



[image: image]









[image: ]






 


Hachette UK’s policy is to use papers that are natural, renewable and recyclable products and made from wood grown in sustainable forests. The logging and manufacturing processes are expected to conform to the environmental regulations of the country of origin.


Orders: please contact Bookpoint Ltd, 130 Park Drive, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4SE. Telephone: (44) 01235 827720. Fax: (44) 01235 400454. Email education@bookpoint.co.uk Lines are open from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m., Monday to Saturday, with a 24-hour message answering service. You can also order through our website: www.hoddereducation.com


ISBN 9781510414327
eISBN: 9781510411029


© Hodder & Stoughton Ltd 2017


The CXC logo® and CSEC® are registered trademarks of the Caribbean Examinations Council (CXC).


First edition published 1994
Second edition published 2005 by Pearson Education Ltd, published from 2015 by
Hodder Education
This edition published 2017 by Hodder Education


An Hachette UK Company
Carmelite House
50 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DZ
www.hoddereducation.com


Impression number    10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1


Year      2021  2020  2019  2018  2017


All rights reserved. Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, no part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying and recording, or held within any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher or under licence from the Copyright Licensing Agency Limited. Further details of such licences (for reprographic reproduction) may be obtained from the Copyright Licensing Agency Limited, Saffron House, 6–10 Kirby Street, London EC1N 8TS.


Typeset by Integra Software Services Pvt. Ltd., Pondicherry, India


Cover illustration by Mehrdokht Amini


Printed and bound in the UK


A catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library.





Preface to students


Dear students,


In this third edition of A World of Prose we have increased the number of stories to 25 and we have replaced seven of the stories from the earlier edition. The selections we have added include some stories from recent publications by Caribbean authors. The stories in this anthology are all good examples of the short-story genre* and they reflect the cultural diversity of the countries from which the writers come. This contributes to the overall richness of the collection. Each story is well crafted, and the events are narrated with economy and subtlety of language. In many instances the main characters of the stories are young people who have arrived at an important moment of their lives. You will find that you can empathise and perhaps even identify with some of them.


As with the second edition, we have included a higher proportion of West Indian stories. Those we have chosen use a variety of styles and, in all cases, the subject matter is interesting and not difficult to understand. However, the material is challenging enough to generate serious discussion and it provides scope for the kinds of analysis that CXC requires you to do.


We have not organised the stories around a single unifying theme, and we have not imposed a rigid format on the sequencing of the stories. However, in our selection we have tried to indicate the range of tone and nuance that exemplifies a good narrative style. We hope that the information on each short story that is included at the back of the book will help you to become more familiar with the short-story form, and will be useful to you as you try to interpret and analyse the stories. The section ‘What is a short story?’ explores the different components or building blocks of this literary form, while the ‘Glossary of terms’ provides useful explanations of difficult words and phrases associated with it.


In addition, we have included brief notes and questions on each story. The notes provide you with biographical information about the authors. The questions are not exhaustive and do not cover all aspects of the stories that deserve comment and discussion. We have deliberately refrained from providing a long list of questions because we do not want to suggest that only the points we have raised are the ones worthy of discussion. Our questions focus on areas that will, through discussion with your teachers and classmates, help you to begin your exploration of the deeper levels of meaning in the stories. Once started on this process of discovery, you will, no doubt, have questions of your own that you will want to discuss.


We hope you will experience many hours of enjoyment from reading these stories we have chosen for you.


Hazel Simmons-McDonald and Mark McWatt


* For definitions of words used in this anthology, see the ‘Glossary of terms’ on page 218.





Raymond’s Run



Toni Cade Bambara


I don’t have much work to do around the house like some girls. My mother does that. And I don’t have to earn my pocket money by hustling; George runs errands for the big boys and sells Christmas cards. And anything else that’s got to get done, my father does. All I have to do in life is mind my brother Raymond, which is enough.


Sometimes I slip and say my little brother Raymond. But as any fool can see he’s much bigger and he’s older too. But a lot of people call him my little brother cause he needs looking after cause he’s not quite right. And a lot of smart mouths got lots to say about that too, especially when George was minding him. But now, if anybody has anything to say to Raymond, anything to say about his big head, they have to come by me. And I don’t play the dozens or believe in standing around with somebody in my face doing a lot of talking. I much rather just knock you down and take my chances even if I am a little girl with skinny arms and a squeaky voice, which is how I got the name Squeaky. And if things get too rough, I run. And as anybody can tell you, I’m the fastest thing on two feet.


There is no track meet that I don’t win the first place medal. I used to win the twenty-yard dash when I was a little kid in kindergarten. Nowadays, it’s the fifty-yard dash. And tomorrow I’m subject to run the quarter-meter relay all by myself and come in first, second, and third. The big kids call me Mercury cause I’m the swiftest thing in the neighbourhood. Everybody knows that – except two people who know better, my father and me. He can beat me to Amsterdam Avenue with me having a two fire-hydrant headstart and him running with his hands in his pockets and whistling. But that’s private information. Cause can you imagine some thirty-five-year-old man stuffing himself into PAL shorts to race little kids? So as far as everyone’s concerned, I’m the fastest and that goes for Gretchen, too, who has put out the tale that she is going to win the first-place medal this year. Ridiculous. In the second place, she’s got short legs. In the third place, she’s got freckles. In the first place, no one can beat me and that’s all there is to it.


I’m standing on the corner admiring the weather and about to take a stroll down Broadway so I can practice my breathing exercises, and I’ve got Raymond walking on the inside close to the buildings, cause he’s subject to fits of fantasy and starts thinking he’s a circus performer and that the curb is a tightrope strung high in the air. And sometimes after a rain he likes to step down off his tightrope right into the gutter and slosh around getting his shoes and cuffs wet. Then I get hit when I get home. Or sometimes if you don’t watch him he’ll dash across traffic to the island in the middle of Broadway and give the pigeons a fit. Then I have to go behind him apologizing to all the old people sitting around trying to get some sun and getting all upset with the pigeons fluttering around them, scattering their newspapers and upsetting the waxpaper lunches in their laps. So I keep Raymond on the inside of me, and he plays like he’s driving a stage coach which is OK by me so long as he doesn’t run me over or interrupt my breathing exercises, which I have to do on account of I’m serious about my running, and I don’t care who knows it.


Now some people like to act like things come easy to them, won’t let on that they practice. Not me. I’ll high-prance down 34th Street like a rodeo pony to keep my knees strong even if it does get my mother uptight so that she walks ahead like she’s not with me, don’t know me, is all by herself on a shopping trip, and I am somebody else’s crazy child. Now you take Cynthia Procter for instance. She’s just the opposite. If there’s a test tomorrow, she’ll say something like, ‘Oh, I guess I’ll play handball this afternoon and watch television tonight,’ just to let you know she ain’t thinking about the test. Or like last week when she won the spelling bee for the millionth time, ‘A good thing you got “receive”, Squeaky, cause I would have got it wrong. I completely forgot about the spelling bee.’ And she’ll clutch the lace on her blouse like it was a narrow escape. Oh, brother. But of course when I pass her house on my early morning trots around the block, she is practicing the scales on the piano over and over and over and over. Then in music class she always lets herself get bumped around so she falls accidentally on purpose onto the piano stool and is so surprised to find herself sitting there that she decides just for fun to try out the ole keys. And what do you know – Chopin’s waltzes just spring out of her fingertips and she’s the most surprised thing in the world. A regular prodigy. I could kill people like that. I stay up all night studying the words for the spelling bee. And you can see me any time of day practicing running. I never walk if I can trot, and shame on Raymond if he can’t keep up. But of course he does, cause if he hangs back someone’s liable to walk up to him and get smart, or take his allowance from him, or ask him where he got that great big pumpkin head. People are so stupid sometimes.


So I’m strolling down Broadway breathing out and breathing in on counts of seven, which is my lucky number, and here comes Gretchen and her sidekicks: Mary Louise, who used to be a friend of mine when she first moved to Harlem from Baltimore and got beat up by everybody till I took up for her on account of her mother and my mother used to sing in the same choir when they were young girls, but people ain’t grateful, so now she hangs out with the new girl Gretchen and talks about me like a dog; and Rosie, who is as fat as I am skinny and has a big mouth where Raymond is concerned and is too stupid to know that there is not a big deal of difference between herself and Raymond and that she can’t afford to throw stones. So they are steady coming up Broadway and I see right away that it’s going to be one of those Dodge City scenes cause the street ain’t that big and they’re close to the buildings just as we are. First I think I’ll step into the candy store and look over the new comics and let them pass. But that’s chicken and I’ve got a reputation to consider. So then I think I’ll just walk straight on through them or even over them if necessary. But as they get to me, they slow down. I’m ready to fight, cause like I said I don’t feature a whole lot of chit-chat, I much prefer to just knock you down right from the jump and save everybody a lotta precious time.


‘You signing up for the May Day races?’ smiles Mary Louise, only it’s not a smile at all. A dumb question like that doesn’t deserve an answer. Besides, there’s just me and Gretchen standing there really, so no use wasting my breath talking to shadows.


‘I don’t think you’re going to win this time,’ says Rosie, trying to signify with her hands on her hips all salty, completely forgetting that I have whupped her behind many times for less salt than that.


‘I always win cause I’m the best,’ I say straight at Gretchen who is, as far as I’m concerned, the only one talking in this ventriloquist-dummy routine. Gretchen smiles, but it’s not a smile, and I’m thinking that girls never really smile at each other because they don’t know how and don’t want to know how and there’s probably no one to teach us how, cause grown-up girls don’t know either. Then they all look at Raymond who has just brought his mule team to a standstill. And they’re about to see what trouble they can get into through him.


‘What grade you in now, Raymond?’


‘You got anything to say to my brother, you say it to me, Mary Louise Williams of Raggedy Town, Baltimore.’


‘What are you, his mother?’ sasses Rosie.


‘That’s right, Fatso. And the next word out of anybody and I’ll be their mother too.’ So they just stand there and Gretchen shifts from one leg to the other and so do they. Then Gretchen puts her hands on her hips and is about to say something with her freckle-face self but doesn’t. Then she walks around me looking me up and down but keeps walking up Broadway, and her sidekicks follow her. So me and Raymond smile at each other and he says, ‘Gidyap’ to his team and I continue with my breathing exercises, strolling down Broadway towards the ice man on 145th with not a care in the world cause I am Miss Quicksilver herself.


I take my time getting to the park on May Day because the track meet is the last thing on the programme. The biggest thing on the programme is the May Pole dancing, which I can do without, thank you, even if my mother thinks it’s a shame I don’t take part and act like a girl for a change. You’d think my mother’d be grateful not to have to make me a white organdy dress with a big satin sash and buy me new white baby-doll shoes that can’t be taken out of the box till the big day. You’d think she’d be glad her daughter ain’t out there prancing around a May Pole getting the new clothes all dirty and sweaty and trying to act like a fairy or a flower or whatever you’re supposed to be when you should be trying to be yourself, whatever that is, which is, as far as I’m concerned, a poor black girl who really can’t afford to buy shoes and a new dress you only wear once a lifetime cause it won’t fit next year.


I was once a strawberry in a Hansel and Gretel pageant when I was in nursery school and didn’t have no better sense than to dance on tiptoe with my arms in a circle over my head doing umbrella steps and being a perfect fool just so my mother and father could come dressed up and clap. You’d think they’d know better than to encourage that kind of nonsense. I am not a strawberry. I do not dance on my toes, I run. That is what I am all about. So I always come late to the May Day programme, just in time to get my number pinned on and lay in the grass till they announce the fifty-yard dash.


I put Raymond in the little swings, which is a tight squeeze this year and will be impossible next year. Then I look around for Mr Pearson, who pins the numbers on. I’m really looking for Gretchen if you want to know the truth, but she’s not around. The park is jam-packed. Parents in hats and corsages and breast-pocket handkerchiefs peeking up. Kids in white dresses and light-blue suits. The parkees unfolding chairs and chasing the rowdy kids from Lenox as if they had no right to be there. The big guys with their caps on backwards, leaning against the fence swirling the basketballs on the tips of their fingers, waiting for all these crazy people to clear out the park so they can play. Most of the kids in my class are carrying bass drums and glockenspiels and flutes. You’d think they’d put in a few bongos or something for real like that.


Then here comes Mr Pearson with his clipboard and his cards and pencils and whistles and safety pins and fifty million other things he’s always dropping all over the place with his clumsy self. He sticks out in a crowd because he’s on stilts. We used to call him Jack and the Beanstalk to get him mad. But I’m the only one that can outrun him and get away, and I’m too grown for that silliness now.


‘Well, Squeaky,’ he says, checking my name off the list and handing me number seven and two pins. And I’m thinking he’s got no right to call me Squeaky, if I can’t call him Beanstalk.


‘Hazel Elizabeth Deborah Parker,’ I correct him and tell him to write it down on his board.


‘Well, Hazel Elizabeth Deborah Parker, going to give someone else a break this year?’ I squint at him real hard to see if he is seriously thinking I should lose the race on purpose just to give someone else a break. ‘Only six girls running this time,’ he continues, shaking his head sadly like it’s my fault all of New York didn’t turn out in sneakers. ‘That new girl should give you a run for your money.’ He looks around the park for Gretchen like a periscope in a submarine movie. ‘Wouldn’t it be a nice gesture if you were … to ahhh …’


I give him such a look he couldn’t finish putting that idea into words. Grown-ups got a lot of nerve sometimes. I pin number seven to myself and stomp away. I’m so burnt. And I go straight for the track and stretch out on the grass while the band winds up with ‘Oh, the Monkey Wrapped His Tail Around the Flag Pole,’ which my teacher calls by some other name. The man on the loudspeaker is calling everyone over to the track and I’m on my back looking at the sky, trying to pretend I’m in the country, but I can’t, because even grass in the city feels hard as sidewalk, and there’s just no pretending you are anywhere but in a ‘concrete jungle’ as my grandfather says.


The twenty-yard dash takes all of two minutes cause most of the little kids don’t know no better than to run off the track or run the wrong way or run smack into the fence and fall down and cry. One little kid, though, has got the good sense to run straight for the white ribbon up ahead so he wins. Then the second-graders line up for the thirty-yard dash and I don’t even bother to turn my head to watch cause Raphael Perez always wins. He wins before he even begins by psyching the runners, telling them they’re going to trip on their shoelaces and fall on their faces or lose their shorts or something, which he doesn’t really have to do since he is very fast, almost as fast as I am. After that is the forty-yard dash which I used to run when I was in first grade. Raymond is hollering from the swings cause he knows I’m about to do my thing cause the man on the loudspeaker has just announced the fifty-yard dash, although he might just as well be giving a recipe for angel food cake cause you can hardly make out what he’s sayin for the static. I get up and slip off my sweat pants and then I see Gretchen standing at the starting line, kicking her legs out like a pro. Then as I get into place I see that ole Raymond is on line on the other side of the fence, bending down with his fingers on the ground just like he knew what he was doing. I was going to yell at him but then I didn’t. It burns up your energy to holler.


Every time, just before I take off in a race, I always feel like I’m in a dream, the kind of dream you have when you’re sick with fever and feel all hot and weightless. I dream I’m flying over a sandy beach in the early morning sun, kissing the leaves of the trees as I fly by. And there’s always the smell of apples, just like in the country when I was little and used to think I was a choo-choo train, running through the fields of corn and chugging up the hill to the orchard. And all the time I’m dreaming this, I get lighter and lighter until I’m flying over the beach again, getting blown through the sky like a feather that weighs nothing at all. But once I spread my fingers in the dirt and crouch over the Get on Your Mark, the dream goes and I am solid again and am telling myself, Squeaky you must win, you must win, you are the fastest thing in the world, you can beat your father up Amsterdam if you really try. And then I feel my weight coming back just behind my knees then down to my feet then into the earth and the pistol shot explodes in my blood and I am off and weightless again, flying past the other runners, my arms pumping up and down and the whole world is quiet except for the crunch as I zoom over the gravel in the track. I glance to my left and there is no one. To the right, a blurred Gretchen, who’s got her chin jutting out as if it would win the race all by itself. And on the other side of the fence is Raymond with his arms down to his side and the palms tucked up behind him, running in his very own style, and it’s the first time I ever saw that and I almost stop to watch my brother Raymond on his first run. But the white ribbon is bouncing towards me and I tear past it, racing into the distance till my feet with a mind of their own start digging up footfuls of dirt and brake me short. Then all the kids standing on the side pile on me, banging me on the back and slapping my head with their May Day programmes, for I have won again and everybody on 151st Street can walk tall for another year.


‘In first place …’ the man on the loudspeaker is clear as a bell now. But then he pauses and the loudspeaker starts to whine. Then static. And I lean down to catch my breath and here comes Gretchen walking back, for she’s overshot the finish line too, huffing and puffing with her hands on her hips taking it slow, breathing in steady time like a real pro and I sort of like her a little for the first time. ‘In first place …’ and then three or four voices get all mixed up on the loudspeaker and I dig my sneaker into the grass and stare at Gretchen who’s staring back, we both wondering just who did win. I can hear old Beanstalk arguing with the man on the loudspeaker and then a few others running their mouths about what the stopwatches say. Then I hear Raymond yanking at the fence to call me and I wave to shush him, but he keeps rattling the fence like a gorilla in a cage like in them gorilla movies, but then like a dancer or something he starts climbing up nice and easy but very fast. And it occurs to me, watching how smoothly he climbs hand over hand and remembering how he looked running with his arms down to his side and with the wind pulling his mouth back and his teeth showing and all, it occurred to me that Raymond would make a very fine runner. Doesn’t he always keep up with me on my trots? And he surely knows how to breathe in counts of seven cause he’s always doing it at the dinner table, which drives my brother George up the wall. And I’m smiling to beat the band cause if I’ve lost this race, or if me and Gretchen tied, or even if I’ve won, I can always retire as a runner and begin a whole new career as a coach with Raymond as my champion. After all, with a little more study I can beat Cynthia and her phony self at the spelling bee. And if I bugged my mother, I could get piano lessons and become a star. And I have a big rep as the baddest thing around. And I’ve got a roomful of ribbons and medals and awards. But what has Raymond got to call his own?


So I stand there with my new plans, laughing out loud by this time as Raymond jumps down from the fence and runs over with his teeth showing and his arms down to the side, which no one before him has quite mastered as a running style. And by the time he comes over I’m jumping up and down so glad to see him – my brother Raymond, a great runner in the family tradition. But of course everyone thinks I’m jumping up and down because the men on the loudspeaker have finally gotten themselves together and compared notes and are announcing ‘In first place – Miss Hazel Elizabeth Deborah Parker.’ (Dig that.) ‘In second place – Miss Gretchen P Lewis.’ And I look over at Gretchen wondering what the ‘P’ stands for. And I smile. Cause she’s good, no doubt about it. Maybe she’d like to help me coach Raymond; she obviously is serious about running, as any fool can see. And she nods to congratulate me and then she smiles. And I smile. We stand there with this big smile of respect between us. It’s about as real a smile as girls can do for each other, considering we don’t practice real smiling every day, you know, cause maybe we too busy being flowers or fairies or strawberries instead of something honest and worthy of respect … you know … like being people.





Blackout



Roger Mais


The city was in partial blackout, the street lights had not been turned on, on account of the wartime policy of conserving electricity, and the houses behind their discreet arelia hedges were wrapped in an atmosphere of exclusive respectability.


The young woman waiting at the bus stop was not in the least nervous, in spite of the wave of panic that had been sweeping the city about bands of hooligans roaming the streets after dark and assaulting unprotected women. She was a sensible young woman to begin with, who realised that one good scream would be sufficient to bring a score of respectable suburban householders running to her assistance. On the other hand she was an American, and fully conscious of the tradition of American young women that they don’t scare easily.


Even that slinking blacker shadow that seemed to be slowly materialising out of the darkness at the other side of the street did not disconcert her. She was only slightly curious now that she observed that the shadow was approaching her.


It was a young man dressed in conventional shirt and pants, with a pair of canvas shoes on his feet. That was what lent the suggestion of slinking to his movements, because he went along noiselessly; that, and the mere suggestion of a stoop. For he was very tall. And there was a curious look as of a great hunger or unrest about the eyes. But the thing that struck her immediately was the fact that he was black; the other particulars scarcely made any impression at all as against that. In her country it is not every night that a white woman would be likely to be thus nonchalantly approached by a black man. There was enough of novelty in all this to intrigue her. She seemed to remember that any sort of adventure could happen to you in one of these tropical islands of the West Indies.


‘Could you give me a light, lady?’ the man said.


True she was smoking, but she had only just lit this one from the stub of the cigarette she had thrown away. The fact was she had no matches. Would he believe her, she wondered.


‘I am sorry, I haven’t got a match.’


The young man looked into her face, seemed to hesitate an instant and said, his brow slightly in perplexity: ‘But you are smoking.’


There was no argument against that. Still she was not particular about giving him a light from the cigarette she was smoking. It may be stupid, but there was a suggestion of intimacy about such an act, simple as it was, that, call it what you may, she just could not accept offhand.


There was a moment’s hesitation on her part now, during which time the man’s steady gaze never left her face. There was something of pride and challenge in his look, and curiously mingled with that, something of quiet amusement too.


She held out her cigarette toward him between two fingers.


‘Here,’ she said, ‘you can light from that.’


In the act of bending his head to accept the proffered light, he had perforce to come quite close to her. He did not seem to understand that she meant him to take the lighted cigarette from her hand. He just bent over her hand to light his.


Presently he straightened up, inhaled a deep lungful of soothing smoke and exhaled again with satisfaction. She saw then that he was smoking the half of a cigarette, that had been clinched and saved for future consumption.


‘Thank you,’ said the man, politely; and was in the act of moving off when he noticed that instead of returning her cigarette to her lips she had casually, unthinkingly flicked it away. He observed all these things in the split part of a second that it took him to say those two words. It was almost a whole cigarette she had thrown away. She had been smoking it with evident enjoyment a moment before.


He stood there looking at her, with a sort of cold speculation.


In a way it unnerved her. Not that she was frightened. He seemed quite decent in his own way, and harmless; but he made her feel uncomfortable. If he had said something rude she would have preferred it. It would have been no more than she would have expected of him. But instead, this quiet contemptuous look. Yes, that was it. The thing began to take on definition in her mind. How dare he; the insolence!


‘Well, what are you waiting for?’ she said, because she felt she had to break the tension somehow.


‘I am sorry I made you waste a whole cigarette,’ he said.


She laughed a little nervously. ‘It’s nothing,’ she said, feeling a fool. ‘There’s plenty more where that came from, eh?’


‘I suppose so.’


This would not do. She had no intention of standing at a street corner jawing with – well, with a black man. There was something indecent about it.


Why didn’t he move on? As though he had read her thoughts he said. ‘This is the street lady. It’s public.’


Well, anyway she didn’t have to answer him. She could snub him quietly, the way she should have properly done from the start.


‘It’s a good thing you’re a woman,’ he said.


‘And if I were a man?’


‘As man to man maybe I’d give you something to think about,’ he said, still in that quiet even voice.


In America they lynched them for less than that, she thought.


‘This isn’t America,’ he said. ‘I can see you are an American. In this country there are only men and women. You’ll learn about that if you stop here long enough.’


This was too much. But there was nothing she could do about it. But yes there was. She could humour him. Find out what his ideas were about this question, anyway. It would be something to talk about back home. Suddenly she was intrigued.


‘So in this country there are only men and women, eh?’


‘That’s right. So to speak there is only you an’ me, only there are hundreds of thousands of us. We seem to get along somehow without lynchings and burnings and all that.’


‘Do you really think that all men are created equal?’


‘It don’t seem to me there is any sense in that. The facts show it ain’t so. Look at you an’ me, for instance. But that isn’t to say you’re not a woman the same way as I am a man. You see what I mean?’


‘I can’t say I do.’


‘You will though, if you stop here long enough.’


She threw a quick glance in his direction.


The man laughed.


‘I don’t mean what you’re thinking,’ he said. ‘You’re not my type of woman. You don’t have anything to fear under that heading.’


‘Oh!’


‘You’re waiting for the bus, I take it. Well that’s it coming now. Thanks for the light.’


‘Don’t mention it,’ she said, with a nervous sort of giggle.


He made no attempt to move along as the bus came up. He stood there quietly aloof, as though in the consciousness of a male strength and pride that was just his. There was something about him that was at once challenging and disturbing. He had shaken her supreme confidence in some important sense.


As the bus moved off she was conscious of his eyes’ quiet scrutiny of her, without the interruption of artificial barriers; in the sense of dispassionate appraisement, as between man and woman; any man, any woman.


She fought resolutely against the very natural desire to turn her head and take a last look at him. Perhaps she was thinking about what the people on the bus might think. And perhaps it was just as well that she did not see him bend forward with that swift hungry movement, retrieving from the gutter the half-smoked cigarette she had thrown away.





Shabine



Hazel Simmons-McDonald


‘Look me here, yu see me? Yu stan up over deh watchin me, yuh tink ah don see you? Look me here. I goin stan up under de light for you to see me good, good. Come from de shadow. Yuh wan tuh see me? Well, come see me.’ Justine rose slowly from the old soap box on which she sat. Beneath the full, flared skirt of the red dress she wore most nights and which now cascaded from her hips, he could see the outline of firm buttocks, the slender shapeliness of her thighs. His heart beat faster, as much from excitement as from fear as to what she would do now that she had discovered him. They said she had a vicious temper, that her red hair which hung down to her shoulders in a thick woolly tangle was testimony of that and she could do nothing about it even if she tried.


Once, he had seen her burst through her front door, spitting profanities as she threw stones at the boys who had stood facing her house on the other side of the street, taunting her with the chant they had composed about her, singing it first in Kwéyòl, the local lingo, and then in English.






	Lò ek danjan tout sa mwen ni

	Gold and silver that I have






	Tchwi ek diamants sa mwen pa ni

	Copper and diamonds I don’t have






	Ou wè mwen, ou wè mwen

	You see me, you see me






	Vini bo mwen, vini bo mwen

	Come kiss me, come kiss me






	Doudou Jamette.

	Darling whore.







And they would press their palms to their mouths and make an exaggerated kissing sound.


Justine had two sons whom she called Gold and Silver. Gold had the reddest crop of thick woolly curls and a shock of red bushy eyebrows that inevitably drew one’s eyes to his freckled face, to the surprise of grey eyes and a vulnerable mouth that trembled as though he were always on the verge of tears. Silver was blond, sort of. His straight close-cropped, sun-bleached white hair stood out like spines from his head. He was fearless and would stand on his side of the street giving back taunt for taunt, repeating as a litany the only swear words he seemed to know. ‘Chou manma’w, yuh muddath athss,’ he would lisp through his large front-toothed gap. Gold would be there too, tugging at Silver’s sleeve, trying to pull him away before the words erupted in a war of stone-throwing, or before Justine appeared to end it with her own assault of words and stones, the inevitable slap on Silver’s rump and the admonition ‘How many times I tell you not to interfere wif dese inyowan? How many times? Now you behavin ignorant like dem. Go inside before I get real vex and cut yu tail.’


‘Dey trouble me first, an dey call you jamette. I don want dem to call you dat.’ And sometimes, Justine would hug Gold and Silver fiercely as if willing her embrace to erase the taunts, the slurs, the hurts that the residents of Riverside Road tossed her way. She had lived in the two rooms that adjoined the large two-storeyed dwelling at No. 30 Riverside Road as long as she could remember. Her mother was Madame Cazaubon’s maid and she had let her live in the servants’ quarters with her little girl, Justine. Her mother died when she was seventeen, from what everyone said was too much rum and grief because Misié Cazaubon had never kept his promise to her to acknowledge Justine as his daughter and to send her to Convent School. Instead, he allowed Manm Cazaubon to confine them to the two rooms in the yard and to treat Justine as though she were a servant too. That was the thing that seemed to annoy her mother the most and the times she seemed to get angry were when Manm Cazaubon would order Justine to fetch this or that.


‘Pa palé ba li kon sa,’ her mother would say sharply. ‘Don talk to her like dat. She not your maid, yu hear?’


‘Well! And who do you think you’re talking to? This is my house, don’t you forget that. And you’ll never replace me here, slut!’ And Madame Cazaubon would swish her skirt and stalk off into the drawing room where she would sit in the high chair next to the window muttering under her breath until Mr Cazaubon got home. Then she would let loose a stream of invective in which she accused him of bringing shame, trials and tribulation into their home and making her the subject of gossip and ridicule among the neighbours on Riverside Road. And Mr Cazaubon would gobble his food, go into his room and shut the door against the high-pitched whine of her voice.


Now Justine stood in the circle of light from the street lamp. One hand on her hip, the other twirling the thick woolly curls at the back of her neck. One strap of her dress fell off her shoulders and even in that faint light he could see the spray of chocolate freckles dotting her skin.


When he was much younger his grandmother, who lived in the house next to the Cazaubons on Riverside Road and with whom he spent the long vacations, had warned him not to tease the Shabine, and if she found out that he had, she would make his bottom spit fire. That was a long time ago when he and Justine were both young. She couldn’t have been more than two or three years older than he was. She had always fascinated him and, unknown to his grandmother, he would walk along the river wall to the Cazaubon’s back yard and leave a paradise plum on the gate post. He would then climb the Julie mango tree in his grandmother’s yard and, from the shelter of the thick spray of leaves, peek to see what Justine would do.


Soon enough, she would come to the fence, take the paradise plum, look directly at the mango tree, pretend that she didn’t see anyone, seem bewildered, slowly unwrap the paper, place the paradise plum on the tip of her tongue and slowly curl it back into her mouth. And he would sit motionless on his perch, watching this ritual of unwrapping and savouring, and hold his breath until she went into the house.


Then one year he had come and his grandmother told him on the very first day of his visit that even though he was a grown young man of eighteen, he needed to listen to his betters who knew more than he thought they knew. She warned him again about enticing the Shabine. She told him that while he had been away, Justine’s mother had come to complain about his giving of paradise plums and putting ideas in Justine’s head and upsetting her life. She wanted him to keep his distance.


Yet, one wet afternoon, while he sat reading quietly in the front room, preparing for his examination, he could hear the rush of the river rising, and he smelt the fragrance of paradise plums and he had the strongest urge to taste one. He crept out of the house and looked into her yard from the shelter of the Julie mango tree. He saw her leaning against the post, looking longingly at the river. Her hair seemed more exuberant, the chocolate freckles more stark against her pale skin. She seemed to sense that she was being observed and turned to stare, for what seemed to him to be an eternity, at the Julie mango tree, and he could see that her stomach was swollen and full of Gold.


He had walked with leaden footsteps back to the house and had picked up his book, but the word Shabine filtered into every line of the play he was studying ‘(Shabine) makes hungry where most she satisfies.’ He put down the book and sighed. He wondered why some of the people on the street called her ‘Shabine’ with such contempt. He knew what the word meant literally. It defined her pale, reddish skin colour, the mass of coarsish red hair that resembled the wool of sheep, the grey eyes that looked directly at him only to glance away coyly, the chocolate freckles.


She wasn’t like anyone else he knew; not high coloured like Misié Cazaubon, or white like the sailor he saw her mother usher surreptitiously into her house the last time he had visited, and certainly not Negro like her mother. She was a blend, a half-breed and to him more beautiful because of her difference. As the words ‘Shabine makes hungry’ filtered into his thoughts again, he began to feel angry at the boys who taunted her by tossing the words Shabine and Jamette at her every time she passed by. He felt angry at the distance between his grandmother’s yard and hers, at the fact that no matter how often he traversed the wall space between their yards he would never be able to enter there; angry at the waste of paradise plums he had left for her to pluck off the post in her yard, and angry at the mother for inviting the white stranger in.


As he stood now, watching her beneath the lamp, he wondered whether she too smelt the fragrance of paradise plums. She turned to face him directly where he stood in the shadow.


‘Yuh see me?’ she asked softly. ‘Yuh see me? Maybe yu wan come kiss me too? Maybe?’ She stared hard and long at him while his heart raced and the sound thundered so loudly in his ears he thought she must hear it. Then she turned, shoulders drooping, and walked slowly back through the gate into the room in the yard and shut the door.


And he thought that if things had been different, if there wasn’t that stretch of wall between his house and hers, that if in those early days they could somehow have claimed the afternoons by the river, savouring the paradise plums together, that perhaps, just perhaps, there might have been plenty of Copper.





Blood Brothers



John Wickham


The sun was boiling hot and the house was stifling him, so Paul took his pencils and his water colours and went to sit under the casuarina trees. The air was still and it shimmered in the noonday heat and Paul felt sleepy, but he fought against the sleep; and, gripping the pencil in his fingers, set about the sketch he was about to make. The picture he wanted to paint he could see in his mind more clearly than with his eyes. For all of his thirteen years, he had seen the things he was seeing now and they were etched in his memory, an indestructible part of him, indivisible from himself and his own thoughts, a part of him that not even his twin brother Benjy and his insufferable complex of superiority could destroy. The long grass bent in the wind, the hibiscus flowers shone violent red in the sunlight and the casuarinas swayed and spoke in sibilant whispers. It was cool under the casuarinas and Paul stuck the pencil in his mouth and, lying flat on his back, looked up through the gossamer lacework of the trees’ foliage to the sky.


Funny, thought Paul, that in the daylight casuarina trees could be so tall and graceful and slender and lovely, swaying in the wind and bending, whispering ever so languidly like lovely ladies in pictures; and yet at night, by starlight and moonlight, they assumed such fantastic, frightening, ghostlike shapes.


Casuarinas at night! Paul shuddered at the memory. He and Benjy had set out for a walk with their father after dinner one night. Paul remembered even now, after six or seven years, that the moon was rising when they left home and Benjy had been in even gayer spirits than usual; he had just discovered that he could whistle. Paul remembered too that Benjy’s laugh had mocked him because he had not yet learned to whistle, and he had been silent at this added proof of his brother’s superiority. He hated Benjy for this small triumph and for his sneering contemptuous way of being able to do everything better than he; for treating him with his air of studied disdain, as if he were a little girl who had to be helped over fences, who wasn’t expected to climb trees and bring down birds with catapults, and who would burst into tears for nothing that he, Benjy, could understand.


Paul remembered that, when they had turned into Garnet Road, the casuarina shadows were lying across the road in fantastic shapes, delicate shadow, diffuse in the soft light, weird and macabre; and the wind was whispering thinly through the trees with the unearthly voice of a ghost. The whole picture was faintly lit by the spectral light of the moon slanting through the trees, and he had been afraid. He had clutched his father’s hand and his father had, it seemed, understood that he was afraid and had squeezed his hand in reassurance. Only Benjy, unaware and unafraid, hopped and danced along the road, exploiting his newly discovered whistle and flaunting his own complete lack of fear, his own blatant intrepidity in the face of the wraithlike shadows and the ghostly voices of the trees. As Paul pieced together the memory of long ago, his heart filled with a full-blooded hate for his blood brother.


Paul looked up through the trees at the sky and knew that in Benjy’s eyes he was a coward. It was no solace to his wounded spirit to know that Benjy had never called him coward. His brother’s own lack of fear, his recklessness and his arrant devil-may-care swagger was, to him, an unspoken insinuation of his own cowardice, and he felt the stigma of his own timidity each time Benjy and he played together, his self-contempt and distaste for his own chicken-heartedness implicit in his slavish, albeit unwilling, hero worship of his twin brother.


Paul hated Benjy with a bitter passionate venom; and with all his heart’s fierceness, he hated and despised himself for hating him. In quiet moments, as now, alone with himself staring up at the blue pool of the sky or sketching on the hill with the wind in his ears, it was easy for him to love his brother as himself. When he rose early in the morning and walked through the dew-wet grass to his spot on the hill, he wished that Benjy could be with him: he would like to talk to him, to tell him that he really wasn’t a coward, that there were all sorts of queer little goings on inside him, that he knew the way of the blue mist on the green hills, the way of the white pigeons flying in joyous circles around the house. He yearned with every fibre of him, with a fervour not damped by these many years of vain wishing to share with Benjy the secret ways of his heart. He wanted to link arms with Benjy, to tap from his limitless reservoir of courage some measure of it for himself, so that the two of them could walk together as one. He yearned for this so deeply that he was afraid, afraid that Benjy, ‘the little man’, so universally applauded for his daring, so consistent in his acts of heroism – climbing to the top of the tamarind tree careless whether he fell, daring to crawl under the house to search for the hens’ eggs in the darkness, breaking his arm and betraying not so much as a wince when the doctor at the hospital set it – afraid that Benjy would reject his offer and interpret his overture as another proof of his cowardice. Paul hugged his secrets close and retired into himself, his thought buried so deep inside him that they turned sour and the germ of his potential love turned to bitter hate.


Sometimes, the violence of his hate frightened Paul and he trembled, unable to contain within his frail body the seething tumult of his inner conflict – the love he bore his brother, the admiration he had for his popularity and the twinkling smile in his eye contending in his heart with his own envy, the timid sense of his own timid spirit and his own tongue-tied shyness; and out of the turmoil inside him, there sprouted his own violent hate, deep and morbid because it was rooted and nurtured in the fertile compost heap of his own unavowed love. And always, Paul hated Benjy’s presence for reminding him of the night of the ghostly shadows and the thin whisper of the casuarinas.


Benjy sauntered through the back gate, his teeth biting deep into a piece of bread. Paul guessed that he had rifled the larder; for Benjy, it seemed to him, would do that and glory in the doing. Benjy swaggered past Paul, lying on his back under the trees, in an exaggerated goose step of triumph, secure and unassailable in the citadel of his own good humour and blithe spirit, never dreaming that there could be anyone in the whole wide world who did not wish him well, and caring less than a row of pins for anyone who wished him evil. Paul’s hate grew big. Look at him, he said to himself, strutting like a cock; he knows I’m watching him, he’s only pretending that he doesn’t care.


Benjy sat under the tamarind tree and finished his bread. When he had finished, he got up and began throwing stones idly across the pasture. He grew tired of this after a short while and Paul’s eyes were on him when he tossed his head in defiance of the boredom that was setting in. He called out to Paul; ‘See who can throw farthest!’ he shouted.


‘No,’ Paul answered back. His voice was abrupt and held no hint of the longing in his heart to share games with Benjy. ‘And besides,’ he went on in an effort to prove himself superior, ‘it’s farther.’


The hint was, to Benjy, like water off a duck’s back. He ignored it and started to climb the tamarind tree.


‘Let’s play Tarzan,’ he invited, letting out the apeman’s blood curdling yell.


Paul did not bother to answer. He sat brooding on his brother, and his hate flooded through his body and the blood pounded in his ears.


‘Let’s go over to Mac,’ he suggested, undeterred and with his sunniest smile in spite of Paul’s refusals; and Paul, because in the end Benjy always made him do what he wanted, subjected his will and walked along with Benjy.


Mac was the old shoemaker in the village and his shop was the meeting place of the boys during the holidays. Today the shop was empty, except for Mac, who was sitting on his little bench at the door stitching a shoe. The twins strolled into the tumbledown shop.


‘Hello, Mac,’ said Benjy, and went through the back door to the guava tree in the yard.


‘Hello, Mac,’ said Paul, and took a seat on the floor behind the shoemaker’s back.


‘Hello, boys,’ said Mac, and went on with his stitching.


Paul picked up one of Mac’s awls and began making holes in an old piece of leather he found on the floor. Benjy, out in the yard, was tearing off the bark of the guava tree with his teeth and pretending he was a wild animal.


A few minutes passed. Then Benjy shouted, ‘Come and play, Paul.’ But Paul did not answer, he only sat idly punching holes in the piece of leather with the sharp awl. Benjy strolled back into the shop. Paul felt him enter but he didn’t look up, he just went on pushing the awl through the leather and pulling it out again. Benjy walked across to him and touched him on the shoulder.


‘Oh, come and play,’ he pleaded.


At the touch of his brother’s hand, Paul’s blood surged within him and all the pent-up hate and fear and envy, all the accumulated jealousy and worship of the years flooded through him. His blood was hot inside him and he was blind with anger. He dropped the piece of leather from his hand and with one violent push, hurled Benjy into the corner. He ran across the room and stood over him, the awl poised in his right hand for a swift murderous blow.


Then he saw the look of incomprehension on his brother’s face, the look of why, what have I done, the look of puzzlement and surprise, and he saw the wide-eyed look of horror and fear in Benjy’s eyes.


The awl dropped from Paul’s hand and he turned away.


Mac had not even looked up, so sure was he that the boys were playing, so swiftly had the action moved. Paul passed Mac at his little bench and walked silently home, trembling and confused and frightened by the violence of his action; but purged of hate, and happy in the discovery that his brother also knew fear.





Buried with Science



John T. Gilmore


Wilbert Gittens could not take any more of the salt-fish and stodgy corn-meal coucou, thick as half-set concrete, but he tried not to show the disgust he felt. Nevertheless, Judith noticed the minute he put down his fork on the plate.


‘You ain’t like my food? What the hell give yuh de right not to like my food? Yuh don’ pay nothing fuh it!’


‘You know the boy ain’t got no work, so how he is to pay?’ his brother Alfred intervened. ‘The times hard, Judith.’


‘If he did want work, he could get work. He should go out an’ look fuh some, ’stead o’ stan’ing up in de yard de whole time lif’ing weights …’


At this point Wilbert decided, not for the first time, that attempts at tact were wasted on his sister-in-law, and got up from the table. As he went out the door, Judith’s voice went up through being simply raised in anger to a scream: ‘You t’ink yuh goin’ be some big body-buil’ing champion, or what?’


Walking up the road, Wilbert reflected that it was not his fault that the firm for which he used to work had gone bankrupt, or that he had only had a job for five months in the two years since he had left school. Jobs were not like the recent rains, coming down from the sky bucket a drop. What he would like was a second-hand van, and a lawnmower and a few tools, and he could start up a little landscaping business. There would be plenty of work round all the Parks, and Heights, and Gardens, and Terraces, that were building these days. But right now he didn’t even have the money to go into town and see what kind of action was showing at the cinema. Alfred was still paying off the bank for that shiny car he got, and couldn’t afford to help him out, even if Judith would let him.
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