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  Preface




  SOME TIME in the late 1960s, when I was on holiday in Trinidad, I became acquainted with an architect who was practising there. I didn’t know what

  the architect’s work was like, having met him only on social occasions, but I soon got to know that he was a man with a pronounced social conscience. He wanted me to see some of the social

  work he was doing. His most important project was a farm for unemployed young black men. I went to have a look. There wasn’t really much to see: a few long, low buildings, roughly made, with

  very little planting. A disguised account of that visit can be found in this book. I had no idea at all at that time of doing anything like a book with that welfare setting. But that visit, in

  time, became important to what I was to write.




  It was not surprising that there was so little to see on this farm. The place was less about farming than about the island’s racial politics. The idea here (though the architect was

  politically innocent) was that local black people should suppress the livelier aspects of themselves and become more like Indians or Asians: buy land, work it as families, live dull lives, keep

  shops, make and save money, not fritter it away on clothes and parties; in this way they would go ahead and give Indians and others a run for their money.




  My visit was soon over. It made very little impression on me. I left Trinidad and went back to such affairs as I had. About a year later (perhaps more) I was in Trinidad again. This time there

  was a famous visitor on the island: Michael X, Trinidad-born, but trailing clouds of metropolitan glory: of Portuguese origin, but also claiming to be black. He had a myth in England and Trinidad;

  he was in touch with distinguished liberal people; he had ideas of racial reform that could appeal (in the late 1960s) to black and white. He was successful and sought after. An outline of his

  career can be found in this book.




  In Trinidad Michael X, as befitted someone of his eminence, had a kind of court: a multi-racial group of young men who were pleased to be associated with him and thought of themselves as a

  commune, a black American radical, and his English girl friend, Gail Anne Benson. Benson and the American had been to England to promote the American’s autobiography, and they had made a hit.

  Benson’s line was simple: she said that the American was God, and this went down very well in England.




  So here they were in the calypso island of Trinidad, the personages of the final bloody drama that was about to be played out.




  Towards the end of the year Gail Benson was horribly murdered and buried in a Trinidad country town in a hole that had been prepared to receive her. Michael X fled to Guyana. It was there that

  he was seen, denounced, and picked up. It was as simple as that. It was like an anti-climax. Michael X might have been expected to prepare a getaway for himself at least as worthy as what had gone

  before.




  In Trinidad the hole prepared for Gail Benson became something to see: dry and oddly ordinary. Friends took me to see it; I wouldn’t have gone on my own; I would have found it too

  unnerving. Some BBC people were there, gazing on the spectacle. They called out to me in a friendly way; they thought I had come to write about it. And that, strangely enough, was one reason why at

  the time I had resolved to do nothing about the murder: it seemed too big, too in-your-face, too disturbing.




  Some weeks later, in London, the Sunday Times Magazine wanted me to do something. The matter was now far enough away from me, almost historical. I could agree, and I did. I went back to

  Trinidad and for some weeks worked hard at finding out the background.




  It was this well-researched and full Sunday Times narrative that made the novel possible. Without it there would have been too many blanks, beyond invention.
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  ‘When everybody wants to fight there’s nothing to fight for. Everybody wants to fight his own little war, everybody is a guerrilla’




  James Ahmed
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  AFTER LUNCH Jane and Roche left their house on the Ridge to drive to Thrushcross Grange. They drove down to the hot city at the foot of the hills, and

  then across the city to the sea-road, through thoroughfares daubed with slogans: Basic Black, Don’t Vote, Birth Control is a Plot Against the Negro Race.




  The sea smelled of swamp; it barely rippled, had glitter rather than colour; and the heat seemed trapped below the pink haze of bauxite dust from the bauxite loading station. After the market,

  where refrigerated trailers were unloading; after the rubbish dump burning in the remnant of mangrove swamp, with black carrion corbeaux squatting hunched on fence-posts or hopping about on the

  ground; after the built-up hillsides; after the new housing estates, rows of unpainted boxes of concrete and corrugated iron already returning to the shanty towns that had been knocked down for

  this redevelopment; after the naked children playing in the red dust of the straight new avenues, the clothes hanging like rags from backyard lines; after this, the land cleared a little. And it

  was possible to see over what the city had spread: on one side, the swamp, drying out to a great plain; on the other side, a chain of hills, rising directly from the plain.




  The openness didn’t last for long. Villages had become suburbs. Sometimes the side wall of a concrete house was painted over with an advertisement. In the fields that had survived there

  were hoardings. And soon there was a factory area. It was here that the signboards for Thrushcross Grange began: the name, the distance in miles, a clenched fist emblematically rendered, the slogan

  For the Land and the Revolution, and in a strip at the bottom the name of the firm that had put the board up. The boards were all new. The local bottlers of Coca-Cola had put one up; so had

  Amal (the American bauxite company), a number of airlines, and many stores in the city.




  Jane said, ‘Jimmy’s frightened a lot of people.’




  Roche, slightly clownish with the cheap dark glasses he wore when driving, said, ‘Jimmy would like to hear you say that.’




  ‘Thrushcross,’ Jane said.




  ‘T’rush-cross. That’s how you pronounce it. It’s from Wurthering Heights. Like “furthering”.’




  ‘I thought it sounded very English.’




  ‘I don’t think it means anything. I don’t think Jimmy sees himself as Heathcliff or anything like that. He took a writing course, and it was one of the books he had to read. I

  think he just likes the name.’




  The hills smoked, as they did now every day from early morning: thin lines of white smoke that became the colour of dust and blended with the haze. Above the settlements lower down, that showed

  ochre, drought had browned the hills; and through this brown the bush fires had cut irregular dark-red patches. The asphalt road was wet-black, distorted in the distance by heat waves. The grass

  verges had been blackened by fire, and in some places still burned. Sometimes, above the noise of the car, Jane and Roche could hear the crackle of flames which, in the bright light, they

  couldn’t see.




  Traffic was heavy in this area of factories. But the land still showed its recent pastoral history. Here and there, among the big sheds and the modern buildings in unrendered concrete, the tall

  wire fences and the landscaped grounds, were still fields, remnants of the big estates, together with remnants of the estate villages: vegetable plots, old wooden houses on stilts, huts, bare front

  yards with zinnia-clumps, ixora bushes and hibiscus hedges. Grass now grew in the fields beside the highway; boards offered building plots or factory sites. Sometimes there was a single rusting car

  in a sunken field, as though, having run off the road, it had simply been abandoned; sometimes there were heaps of junked vehicles.




  Jane said, ‘I used to think that England was in a state of decay.’




  Roche said, ‘Decayed from what?’




  They left the factories behind. Traffic thinned; and when they turned off the highway they were at last in what looked like country. But the bush had a cut-down appearance and looked derelict in

  the drought. Paved areas of concrete and asphalt could be seen; and sometimes there were rows of red-brick pillars, hung with dried-out vines, that suggested antique excavations: the pillars might

  have supported the floor of a Roman bath. It was what remained of an industrial estate, one of the failed projects of the earliest days of independence. Tax-holidays had been offered to foreign

  investors; many had come for the holidays and had then moved on elsewhere.




  Roche said, ‘I hope there’s something to see. But I doubt it.’




  ‘You told him I was coming?’




  ‘He was very much on the defensive when I told him. But I thought he was pleased. He made the usual excuses. The drought. But that’s Jimmy. Always hard done by.’ Roche paused.

  ‘He’s not the only one.’




  Jane said nothing.




  Roche said, ‘He said that some of the boys had left. Run back to the city, I imagine. And I don’t think they like to feel that people are coming to spy on them.’




  ‘You mean all they want is the publicity.’




  Roche smiled. ‘It will do them no harm at all to be taken by surprise. It’s the only way, to corner them into doing what they say they want to do.’




  The roads of the former industrial estate were narrow and overgrown at the edges, and parts of the rough gravelled surface were eaten away. The land, part of the great plain, was flat; but now

  the areas of low bush were fewer, and they lay between sections of secondary forest. There were still many roads; but one turning was like another, and it would have been easy for the stranger to

  get lost. Since they had left the highway there had been no boards for Thrushcross Grange. But then, abruptly in the waste land, there was a new board in yellow and red and black, with the

  emblematic clenched fist at the top.




  

    

      THRUSHCROSS GRANGE




      PEOPLE’S COMMUNE




      FOR THE LAND AND THE REVOLUTION




      Entry without prior permission strictly forbidden at all times




      By Order of the High Command,




      JAMES AHMED (Haji)


    


  




  In a strip at the bottom, in letters cut out white on red, was the name of the local firm, Sablich’s, who had put the board up.




  Roche said, ‘We had to tone down Jimmy’s copy.’ Roche worked for Sablich’s.




  Jane said, ‘Haji?’




  ‘As I understand it, a Haji is a Muslim who’s made the pilgrimage to Mecca. Jimmy uses it to mean “mister” or “esquire”. When he remembers, that

  is.’




  Not long after the board was a side road. They turned into that. A little way down there was a sentry-box painted in diagonal stripes of black and red. It was empty; and the metal rail, also

  striped black and red, weighted at one end and intended as a barrier, was vertical. They drove on. The road was as narrow as the road they had turned off from, irregularly edged, the asphalt

  surface eaten into by crab-grass and weeds from the wild verge. They drove through secondary bush and forest; there was as yet no sign of cultivation.




  Jane said, ‘They have a lot of land.’




  ‘That’s it,’ Roche said. ‘Jimmy’s absurd in nearly every way. But he somehow gets things done. Sablich’s were thinking of buying it all up. Investment, I

  suppose. Then Jimmy stepped in, and they disgorged this bit. A twenty-five-year lease. Gifted. Just like that.’




  Roche laughed, and Jane saw his molars: widely spaced, black at the roots, the gums high: like a glimpse of the skull.




  The road curved, and they saw a big cleared area, walled on three sides by forest, the forest walls seemingly knit together by the thin white trunks and white branches of softwood trees. The

  cleared land had been ridged and furrowed from end to end. The furrows were full of shiny green weeds; and the ridges, one or two of which showed haphazard, failed planting, were light brown and

  looked as dry as bone. Far from the road, against a forest wall, there was a low open shed, thatched with whole branches of the carat-palm. Near this, and half into the forest, was a red tractor:

  it looked as abandoned there as those rusting motorcars in the tall grass below the embankment of the highway. The field looked abandoned as well. But presently Jane saw three men, then a fourth,

  working at the far end, camouflaged against the forest.




  Roche said, ‘That’s laid on for us. Or laid on for you, It’s their official rest period now. No one works in the fields at this time of the afternoon.’




  After the cleared area there was forest again, threaded with the thin white branches of softwood trees and pillared with forest palms, their straight trunks bristling with black needles, hung

  with dead spiky fronds, and with grappes of yellow nuts breaking out of grey-green husks the shape of boats. Then the forest opened out again into clearings on both sides of the road. On one side

  the forest had been cut down to stumps and low bush. On the other side of the road the land was bare and clean, stripped of trees and palms and bush, the earth in places scraped down to pale-red

  clay. At some distance from the road, on this side, on a smooth brown slope, there was a long hut with concrete-block walls and a pitched roof of corrugated iron. It stood alone in the emptiness.

  The roof was dazzling and hot to look at; it barely projected over the wall and cast no shadow.




  The car stopped and there was silence. Even when the car doors banged no one came out of the hut. There was no wind; the forest wall, dead green, was still; the asphalt road was soft below the

  gravel. Jane and Roche crossed the dry ditch by the bridge of three logs lashed together. The stripped land baked. Jane wanted shade; and the only shade lay within the dark, almost black, doorway

  of the long hut.




  She walked ahead of Roche, as though, as always, she knew the way. He had paused to look about him. When he saw Jane walking up the slight slope to the hut door he felt, as he had feared, that

  her presence there was wrong, and looked like an intrusion. The flowered blouse, through which her brassiere could be seen, the tight trousers that modelled stomach, groin and cleft in a single,

  sudden curve: that could pass in the city and in the shopping plaza of the Ridge would be hardly noticeable, but here it seemed provocative, over-casual enough to be dressy: London, foreign, wrong.

  And again it occurred to Roche that she was very white, with a colour that wasn’t at all like the colour of local white people. She was white enough to be unreadable; even her age might not

  be guessed. He walked quickly towards her, protectively. A fawn-coloured pariah dog, ribby and sharp-faced, came round from the back of the hut and stood and watched, without expectation.




  At first it seemed cool in the hut; and, after the glare outside, it seemed dark. They saw, as they entered, stepping up directly from clay to concrete floor, a steel filing-cabinet in an

  unswept corner, an old kitchen chair, and a dusty table with what looked like a junked typewriter, a junked duplicator, and some metal trays. Then, as their eyes became accustomed to the interior

  light, they saw two rows of metal beds all the way down the concrete floor of the hut. Not all the beds were made up; some had mattresses alone, thin, with striped ticking. Clothes hung on nails

  above the beds that were in use: coloured shirts of shiny synthetic material, jerseys, the jeans that looked so aggressive on, so shoddy off.




  Four or five of the beds were occupied. The boys or young men who lay on them looked at Jane and Roche and then looked up at the corrugated iron or at the opposite wall. Their shiny black faces

  were blank; they did nothing to acknowledge the presence of strangers in the hut.




  Roche said, ‘Mannie.’




  The boy spoken to said without moving, ‘Mr Ahmed bathing.’




  Roche laughed. ‘Bathing? Jimmy’s been working with you?’




  Mannie didn’t reply.




  Jane could feel the grit on the concrete floor through the soles of her shoes; it set her teeth on edge.




  Roche said to Jane, and it was as if he were speaking to the boys, ‘They built everything themselves.’ He took off his dark glasses and looked less of a clown; he looked more

  withdrawn than his voice or manner suggested. He sucked at the end of one arm of the glasses. ‘Mannie, you were the mason, weren’t you?’




  Mannie sat up and let his feet hang over the bed. He was small and slender. Beside his bed, on a gunny sack on the floor, there were about a dozen green tomatoes.




  The hut that had at first felt cool now felt less so; Jane was aware that the corrugated iron was radiating heat. And the hut was more open than she had thought, was really full of light. Oblong

  windows, fitted with frosted-glass louvres in aluminium frames, were spaced out at the top of the wall that faced the road. Everything was exposed, lit up, and open for inspection: the boys, their

  faces, their clothes, the narrow beds, the floor below the beds.




  On the wall next to the filing-cabinet what had looked like a large chart could now be read as a time-table. Jane was considering it – ablutions, tea, field duties, barrack duties, field

  duties, breakfast, rest, barrack duties, dinner, discussion – when she heard Roche say ‘Jimmy’, and she looked and saw a man in the doorway at the far end of the hut.




  The man was at first in silhouette against the white light outside. When he came into the hut he could be seen to be naked from the waist up, with a towel over one shoulder. As he came down the

  wide aisle between the metal beds, moving with short, light steps, he gave an increasing impression of physical neatness. The neatness was suggested by the slenderness of his waist, the width of

  his shoulders, by the closed expression of his face, by his full, closely-shaved cheeks, by his trimmed moustache, and by his trousers, which were of a smooth fawn-coloured material, and tight, so

  that he seemed smooth and tight from waist to shoes. The shoes themselves were thin-soled, pointed, and shining below a powdering of red dust.




  Jane had been expecting someone more physically awkward and more negroid, someone at least as black as the boys. She saw someone who, close up, looked distinctly Chinese. The heavy moustache

  masked the shape of his top lip and stressed the jut rather than the fullness of his lower lip. His eyes were small, black and blank; that, and the moustache, which suggested a mouth clamped shut,

  made him seem buttoned up, tense, unreadable.




  To Roche he said, ‘Massa.’ He nodded to Jane without seeming to see her. Not hurrying, indifferent to the silence, he took the green towel from his shoulder and put it on the back of

  the kitchen chair, and took up a grey-blue-green tunic from a nail on the wall. The drab colour killed the contrast between his face and his paler chest and made him less disturbing. Dressed at

  last, he pulled at the table-drawer and said, ‘Yes, massa. As you see, we’re still holding out.’




  Jane said, ‘I see you have a duplicating machine.’




  ‘Second-hand from Sablich’s,’ Jimmy said. ‘More like last-hand.’




  Roche said, ‘It would be a help if you learned to use it.’




  ‘Yes, massa.’ He took out some duplicated sheets from the drawer and gave them to Jane. ‘This will fill you in on background.’




  The top sheet was dog-eared and felt dusty. Jane read: Communiqué No. I Classified.




  Roche said, ‘That’s the fairy story. I see the tractor’s still out of action, Jimmy. Didn’t Donaldson come?’




  ‘Hmm. Is that what they told you at Sablich’s?’




  ‘Didn’t he come?’




  ‘Yes, massa. Donaldson came.’




  Roche let the subject drop. He said, ‘All right. Let’s go and see what you’ve been doing about the septic tank.’




  The two men went out into the sunlight. Jane stayed behind. She felt the eyes of the boys on her now, and she looked at the duplicated sheets in her hand. All revolutions begin with the land.

  Men are born on the earth, every man has his one spot, it is his birth right, and men must claim their portion of the earth in brotherhood and harmony. In this spirit we came an intrepid band to

  virgin forest, it is the life style and philosophy of Thrushcross Grange. That was how the communiqué began. But Jane, reading on, found that it soon became what Roche had said: a fairy

  story, a school composition, ungrammatical and confused, about life in the forest, about the anxieties, dangers and needs of isolated men, about the absence of water, electricity and transport. And

  then it was full of complaints, about people and firms who had made promises which they hadn’t then kept, about gifted equipment that had turned out to be defective.




  Jane, looking up from the duplicated sheets, caught the eyes of one of the boys. On the wall above his bed she saw a poster: a pen drawing of Jimmy Ahmed that made him all hair, eyes and

  moustache, and more negroid than he was, with roughly lettered words below: I’m Nobody’s Slave or Stallion, I’m a Warrior and Torch Bearer – Haji James Ahmed.




  The oblong windows showed a colourless sky. But Jane had a sense now of more than heat; she had a sense of desolation. Later, on the Ridge, in London, this visit to Thrushcross Grange might be a

  story. But now, in that hut, with the junked office equipment on the table, the posters and black pin-ups from newspapers on the walls, with the boys on the metal beds, with the light and the

  emptiness outside, and the encircling forest, she felt she had entered another, complete world.




  She heard a hiss. It was one of the street noises she had grown to recognize on the island. It was how a man called to someone far away: this hiss could penetrate the sound of traffic on a busy

  road. The hiss came from a boy on one of the beds. She knew it was meant for her, but she paid no attention and tried to go on reading.




  ‘Sister.’




  She didn’t look up.




  ‘White lady.’




  She looked up. She took a step towards the beds. Then, made bold by this movement, she walked between the beds, looking for the boy who had spoken.




  Only Mannie was sitting up; all the other boys were lying down. One boy seemed to stare through her as she passed his bed. But then she heard him say softly, as though he was speaking to

  himself, ‘So you know your name.’ And the boy on the next bed said more loudly, and in an abrupt tone, not looking at her, his shining face resting on one side on his thin pillow, his

  close-set bloodshot eyes fixed on the back doorway: ‘Give me a dollar.’




  His face was oddly narrow, and twisted on one side, as though he had been damaged at birth. The eye on the twisted side was half-closed; the bumps on his forehead and his cheekbones were

  prominent and shining. His hair was done in little pigtails: a Medusa’s head.




  She took out a purse from her shoulder bag and offered a red dollar-note, folded in four. Raising his arm, but not changing his position on the bed, still not looking at her, he took the note,

  let his hand fall on the bed, and said, ‘Thank you, white lady.’ And then there was nothing more to do or say. She walked back past the beds, feeling the silence behind her, and went

  out into the sunlight, stepping from the concrete floor of the hut on to red, hot clay.




  She considered the forest palms, their straight trunks hazy with black needles, their living, rotting hearts bandaged, it seemed, with tattered sacking. The land was shaved and bare and bright

  all the way down to the road and up to the forest wall. But the land at the back of the long hut already seemed derelict and half abandoned. She saw empty fowl coops, roughly knocked together with

  old boards, and with sagging walls of soft wire-netting: like the fowl coops in the open yards of the redevelopment project in the city: so that already, in the midst of bush, the effect was of

  urban slum. She saw piles of old scantlings and corrugated-iron sheets, rolls of old wire, drums: backyard junk. She saw a pit of some sort: dried-up mounds of clay, a heap of concrete blocks. At

  the limit of the clearing there was a corrugated-iron latrine on a high concrete base. It was silver in the hard light, and the door was open. A thatched roof had been fixed to the back wall of the

  concrete hut, at the far end. It began half-way up the wall and sloped down almost to the ground. In the black shade of the thatch, on a washing-up stand made of trimmed tree-branches, there were

  unwashed enamel bowls and plates and basins; the ground below was dark and scummy. Desolation: she had the urge now to get away.




  When she saw Roche and Jimmy Ahmed coming to where she was, she could tell, from the melancholy and irritation in Roche’s face, that he had been quarrelling with Jimmy. But Jimmy was as

  expressionless as before, his mouth as seemingly clamped shut below his moustache.




  Roche said, ‘You’re going to have an epidemic on your hands one of these days.’




  Jimmy said, ‘Yes, massa.’




  Roche smiled at Jane. His irritation was like her own; but his smile depressed her. That smile of his, which had once seemed so full of melancholy and irony, issuing out of the largest vision of

  the world, now seemed to hold only a fixed, meaningless irony. And less than that: it held sarcasm, frustration, pettishness.




  They walked to the car to drive to the field. Jane sat with Roche; Jimmy sat at the back. Too soon for Jane, who would have preferred to consider the visit over, they got out, to the renewed

  shock of heat and glare, and crossed from the road to the path at the edge of the levelled field, beside the wall of forest. They walked one behind the other: Roche, Jane, Jimmy. Roche was still

  irritable. Jimmy’s impassivity had turned to something like calm. To Jane he was even considerate: she was immediately aware of that.




  He said, in his light voice, ‘How did you get on with the boys?’




  ‘We didn’t say very much.’




  Roche said without turning round, ‘They don’t have too much to talk about.’




  Jimmy gave his grunt. ‘Hmm.’




  The sun was full on them, and full on the forest wall, less green, drier and more pierced than it appeared from a distance. There was no play of air. The path was hard and bumpy and they kicked

  up dust as they walked. Jane was sweating; dust stuck to her skin.




  Roche said, ‘Did they ask you for money?’




  ‘One of them asked me for a dollar.’




  Jimmy said, ‘That was Bryant.’




  ‘A boy with pigtails. Very black.’




  ‘Bryant,’ Jimmy said.




  Roche said, ‘Did you give him a dollar?’




  ‘No.’




  Jimmy said, ‘Hmm.’




  They walked between the forest and the dry field, past the furrows where shiny green weeds grew out of the caked earth; past the abandoned red tractor marked Sablich’s; past the

  crumbling thatched shed where long-stalked tomato seedlings yellowed in shallow boxes of dried earth; past human excrement laid in two places on the path itself. They went silent after stepping

  over the excrement.




  Then Jane said, thinking of shade, and thinking at the same time of something that Jimmy and his boys might find easier to do, ‘Are you planting any fruit trees?’




  Jimmy said, ‘That’s long-term. In this phase of the project we need cash and we are concentrating on cash crops.’




  They came to the end of the field, where four boys in jeans and gum-boots stood in weed-choked furrows and straddled four dry ridges. As if in parody of nineteenth-century plantation prints,

  which local people had begun to collect, the boys, with sullen downcast eyes, as though performing an unpleasant duty, were planting out long-stalked tomato seedlings which, as fast as they were

  set in their dusty little holes, quailed and drooped.




  Jimmy said to Jane, as though speaking of a purely local vegetable, ‘Tomatoes. You can pay eighty cents a pound in the market. Marketing, massa – that’s going to be a

  problem.’




  Roche said, ‘We’ll cross that particular bridge when we come to it.’




  They left the boys behind and walked to where clumps of bamboo grew at the edge of the forest and arched over the field. It was cool in the shade of the bamboo, and the ground was soft and

  padded with dead bamboo leaves. The bamboo stalks, of all the colours from bright green to chrome yellow to straw, swayed under their own weight and rubbed creaking against one another. One clump

  had ignited; but green shoots were already sprouting from its blackened, ashy heart.




  In that part of the field shaded by the bamboo, weeds had grown almost to bush. Through this they walked to what Jimmy said was the vegetable garden; the vegetables grown there were intended

  only for Thrushcross Grange. The vegetable garden was knee-deep in weeds, with no sign of furrow or ridge. Neither Jimmy nor Roche appeared surprised. Jimmy, suddenly energetic, pulled back weeds,

  looking for what had been planted, and showing what had grown: deformed, pale aubergines, stunted ochroes. He was excited; he was like a man discovering the simplicity of Nature, its unchanging

  laws, the processes that worked for him as they did for others.




  *




  Jimmy didn’t live at Thrushcross Grange. His house was a little distance away, separated by a block of forest from the commune hut. There was a path through the forest;

  but there was also a way through the side roads of the former industrial estate; and they went in the car.




  The invitation was unexpected; Roche had always found Jimmy secretive about his house. But Jane was not surprised. She had already begun to feel that Jimmy’s initial coldness had only been

  a form of anxiety; that he had considered the visit important and had prepared for it, had prepared his entrance, his set blank face; and that gradually he had unwound, had become more and more a

  man anxious to make an impression, to display himself. There had come a moment in the vegetable garden when, as Jimmy had bent down to separate weeds from vegetable plants, Jane had thought: He is

  a candidate. And her irritability, which until then had been the irritability of heat and disgust, had altered, had become the irritability of the woman who knew she was being courted. She had

  become more at ease.




  Even before they had got as far as the striped sentry-box, Roche, shut in behind his dark glasses, had recognized her new mood. It was something he had remembered from their early days in

  London: that irritability, mixed with an abrupt coyness, which was her especial style. The sea anemone, he thought: waving its strands at the bottom of the ocean. Rooted and secure, and indifferent

  to what it attracted. The dragon-lady, infinitely casual, infinitely unconsciously calculating, so indifferent to the body, so apparently willing to abuse it, and yet so careful of the body, so

  careful of complexion and teeth and hair.




  The house stood by itself at the end of a narrow road that stopped some distance away from the forest wall. During the days of the industrial estate it had been the house of an American

  factory-manager. The enterprise had, within its period of grace, withdrawn its capital and its machinery; the factory buildings, shells of corrugated iron or timber, had been auctioned off as

  building materials and dismantled; and all that remained now of the factory was the dead-end road, the flatness on either side of the road, and the house at the end of the road.




  Pink and white oleanders had grown tall around the house, and bougainvillaea had run wild: sudden bright colour in the brownness. The house, which stood on low concrete pillars and had

  ochre-washed concrete walls, looked simple in plan; but the corrugated-iron roof was complicated: an attempt at what was known locally as the Californian style.




  As they arrived, a small blue van came out of the yard: Chen Bros The Quality Grocery. Roche pulled aside to let the van pass, and then drove in, past the white glare of the front porch,

  to the shelter and cool of the car-port at the side of the house. On the concrete steps at the far end were cardboard boxes, full of parcels and packets.




  Jane said, ‘They deliver here?’




  ‘And they deliver free,’ Roche said, taking off his dark glasses. ‘It’s the next best thing to living off the land.’




  ‘My Chinese brothers,’ Jimmy said. As they walked back into the sunlight, to the front of the house, he addressed Jane directly: ‘Do you know about the Chinese?’




  She was coy, interested, amused.




  ‘I was born in the back room of a Chinese grocery. But that must be pretty obvious.’




  Jane said, ‘I don’t know anything about Chinese groceries.’




  ‘I suppose that’s why I’ve always felt hungry. My Chinese brothers understand the situation.’




  The garden looked at once scorched and overgrown. Crabgrass had grown long, with more stalk than grass, and had dried, leaving bare patches of earth. But the drought that had killed the land and

  set the hills on fire had drawn out the tenderest blooms from the unpruned bougainvillaea and the almost stripped hibiscus shrubs. It was the season of new leaves; where these had appeared they

  were still of the freshest green.




  Sunlight struck full on the terrazzo porch, and the sitting-room caught the glare. A square of English carpet, electric-blue with splashes of black and yellow, almost covered the floor. The

  furniture was also English and had a similar innocent stylishness; it was of a kind seen in the windows of furniture shops on the high streets of English market towns. A three-piece suite, square

  and chunky, with fat cushions, was covered in a tiger-striped synthetic material, thick and furry. On the fitted bookshelves a number of books in the same magenta binding stood solidly together:

  The Hundred Best Books of the World; there were also some paperbacks and a neat stack of records. A blue-tinted glass vase held three switches of bougainvillaea. It was a room without disorder; it

  had obviously been prepared for this visit.




  Jane felt that some comment was expected of her. She said, ‘But it’s like being in England.’




  Jimmy said, ‘All the stuff here comes from England. You know what they say. You may not be able to make a living in England, but England teaches you how to live.’




  On two of the fitted shelves, below the books and the records, there were unmounted photographs in cheap stand-up frames: Jimmy in London, with various people. Jane recognized some celebrities:

  an actor, a politician, a television producer. They were people outside Jane’s circle, and in London she had been indifferent to their names. But they seemed glamorous here; and the

  perception came to her that in this setting, which was his own, Jimmy was a diminished man.




  She said, ‘Your English mementoes.’




  He picked up the automatic irony in her voice, and his eyes went restless. Then his mouth was clamped shut below his moustache.




  She saw another photograph in a frame. The photograph had been mutilated, irregularly cut down the middle, to exclude someone. What remained showed two children of mixed race, with plump faces

  and thick features, hair kinkier than Jimmy’s, and skins that were not pale. A mutilated photograph, a reminder of the person cut out: it was odd that a man so fond of photographs

  didn’t have portraits of the children alone.




  A triangle of white light was advancing from the porch into the sitting-room, over the curling edge of the electric-blue carpet, which lay untacked on the terrazzo floor. Glare picked out fine

  dust on the smoked-glass top of the oval centre table. On this table Jane saw, as though laid out for inspection, airmail letters with English stamps.




  She said, ‘You must miss England?’




  She saw him hesitate: it was as though she had asked him a trap question.




  Roche said, with that weary tone that had once set her looking for deeper meanings in his words, ‘England is in the eye of the storm. It’s part of their great luck.’




  Turning half-coy from Jimmy, her complexion so fresh, so well cared for, she said, irritation coming quickly to her eyes, ‘Is it lucky to be half dead?’




  It was what he had taught her, what she had picked up from him and incorporated, as words, as a passing attitude, into the chaos of words and attitudes she possessed: words that she might shed

  at any time, as easily as she had picked them up, and forget she had ever spoken them, she who had once been married to a young politician and had without effort incarnated an ordinary correctness,

  and who might easily return to such a role. She was without memory: Roche had decided that some time ago. She was without consistency or even coherence. She knew only what she was and what she had

  been born to; to this knowledge she was tethered; it was her stability, enabling her to adventure in security. Adventuring, she was indifferent, perhaps blind, to the contradiction between what she

  said and what she was so secure of being; and this indifference or blindness, this absence of the sense of the absurd, was part of her unassailability.




  Jimmy said at last: ‘I miss my children.’




  He offered soft drinks. He was a Muslim, he said, and drank no alcohol. After he had served them he sat down in one of the furry chairs. With two small, deft movements he hitched up his

  trousers, holding each crease between a thumb and forefinger. He rested his bare arms flat on the arms of the chair, and began very gently to rub his palms over the thick synthetic fur. Jane noted

  the rubbing gesture, and stroked the fur on her own chair. It was smooth and felt almost oiled; her palms tickled and her teeth were set on edge.




  He was so neat, with his tight, creased trousers; his gestures were so small and precise. His full lower lip was moist and very pink in the middle: it seemed to Jane it had been worn down to

  this colour by the constant little licks he gave with the tip of his tongue. He shaved very close; the stiff hair was embedded deep in his coarse skin, and his cheeks and chin were bumpy from the

  razor, with a whitish bloom on the bumps.




  The soft drink he had offered was disagreeable. It had the tainted-water taste of the pale fluid at the top of an unshaken bottle of orange juice; and the frosted tumblers, more or less full,

  running with wet on the outside, remained on their wooden coasters on the glass-topped table.




  Roche had withdrawn from the conversation. His brow had puckered; his irritation showed. Jane was calm.




  Jimmy said, ‘England isn’t real.’




  ‘What do you mean, it isn’t real?’ Roche said. ‘Do you know what you mean?’




  Jane said, ‘I know what he means.’




  Jimmy gave a little lick to his lips. His hands went still, fingers spread on the arms of his chair, and he held his back flat against the back of his chair. ‘The problems aren’t

  going to be solved there. You know what happens in England. Everybody goes to the demo and the meeting and then they leave you and go home to tea.’




  Roche said, ‘Do they still go home to tea in England?’




  Jimmy looked at Jane. She was interested, smiling, coy, very pink. He said, ‘I got away in time. I was lucky. Over there the black man can become’ – he fumbled for the word

  – ‘like a playboy. They make you like a playboy in England.’




  It was the wrong word. Jane, fumbling after him, worked out what he meant: plaything.




  She said, ‘Playboy. That was the impression the papers gave.’




  So, in London, she had heard of him. He said: ‘Hmm.’




  Roche said, ‘I didn’t see Stephens. What’s happened to him?’




  ‘I suppose he’s run out on us, massa.’




  Jane said, ‘I want to hear more about England.’




  Roche said, ‘I’m asking him about Stephens.’




  Jane smiled and crossed her legs.




  ‘These people want overnight results, massa. Stephens was the wild one. You thought you were sending me a worker. You didn’t know you were sending me a little boy who wanted to kill

  me dead. He thought he should be here.’ He waved his hand about the room. ‘Everybody wants to be a leader.’




  Roche said, ‘So Stephens has left?’




  ‘I don’t know, massa.’




  Jane said, ‘It must be a hard life, here.’




  ‘I don’t know about a hard life,’ Jimmy said. ‘To me it’s life. It’s work. I’m a worker. I was born in the back room of a Chinese grocery. I’m a

  bakwai Chinee. You know what a bakwai is? It’s the Chinese for nigger. They have a word for it too. And that’s what they thought I was going to be when I got back here.

  “Oh, he’s a big shot in England and so on, but over here he’s just going to be a bakwai. Let him start up his movement. Let him take on the niggers. Let him see how far

  he’ll get. This isn’t England.” They thought they were trapping me. Now they see they’ve trapped themselves. Eh, massa? They’ve got to support me, massa.

  Sablich’s and everybody else. They’ve got to make me bigger. Because, if I fail – hmm. I’m the only man that stands between them and revolution, and they know it now, massa.

  That’s why I’m the only man they’re afraid of. They know that all I want in my hand is a megaphone, and the whole pack of cards will come tumbling down. I’m not like the

  others. I’m not a street-corner politician. I don’t make any speeches. Nobody’s going to throw me in jail because I’m subversive. I’m not subversive. I’m the

  friend of every capitalist in the country. Everybody is my friend. I’m not going out on the streets to change the government. Nobody is going to shoot me down. I am here, and I stay here. If

  they want to kill me they have to come here. I carry no gun.’ He raised his bare arms off the chair and held them up, showing the palms. The short sleeves of the drab-coloured tunic rode down

  his pale, firm biceps and revealed the springs of hair in his armpits. ‘I have no gun. I’m no guerrilla.’




  He stopped abruptly, and lowered his arms. The words had carried him away; he had spoken too quickly and hadn’t ordered his thoughts. He hadn’t said the right things; he had mixed

  too many things together. His eyes went hooded; his lower lip jutted. His hands lay flat on the arms of the chair, fingers stiffly together.




  Jane said, ‘Was your wife English?’




  Jimmy stood up. His eyes were more hooded; his lower lip had begun to curl. On his smooth forehead creases appeared, and the skin below his eyes darkened. He said, ‘Yes, yes.’




  Roche saw that it was time to go.




  *




  ‘Every time I meet Jimmy,’ Roche said, as they drove away, ‘I make it a point to lose my temper with him at least once, to bring him back to earth. He was

  unusually excited today. I suppose it was because of you.’




  ‘He was showing off a lot.’




  ‘There’s always a little truth in everything he says. That’s the odd thing.’




  ‘That ghastly shed. Those moronic-looking boys. All that shit in the field.’




  ‘Did you give that boy any money?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Once you allow them to blackmail you it’s hard to have any authority with them.’




  Jane said, ‘Harry de Tunja was saying that Jimmy was sinister. I found those boys infinitely more worrying.’




  ‘Just playing bad, as they say. But they’re only dangerous if you start playing with them. That’s another reason why I always try to lose my temper with Jimmy at least

  once.’




  ‘Is it true about the rape and indecent assault in England? Was that why he was deported?’




  ‘I don’t have any reason to doubt it. But you have to work with what’s there.’




  Jane said, ‘I wonder what little Doris made of it all.’




  ‘Doris?’




  ‘I was thinking about the wife. I think she must have been a Doris, don’t you?’




  ‘It wasn’t the Dorises who went for Jimmy in London. You have the world in front of your eyes, and yet it’s funny how your mind prints out comic-strips all day long. To call

  someone Doris isn’t to have a point of view. You’re not saying anything. To talk about Doris and the shit in the field doesn’t add up to a point of view.’




  ‘Perhaps I don’t have a point of view.’




  ‘I wish you wouldn’t pretend you had. You remember how you stopped the conversation at the Grandlieus’? You thought you were being so concerned, talking about the shanty towns

  and the horrible little black animals crawling about in the rubbish. You thought you were talking about things no one had seen before you. You thought you were being so much more concerned than

  everybody else. But you were saying nothing. It was just a cheap way of showing off.’




  ‘Well, I’ve stopped seeing the shanty towns now.’




  They were on the highway. The sun was slanting into their faces. The hills smoked; but, in spite of the continuing still heat, the light on the hills had altered, had turned from the light of

  midday to the light of afternoon. The yellowing smoke haze above the hills held hints of the sunset to come; already, high in the sky, the end-of-day clouds had begun to form.




  They came to the factory area: traffic, blackened verges, factory buildings still looking impermanent in the flat landscape of the old plantations, ornamental trees. And smooth-trunked young

  royal palms standing on browned factory lawns like things rescued from the forest. Here and there, deep in the fields behind the factories, were motor-cars, in the boots of which men were loading

  bundles of cut grass, fodder for the cows and other animals they still kept, the pens sometimes to be seen at the back of the huts and houses on the highway.




  There was a man running steadily on the road ahead of them, indifferent to the traffic and the fumes: an elderly Negro, long-necked, lean-faced, in black running shorts and a soaked white vest.

  He was a well-known figure, a disordered man, who at odd times of day and night took to the roads and ran for miles. And Jane thought that that was something else she had stopped seeing: people

  like the runner, people like the wild men who lived in the hills, among the new developments, or down in the city, in the backyards of certain thoroughfares: derelicts, a whole parallel

  society.




  She said, ‘Is the government really afraid of Jimmy?’




  ‘The government’s afraid of everybody. And Jimmy is right. They’ve got to build him up and pretend they are supporting him. The doer. And Jimmy has this English reputation. He

  can’t just be got out of the way.’




  ‘What a strange idea he must have of England.’




  ‘I suppose he understood it well enough for his purpose.’




  Jane said, ‘You don’t sound as though you like him.’




  ‘It isn’t a matter of liking. And I don’t mind Jimmy. He’s like the others. He’s looking for someone to lead.’




  ‘Of course, he’s having everybody on, isn’t he? And everybody’s having him on. Everybody is pretending that something exists that doesn’t exist.’




  Roche said: ‘You have to work with what’s there.’




  ‘But he must know those fields are in an appalling state. Doesn’t he know that? Or is he just mad like everybody else?’




  Slowly in the thickening traffic, and always with the sun in their eyes, they came, through the suburbs, to the city: to the burning rubbish dump, with mounds of fresh garbage; to the new

  housing estate, with its long red avenues now full of men and women and children; to the market, where refrigerated trailers stood in the unpaved forecourt; to the sea-road, where there had once

  been talk of a waterfront cultural centre, of walks and restaurants, a theatre and a marina, but where now red bauxite dust from the bauxite loading station settled on everything. The road was

  bumpy here, irregular at the edges; on the unmade sidewalks, tufted with hardy grass, there were sections of concrete pipes on which slogans had been daubed, and old flattened heaps of gravel and

  other road-mending material, mingled now with bauxite dust, yellowed scraps of newspaper and bleached cigarette packets.




  Jane said, ‘What’s a succubus?’




  Fine red dust powdered Roche’s dark glasses, so that he looked unsighted. He said, ‘It sounds like an incubus. But that must be wrong.’




  ‘That was what Harry de Tunja said, when I told him we were going to Jimmy Ahmed’s. He said that Jimmy was a succubus.’




  ‘It sounds like a grub of some sort. Something you have to carry. A kind of leech.’
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