look in their eyes and the tone of their voice as much as through their actual words. Some relief had come when I moved to New Amsterdam High School, for the pupils there were mixed, and I found friends who looked like me. But the hurt had lodged itself into my consciousness and there it had stuck: not visible to anyone, least of all to Mama, and only felt by me when someone scratched at it. As she was doing now.

      Now, Mama said: ‘Darling, Georgetown is no place for you. The Georgetown Club – you can’t go there. You can’t play there. I never told you – but – well—’

      She stopped. ‘Don’t make this difficult for me!’ she cried then. ‘You must know. You must feel it? Those people, they’ll be hateful to you. They’ll be rude. They’ll – they’ll tell you things – lies – insult you – me. The very fact that Mr Foot has invited you as an employee, an entertainer, should tell you all you need to know. You could never go there as a guest. It’s whites only. You need to know that. You’d be little more than a servant. And yet you’re my daughter. My daughter! They won’t accept my daughter!’

      The more words she uttered, the more loaded those words became. Loaded with anger, and loathing, and spite. And the more I understood.

      ‘This isn’t about me at all, is it, Mama?’ I said then. ‘It’s about you. The insult to you. When they reject me, they reject you.’

      I sprang to my feet. Tears stung my eyes. Mama, I knew, would never relent. Mama was proud, and vain, and adamant. She would rather see me miss this chance than accept the insult inherent in the invitation. I made to rush away, but as I passed she grabbed my wrist and pulled me back.

      ‘Wait – no. Mary Grace, don’t go. We still need to talk. It’s not about the Georgetown Club, it’s about – something else.’

      I glared at her. ‘About what?’

      She lowered her eyes. ‘About – us. You and me. You asked… you wanted to know – I said I’d tell you one day…’

      ‘Oh.’ I stopped, and looked down at her, and then retraced my steps, and sat myself down.

      ‘You always wanted to know…’ she began. And, all of a sudden, I knew what was coming. This was to be the day of truth. Finally.

      Mama, usually so confident, so forceful, so dominant in all matters, had an Achilles heel. I had discovered it years ago, when I first started asking why.

      Why, when both my parents were white – I had seen photos of my father – was I only a few shades lighter than the labourers who worked our fields and our factory? Obviously, I was adopted. But who were my birth parents? What happened to them? Were they still alive? Did they abandon me? Did they ever love me? Why had Mama and Papa taken me in? Had they chosen me or were they somehow forced to take me? Did Mama love me in spite of my skin colour? I knew she didn’t like dark-skinned people. She cursed them every day. Was I the exception? Did she really love me, or was she just pretending? As much as she’d have loved a white child of her own?

      I wanted, I needed, to hear it from her. I wanted to hear her say she had chosen me and loved me and it didn’t matter about my skin colour or my blood or my birth: that she loved me all the same. That I was her real daughter, even if only adopted.

      I must have been seven or eight when I first asked. Mama had hedged and hawed. ‘It’s a little bit hard for you to understand, darling,’ she’d said. ‘I’ll tell you later.’

      But I had not dropped the questions. I pestered Mama with these questions, and always she pushed me away, referred me to a time when I was older and she would tell all. ‘You’re too young to understand,’ she’d say.

      But I needed to know. I badgered and bothered her until one day – I must have been about ten – flustered beyond anything I’d ever seen, she cried out: ‘All right, if you must know! If you must know, I’ll tell you but you won’t like it. Do you still want to know?’

      So I nodded. ‘Yes,’ I said.

      ‘Very well then. Your mother was a servant on one of the plantations. A black woman. Your father was – a white man from Georgetown. I don’t know him. Your birth mother – she died – she died of – in childbirth. Are you happy now?’

      I looked at her, straight in the eye. She looked away. That’s when I knew there was more to the story, a lot more; but that’s all I would be getting that day.

      So all I said was: ‘Thank you for telling me.’ And I ran away to my secret place in the garden and cried my eyes out. But the next day, more questions came. What was my birth mother’s name? Did she have brothers and sisters? Parents? They’d be my relatives, after all. Could I go and visit them? Were they in Georgetown? Perhaps they’d love me, and I’d love them back. And so my questions did not cease; indeed, they became yet more detailed. I was curious, too, about my father. Unsure about the facts of life, I wondered why Mama didn’t know who he was. Had he been married to my mother? Could white men marry black women? Was it possible? She must know! Why didn’t he want me? Where was he?

      Mama meant well, but outspoken in all other circumstances, on this topic she became evasive. She told me lies. I could see right through those lies; that he had disappeared, left the country, all kinds of things. I wished she’d stop. Stop dangling the truth before my eyes in thinly veiled obscurities, in mysterious ambiguities that only made me more curious. Mama was no prude; I wished she’d just come out with it. Might as well try to squeeze blood from a stone.

      ‘These are difficult questions. It’s a long story. You’re a child – you can’t really grasp it all. When you grow up, I’ll tell you everything.’

      ‘You promise? Cross your heart and hope to die?’

      She smiled then, and had taken me on her lap, and whispered it: ‘Cross my heart and hope to die. I’ll tell you the whole story when you grow up.’

      But I wanted exact dates. ‘When will I be grown up?’

      ‘When you’re – twenty-one.’

      ‘Twenty-one! That’s ages away!’

      ‘That’s the age when people are adults, though.’

      ‘I can’t wait that long! Please, Mama – please! Don’t make me wait that long! I need to know!’

      I pulled away from her, tried to ease myself off her lap, but she pulled me back.

      ‘All right then. I’ll tell you when you’re – eighteen.’

      ‘That’s still too old! Fourteen!’

      She laughed a mocking laugh. ‘Fourteen? Why, at fourteen you’re still a child. I said you need to be adult to understand certain things. I won’t tell you a day before you’re… you’re—’

      ‘Sixteen!’ I cried. ‘If you say sixteen I promise never to ask again, I promise to wait.’

      She mulled for a while, thinking it over, and then she said, reluctantly, ‘Very well, then. Sixteen it is.’

      ‘You promise?’

      ‘I promise. But you must promise not to ask again.’

      I promised.

      And now I was sixteen. The day had, it seemed, arrived.
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      I’d promised never to ask again, but I had not promised not to find out on my own. The more Mama played hide-and-seek, the more I’d been driven to pry.

      Because of course Mama’s hint of a long story had only made me all the more curious. I had long been making my own investigations. That’s why, when I finally did turn sixteen, I did not even bother to ask.

      And that’s why Mama’s overly dramatic ‘You always wanted to know…’, with its promise of deep secrets to be revealed, now came as an anticlimax.

      ‘Oh, that!’ I exclaimed. ‘About my birth parents, you mean? I already know, Mama. I found out.’

      She visibly paled. ‘You found out? How? Did someone tell you? How…? Darling, if you’ve heard rumours…’

      I’d never seen her this flustered, hot and red. She picked up a fan from the glass-topped gallery table and began to fan herself vigorously. I sat back in my wicker chair and laughed and reached out and took her hand.

      ‘Nobody told me, Mama. I searched and I found. I found out all on my own.’

      ‘But how? Where?’ She pulled her hand away and started to scratch her temples. Her face had turned red as a lobster, so I laughed again.

      ‘I’m clever, aren’t I? You should have hidden the documents better. I found the documents and I put two and two together. I figured out the secret.’

      ‘What documents?’

      ‘Why, the ones in that big file in the cabinet in your office. I was looking for my birth certificate and I found it.’

      ‘But – that file is locked up!’

      ‘And I found the key. And found the file, and read it. It says you and Papa are my parents. Clarence and Johanna Smedley. But that’s not true, is it? It can’t be true because you’re white and so was he. So I kept looking through that file, to find out who my real parents were, and you know what else is in it. You know, don’t you?’

      Her eyes narrowed as she looked at me. She stopped that nervous scratching.

      ‘What did you find?’

      ‘You must know what’s in that file! Five other birth certificates. Five! Five children born to four different mothers! Three of them with long Indian names and then another one with an English name – Emily. Emily Smith. Five different mothers but only one father: Clarence Smedley – Papa!’

      ‘Darling, I—’

      ‘I mean, I had heard the rumours before. That Papa was terribly unfaithful and used to have affairs with coolie women. I already knew that. Everybody knows that. It’s no secret. So I wasn’t really surprised.’

      ‘Darling, I…’ Mama rang the little bell on the table and Verbena, the kitchen maid, bustled out of the kitchen. Mama made the sign of drinking. Verbena nodded and hurried into the kitchen. Mama didn’t finish whatever it was she was going to say. Not often lost for words, she now muttered something incoherent and fanned herself vigorously. I waited for her to speak and when she didn’t, I continued.

      ‘And then there was also that letter signed by Papa acknowledging fatherhood of the children, and then a letter from the lawyer, representing all those women jointly, and claiming child support. And from Papa’s lawyer agreeing to support them. So you see, I know everything. I know that I was just another mistake… I suppose my real mother must have really died, like you said, and so Papa and you took me on and you adopted me and that’s why I’m your child.’

      Verbena reappeared with a tray on which stood a jug of lime water and two glasses. She poured us each a glass. Mama drank; I didn’t.

      Mama had, miraculously, visibly relaxed by now, and nodded vigorously.

      ‘Yes, darling. You see now why I couldn’t tell you before. Such a scandal your father caused, fathering all those children! Although it wasn’t really a scandal – for some reason it’s accepted that estate owners will run around seducing labourer women, their own employees, and all they have to do is pay them off when they have children. I have the feeling some of these women do it deliberately even. Yes, they lose their reputation and they can’t marry, but they get such a fine pay-off, they don’t care. They are far better off than if they were to marry some poor rice farmer. They get a cottage of their own and their children are of course lighter-skinned and even if they are called bastard for a few years, once they grow up they get better jobs and the mothers have far more independence. Anyway, yes. That’s the kind of trouble Clarence got himself into.’

      ‘And then I came along.’

      ‘Yes! And he adored you, darling. Really he did.’

      Mama replaced her glass on the table, leaned forward and took both my hands in hers. She looked directly into my eyes, holding my gaze. Mama always did this when she wanted to re-establish our very close connection, our inviolable mother–daughter link. It always worked. Yet now, somehow, it seemed strained, overwrought, as if she were too eager, too zealous in her persuasion.

      ‘He was a really good father, I promise you. And I… I couldn’t have children. We had tried for so long but there’s something wrong with me. Either I didn’t conceive or else I miscarried. So when – when you came along, and your birth mother couldn’t—’

      ‘Who was she, Mama? Did she really die in childbirth? Or did she not want me?’

      This was the part I had been unable to discover among Mama’s papers. It had been a relief to know that Papa really was my father, but my mother – who was she? Why did she give me up? Or was it true that she’d died in childbirth? Had Mama told the truth, or did she just want me to stop asking? Was she perhaps still alive, somewhere? There was no paper trail leading to her, no trace of her at all, no mention. Mama was named as mother on my birth certificate, Clarence Smedley as father. My real mother’s name had been completely obliterated. Mama, meanwhile, had let go of me and poured herself another glass of lime water. She sipped at it as she spoke.

      Mama drained the glass, set it down and reached out again over the table, reaching for my hands. I hesitated before complying.

      ‘I told you, darling. Why won’t you believe me? She died in childbirth – I told you long ago! So, of course, Clarence, your father – well, he brought you home to me, a tiny baby, and begged me to take you in, and I fell in love with you immediately. And that’s the whole story. You see why I couldn’t tell you earlier? A child can’t understand. About men and women and having affairs and all of that. I was only trying to protect you, darling.’

      ‘What was her name?’

      ‘What? Whose name?’

      ‘My birth mother’s.’

      ‘Oh! I’ve forgotten. Let me think…’ She paused, taking time to sip at her drink before continuing, frowning as if scouring her brain. ‘I think it was – yes, it was Martha. Martha Jones. A coloured woman, not an East Indian. That’s why we called you Mary. In her honour. Martha and Mary – from the Bible! And later I added the name Grace. Mary Grace. Such a lovely name! Anyway, you have been Mary Grace ever since.’

      ‘Oh, I see. So you had me from the start – since I was a baby? A newborn?’

      ‘Yes. And loved you from the start. I don’t care about your skin colour, darling. I don’t care that you aren’t white like me. That doesn’t matter in the least. Look at your Aunt Winnie, and the boys! They’re not white either, are they, and you know how Winnie adores them!’

      Mama’s sister, Aunt Winnie, lived in Georgetown with her eight sons. I loved them all – the boys were like brothers to me, and I often wished I had grown up with them all, because it was such fun being the only girl in a household of boisterous boys. When I was younger I used to visit them regularly, or else they came up to visit – a few at a time. Oh, those times! Those boys! Never a dull moment. They could pull adventures out of their ears, and they spoiled me rotten. When I was with them I became a different person, a different girl, running and jumping and doing the things boys do, play-wrestling on the ground and catching tadpoles in the trench. Humphrey taught me the tricks of crossword puzzles, Charlie to play tennis, Freddy to ride a bicycle, Gordon to climb trees and watch lizards, birds and ants. As I grew older, they warned me of the ways of adolescent boys, and how to defend myself against straying male hands; they taught me the secret weapons of a woman. Returning to Promised Land after a stay with my cousins would always seem dull at first. Alone there in the vast spaces of the Corentyne, I had only music and reading for entertainment, my only escape from myself. And so the two halves of my being emerged, and I moved from one to the other with ease: the sensitive, introspective, artistic me of the plantation, she who could fly to the stars with music; and the wild, outgoing, daring me of the city, she who loved the rough-and-tumble of Quint masculinity.

      But a scandal surrounded my cousins: they were all dark-skinned – various shades of dark, from the almost-white of Leo to the deep mahogany of Freddy. This was because Aunt Winnie had married George Quint, a black man. Aunt Winnie in her youth had caused the outrage of the century when she turned her back on upper-class British society to marry a poor black postman.

      The result was uproar. Snooty British society had thrown Auntie out onto the street and – sometimes literally – spat upon her. She had told me bits of her story in the past, to comfort me when I cried out my sorrow over my own rejection. ‘You can’t let others determine your worth,’ she told me. ‘If they throw you out, stand up again and go your own way. As long as you know your way is right and good – and you must make sure it is so – do it. Your value is intrinsically yours, bound up in your very humanity; believe in it, and hold your head up high.’

      That’s what she had done; while raising eight boys she had clawed her way out of rejection. She had held up her head, rolled her eyes at the snobbish ignorance of others, risen to her feet and marched on with never a vicious word of retaliation: she was now not only accepted but a highly respected icon of society. After all, only an idiot or a bigoted fool could reject a person of such overwhelming presence as Aunt Winnie. You didn’t just see her, you felt her, and it was a good feeling. She had literally charmed her way back into the English fold, never bowing to arrogance or slight, never angry, always self-assured and never compromising herself. Since Uncle George’s death, I’m told, she had truly come into her own, a pillar of strength just by being who she was. Ma Quint, everyone called her, a name she had truly earned as the matriarch of a huge and diverse family.

      I loved Aunt Winnie, almost as much as I loved Mama, and I loved staying with her and the boys. But Mama wouldn’t visit; she never did, and I didn’t know why. Mama and Auntie had the most strained relationship imaginable. When asked why they each gave a different reason.

      ‘Yoyo and I have a different opinon on how Promised Land should be run,’ was Aunt Winnie’s explanation of the discord between her sister and herself. ‘Your mother is a bit of a tyrant, Grace. She exploits her workers. Your Oma tried to change her but couldn’t. I’m quite happy to call a truce but Yoyo doesn’t believe in truces; you’re either friend or foe.’

      ‘It has to do with your Oma,’ Mama said. ‘It’s not right when a mother prefers one child above the other. Your Oma always preferred Winnie and that of course led to tensions. We can’t help it; we don’t like each other.’

      But I knew for sure that the ‘not liking’ part was entirely on Mama’s shoulders. Aunt Winnie was a lady who calmed troubled waters, who couldn’t harbour a grudge against a single soul. Perhaps it was true, that Oma favoured Aunt Winnie; but surely that wasn’t Auntie’s fault? Surely, now that Oma was safely back in Austria and out of the way, the path was clear for them to make amends?

      Sometimes I wished Auntie was my mother, not Mama. I would have loved to grow up with eight brothers. In town. My life would have been so very different. But I couldn’t entertain such thoughts. They were unfair to Mama; they were disloyal. But oh – how lonely my life was out here! There was nothing to do, except play the piano and read books. I had never been to a proper ball. Never been escorted to the cinema by a young man. The young men I met from our neighbouring estates were British, and white, and I knew without words that I could never aspire to a romance with one of them, much less marriage. Mama had warned me early enough; when it came to marriage, she said, my prospects were limited. No British family of any standing would allow me in as a bride. British Guiana society was carefully layered; there was a real danger that I would have to marry down: a Portuguese businessman, for instance, or a man from the coloured upper-middle class.

      ‘That’s just the way it is,’ she said. ‘But there’s still hope. What you must do is this: ensnare a wealthy white man of independent means, even if he’s a bit older. Make him fall desperately for you. Other women have done it so why can’t you? You’re beautiful enough; men can’t resist beauty. And those older men, they aren’t so fussy. They do marry coloured women; they’re considered particularly exotic. You can get one of those. Never marry down, Mary Grace. Your Aunt Winnie did, and see where it got her.’

      In my eyes, it had got her far: she had a lovely big house in a nice part of town and eight bright and handsome sons. Uncle George had died before I could get to know him, but I knew from the way the way everyone spoke of him that he had been a good father and husband, loved by all, who had risen above his ordained place in society. I opened my mouth to tell Mama all this, but she cut me off and said, ‘Anyway, to get back to the subject, darling: this is the reason why I can’t let you play piano to entertain guests at the Georgetown Club. It’s awfully impertinent – downright rude – of Mr Foot to even suggest such a thing. An insult to me! He wouldn’t dare ask one of the young daughters of the other board members to do such a thing. Who does he think you are, some Parisian chorus girl kicking up her legs at the Moulin Rouge?’

      ‘Mama! It’s not a bit like that!’

      ‘It certainly is! It’s paid entertainment. It is what it is. Who else is entertaining?’

      ‘Well – he said a calypsonian, and a steel band.’

      ‘There! See? That’s exactly the insult.’

      I realised that we had reached a stalemate. Mama had dug in her heels. Mama’s pride was inviolable: offend her once and that was the end of all negotiations. I had only one weapon left in my arsenal. I burst into tears.

      ‘You’re so mean!’ I sobbed. ‘This is my only chance! I’ll never get to play in public again, never!’

      She reached out for me, tried to embrace me, comfort me. Mama could never abide my tears. ‘Oh darling!’ she said. ‘You play in public all the time! Look at Christmas – everyone loved your playing. You brought our carol singing to life! And I’m sure you’ll get other invitations, at Albion and Dieu Merci, when they have dinner parties and so on. People love musicians, and—’

      I wrestled myself from her grasp, and continued to bawl.

      ‘It’s not the same! I don’t want to play these stupid little songs. “Oh My Darling Clementine” and “Daisy Daisy” – I’m sick of it! I want to play Bach, and Mozart, and Chopin! I want to play for people who would appreciate it. The Governor! And – and this new fellow from England. I want to make my mark!’

      Between sobs I managed to get it all out. I had to show her how serious this was. How important to my life. All the hours I had spent at that piano, perfecting my art: they had to pay out at some point. Mama didn’t understand music, and didn’t appreciate it: more often than not, she told me to stop because she couldn’t stand the din. The din! She called Mozart a din! ‘I need earplugs!’ she’d complain when I played in the evening, and request that I sing ‘She’ll be Coming Round the Mountain’ or some other nonsense instead.

      ‘I don’t have a musical bone in my body,’ she’d laugh, as if it were something to be proud of, and those were the times I most longed for Auntie Winnie and Oma Ruth. Mama even acknowledged that I’d have been better off with them. ‘You get your musicality from the Birnbaums,’ she once said. ‘The Austrian side of the family.’ Oma, Ruth Birnbaum, was originally from Austria, from Salzburg. She had fallen desperately in love with my grandfather and married him and come out here to be with him. She had returned to Austria when I was twelve, to care for her ageing father.

      ‘Except that I’m adopted – so no relation!’ I reminded her.

      ‘Well… these things aren’t necessarily genetic,’ she then said, ‘it’s also programming. Oma Ruth taught you when you were a young child. All the modern psychologists say that nurture is more important than nature. Oma Ruth gave you the impulse, and the rest was your own hard work.’

      Now, as I sobbed my heart out, hands over my eyes, I could see between my fingers that she was softening. Mama could not bear to see me in pain, and though my disappointment now was genuine, I exaggerated my distress. She was helpless against tears if they came from me.

      ‘Darling…’ she said, reaching for me; but again I wriggled away.

      ‘Please, Mama. Please, please, please! Let me go. I don’t care if they insult me, I truly don’t care. I’ll play so well they’ll only have admiration afterwards. They’ll applaud me, and you as well. I promise you, Mama. I’m good, I really am!’

      ‘Well, I wouldn’t know what good was if it screamed into my ear!’ she said. ‘But at least it’s piano and not violin. When Winnie used to play that screechy thing, I would run out of the house – it was like a donkey braying!’

      I wanted to defend Auntie Winnie, who played the most beautiful violin music, but I thought better of it. Mama was on the verge of capitulating. I gave one more heartbreaking sob.

      ‘It’s the most important thing in my life!’ I bawled.

      She sighed then, and I knew I’d won.

      ‘Oh well, all right then. But—’ I leapt from my chair and threw my arms around her. ‘Thank you, Mama! Thank you, thank you! I love you so much!’ And I showered her with so many kisses that now she was the one pushing me away, trying not to smile and failing.

      ‘But that means I’ll have to come as well. I can’t let you go on your own, to face those hyenas at the Georgetown Club. They won’t dare insult you to your face if I’m with you.’

      ‘Oh yes, Mama – I want you there! Please come. And then you’ll see how good I am!’

      ‘Well, I don’t know about that. I can’t tell the difference between dulcet and discord, but I suppose you’ll need some support.’

      She sighed again. ‘I suppose you’ll need a new dress too. I can’t let you go in rags.’
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      The following week, Mr Foot came over from Albion to discuss the repertoire. He explained that, having given the matter some thought, he had decided that I was to be the star musician of the evening; that I was to offer a whole hour of playing. The others – the calypso singer and the steel band – would act as an introduction.

      ‘Has the SPA board agreed yet?’ I asked, quite suspicious; suspicious, not of him, but the board.

      ‘Not yet,’ replied Mr Foot. ‘But I’ll explain it all to them. You see, I don’t want to overwhelm Mr Campbell with local music. I’m sure his taste is far more sophisticated than that. The calypsonian and the steel band – they are just a taster, a bit of exotic native culture. If you can even call that kind of music culture. If you can even call it music.’

      ‘Oh, I adore good steel band music!’ I cried. ‘It can be rousing at times, but also so soothing – and isn’t it wonderful how they can extract such beautiful sounds out of old steel drums? I’ve even heard them play Bach – it was really good!’

      Mr Foot shrugged. ‘If you say so; you’re the musician. But let’s get around to the repertoire. It should be appropriate. Nothing too demanding – we don’t want you making mistakes, do we? Let’s keep it simple. A few pretty, feminine pieces; perhaps some evening tunes to delight the company. What do you suggest? Perhaps you can give me a few examples of pieces you are most competent at.’

      I duly obliged and offered a few suggestions, playing them for him: Beethoven’s ‘Moonlight Sonata’ and ‘Für Elise’, Mozart’s Eine Kleine Nachtmusik, a few Chopin nocturnes. He found them all delightful. Bending down close to my face, he tra-la-laed merrily along with the Mozart, and hummed with the Chopin, and generally made a brave attempt to show off his appreciation.

      ‘It’s all perfectly wonderful, my dear!’ he exclaimed. ‘I am unable to choose – you make your choice, and let me know in a week’s time, and I’ll have a programme printed. Such a gifted girl you are! And beautiful, too! I’m sure many men have told you you’re beautiful…’

      We were standing by this time and he took a step closer to me; I feared he’d kiss my cheek, and took a step back. And that was the moment I first opened my eyes, and realised what I had really agreed to, and what I had missed in my eagerness for applause. I remembered the warnings of my cousins: beware of flattery, they’d said. Beware; be wary. But I hadn’t.

      A feeling of disgust, like a spider crawling down my spine, overcame me, and I stepped back even further. But he took my hands in his and pulled me close again, and squeezed them slightly. ‘My dear, this has been such a pleasure. I do feel it has brought us closer together, and perhaps you like me a little better now… just a little?’

      He squeezed my hands even tighter. His were moist, and clammy, and I pulled mine from his clasp. My cousins here would have recommended a sharp word of reproach, but all I did was to stutter out a lame response:

      ‘Mr Foot, I-I don’t think—’

      ‘I was actually wondering, my dear, if you would call me Harold, and I can call you Mary Grace? Just between us, of course; not when we’re in public.’

      I tried to conjure up all the advice my cousins had given me for just such situations. Pull away, stand up straight, glare at him. If he insults you, give him a slap. Never show weakness. But all that emerged from my lips were more weak stutterings.

      ‘Mr Foot, I-I don’t think that would be appropriate. I-I-I’m so grateful to you, b-b-but—’

      ‘It’s all right, my dear, no need to explain. I do understand; I have daughters myself, after all, and I do know how delicate you females are in such matters. I won’t insist for the time being. I am content to be patient. And one must always be aware of etiquette. But maybe you could think of me as Harold; and I shall think of you as Mary Grace. Is that a possibility?’

      ‘Please, Mr Foot – I don’t want—’ I said. Mama entered the music room just then, and Mr Foot quickly dropped my hands and spoke in a jovial voice.

      ‘Then it’s all agreed, Miss Smedley-Cox. I’m so pleased, and I look forward to the reception. I can see it’s going to be a proper little concert. Mrs Smedley-Cox, your daughter will be the star of the night!’

      ‘I should hope so,’ said Mama, and immediately began a conversation on plantation business. That was Mama: nothing but business in her mind. I slipped away unobtrusively. And, much as I looked forward to my debut concert – because Mr Foot had called it that and so would I – from now on, I knew for certain that I had bitten off more than I could chew. And I wondered if it was worth it.

      

      ‘You must have a beautiful dress!’ said Mama. ‘You must be the most sensationally gorgeous female in the room. You must outshine all those insipid plantation daughters. You must demonstrate to that chinless new chap that you might be not quite of his class but you have class of a different calibre. Because you do.’

      ‘Mama, it’s not about my looks, it’s about my playing!’

      But Mama was incapable of understanding. For her, the concert, as with life itself, was all about competition, and as she was no judge of music, it was to be about feminine wiles, female attraction, a matter with which she was well acquainted. Mama, in her mid-thirties, was still a beauty: her hair dark blonde, her skin golden, her eyes blue, she was well aware of how to use her appearance as a weapon. Men admired her, and she basked in their admiration, and flirted. However, she was securely married, to an American, Geoffrey Burton, who chose to spend most of his time in Louisiana, where he owned a sugar plantation. Sometimes he came to visit her, visit us, and at those times Mama truly blossomed; but she refused to live in America – because of me, she said. Racism there was even worse than in BeeGee. I loved her all the more for that decision. And so she lived in a long-distance marriage, for my sake. She even kept the name of her first husband, Smedley, after marriage, for me, so that we would both have the same name, Smedley-Cox. I did not like Uncle Geoff, as I called him, at all. And it was mutual. We tolerated each other, though; always polite, we survived our times as a pretend family.

      But I could see that Mama used both her beauty and her dominating personality to forge her path; men tended to capitulate at such a combination. I saw with my own eyes how she with singular force edged herself not only into a position as a sugar planter but to her place on the board of the SPA and how men melted before her. And it was Mama’s great disappointment that I would never be considered in the same way. How could I be, touched by the tarbrush as I was?

      ‘You’re too docile!’ Mama complained again and again. ‘All this music and reading and walks in the garden, floating up on cloud nine – it’s turning you into a jellyfish. At your age I was riding out into the fields and showing the labourers that I was the new boss. I carried a whip, even if I never used it. You need some of that spirit. You need Haare auf die Zähne – hair on your teeth!’

      Hair on your teeth – a German expression, apparently, for toughness, one of the few expressions Mama had decided to memorise from the language taught her by her Austrian mother. Alas, my teeth were still smooth and white, and I knew for sure I’d never wield a whip, not even for show. But Mama’s demands on my character did nothing to improve my sense of worth. She did not hesitate to call me names: cream puff, and milksop, and, her favourite, jellyfish. I never bothered to remind her that a jellyfish was hardly a pushover – they might often lie on the seashore, seemingly innocuous in their transparent stillness, but step on one and the sting could lame you for days. Mama, however, was oblivious to such fine arguments and I often wondered how a woman as intelligent as she could be so ignorant as to believe that calling a child names could ever encourage that child to switch character. She wanted to turn me into a version of herself, and her failure to do so was her biggest frustration. And this concert, it seemed, now that she had acquiesced to it, was to be turned into the battlefield on which I would finally triumph.

      ‘We’ll show them!’ she said now. ‘A combination of your playing and your beauty and this dress – they’ll know who they are dealing with, even if they’ll never admit it!’

      ‘Mama, I just want the opportunity to play in public, that’s all. It’s all very well to play for myself; music makes me so happy. But I want to make others happy too.’

      ‘Even the people who insult you? Who reject and disdain you?’

      ‘Yes, Mama, especially them. I want to show them they are wrong. I want to show them it’s what inside that counts, and the only way is through music. Music is my very soul, Mama. It’s the only way I can make myself heard. It’s the only way I can actually be myself.’

      Mama shrugged. ‘I’ll never understand this music business. It’s a foreign language to me, like Chinese or something. I blame your grandmother – she’s the one who put music into your head. A useless hobby, but she and Winnie – well, you take after them. I remember when we were children: your Oma Ruth filled the house with music. That piano we had then; her parents sent it all the way from Salzburg. And she and Papa used to roll back the carpets and dance, and we would all dance with them. Those were the days – so innocent. I suppose childhood days are always pure. And then…’

      She shrugged, as if to shake off the past. I knew a little of that past; how the rot had set in and it all went downhill, ending with the fire that destroyed the Promised Land plantation house as well as Oma’s precious piano.

      ‘I should have put my foot down. Music is weakness, and she encouraged it. I should have taken control, taken you out into the fields with me more, raised you to be a planter. Really, I should be putting my foot down. I don’t understand it, but if it’s what you want, my darling…’

      ‘Yes, Mama. It’s all I want.’

      

      Mama decided that I should wear a dress of emerald green silk to the concert. Green, after all, was her favourite colour, and though I had little sense of fashion, style was Mama’s forte, so green it had to be. She and I chose the material together at an East Indian fabric shop in New Amsterdam; we bought a whole skein of Indian silk, because the dress was to have a full skirt and puffed half-sleeves and be simply stunning.

      ‘It sets off perfectly the gold of your skin,’ Mama said at the fitting, stroking my arm. It was such a strange thing; I was always being praised for the colour of my skin (So golden! As if it has trapped the sunlight!) and yet it was exactly this that made of me an outcast. This was the strange English reasoning. How could a thing – skin – be beautiful and enviable, and simultaneously the very thing for which one is rejected? It made no sense. But so little did in the world I lived in.

      Mama whipped out a tape measure and she and Katie and the private dressmaker she had engaged began their prodding and poking and pinning all over again. We were in a bit of a hurry – the concert was the following weekend, and we would be travelling to Georgetown on Thursday. Mama and I were to stay at the Park Hotel, as usual. I had begged to be allowed to stay at Aunt Winnie’s, but Mama had, once again, refused. I never understood why we could not both stay there – after all, they were sisters – but we never did. Even so, why could not I, who loved them all and was loved in return, stay there, and Mama stay at the hotel? Why didn’t they get on, anyway? But that seemed just another secret I was too young to understand.

      When I was a child it had been different. Mama had allowed me to live with them once for a month, and visit for weekends; but the older I grew, the more questions I asked, the more she restricted those visits. Now, I had not been to town for over a year, and my cousins had not come up to visit for longer than that. It’s said that every family has its secrets, and we are no exception: the Coxes, the Smedleys, the Quints. One day, I would know the whole truth. But right now, I had a performance to prepare for; the performance of my life, and at least I would be seeing them all again when we were in Georgetown, my aunt and my cousins – what remained of them. A couple of Aunt Winnie’s eight sons had gone off to England to study. I had lost track of who was where; but I was almost as excited about seeing them all again as I was about the concert.
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