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You run fast alongside the red brick public road, feet flashing over grass and earth and stones. Today they’re encased in white nylon socks and brown polished shoes because today you’re leaving the village. For good. Still your legs move easy. You were born on this piece of earth. On these open spaces.


A minute ago you darted out of the shingle-roof cottage, possessed by the urge to see the old backdam one more time. The weeks of restless excitement now swim before your eyes like a block of pure loss.


You run, past the small cakeshop, covered in a skin of red dust, shelves almost empty, only a few jaw-breaking pieces of cornsticks, some coconut buns, perhaps some mauby.


You run, past the wide stretch of water on your right, always tempting you to run straight in and become part of it. Past a few more houses, set far in from the road, half-hidden by the branches of tamarind and mango trees. Past Cousin Nel, the biggest house in the village, unpainted, dark, a heap of coconut husk and shells at the front. The smell of copra and coconut oil from the rambling uneven yard.


You come to the narrow dam swinging off from the road, the familiar turning, feet now crushing lumps of dark moist earth, leaving deep footprints behind.


You come to the ditch covered with floating, slimy moss. You take it with a flying leap, as usual scorning the heavy wooden plank across it. The earth this side covered with bramble and other bush. The bramble engrave your arms with thin scratches, strings of sweetheart attach themselves to your socks. A green iguana dart across your path like a big lizard and disappear with a rustle into the green.


Then you come to the long wooden fence and squeeze yourself through the narrow gap. A few more yards and you’re standing in your portion of the backdam. No, not your portion any longer. Your father sold it less than two weeks ago to that old terror, Mr Watson, always running somebody off his land, putting red paint on the mangoes on his tree to scare off people. Everybody in the village own a piece of backdam.


You stand there breathing in the damp musty smell of the earth and trees, half-stifling half-sweet. The earth is covered in old leaves. You gaze at the trees around you. The fat twisting mango tree already bearing some tiny green mangoes. The thought come that they’ll hardly be ripe before August.


But the jamoon tree laden with bunches of small purple fruits, deep purple, almost black looking in the morning sunshine. Today you don’t feel like eating any, but against your will your hands reach out to circle the smooth white trunk. You shake hard, starting a downpour of jamoons and pieces of dry mud from the marabunta nests you’ve just shattered. The jamoons fall, splashing the earth with their bloody juice and the brown marabuntas overtake you, as if your body is a kind of magnet.


You never shake the jamoon tree. You always use the long wooden stick with the nail at the end to coax down the bunches of fruit. Today you’d forgotten.


You leave, running blindly from the stings of the spiteful marabuntas, some still clinging to the skin of your neck and face.


As you head home you feel the hot burning, the slow spreading swelling. Then you hear your father calling, ‘Gem, Gem.’


The family bags and suitcases already out at the gate. Everything set for Georgetown. You see them all through a haze of tears.
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It seemed as if they’d spent much more than ten years in the village. The village, which was just thirty miles outside of Georgetown, was low and flat and this could have been the reason for the ironic name, ‘Highdam’. Lowdam, Mud-dam or Crabdam would all have been better.


Highdam gave the impression of being more water than land. But this wasn’t really so. It only looked that way because the water, brown, heavy and smooth, was right up front while the dry pasture lands and stretches of fruit trees lay at the back of the village and weren’t readily seen.


Gem’s father, Archie Walcott, had gone to Highdam to take charge of what surely must have been the rowdiest school in the British colonial educational system. But it was there and the conscience of the administration was clear. They had provided for the people.


The people of Highdam saw in the school, a low, narrow discoloured building, not so much a place of learning as a symbol of their own importance. The nearby villages had no schools, so the people who lived there, mostly East Indians, were forced to send their children to the Highdam Methodist School. In a way they valued it more.


Highdam itself was looked on as a black community, but many of the people were a blend of more than one race, skins ranging from light and reddish browns to shiny charcoal. Everybody was somehow blood-related to everybody else and it wasn’t uncommon to find nieces expecting for uncles, and quite common for cousin to marry cousin, making them a bit clannish and unruly, Archie Walcott thought.


East Indian cartmen had their mango carts toppled over just for fun when passing through Highdam. Drivers going through the village had to be extra careful about knocking over cows and sheep. No questions were asked. The driver was simply dragged from his vehicle and beaten up. So they took it easy on the Highdam home stretch.


In a way Highdam expired the breath of raw life. The air was always saturated with the vapour of the salt water, and always there were many scents. Of fresh mud and fish, cows and pigs and scalding milk. When the rain fell, the heavy soil sizzled and the vegetation steamed, making everything into a living sea of odour.


Farming and fishing were the mainstay of the village, the women mostly catching the fish and shrimps and the men looking after the soil and cattle. The women tied their heads and hauled for shrimps in groups, standing waist deep in the water, laughing and exchanging talk as the water moved between their legs like heavy brown silk, caressing their thighs and hips with a voluptuous pleasure.


When the salt water came right in, fish like huri and patwa floundered at their very back doors. Children were in their element when this happened. With little or no effort they grabbed the slippery, half-stunned fishes with bare hands, gleefully popping them into old baskets and tins.


Catching crabs was fun too. When the water receded, leaving a patchwork of cracks and holes, people stole along the shoreline just before dawn. While the stars looked down from their faraway isolation, they padded the shore with torchlights, buckets and grassknives in hand. Everybody spoke in hushed voices, watching the flat red crabs emerge hesitantly, then deftly they brought their grassknives down with a fatal crack.


After a day in the backdam or pasture, the men, returning from their solitary ways, trudged home late in the evening with the cattle or hoe, scorched and mud-dried but not without a sense of accomplishment.


Apart from a few late-nighters who visited friends to old talk (usually about jumbies and other kinds of supernaturals), most people retired to bed by eight, leaving a dark village with the occasional far-off sound of a braying donkey.


Life was like that when Archie Walcott went to Highdam with his family. At the time he was still in his prime and had gone about rehabilitating the school with his new firm hand.


Tall and straight with dark brown distinctive features, it was his eyes that had caught his wife. They were greyish brown and filled with an indescribable quality that had something to do with pain.


Archie was given a shingle-roofed cottage that faced the water to live in and his only regret was that it was in the school compound which made it seem like an extension of the school.


In those early days he faced many conflicts. He found both teachers and pupils ‘a lawless bunch’, as he liked to describe them. The pupils, though he could hardly consider some of them by that mild term, had the gall to present themselves for classes after staying away for months on end. They gave no excuses but took their places behind the shaky desks, legs spread defiantly apart, patches of bare brown and black buttocks pressed down into their seats.


The women teachers who lived nearby, as they nearly all did, divided their attention equally between teaching and cooking pot at home. They saw nothing wrong in putting some sums on the board and slipping home, then slipping back in again.


At registration time teachers called pupils by their nicknames. ‘Mother-Mice?’ a teacher would call and a plump little girl, fitting the description to a ‘T’, with her protruding tummy would immediately stand up, answering, ‘Present, Miss’. It was also common to hear names like Man-Man, Boy-Blue, Robin-Redbreast or whatever emerged out of the village imagination. Archie himself was christened with the name ‘Turkey Cock’ though it was a long time before he became aware of it.


When it rained hard the entire schoolyard became a brown sea with the dingy white school and cottage suspended in the middle. At these times teachers left their shoes at home and paraded barefoot before their classes. Some of the East Indian children came rowing to school in small overcrowded boats. There was a lot of noise and laughter when they fell overboard and were fished out dripping.


In the mid-days sheep, goats and pigs stormed the schoolyard. It was the custom of the children who ate in school to give them their ‘left-left’ food.


Archie Walcott called many staff meetings. He spoke long and earnestly. He let it be known he would stand no nonsense. He was amazed at the teachers’ habit of slipping in and out of school. He believed in a full day’s work for a full day’s pay. Teacher Mary, the stout, high-bosomed lady who acted as head prior to his arrival, listened to all his new plans and instructions in an ominous silence, arms folded, nostrils flared to indicate her resentment.


He said that teachers had to walk with their shoes on at all times and must refrain from calling children by their nicknames. They had to start preparing ‘Notes of Lessons’ again and submit them for inspection. He insisted on punctuality. Thrice a week he conducted the school in singing, waving his cane like a wand.


Pupils who stayed away for long periods without a good excuse would be written off the register, he told the entire school. He wasn’t concerned if they had to help their parents in the rice field. Education was more important than rice and coconuts. Once education was in their heads nobody could take it away from them.


More than half of the desks and benches were broken or shaky. He managed to get some new desks and benches through the Methodist manager. He didn’t know how they expected these things to last forever.


Classes which formerly ran into each other in a haphazard fashion were separated by blackboard screens. Within a term of taking over, one of the older bullies was expelled. Archie ignored the sinister repercussions.


One morning he woke to find a dead dog lying stiff across the front door of his home. Two weeks later he noticed that his front door seemed to be perforated by a lot of small holes. On closer inspection, digging a small screwdriver into one of them, he discovered that they were made by shotgun pellets. And one morning when he went across to school he found that the platform where he sat was covered in fresh cow dung.


After this initiation, however, things began to calm down and with the help of his Sunday sermons and his wife’s charm the family fitted into the fabric of the village.


Clara Walcott had plenty of charm – some people had it and some people didn’t. The women took to her because she looked at them with original eyes. She also laughed a lot. In fact, she had the greatest difficulty in controlling her laughter which always came on those solemn occasions when she knew it was the last thing she ought to be doing, a childhood throwback which she hadn’t outgrown. Sometimes she saw it as a kind of disease she had to battle with. Burning with embarrassment, she would bite her lower lip until a deep spot of blood showed through the sensitive skin.


She had to slip through the side door of the school the very first Sunday they attended church there. The preacher, a short stocky red man, kept on imploring them not to be caterpillars but to be butterflies. ‘Let us nat be content with the life of sin and darkness, my friends. Let us strive towards de higha life. Let us not be content to be kyattapillas. Don’t be a kyattapilla, my friends. I say be a buttafly,’ he screamed.


Archie had resigned himself to her laughter, treating it the way one would treat the sudden giggling fit of a small child, simply waiting until it had spent itself.


It was the water that gave shape to the land, the water that softened the hot dry landscape. In the mornings Clara stood at the back window and watched the cows swimming across the water to graze on the higher side of the pasture. Small boys held on to cowtails and were carried along with them. White gauldings, skimming the water for small fish, sometimes followed the swimming cows, swooping down on them to pick the ticks from their backs.


It was always the people who made Clara like a place or not and she liked the Highdam people. She liked the women. They spoilt her, bringing her a share of fish and shrimps whenever they went hauling. They liked her craving for womantalk and roots magic, the way she sat there drinking in each word, her eyes imbuing them with a feeling of specialness long forgotten.


Rose, who lived across the road, came over almost every day, her bumptious behind shifting behind her, her huskyvoiced ‘Eeeee Oooooh’ singing her arrival.


Rose told her of the times between she and her dead husband, Balty. He was a pork-knocker when she met him. She was young and brazen at the time. When people hear she was going to marry him, they say she now meet whey she going. She never meet another man with a tool like him. After they marry he lock her in the house for three days. For three days she din’t see the road. All he could think of was wife and more wife. Some of the young boys in the village used to pass the house up and down, pelting stones on the roof and bawling out, ‘Youall come outa dere.’ She feel so shame to walk the road after. But that wasn’t all. The man used to thief things and give her. Gold chain, gold bracelet, gold earrings. When she walking down the road with them proud-proud, people would come up to her just like that and unhook dey earrings and chain. They wasn’t really vexed with her, they only wanted their jewellery back. Then when the man come home and see her standing there goldless he would sigh and seh, ‘Rosie, they tek am? I did thief am. I did thief am.’


Archie didn’t like Clara becoming so familiar with the Highdam people. Already the women had started to call her by her first name instead of Mrs Walcott.


Once he walked into the bedroom and found Rose anointing Clara’s belly. Rose looked uneasy but went on massaging the soft, supple, creamy flesh which she was treating for narah, her short expert fingers moving with slow circular motions around the uneven dome, an open bottle of coconut oil beside the bed, and a piece of string which she had used for measuring between Clara’s navel and nipples.


Archie glanced at his wife’s face and was surprised to see that it was free from embarrassment. He pursed his lips and left the room, feeling on the edge of all this womanness.


They would do anything for her, men and women alike. She always had this effect on people. Archie resented all the time she spent with these women, always in his house, and was annoyed with the fact she thought them so important. He had caught her picking lice from Vee’s head, sitting there on the back steps with her dress folded between her legs just like them, parting the hair and carefully picking out each louse and putting it into a small cocoa tin.


But she wasn’t like them, he thought, and it had nothing to do with the lightness of her complexion or her neat features and compact small body. There was a kind of refinement that seemed to absolve her from anything, even picking lice. It was a quality of humaneness, a generosity of herself, that was strange to his own nature.


Maybe that was why they liked her. He didn’t know. At times he was cynical. She was a good-looking woman, fifteen years younger than he was and her own carefree nature made the difference seem even greater. Also, she didn’t feel herself better than anyone, so who wouldn’t like her?


Whenever they quarrelled he told her that life had been too easy for her. The only child of doting parents, she didn’t have anything to do but play the piano and entertain her friends in their city home, he would say.


They didn’t quarrel often but whenever they did he was left shaken by her fury. All her resentments, which nobody would think she could harbour, came to the surface. A blue vein rose up in her forehead. Her hands shook, picking up and putting down things. Her wide mouth with its touch of sensuality curled with scorn, her voice mocking. She knew only too well why life had given her such a good childhood. It was making up in advance for the hardships she knew she was going to face with him.




On moonlight nights your room pale, like just before morning. At times you’re tricked by it, thinking it almost morning, but then you always remember.


You remember him out there too. Standing with his legs astride the road. Tall-tall, with his throwback head gazing up at the moon. Head almost touching the moon. But only a fool would try to pass between his legs. Only a fool who want to die would try to slip past between them and give him the chance of snapping his legs together, crushing them flatter than a bake. That was the moongazer for you.


And outside you know the water is a smooth silvery plain. You could see her, the fair maid, combing the strands of her long hair with her comb of pure gold. If she drop the comb, as they’re always doing, and if you happen to find it next morning then you have the chance of becoming the richest person on earth, because she’ll give you anything to get it back. Anything.


Jumbies, on the other hand, like dark night so you have to be careful about that too. Like if you’re coming home late one night and a jumbie following you (you know this from the swelling in your head), you mustn’t go through your door backing him. Turn around and walk in back to front, facing him, giving a long suck teeth. Jumbies don’t like kindness. You have to curse them and tell them ’bout their rotten navel. You know because your mother treated a jumbie kindly once and nearly died for it.


That was years ago when she was getting you. She told you the story many times. You were nearly not born.


It was an afternoon around sixish when darkness was just beginning to come. Your mother was between two minds. Whether to use the toilet bucket in her bedroom or to go all the way down to the pit latrine which was right at the back of the yard, behind the school.


As it was still fairly light she decided to use the latrine and walked slowly down with her round heavy belly. But even before she got there she could see that the door of the latrine was half open. But she didn’t take it for anything and when she got there she was just about to push the door right back and step inside when she saw this old East Indian man, all dressed in his white dhoti, sitting on the seat.


She was embarrassed and pulled back the door very quickly, saying, ‘Goodnight, Oh, I’m very sorry.’ Then she turned and began to make her way quickly to the house, because the strangest feeling was coming over her, as if she was being stifled by tobacco fumes. And suddenly she remembered that the man sitting on the latrine had no feet. After that she knew nothing more. It was Dinah who found her, lying near the foot of the steps in a dead faint.


When the Highdam people heard about it next day they quarrel with her for being so stupid. A woman expecting had to be extra careful. Evil spirits were always on the lookout for a new body to enter. She should have cursed the old wretch stinking.


And Aunt May make you feel frighten about losing your shadow. People have three shadows, she say. A long one, a medium-size one and a short one. Evil people could trap one of your shadows, making you get sick, keeping it until you got finer and finer, like a stick, until you died.
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As a child Archie was very devoted to his mother. He was her one child, born and raised on the country’s windswept Essequibo Coast. His mother was a tall, dark woman, full of the qualities of the women at that time, faith and forbearance, cut and contrivance. She had a little East Indian blood in her, maybe a little Amerindian too, according to her friends. She wore her long, thick black hair in a fat roll at the back of her head.


Archie’s father was a carpenter, an African man who already had a child by a wealthier coloured woman when he married Archie’s mother. The wealthier woman’s family, it appeared, didn’t want him to have anything to do with their daughter.


Like most of the earth’s people, they were very poor and after school Archie would work in a blacksmith’s shop to bring in a little extra. He received twelve pence a week. But in spite of the poverty, his mother insisted that he should wear shoes to school, unlike the other schoolboys his age. Archie did his best to care for them for her sake. He restrained himself from kicking the bricks along the bricky public road and walked on the smoother parts. This and the shoes made the other boys feel he was a mother’s boy, a sissy.


They taunted, provoked and pushed him. This went on for quite a while. Archie knew that complaining to his teacher or mother was useless. So one day he decided to pretend that he was going mad which the boys didn’t give him credit for. He pulled out his leather belt from around his waist and began to chase them all across the country-side, lashing them wildly about their heads and backs, lashing and lashing, until all the weeks and months of repressed anger had come out, leaving him completely exhausted.


After that they left him alone. One or two even became his friends.


Then his father built a cakeshop under the house and things were a little better, but shortly after his mother died. He was twelve at the time, big enough to feel the weight of his loss.


And when he was in a particular frame of mind Archie would relate what happened to him shortly after his mother died:


One dark rainy night he was doing his homework at the table with the aid of a wicker lamp. He was alone upstairs as his father was still below, building a new counter for the shop. The wind was making all kinds of strange noises, tearing at the flapping zinc sheet on their roof.


He was doing his best to concentrate on his arithmetic when he heard footsteps coming up the stairs. At first he thought they were his father’s, but the steps sounded lighter. When nobody opened the door, however, he dismissed it as part of his childish imagination. But a few moments later he became uneasily aware of another presence in the room. He stopped working and sat very still but he could feel the presence behind him coming nearer and nearer.
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