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  Preface




  THE STORIES IN Miguel Street were begun by a man who had everything to learn about writing and himself. The writing ambition had come very early

  to me, but it had always been only a kind of warm glow inside me, giving me the vaguest idea of what I might do. The writing ambition had come without the wish to do a particular kind of book, and

  so it stayed for years. I didn’t even know in the beginning what kind of writer I might be. Was my gift a comic one or was it profounder? I wrote many stories in this blank period, but

  nothing like a book announced itself to me. I did attempt a book; I attempted two books; but the creative fog refused to lift. The first book I attempted was a version of Black Mischief,

  giving it a Trinidadian setting. I managed, with a kind of self-induced blindness, to take this to the end in the long vacation, writing very fast when the end was in sight. One man said it was

  ‘phoney Waugh’. I suffered at that, and marked this man down both for his wit and the soundness of his judgement. I believe the book was actually presented, by a very kind friend, to a

  London publisher, but fortunately for everyone it was turned down.




  It seemed to me as a result that farce or comedy was not what I was meant for, and the next book I attempted three or four years later was extremely serious. I had no story; I thought I should

  do an account of a day in the life of someone such as I had been. The book lumbered on and on. When I left Oxford I took this dreadful half-book with me to London. I had had the good fortune to

  land a little editorial job at the BBC. This job not only saved me from destitution; it also put me in touch with real writers and real critics, and I had the folly or the vanity to send my

  manuscript to one of those people. He sent it back almost by return post and said that I should forget this work. It was very wounding to me; especially as it was so close to what I had begun to

  feel about the book. And it was with this great depression, of rejection and general hopelessness, that one afternoon, in the freelancers’ room in the Langham Hotel, then a part of the BBC, I

  sat before one of the big typewriters and started the first story of Miguel Street. I had no idea where I was going, but somehow the idea had come to me that I should not leave the

  freelancers’ room until I had finished the story. My life as a writer until then had been full of beginnings, and it would have added to my gloom to make yet another false start.




  The next day I began and finished a second story, and the day after that I did a third. These stories had the same imaginative setting, were written in the same tone of voice, in the same spare

  language, and were in fact part of a vision I didn’t know I possessed as a writer until the moment of writing. After a few days – of immense excitement – the stories became too

  long to be completed at a sitting. The stories had to be carried in my head until the following day, and sometimes for days. It was new to me to carry work with me for many days; and without my

  knowing it, without understanding what I had let myself in for I in this way learnt something about the nature of writing. The reader of this book can follow this process of learning and discovery

  in the stories of Miguel Street sequence. He may think I claim too much for the stories, but I am speaking here of something very personal, something that tipped me over from despair into

  beginning to be a writer.




  This is a process that happened in my own mind and will not be easy to explain. Until I had begun Miguel Street I had been obsessed with style and language, and had worked very hard to

  master that aspect of the craft. I had read and tried to learn from many of the approved masters, Defoe, Swift, Dryden and even a few of the moderns who had come my way – the now-forgotten H.

  M. Tomlinson among them. I suppose they all helped in a way, but they didn’t take me nearer to becoming a writer. They didn’t take me nearer into understanding what my material was

  going to be. In fact they made it harder for me to have an idea of the value of my own material; their metropolitan glamour was too great.




  The Miguel Street stories seemed to write themselves. I didn’t step back to consider myself writing, and it was hard for me to understand where I had got that tone of voice. Many

  years later I thought the voice came from the Castilian, and especially from the sixteenth-century picaresque novel, Lazarillo de Tormes. I had studied and greatly admired this book in the

  sixth form. Later I was to translate it. I was hoping that the Penguin Classics might want to do it; but after a little initial encouragement it was not to be. But the effect of all this was that

  the tone of the old Spanish book sang in my head, and I am sure it helped me to get started.




  The stories I was writing in this dreamlike way were of the life of a Port of Spain street. I had no idea where the stories would lead me and the theme of the street and its life was part of the

  luck of that occasion in the freelancers’ room in the BBC. I had worried a great deal about arriving at my material. This luck undid that worry. To write about the street, which I of course

  knew, was to be flooded with material, an embarrassment of riches, folk myths, folk songs, newspaper stories, all worked on now by transforming memory. My concern when I began had been with

  language, a wish to raise my language above the language of the school essay, and to turn it into something closer to the writing one might come upon in a book. Yet, miraculously this concern with

  language led to narrative, to writing at length. It led me very close to having an idea of the book. I had begun, as I said, to carry the material in my head, and insensibly the stories became

  longer. I didn’t know where I was going. The story of ‘The Enemy’ was written as a part of Miguel Street. At this stage I was sufficiently in control of my material to

  understand that it was wrong for the Street. I kept it apart, then and later, and I was glad that I did so because three years later it led me to one of the stronger scenes of a much more

  important book, A House for Mr Biswas. To have used the material in another way would have been to lose it. So I was given a sense of what I was doing and was no longer as keen as I might

  have been earlier to bulk out a book. Inevitably the stories of Miguel Street came to an end; it became important to look for a publisher.




  In a better-ordered world the stories of Miguel Street would have excited a publisher. The publisher I was dealing with was indeed excited; he wanted to publish me, but he had the

  publisher’s wisdom about short stories. He said that they never sold. He wanted a novel before anything else and so I spent the rest of the year trying to write a novel. It was four years

  before Miguel Street was published, and – alas for the publisher’s wisdom – it has never been out of print, earning its regular fifty per cent for the publisher. The

  stories that were done later need no apology; I consider them part of my work.




  







  For my Mother and Kamla




  







  1. Bogart




  EVERY MORNING WHEN he got up Hat would sit on the banister of his back verandah and shout across, ‘What happening there, Bogart?’




  Bogart would turn in his bed and mumble softly, so that no one heard, ‘What happening there, Hat?’




  It was something of a mystery why he was called Bogart; but I suspect that it was Hat who gave him the name. I don’t know if you remember the year the film Casablanca was made. That

  was the year when Bogart’s fame spread like fire through Port of Spain and hundreds of young men began adopting the hard-boiled Bogartian attitude.




  Before they called him Bogart they called him Patience, because he played that game from morn till night. Yet he never liked cards.




  Whenever you went over to Bogart’s little room you found him sitting on his bed with the cards in seven lines on a small table in front of him.




  ‘What happening there, man?’ he would ask quietly, and then he would say nothing for ten or fifteen minutes. And somehow you felt you couldn’t really talk to Bogart, he looked

  so bored and superior. His eyes were small and sleepy. His face was fat and his hair was gleaming black. His arms were plump. Yet he was not a funny man. He did everything with a captivating

  languor. Even when he licked his thumb to deal out the cards there was grace in it.




  He was the most bored man I ever knew.




  He made a pretence of making a living by tailoring, and he had even paid me some money to write a sign for him:




  

    TAILOR AND CUTTER




    Suits made to Order




    Popular and Competitive Prices


  




  He bought a sewing-machine and some blue and white and brown chalks. But I never could imagine him competing with anyone; and I cannot remember him making a suit. He was a little bit like Popo,

  the carpenter next door, who never made a stick of furniture, and was always planing and chiselling and making what I think he called mortises. Whenever I asked him, ‘Mr Popo, what you

  making?’ he would reply, ‘Ha, boy! That’s the question. I making the thing without a name.’ Bogart was never even making anything like this.




  Being a child, I never wondered how Bogart came by any money. I assumed that grown-ups had money as a matter of course. Popo had a wife who worked at a variety of jobs; and ended up by becoming

  the friend of many men. I could never think of Bogart as having mother or father; and he never brought a woman to his little room. This little room of his was called the servant-room but no servant

  to the people in the main house ever lived there. It was just an architectural convention.




  It is still something of a miracle to me that Bogart managed to make friends. Yet he did make many friends; he was at one time quite the most popular man in the street. I used to see him

  squatting on the pavement with all the big men of the street. And while Hat or Edward or Eddoes was talking, Bogart would just look down and draw rings with his fingers on the pavement. He never

  laughed audibly. He never told a story. Yet whenever there was a fête or something like that, everybody would say, ‘We must have Bogart. He smart like hell, that man.’ In a way he

  gave them great solace and comfort, I suppose.




  And so every morning, as I told you, Hat would shout, very loudly, ‘What happening there, Bogart?’




  And he would wait for the indeterminate grumble which was Bogart saying, ‘What happening there, Hat?’




  But one morning, when Hat shouted, there was no reply. Something which had appeared unalterable was missing.




  Bogart had vanished; had left us without a word.




  The men in the street were silent and sorrowful for two whole days. They assembled in Bogart’s little room. Hat lifted up the deck of cards that lay on Bogart’s table and dropped two

  or three cards at a time reflectively.




  Hat said, ‘You think he gone Venezuela?’




  But no one knew. Bogart told them so little.




  And the next morning Hat got up and lit a cigarette and went to his back verandah and was on the point of shouting, when he remembered. He milked the cows earlier than usual that morning, and

  the cows didn’t like it.




  A month passed; then another month. Bogart didn’t return.




  Hat and his friends began using Bogart’s room as their club-house. They played wappee and drank rum and smoked, and sometimes brought the odd stray woman to the room. Hat was

  presently involved with the police for gambling and sponsoring cock-fighting; and he had to spend a lot of money to bribe his way out of trouble.




  It was as if Bogart had never come to Miguel Street. And after all Bogart had been living in the street only for four years or so. He had come one day with a single suitcase, looking for a room,

  and he had spoken to Hat who was squatting outside his gate, smoking a cigarette and reading the cricket scores in the evening paper. Even then he hadn’t said much. All he said – that

  was Hat’s story – was, ‘You know any rooms?’ and Hat had led him to the next yard where there was this furnished servant-room going for eight dollars a month. He had

  installed himself there immediately, brought out a pack of cards, and begun playing patience.




  This impressed Hat.




  For the rest he had always remained a man of mystery. He became Patience.




  When Hat and everybody else had forgotten or nearly forgotten Bogart, he returned. He turned up one morning just about seven and found Eddoes had a woman on his bed. The woman jumped up and

  screamed. Eddoes jumped up, not so much afraid as embarrassed.




  Bogart said, ‘Move over. I tired and I want to sleep.’




  He slept until five that afternoon, and when he woke up he found his room full of the old gang. Eddoes was being very loud and noisy to cover up his embarrassment. Hat had brought a bottle of

  rum.




  Hat said, ‘What happening there, Bogart?’




  And he rejoiced when he found his cue taken up. ‘What happening there, Hat?’




  Hat opened the bottle of rum, and shouted to Boyee to go buy a bottle of soda water.




  Bogart asked, ‘How the cows, Hat?’




  ‘They all right.’




  ‘And Boyee?’




  ‘He all right too. Ain’t you just hear me call him?’




  ‘And Errol?’




  ‘He all right too. But what happening, Bogart? You all right?’




  Bogart nodded, and drank a long Madrassi shot of rum. Then another, and another; and they had presently finished the bottle.




  ‘Don’t worry,’ Bogart said. ‘I go buy another.’




  They had never seen Bogart drink so much; they had never heard him talk so much; and they were alarmed. No one dared to ask Bogart where he had been.




  Bogart said, ‘You boys been keeping my room hot all the time.’




  ‘It wasn’t the same without you,’ Hat replied.




  But they were all worried. Bogart was hardly opening his lips when he spoke. His mouth was twisted a little, and his accent was getting slightly American.




  ‘Sure, sure,’ Bogart said, and he had got it right. He was just like an actor.




  Hat wasn’t sure that Bogart was drunk.




  In appearance, you must know, Hat recalled Rex Harrison, and he had done his best to strengthen the resemblance. He combed his hair backwards, screwed up his eyes, and he spoke very nearly like

  Harrison.




  ‘Damn it, Bogart,’ Hat said, and he became very like Rex Harrison. ‘You may as well tell us everything right away.’




  Bogart showed his teeth and laughed in a twisted, cynical way.




  ‘Sure I’ll tell,’ he said, and got up and stuck his thumbs inside his waistband. ‘Sure, I’ll tell everything.’




  He lit a cigarette, leaned back in such a way that the smoke got into his eyes; and, squinting, he drawled out his story.




  He had got a job on a ship and had gone to British Guiana. There he had deserted, and gone into the interior. He became a cowboy on the Rupununi, smuggled things (he didn’t say what) into

  Brazil, and had gathered some girls from Brazil and taken them to Georgetown. He was running the best brothel in the town when the police treacherously took his bribes and arrested him.




  ‘It was a high-class place,’ he said, ‘no bums. Judges and doctors and big shot civil servants.’




  ‘What happen?’ Eddoes asked. ‘Jail?’




  ‘How you so stupid?’ Hat said. ‘Jail, when the man here with we. But why you people so stupid? Why you don’t let the man talk?’




  But Bogart was offended, and refused to speak another word.




  *




  From then on the relationship between these men changed. Bogart became the Bogart of the films. Hat became Harrison. And the morning exchange became this:




  ‘Bogart!’




  ‘Shaddup, Hat!’




  Bogart now became the most feared man in the street. Even Big Foot was said to be afraid of him. Bogart drank and swore and gambled with the best. He shouted rude remarks at girls walking by

  themselves in the street. He bought a hat, and pulled down the brim over his eyes. He became a regular sight, standing against the high concrete fence of his yard, hands in his pockets, one foot

  jammed against the wall, and an eternal cigarette in his mouth.




  Then he disappeared again. He was playing cards with the gang in his room, and he got up and said, ‘I’m going to the latrine.’




  They didn’t see him for four months.




  When he returned, he had grown a little fatter but he had become a little more aggressive. His accent was now pure American. To complete the imitation, he began being expansive towards children.

  He called out to them in the streets, and gave them money to buy gum and chocolate. He loved stroking their heads, and giving them good advice.




  The third time he went away and came back he gave a great party in his room for all the children or kids, as he called them. He bought cases of Solo and Coca-Cola and Pepsi-Cola and about a

  bushel of cakes.




  Then Sergeant Charles, the policeman who lived up Miguel Street at number forty-five, came and arrested Bogart.




  ‘Don’t act tough, Bogart,’ Sergeant Charles said.




  But Bogart failed to take the cue.




  ‘What happening, man? I ain’t do anything.’




  Sergeant Charles told him.




  There was a little stir in the papers. The charge was bigamy; but it was up to Hat to find out all the inside details that the newspapers never mention.




  ‘You see,’ Hat said on the pavement that evening, ‘the man leave his first wife in Tunapuna and come to Port of Spain. They couldn’t have children. He remain here feeling

  sad and small. He go away, find a girl in Caroni and he give she a baby. In Caroni they don’t make joke about that sort of thing and Bogart had to get married to the girl.’




  ‘But why he leave she?’ Eddoes asked.




  ‘To be a man, among we men.’




  







  2. The Thing Without a Name




  THE ONLY THING that Popo, who called himself a carpenter, ever built was the little galvanized-iron workshop under the mango tree at the back of his

  yard. And even that he didn’t quite finish. He couldn’t be bothered to nail on the sheets of galvanized-iron for the roof, and kept them weighted down with huge stones. Whenever there

  was a high wind the roof made a frightening banging noise and seemed ready to fly away.




  And yet Popo was never idle. He was always busy hammering and sawing and planing. I liked watching him work. I liked the smell of the woods – cyp and cedar and crapaud. I liked the colour

  of the shavings, and I liked the way the sawdust powdered Popo’s kinky hair.




  ‘What you making, Mr Popo?’ I asked.




  Popo would always say, ‘Ha, boy! That’s the question. I making the thing without a name.’




  I liked Popo for that. I thought he was a poetic man.




  One day I said to Popo, ‘Give me something to make.’




  ‘What you want to make?’ he said.




  It was hard to think of something I really wanted.




  ‘You see,’ Popo said. ‘You thinking about the thing without a name.’




  Eventually I decided on an egg-stand.




  ‘Who you making it for?’ Popo asked.




  ‘Ma.’




  He laughed. ‘Think she going use it?’




  My mother was pleased with the egg-stand, and used it for about a week. Then she seemed to forget all about it; and began putting the eggs in bowls or plates, just as she did before.




  And Popo laughed when I told him. He said, ‘Boy, the only thing to make is the thing without a name.’




  After I painted the tailoring sign for Bogart, Popo made me do one for him as well.




  He took the little red stump of a pencil he had stuck over his ear and puzzled over the words. At first he wanted to announce himself as an architect; but I managed to dissuade him. He

  wasn’t sure about the spelling. The finished sign said:




  

    BUILDER AND CONTRACTOR




    Carpenter




    And Cabinet-Maker


  




  And I signed my name, as sign-writer, in the bottom right-hand corner.




  Popo liked standing up in front of the sign. But he had a little panic when people who didn’t know about him came to inquire.




  ‘The carpenter fellow?’ Popo would say. ‘He don’t live here again.’




  I thought Popo was a much nicer man than Bogart. Bogart said little to me; but Popo was always ready to talk. He talked about serious things, like life and death and work, and I felt he really

  liked talking to me.




  Yet Popo was not a popular man in the street. They didn’t think he was mad or stupid. Hat used to say, ‘Popo too conceited, you hear.’




  It was an unreasonable thing to say. Popo had the habit of taking a glass of rum to the pavement every morning. He never sipped the rum. But whenever he saw someone he knew he dipped his middle

  finger in the rum, licked it, and then waved to the man.




  ‘We could buy rum too,’ Hat used to say. ‘But we don’t show off like Popo.’




  I myself never thought about it in that way, and one day I asked Popo about it.




  Popo said, ‘Boy, in the morning, when the sun shining and it still cool, and you just get up, it make you feel good to know that you could go out and stand up in the sun and have some

  rum.’




  Popo never made any money. His wife used to go out and work, and this was easy, because they had no children. Popo said, ‘Women and them like work. Man not make for work.’




  Hat said, ‘Popo is a man-woman. Not a proper man.’




  Popo’s wife had a job as a cook in a big house near my school. She used to wait for me in the afternoons and take me into the big kitchen and give me a lot of nice things to eat. The only

  thing I didn’t like was the way she sat and watched me while I ate. It was as though I was eating for her. She asked me to call her Auntie.




  She introduced me to the gardener of the big house. He was a good-looking brown man, and he loved his flowers. I liked the gardens he looked after. The flower-beds were always black and wet; and

  the grass green and damp and always cut. Sometimes he let me water the flower-beds. And he used to gather the cut grass into little bags which he gave me to take home to my mother. Grass was good

  for the hens.




  One day I missed Popo’s wife. She wasn’t waiting for me.




  Next morning I didn’t see Popo dipping his finger in the glass of rum on the pavement.




  And that evening I didn’t see Popo’s wife.




  I found Popo sad in his workshop. He was sitting on a plank and twisting a bit of shaving around his fingers.




  Popo said, ‘Your auntie gone, boy.’




  ‘Where, Mr Popo?’




  ‘Ha, boy! That’s the question,’ and he pulled himself up there.




  Popo found himself then a popular man. The news got around very quickly. And when Eddoes said one day, ‘I wonder what happen to Popo. Like he got no more rum,’ Hat jumped up and

  almost cuffed him. And then all the men began to gather in Popo’s workshop, and they would talk about cricket and football and pictures – everything except women – just to try to

  cheer Popo up.




  Popo’s workshop no longer sounded with hammering and sawing. The sawdust no longer smelled fresh, and became black, almost like dirt. Popo began drinking a lot, and I didn’t like him

  when he was drunk. He smelled of rum, and he used to cry and then grow angry and want to beat up everybody. That made him an accepted member of the gang.




  Hat said, ‘We was wrong about Popo. He is a man, like any of we.’




  Popo liked the new companionship. He was at heart a loquacious man, and always wanted to be friendly with the men of the street and he was always surprised that he was not liked. So it looked as

  though he had got what he wanted. But Popo was not really happy. The friendship had come a little too late, and he found he didn’t like it as much as he’d expected. Hat tried to get

  Popo interested in other women, but Popo wasn’t interested.




  Popo didn’t think I was too young to be told anything.




  ‘Boy, when you grow old as me,’ he said once, ‘you find that you don’t care for the things you thought you woulda like if you coulda afford them.’




  That was his way of talking, in riddles.




  *




  Then one day Popo left us.




  Hat said, ‘He don’t have to tell me where he gone. He gone looking for he wife.’




  Edward said, ‘Think she going come back with he?’




  Hat said, ‘Let we wait and see.’




  We didn’t have to wait long. It came out in the papers. Hat said it was just what he expected. Popo had beaten up a man in Arima, the man had taken his wife away. It was the gardener who

  used to give me bags of grass.




  Nothing much happened to Popo. He had to pay a fine, but they let him off otherwise. The magistrate said that Popo had better not molest his wife again.




  They made a calypso about Popo that was the rage that year. It was the road-march for the Carnival, and the Andrews Sisters sang it for an American recording company:




  

    

      

        

          A certain carpenter feller went to Arima




          Looking for a mopsy called Emelda.


        


      


    


  




  It was a great thing for the street.




  At school, I used to say, ‘The carpenter feller was a good, good friend of mine.’




  And, at cricket matches, and at the races, Hat used to say, ‘Know him? God, I used to drink with that man night and day. Boy, he could carry his liquor.’




  *




  Popo wasn’t the same man when he came back to us. He growled at me when I tried to talk to him, and he drove out Hat and the others when they brought a bottle of rum to

  the workshop. Hat said, ‘Woman send that man mad, you hear.’ But the old noises began to be heard once more from Popo’s workshop. He was working hard, and I wondered whether he

  was still making the thing without a name. But I was too afraid to ask.




  He ran an electric light to the workshop and began working in the night-time. Vans stopped outside his house and were always depositing and taking away things. Then Popo began painting his

  house. He used a bright green, and he painted the roof a bright red. Hat said, ‘The man really mad.’




  And added, ‘Like he getting married again.’




  Hat wasn’t too far wrong. One day, about two weeks later, Popo returned, and he brought a woman with him. It was his wife. My auntie.




  ‘You see the sort of thing woman is,’ Hat commented. ‘You see the sort of thing they like. Not the man. But the new house paint up, and all the new furniture inside it. I bet

  you if the man in Arima had a new house and new furnitures, she wouldnta come back with Popo.’




  But I didn’t mind. I was glad. It was good to see Popo standing outside with his glass of rum in the mornings and dipping his finger into the rum and waving at his friends; and it was good

  to ask him again, ‘What you making, Mr Popo?’ and to get the old answer, ‘Ha, boy! That’s the question. I making the thing without a name.’




  Popo returned very quickly to his old way of living, and he was still devoting his time to making the thing without a name. He had stopped working, and his wife got her job with the same people

  near my school.




  People in the street were almost angry with Popo when his wife came back. They felt that all their sympathy had been mocked and wasted. And again Hat was saying, ‘That blasted Popo too

  conceited, you hear.’




  But this time Popo didn’t mind.




  He used to tell me, ‘Boy, go home and pray tonight that you get happy like me.’




  *




  What happened afterwards happened so suddenly that we didn’t even know it had happened. Even Hat didn’t know about it until he read it in the papers. Hat always read

  the papers. He read them from about ten in the morning until about six in the evening.
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