

        

            

                

            

        




	



MISCHIEF, DEATH AND REDEMPTION ROCK THE IDYLLIC WORLD OF A LITTLE BAND OF BERMUDIAN BOYS.


	 


	Fried White Grunts follows the fascinating adventures and misadventures of a young boy and his Hill Gang, a little group of kids who live on one of the highest hills on the island paradise of Bermuda. But all is not idyllic in their childhood world as death, mischief and the innocence of youth intertwine, thrusting them into the reality of loss and the promise of hope.


	 


	I was six years old when we hanged David Robinson.


	If it hadn’t been for the Durango Kid we probably never would have done it. As it was, it wasn’t much fun anyway because he just went right along with it, and you have to admit that a hanging probably isn’t as interesting if the person you’re hanging just goes along with it. But David was like that — easy going and compliant, ready to oblige all the time, just wanting to be one of the gang.


	Which is why he died.


	 


	“...This lively book gives you insight into the time, the place, and the curious way that boys’ minds work. It is filled with telling details and crisp dialogue that will keep you reading.”—Elaine McCluskey, award-winning author of ‘Hello Sweetheart’ and ‘Valerie the Great.’ 


	 


	“...There’s sweetness in this book, and stories of kindness ... lots of laughs and there’s tragedy too — one awful event no one will ever forget. Colin Duerden writes deftly, and either he has an astonishing memory, or he’s just really creative, or both ... beautifully written, and I wanted it to go on and on. But ... it ends and you’ll be indignantly saying ‘yes, yes but THEN what happened?’ ”—Dr. Nancy White, Singer, Songwriter, Co-author of the hit musical ‘Anne and Gilbert.’


	 


	“...stories of the Hill Gang capture adventure and boyish bravado and at the same time, touch our souls with their innocence in the face of loss. A very enjoyable read- both heartfelt and humorous.”—Diana Whalen, Former Deputy Premier and Minister of Justice, Nova Scotia, Canada.


	 


	“Welcome to a hill in the Bermuda of yesteryear and to heart-warming stories of the children whose home it was. By turns both funny and achingly poignant, we follow this endearing little band of characters as they learn all about life and perhaps also a little about death.”—Martin Buckley - Manager, The Bookmart at Brown & Co., Hamilton, Bermuda.


	 


	“...moving tale of mostly pre-teen boys ... no more about such boys than are Twain’s Huck and Tom books. 


	In every way that matters, Fried White Grunts is a grown up book by a grown up man.”—Terry Todd, Professor, University of Texas at Austin, Texas. 
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	This eBook is also available in print (ISBN: 978-1-945181-207) at quality book stores and online retailers.


	This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. It may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share it with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you are reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return it and purchase your own copy.


	Thank you for respecting the hard work of the author.
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Chapter 1 
Blame it on the Durango Kid


	

	 


	I was six years old when we hanged David Robinson.


	If it hadn’t been for the Durango Kid we probably never would have done it. As it was, it wasn’t much fun anyway because he just went right along with it, and you have to admit that a hanging probably isn’t as interesting if the person you’re hanging just goes along with it. But David was like that — easy going and compliant, ready to oblige all the time, just wanting to be one of the gang. Which is why he died.


	David was really a boring victim when you get right down to it. I guess it has something to do with the fact that when you’re six years old you haven’t really gotten a good appreciation of the concept of death and all the implications that go along with it.


	 There were four of us — my cousin Stan, who was nine and big, about the size of a full grown adult, or so it seemed to us; Jackie, who was ten and pretty much of a midget even then, being only about as tall as David and me but very stocky and kind of bright, as a lot of small people seem to be. Jimmy was Jackie’s brother. We called him Jay Jay and he was small and skinny and if we didn’t have David we might have considered hanging him, except for his comic book collection. 


	Jay Jay had the biggest collection of comic books in the neighbourhood and he kept them in a big trunk in his bedroom and treated them like they were money. They were hard to get hold of and if he was mad at you then you’d never get near his room, much less his comic books. And how long could a normal kid go without an Archie, Superman or Wonder Woman fix? For sure we weren’t going to jeopardize our entertainment future just to hang Jay Jay. 


	You have to remember that this was Bermuda before television, and the radio had programs like Second Spring and Housewives Choice. So you can understand the politics of the situation. Besides, we let Jay Jay bribe us with the loan of ten comic books of our choice if he could take part in the hanging. 


	The reason we were hanging David was because he was a Cowboy and we were Indians. We captured him because he was the smallest and the slowest in his posse of four Cowboys. The reason the other Cowboys didn’t stay around to try and rescue him was because they all went home to lunch, which was a higher priority than saving David. 


	I was glad we’d decided that David should be a Cowboy the day we hanged him because otherwise it might have been me, given I was as small as Jay Jay and he had a bye because of the comic books.


	But this time David’s mother allowed him to play with us again, which was a very big thing for her because it meant that maybe she’d put the kite incident behind her. For the longest while she wouldn’t let him near us, not since we tied him to the string of Stan’s big kite on a windy day to see if he’d get pulled any distance. 


	David, as I said, was really quite small and the kite was really quite big and the wind was really quite gusty, as it can get on a small island like Bermuda. Especially if you’re up on one of the highest hills. One of those gusts came along just after we’d attached David to the string and for a while he was airborne. 


	David’s mother happened to be looking out of her kitchen window when he passed by and she got very upset. But by the time she got to him the wind had died down and he was only being dragged along a little bit. Anyway, for the longest time he wasn’t allowed to be with us because, as she explained to us that day with her face all red and her eyes all angry-looking and her voice barely above a whisper, she didn’t trust us to play safely and keep him out of harm’s way.


	 But she either relented or forgot and here was David now, happy to be with us, happy to be the center of attention, and happy to offer his life as a sacrifice to us Indians. We usually tied our captives up for an hour or two and then set them free after they swore an oath of loyalty to the Indian chief. Stan was the Indian chief because he was the biggest and the oldest and the bravest. 


	I think it was Jackie who suggested the hanging. He’d seen one in a Durango Kid serial on Saturday at the Opera House matinee and it was still fresh in his mind. Not that anyone ever died in those serials but there was enough there to plant the seed. We talked about Jackie’s suggestion for a few minutes, reached unanimous agreement in short order and David went willingly to the gallows, in this case the grey remains of a stunted and dead cedar tree.


	We had an old piece of hemp rope that was once used to tie up our pet nanny goat. The nanny goat got loose from the rope for about the sixth time, but this last time she ate everything she could find in my auntie’s garden. She was so upset because she used to spend a lot of time and water on her garden and in Bermuda during the growing season water can sometimes be a rare commodity. Anyway, she made my uncle promise to do something to make sure it never happened again. Never again! 


	My uncle asked our next door neighbour Mr. Hunt to do something about the goat so that what it did ‘never happened again’. So Mr. Hunt got drunk on Gosling’s Black Seal Rum and ginger beer and went about the job of solving the problem. 


	We were forbidden to watch what Mr. Hunt was going to do with respect to the problem. We were told to go in the house and stay there. But we knew just by the tone of the voices and the looks passing around that the nanny goat was in serious trouble, and we wanted to see what was going to be done with her. 


	We thought the punishment would be a beating on the bum with an oleander branch and then a muzzle or something that she’d have to wear to stop her from eating gardens. So we sneaked out of the house and hunkered down in the bushes in the backyard and watched Mr. Hunt beat our nanny goat to death with a ball peen hammer and a pickaxe.


	We watched it all because we couldn’t not watch, and it was a long time before I could sleep through the night without hearing the awful bleating as she was hit. What was even worse was the dull thud of the hammer as it slammed down on her head. I heard it over and over and I saw the blood pouring from her nose and mouth. But the most frightening thing, worse than the sound of the blows or the sight of the blood, was her eyes. Huge, sad eyes, eyes that looked into my eyes and I thought they held a plea, until another blow of the hammer or the axe, I can’t remember which, and her eyes closed and never opened again. But at night when she came into my dreams her eyes never closed. I saw them then. Sometimes I see them now. 


	So that’s why we had the rope we used to hang David.


	Anyway, by the time we finished, David was trussed up from his feet to his chest. He looked like a jute bag with a head. But boy was he heavy — he must have weighed twice as much with all that rope. It took three of us to roll him over to the tree and lift him up on the branch. 


	But it still wasn’t much fun because David still couldn’t grasp the trouble he was in and kept smiling all the time. He stood on the branch and looked down at us and smiled. He was the center of attention at last and it pleased him, but the look on his face said that it confused him a bit too. 


	Then Stan put the noose over his head and pulled it down around his neck and tightened it and stepped back, a really solemn look on his face. I knew he’d seen that in the Durango Kid movie at the Opera House too. Taking a lead from Stan we all got solemn and subdued and quiet. In fact, we never got so far before, never actually hanged a captive and we were as absorbed, as fascinated by what we were about to do, as David was himself. But we weren’t confused at all.


	And then, just as Stan stepped forward to push David off the branch, just at the culmination of all our hard work, just when David was going to ‘swing in the breeze’ and ‘dance on the air’ (all expressions courtesy of the Durango Kid serial), all hell broke loose. My father used that expression on special occasions to describe an event that led, or could have led, to a fairly horrible and generally catastrophic end. 


	What we heard was a noise like thunder. A really angry, loud, booming thunder rolling down the hill. We froze. Had the Cowboys developed a new and terrifying weapon that none of us ever saw or heard before and were now employing it to wreak vengeance on us for hanging David? 


	Afterwards Jay Jay said he thought it might be the Devil. But it wasn’t the Devil, it was something far worse. It was my Uncle Buster, Stan’s father, 260 lbs of pure anger and fury barrelling towards us with the speed of a raging bull. I’d heard that expression in the same Durango Kid movie and now I knew what it really meant. I’d seen a raging bull once, in a field owned by an old Portuguese farmer down in Devonshire and it seemed tame in comparison to my uncle. 


	In one movement he scooped David off the branch and snatched the noose off his neck. By the time he set David on the ground and turned to face us Jay Jay and Jackie were halfway down the hill and disappearing fast. Stan and I just stood there rooted to the ground. We knew that running wasn’t an option because we had to come home sometime and Uncle Buster would still be there. We also knew instinctively that our hanging days were over.


	But at least one good thing happened that day. David didn’t die. Not then. 


	We lived in a time when parents and relatives weren’t intimidated by the thought of applying belts to bums of children who did wrong, and there was no doubt that we surely did wrong. For the next few days we ate standing up and slept on our stomachs. 


	The Durango Kid never hanged anybody in the movies. Now we knew why.


	 


	All the kids in the neighbourhood used to swim down at Forster’s Bay because the Forster’s house was on the North Shore and everybody who knew anything knew that the north side of the Island was the best side to swim on. The South Shore was no fun. It was just a whole lot of beaches, all sandy and flat and wavy and shallow, until you went out far enough to actually get in over your head. 


	Not to mention the tourists. They seemed to like it fine enough but then they really didn’t know any better. It seemed that getting a tan, and getting it in a hurry, was one of the most important things they needed to do. Since most of them were really pale, pink and white we could understand why. We didn’t have that problem and we were more than willing to leave that side of the Island to them. We had rocks to jump off, deep water to dive into and no sand in our trunks to stick to our willies. 


	The Forsters built their house at the top of a pretty high cliff, so to get down to the water to swim you had to climb down a narrow, rough and steep path. But it was worth it. Where we swam the water at high tide was about twenty feet deep and almost eighteen at low tide because there isn’t much of a tidal range in Bermuda. It was so deep that none of us kids could dive to the bottom, although it was sometimes a challenge to try. 


	My mom said that’s where I damaged my ear, trying to dive to the bottom of Forster’s Bay, but actually that happened one time when we were playing enemy soldiers and Jackie hit me up side my head in a moment of feverish excitement which Jay Jay said was brought on by bloodlust. None of us really understood what that meant but Jay Jay said he read it in one of his comic books. It sounded really cool, so even though I couldn’t hear anything out of that ear for two days it was worth it because now I was important — I was hit by bloodlust.


	Nobody wanted to try to dive to the bottom that particular day, so we figured we’d all jump in and make the water boil. To do that we formed a rough circle in the water and at the word “Go” we’d all start to kick our feet and pound our fists as fast and as hard as we could until the water surface was just a layer of bubbling white foam. 


	But when you made the water boil you couldn’t see anything below the surface so we couldn’t see David lying on the bottom twenty feet under us. He was there because he was David and David always wanted to be part of everything we other kids did. Even though he was the smallest. Even though we hanged him. Even though he couldn’t swim. But he always had an inflated car inner tube to keep him afloat, and it wasn’t until we stopped making the water boil that we saw the inner tube floating away toward Dockyard, round and black and empty. 


	His mother was the one who came. The memory of her coming is as alive in me today as it was then, so long ago. She came in her housecoat, thin and white because it was summer. It flowed behind her like a cape as she sprinted across Forster’s lawn and without breaking stride leapt from the highest cliff overlooking that deep and almost empty embay-ment. 


	She flew, the coat open and streaming behind her like wings, and when she entered it the water seemed to part for her and she swept to the bottom in an instant. She surfaced with David in her arms, dashed up the path to the top of the cliff and was gone. 


	 


	He lay in his bedroom, dressed in a brown suit and a tie with little yellow horses running over it. I’d never seen him in anything other than shorts and T-shirts before so at first I didn’t recognize him. His hair was also combed and brushed, which didn’t make it any easier. He was quiet and his eyes were closed and he was still and straight and faintly blue and on his lips was the smallest of smiles. 


	I stayed with him for a long while and didn’t leave until my mom came to take me away. She said afterwards that I said he spoke to me, and she waited for me to answer. I told her what he said. He said “I bet the Durango Kid never drowned anybody either.” She looked at me in a curious, different way, half smiled, patted me gently on the head, and we left. 


	 


	David’s funeral was the next day. He was already dead when his mother took him from the waters of Forster’s Bay.








Chapter 2 
Long Leroy


	

	 


	Everybody talked really quietly, walked around with sad looks on their faces and sighed and shook their heads with no smiles at all. Everybody but me. I was super-excited because this was going to be my first funeral ever and my best friend David was going to be the star. This was even better than the Durango Kid serial at Opera House on Saturday afternoons.


	My dad told me that David would be in a coffin, which he said was like a big, long box with fancy decorations and metal handles on the side for people to carry it around. David would be lying in it and he’d be dressed up even better than he’d been in his bedroom yesterday and people would come and look at him and say nice things about him, even people who didn’t know him. He’d be the center of attention, just like he always wanted to be. Boy, he was really going to like that. My mom got hold of me and held my hands and said I needed to settle down and probably wipe the smile off my face because people didn’t act like that at funerals, especially if their best friend was the one who was dead.


	I tried to explain to her that David wasn’t really dead because he spoke to me when he lay in his bed after his mom saved him from drowning. 


	But my mom sighed and wiped her eyes and said that she hadn’t really saved him and that I probably just imagined that he spoke to me because he was dead when I saw him in his bedroom. I tried again to tell her that if he was dead he couldn’t have talked to me because everybody knew that dead people didn’t do that sort of thing. My mom nodded her head really slowly and agreed that as far as she knew, dead people didn’t. Then she looked at my face and she looked at my dad and she got up and said we’d just leave it at that for now.


	For the funeral my mom got out my best khaki shorts, the ones with the turned up cuffs, and a clean white shirt and my one bow tie. On the whole I was really a lucky kid. I lived in the best place in the world with the best family you could have so I generally liked everything in my life, except for two things which I really hated. One of the two things I really hated was to have anything tied around my neck, so my mom bought me just one bow tie. She probably figured that if I had two I might think I’d have to wear them twice as often and she wasn’t ready for the trouble that could cause. 


	The other thing I really hated was getting my picture taken, and it seemed that those two things always happened at the same time. Whenever I wore my bow tie I looked ‘just like a real little man, so nice and clean’ like my mom always said. It was true, because every time I was forced to wear a tie the occasion was always so important I had to get a bath first, even if it wasn’t Saturday night. Then my mom would decide she just had to get a picture of me.


	So I’d stand like a statue with a really nasty pout on my face while my dad took pictures. The nasty pout was my revenge. Nothing could make me smile for a picture-taking torture session. Not threats, not pleas, not promises of Simmons pineapple sherbet, which everyone knew was the best on the whole island. 


	What used to bother my mom most was that when she showed people pictures of me, like a lot of moms do to show off their kids, she spent a lot of time explaining that in spite of what the pictures looked like I really wasn’t a rotten kid, it was just a phase I was going through that I’d eventually grow out of.


	Anyway, my dad took pictures and we got in our car and left for the church. But by this time I was really mad at David because if it wasn’t for him I wouldn’t have had to wear that stupid bow tie and get my stupid picture taken. But by the time we got to the church and I went inside and saw the box he was in up at the front and his mom and dad and his two older brothers crying and blowing their noses into tissues that were soggy and limp I wasn’t mad any more.


	But I was sort of disappointed because the whole funeral service inside the church was like a brownish blur to me. Not because it all happened so fast or anything like that, but because Mrs. Hunt was sitting in the pew directly in front of me and Mrs. Hunt was about six feet tall and really fat and she wore a brown dress and a brown jacket and all I saw the whole time was Mrs. Hunt’s big, brown back.


	Then we went outside and my dad took my hand and we walked up between the graves and I could see a lot better. But I wished I couldn’t because everyone stopped beside one grave that  was opened up, and I thought about skeletons and dead things in that deep, dark hole and I realized that this was where they were going to put David. And I knew then that my mom was right — David was really dead. 
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