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  Preface




  The Mystic Masseur – together with Miguel Street: the two books are close enough in time and mood to be considered one – belongs to the very beginning

  of my writing career, belongs in fact to my first year. I have thought much about that beginning, if only because at the time it seemed possible that I might never get started, with the

  accompanying anxiety that all the writing ambition that had sustained me for years might become bottled up and turn sour. I have written in various places, most recently in my preface to the

  Everyman edition of my shorter fiction, about the pain and the luck of getting started. I feel I have said all that I have to say about that, and it would not be easy for me now to say something

  new about the process.




  The Mystic Masseur was the first of my books to be published in England (or anywhere else). I had a beginner’s idea of literary success, and in the year, 1957, that saw Patrick

  White’s Voss and John Braine’s Room at the Top felt that my little book hadn’t made much of a showing: too many cursory bottom-of-the-column notices, and a

  particularly galling note in a better-class weekly which referred to the Masseur as a ‘little savoury’ from the West Indies. As though the Masseur, unlike the other books

  in that week’s fiction column, had written itself, its lightheartedness being no more than an expression of island high spirits.




  I wish it had been like that. But it wasn’t like that at all. The book had been undertaken unwillingly. André Deutsch, the publisher with whom I was dealing, didn’t think a

  new writer should present himself to the public with a book of stories (which was what Miguel Street was). He wanted a novel, and I thought I could do it – a comic novel, of course,

  since comedy had come so easily to me during the writing of the stories. It was a grimmer undertaking than I had imagined; comic invention, which had seemed easy enough in the Miguel Street

  stories, quickly dried up in the larger form. I had assumed, like my later reviewer, that comic novels (in the picaresque style) were easier to write than more weighty ones. (And in fact I was

  wrong. When I had moved on from my beginnings I found that I was happier with a more leisurely manner: it gave one a choice of mood, and even comedy, freed from its hysteria – verbal

  hysteria, and the hysteria of getting things to happen, the need for speed – became easier.) For that troublesome first novel, I had to hunt around for material, talking to friends from the

  BBC Caribbean Service, even while the book was being written. The book became a stop-and-start affair, depending on the material I could turn up, and I was more than once on the point of abandoning

  it. The reader who has been let in to the secret may not now see a little savoury in the book; he may see something more untidy: the writer’s struggle to get started, to begin to be

  published, to write the novel for Deutsch.




  I knew of course that my random way of collecting material for a comic book was not really fair to the background, which, the moment you began to contemplate it, was as complicated as you could

  imagine. I knew that when the time came I would have to go back and look more fully at the background. I did go back. I looked again at the Masseur material; my writing altered. I did a

  travel book; I did a straight history, to help me understand the place; I did big fictions about a place which, when I had first written about it, seemed only a place for farce. But now a surprise

  awaited me. The people who some years before had spoken slightingly of the little savoury appeared now to have changed their minds. They seemed to like my old way; what they couldn’t get on

  with was my new way; and this made them feel that the material was being forced into this new mould. In this predicament I had only myself to rely upon. I learned to trust myself.




  







  To the Memory of my Father




  and for Gordon Woolford




  







  All characters, organizations, and incidents in this novel are fictitious. This is a necessary assurance because, although its politicians have taken to

  calling it a country, Trinidad is a small island, no bigger than Lancashire, with a population somewhat smaller than Nottingham’s. In this novel the geography of the island is distorted.

  Dates are, unavoidably, mentioned; but no actual holder of any office is portrayed. The strike mentioned in Chapter Twelve has no basis in fact.




  







  1. The Struggling Masseur




  LATER HE WAS TO BE famous and honoured throughout the South Caribbean; he was to be a hero of the people and, after that, a British representative at

  Lake Success. But when I first met him he was still a struggling masseur, at a time when masseurs were ten a penny in Trinidad.




  This was just at the beginning of the war, when I was still at school. I had been bullied into playing football, and in my first game I had been kicked hard on the shin and laid up for weeks

  afterwards.




  My mother distrusted doctors and never took me to one. I am not blaming her for this because in those days people went by preference to the unqualified masseur or the quack dentist.




  ‘I know the sort of doctors it have in Trinidad,’ my mother used to say. ‘They think nothing of killing two three people before breakfast.’




  This wasn’t as bad as it sounds: in Trinidad the midday meal is called breakfast.




  My foot was hot and swollen, and getting more and more painful. ‘So what we going to do?’ I asked.




  ‘Do?’ my mother said. ‘Do? Give the foot a little more time. You never know what could happen.’




  I said, ‘ I know what going to happen. I going lose the whole damn foot, and you know how these Trinidad doctors like cutting off black people foot.’




  My mother grew a little worried and she made a large mud-plaster for the foot that evening.




  Two days later she said, ‘It looking a little serious. Is only Ganesh now for you, boy.’




  ‘Who the hell is this Ganesh?’




  This was a question many people were going to ask later on.




  ‘Who is this Ganesh?’ my mother mocked. ‘This Ganesh? You see the sort of education they giving you children these days. Your foot break up and hurting, and still

  you talking about this man as though you is his father when the man old enough to be your father.’




  I said, ‘What he does do?’




  ‘Oh, he does cure people.’




  She spoke in a guarded way and I felt that she didn’t want to talk too much about Ganesh because his gift of healing was a holy thing.




  It was a long drive to Ganesh’s, more than two hours. He lived in a place called Fuente Grove, not far from Princes Town. Fuente Grove – Fountain Grove – seemed a curious name.

  There was no hint of a fountain anywhere, no hint even of water. For miles around the land was flat, treeless, and hot. You drove through miles and miles of sugar-cane; then the sugar-cane stopped

  abruptly to make room for Fuente Grove. It was a sad little village, just a dozen or so thatched huts strung out on the edge of the narrow lumpy road. Beharry’s shop was the one sign of a

  social life and we stopped outside it. It was a wooden building, dingy distemper flaking off the walls and the corrugated-iron roof warped and rusted. A little notice said that Beharry was licensed

  to sell spirituous liquors, and I could see the man so privileged – as I thought – sitting on a stool in front of the counter. Spectacles rested on the tip of his nose and he was

  reading the Trinidad Sentinel at arm’s length.




  Our taxi-driver shouted, ‘Ai!’




  The paper was lowered. ‘Oi! I is Beharry.’ He slid off the stool and began rubbing the palms of his hands over his little belly. ‘Is the pundit you looking for, not

  so?’




  The taxi-driver said, ‘Nah. We come all the way from Port of Spain just for the scenery.’




  Beharry was not prepared for this incivility. He stopped rubbing his belly and started to tuck his vest into his khaki trousers. A big woman appeared behind the counter and when she saw us she

  pulled her veil over her head.




  ‘These people want to find out something,’ Beharry told her, and went behind the counter.




  The woman shouted, ‘Who you looking for?’




  My mother replied, ‘The pundit we looking for.’




  ‘Just go down the road a little bit,’ the woman said. ‘You can’t miss the house. It have a mango tree in the yard.’




  The woman was right. We couldn’t miss Ganesh’s house. It had the only tree in the village and it looked a little better than most of the huts.




  The driver honked the horn and a woman appeared from behind the house. She was a young woman, big-boned but thin, and she was trying to give us some attention and shoo away some fowls with a

  cocoye broom at the same time. She examined us for a while and then began shouting, ‘Man! Eh, manwa!’




  Then she looked hard at us again and pulled her veil over her head.




  She shouted again, ‘Eh, eh, you ain’t hear me calling you? Man! Eh, manwa!’




  A high voice came fluting out of the house. ‘Yes, man.’




  The driver turned off the engine and we heard sounds of shuffling inside the house.




  Presently a young man came out on the small verandah. He was dressed in the ordinary way, trousers and vest, and I didn’t think he looked particularly holy. He wasn’t wearing the

  dhoti and koortah and turban I had expected. I was a little reassured when I saw that he was holding a big book. To look at us he had to shelter his eyes from the glare with his free hand,

  and as soon as he saw us he ran down the wooden steps and across the yard and said to my mother, ‘Is nice to see you. How is everything these days?’




  The taxi-driver, now curiously correct, was staring at the heat waves jigging up from the black road, and chewing on a match-stick.




  Ganesh saw me and said, ‘Ooh, ooh, something happen to the boy.’ And he made a few sad noises.




  My mother got out of the car, straightened her dress, and said, ‘You know, Baba, how children getting out of hand these days. Look at this boy.’




  All three of them, Ganesh, my mother, and the taxi-driver, looked at me.




  I said, ‘But what happen that all you people looking at me so for? I kill priest?’




  ‘Look at this boy,’ my mother said. ‘You think he make for any rough game?’




  Ganesh and the taxi-driver shook their heads.




  ‘Eh, eh,’ my mother continued, ‘look at my crosses one day. I see the boy coming home limping. I say, “What happen that you limping, boy?” He answer me back brave

  brave like a man, “I was playing football.” I say, “Playing the fool, you mean.” ’




  Ganesh said to the taxi-driver, ‘Help me take the boy inside the house.’




  As they carried me in I noticed that someone had tried to scratch a little garden into the hard and dusty front yard, but nothing remained now except the bottle-borders and a few tough stumps of

  hibiscus.




  Ganesh looked the only cool thing in the village. His eyes were deep black, his skin was yellowish, and he was just a little flabby.




  But nothing had prepared me for what I was to see inside Ganesh’s hut. As soon as we entered my mother winked at me, and I could see that even the taxi-driver was fighting to control his

  astonishment. There were books, books, here, there, and everywhere; books piled crazily on the table, books rising in mounds in the corners, books covering the floor. I had never before seen so

  many books in one place.




  ‘How much books it have here, pundit?’ I asked.




  ‘I never really count them,’ Ganesh said, and called, ‘Leela!’




  The woman with the cocoye broom came so quickly I fancied she was waiting to be called.




  ‘Leela,’ Ganesh said, ‘the boy want to know how much book it have here.’




  ‘Let me see,’ Leela said, and hitched up the broom to her waistband. She started to count off the fingers of her left hand. ‘Four hundred Everyman, two hundred Penguin –

  six hundred. Six hundred, and one hundred Reader’s Library, make seven hundred. I think with all the other book it have about fifteen hundred good book here.’




  The taxi-driver whistled, and Ganesh smiled.




  ‘They is all yours, pundit?’ I asked.




  ‘Is my only vice,’ Ganesh said. ‘Only vice. I don’t smoke. I don’t drink. But I must have my books. And, mark you, every week I going to San Fernando to buy more,

  you know. How much book I buy last week, Leela?’




  ‘Only three, man,’ she said. ‘But they was big books, big big books. Six to seven inches altogether.’




  ‘Seven inches,’ Ganesh said.




  ‘Yes, seven inches,’ Leela said.




  I supposed Leela was Ganesh’s wife because she went on to say, with mock irritation, ‘That is all he good for. You know how much I does tell him not to read all the time. But you

  can’t stop him from reading. Night and day he reading.’




  Ganesh gave a short laugh and signalled to Leela and the taxi-driver to leave the room. He made me lie down on a blanket on the floor and began feeling my leg all over. My mother remained in a

  corner, watching. From time to time Ganesh thumped my foot and I gave a great yelp of pain and he said, ‘Ummh,’ very thoughtfully.




  I tried to forget Ganesh thumping my leg about and concentrated on the walls. They were covered with religious quotations, in Hindi and English, and with Hindu religious pictures. My gaze

  settled on a beautiful four-armed god standing in an open lotus.




  When Ganesh had done examining me, he rose and said, ‘Nothing wrong with the boy at all, maharajin. Nothing at all. Is the trouble with so much people who does come to me. Nothing

  really wrong with them. The only thing I could say about the boy is that he have a little bad blood. That is all. It have nothing I could do.’




  And he began mumbling a Hindi couplet over me while I lay on the floor. If I had been sharper I would have paid more attention to that, for it showed, I am convinced, the incipient mystical

  leanings of the man.




  My mother came and looked down at me and asked Ganesh in a barely querulous way, ‘You sure nothing wrong with the boy? The foot look very bad to me.’




  Ganesh said, ‘Don’t worry. I giving you something here that will get the boy foot better in two two’s. Is a little mixture I make up myself. Give it to the boy three times a

  day.’




  ‘Before or after meals?’ my mother asked.




  ‘Never after!’ Ganesh warned.




  My mother was satisfied.




  ‘And,’ Ganesh added, ‘you can mix a little bit with the boy food. You never know what good could come of that.’




  After seeing all those books in Ganesh’s hut I was ready to believe in him and quite prepared to take his mixture. And I respected him even more when he gave my mother a little booklet,

  saying, ‘Take it. I giving it to you free although it cost me a lot to write it and print it.’




  I said, ‘Is really you who write this book, pundit?’




  He smiled and nodded.




  As we drove away I said, ‘You know, Ma, I really wish I did read all those books Ganesh Pundit have in his house.’




  It was hurtful and surprising, therefore, when two weeks later my mother said, ‘You know, I have a good mind to leave you alone and let you get better by yourself. If you did only go with

  a good mind to see Ganesh, you woulda be better and walking about by now.’




  In the end I went to a doctor in St Vincent Street who took one look at my foot, said, ‘Abscess. Will have to cut it.’ And charged ten dollars.




  *




  I never read Ganesh’s booklet, 101 Questions and Answers on the Hindu Religion; and although I had to take his terrible mixture three times a day (I refused to have

  it in my food), I held no ill-will towards him. On the contrary, I often thought with a good deal of puzzled interest about the little man locked away with all those fifteen hundred books in the

  hot and dull village of Fuente Grove.




  ‘Trinidad full of crazy people,’ I said.




  ‘Say that if it make you happy,’ my mother snapped back. ‘But Ganesh ain’t the fool you think he is. He is the sorta man who woulda be a rishi in India. The day go

  come when you go be proud to tell people that you did know Ganesh. Now shut your mouth up so that I could dress the foot for you.’




  *




  Less than a year later Trinidad woke up to find page three of the Trinidad Sentinel carrying a column advertisement with a photograph of Ganesh and the caption:




  

    

      Interested people were urged to reply to Fuente Grove for a free, illustrated folder giving full particulars.


    


  




  I don’t imagine many people wrote in for further information about Ganesh. We were used to advertisements like that, and Ganesh’s caused little comment. None of us foresaw that

  advertisement’s astounding consequences. It was only later on, when Ganesh had won the fame and fortune he deserved so well, that people remembered it. Just as I have.




  *




  Nineteen forty-six was the turning-point of Ganesh’s career; and, as if to underline the fact, in that year he published his autobiography, The Years of Guilt

  (Ganesh Publishing Co. Ltd, Port of Spain. $2.40). The book, variously described as a spiritual thriller and a metaphysical whodunit, had a considerable success of esteem in Central America and the

  Caribbean. Ganesh, however, confessed that the autobiography was a mistake. So, in the very year of publication it was suppressed and the Ganesh Publishing Company itself wound up. The wider world

  has not learnt of Ganesh’s early struggles, and Trinidad resents this. I myself believe that the history of Ganesh is, in a way, the history of our times; and there may be people who will

  welcome this imperfect account of the man Ganesh Ramsumair, masseur, mystic, and, since 1953, M.B.E.




  







  2. Pupil and Teacher




  GANESH WAS NEVER really happy during the four years he spent at the Queen’s Royal College. He went there when he was nearly fifteen and he was not

  as advanced as the other boys of his own age. He was always the oldest boy in his class, with some boys three or even four years younger than himself. But he was lucky to go to the college at all.

  It was by the purest chance that his father got the money to send him there. For years the old man had held on to five acres of waste land near Fourways in the hope that the oil companies would

  sink a well in it, but he could not afford to bribe the drillers and in the end he had to be content with a boundary well. It was disappointing and unfair, but opportune; and the royalties were

  enough to keep Ganesh in Port of Spain.




  Mr Ramsumair made a lot of noise about sending his son to the ‘town college’, and the week before the term began he took Ganesh all over the district, showing him off to friends and

  acquaintances. He had Ganesh dressed in a khaki suit and a khaki toupee and many people said the boy looked like a little sahib. The women cried a little and begged Ganesh to remember his dead

  mother and be good to his father. The men begged him to study hard and help other people with his learning.




  Father and son left Fourways that Sunday and took the bus to Princes Town. The old man wore his visiting outfit: dhoti, koortah, white cap, and an unfurled umbrella on the crook of his

  left arm. They knew they looked important when they got into the train at Princes Town.




  ‘Careful with your suit now,’ the old man said loudly, and his neighbours heard. ‘Remember you are going to the town college.’




  When they got to St Joseph, Ganesh began to feel shy. Their dress and manner were no longer drawing looks of respect. People were smiling, and when they got off at the railway terminus in Port

  of Spain, a woman laughed.




  ‘I did tell you not to dress me up like this,’ Ganesh lied, and was near to sobbing.




  ‘Let them laugh,’ the old man replied in Hindi, and passed the palm of his hand over his thick grey moustache. ‘Jackasses bray at anything.’




  ‘Jackass’ was his favourite word of abuse, perhaps because the Hindi word was so rich and expressive: gaddaha.




  They hurried to the house in Dundonald Street where Ganesh was to board, and Mrs Cooper, the tall and plump Negro landlady, laughed when she saw them but said, ‘The boy look like a real

  smart man, man.’




  ‘She is a good lady,’ the old man told Ganesh in Hindi. ‘You don’t have to worry about the food or anything here. She will look after you.’




  Ganesh preferred not to remember what happened the next day when he was taken to school. The old boys laughed, and although he had not worn the khaki toupee, he felt uncomfortable in his khaki

  suit. Then there was the scene in the principal’s office: his father gesticulating with his white cap and umbrella; the English principal patient, then firm, and finally exasperated; the old

  man enraged, muttering, ‘Gaddaha! Gaddaha!’




  *




  Ganesh never lost his awkwardness. He was so ashamed of his Indian name that for a while he spread a story that he was really called Gareth. This did him little good. He

  continued to dress badly, he didn’t play games, and his accent remained too clearly that of the Indian from the country. He never stopped being a country boy. He still believed that reading

  by any light other than daylight was bad for the eyes, and as soon as his classes were over he ran home to Dundonald Street and sat on the back steps reading. He went to sleep with the hens and

  woke before the cocks. ‘That Ramsumair boy is a real crammer,’ boys laughed; but Ganesh never became more than a mediocre student.




  A fresh mortification awaited him. When he went home for his first holidays and had been shown off again, his father said, ‘It is time for the boy to become a real brahmin.’




  The initiation ceremony was held that very week. They shaved his head, gave him a little saffron bundle, and said, ‘All right, off you go now. Go to Benares and study.’




  He took his staff and began walking away briskly from Fourways.




  As arranged, Dookhie the shopkeeper ran after him, crying a little and begging in English, ‘No, boy. No. Don’t go away to Benares to study.’




  Ganesh kept on walking.




  ‘But what happen to the boy?’ people asked. ‘He taking this thing really serious.’




  Dookhie caught Ganesh by the shoulder and said, ‘Cut out this nonsense, man. Stop behaving stupid. You think I have all day to run after you? You think you really going to Benares? That is

  in India, you know, and this is Trinidad.’




  They brought him back home. But the episode is significant.




  His head was still practically bald when he went back to school, and the boys laughed so much that the principal called him and said, ‘Ramsumair, you are creating a disturbance in the

  school. Wear something on your head.’




  So Ganesh wore his khaki toupee in the classroom until his hair grew again.




  There was another Indian boy, called Indarsingh, living in the house at Dundonald Street. He was also at the Queen’s Royal College, and although he was six months younger than Ganesh he

  was three forms ahead. He was a brilliant boy and everybody who knew him said he was going to be a great man. At sixteen Indarsingh was making long speeches in the Literary Society Debates,

  reciting verses of his own at Recitation Contests, and he always won the Impromptu Speech Contests. Indarsingh also played all games, not very well, but he had the sportsman’s instincts and

  it was this that caused him to be held up to the boys as an ideal. Indarsingh once persuaded Ganesh to play fooball. When Ganesh bared his pale, jaundiced legs, a boy spat in disgust and said,

  ‘Eh, eh, your foot don’t see sun at all at all!’ Ganesh played no more football, but he remained friendly with Indarsingh. Indarsingh, for his part, found Ganesh useful.

  ‘Come for a little walk in the Botanical Gardens,’ he would say to Ganesh, and during the whole of the walk Indarsingh would talk non-stop, rehearsing his speech for the next debate. At

  the end he would say, ‘Good eh? Demn good.’ This Indarsingh was a short, square boy, and his walk, like his talk, had the short man’s jauntiness.




  Indarsingh was Ganesh’s only friend, but the friendship was not to last. At the end of Ganesh’s second year Indarsingh won a scholarship and went to England. To Ganesh, Indarsingh

  had achieved a greatness beyond ambition.




  In due course Ganesh wrote the Cambridge School Certificate and surprised everybody by passing in the second grade. Mr Ramsumair sent his congratulations to Ganesh, offered an annual prize to

  the college, and told Ganesh that he had found a nice girl for him to marry.




  ‘The old man really rushing you,’ Mrs Cooper said.




  Ganesh wrote back that he had no intention of getting married, and when his father replied that if Ganesh didn’t want to get married he must consider himself an orphan, Ganesh decided to

  consider himself an orphan.




  ‘You have to get a work now,’ Mrs Cooper said. ‘Mind you, I not thinking about what you have to pay me, but still you must get a work. Why you don’t go and see your

  headmaster?’




  So he did. The headmaster looked a little puzzled and asked, ‘What do you want to do?’




  ‘Teach,’ Ganesh said, because he felt he ought to flatter his headmaster.




  ‘Teach? Strange. Primary schools?’




  ‘What you mean, sir?’




  ‘You’re not thinking of teaching in this school?’




  ‘Nah, sir. You making joke.’




  In the end, with the headmaster’s help, Ganesh was enrolled in the Government Training College for teachers in Port of Spain, where there were many more Indians, and he felt less ill at

  ease. He was taught many important subjects and from time to time he practised on little classes from schools near by. He learned to write on a blackboard and overcame his dislike of the sound of

  scraping chalk. Then they turned him out to teach.




  They sent him to a school in a rowdy district in the east end of Port of Spain. The headmaster’s office was also a classroom choked up with young boys. The headmaster sat under a picture

  of King George V and gave Ganesh an interview.




  ‘You don’t know how lucky you is,’ he began, and jumped up immediately, saying, ‘Gimme a chance. It have a boy here I must give a good cut-arse to. Just gimme a

  chance.’




  He squeezed his way between desks to a boy in the back row. The class was instantly silent and it was possible to hear the noise from the other classrooms. Then Ganesh heard the boy squealing

  behind the blackboard.




  The headmaster was sweating when he came back to Ganesh. He wiped his big face with a mauve handkerchief and said, ‘Yes, I was telling you that you is a lucky man. Most of the times they

  just lose a new man like you somewhere in the country, all up by Cunaripo and all sorta outa the way places.’




  The headmaster laughed and Ganesh felt he had to laugh too; but as soon as he did so the headmaster became stern and said, ‘Mr Ramsumair, I don’t know what views you have about

  educating the young, but I want to let you know right away, before we even start, that the purpose of this school is to form, not to inform. Everything is planned.’ He pointed to a framed

  time-table, done in inks of three colours, hanging next to the picture of King George V. ‘Miller, the man you replacing, paint that. He sick,’ the headmaster said.




  ‘It look good and I sorry Miller sick,’ Ganesh said.




  The headmaster leaned back in his chair and beat a ruler on the green blotter in front of him. ‘What is the purpose of the school?’ he asked suddenly.




  ‘Form – ’ Ganesh began.




  ‘Not – ’ the headmaster encouraged.




  ‘Inform.’




  ‘You quick, Mr Ramsumair. You is a man after my own heart. You and me going to get on good good.’




  Ganesh was given Miller’s class, the Remove. It was a sort of rest-station for the mentally maimed. Boys remained there uninformed for years and years, and some didn’t even want to

  leave. Ganesh tried all the things he had been taught at the Training College, but the boys didn’t play fair.




  ‘I can’t teach them nothing at all,’ he complained to the headmaster. ‘You teach them Theorem One this week and next week they forget it.’




  ‘Look, Mr Ramsumair. I like you, but I must be firm. Quick, what is the purpose of the school?’




  ‘Form not inform.’




  Ganesh gave up trying to teach the boys anything, and was happy enough to note a week-to-week improvement in his Record Book. According to that book, the Remove advanced from Theorem One to

  Theorem Two in successive weeks, and then moved on unexhausted to Theorem Three.




  Having much time on his hands, Ganesh was able to observe Leep next door. Leep had been at the Training College with him, and Leep was still keen. He was nearly always at the blackboard,

  writing, erasing, constantly informing, except for the frequent occasions when he rushed off to flog some boy and disappeared behind the celotex screen which separated his class from

  Ganesh’s.




  On the Friday before Miller was due back at the school (he had had a fractured pelvis), the headmaster called Ganesh and said, ‘Leep sick.’




  ‘What happen?’




  ‘He just say he sick and he can’t come on Monday.’




  Ganesh leaned forward.




  ‘Now don’t quote me,’ the headmaster said. ‘Don’t quote me at all. But this is how I look at it. If you leave the boys alone, they leave you alone. They is good

  boys, but the parents – God! So when Miller come back, you have to take Leep class.’




  Ganesh agreed; but he took Leep’s class for only one morning.




  Miller was very angry with Ganesh when he returned, and at the recess on Monday morning went to complain to the headmaster. Ganesh was summoned.




  ‘I leave a good good class,’ Miller said. ‘The boys was going on all right. Eh, eh, I turn my back for a week – well, two three months – and when I turn round

  again, what I see? The boys and them ain’t learn nothing new and they even forget what I spend so much time trying to teach them. This teaching is a art, but it have all sort of people who

  think they could come up from the cane-field and start teaching in Port of Spain.’




  Ganesh, suddenly angry for the first time in his life, said, ‘Man, go to hell, man!’




  And left the school for good.




  *




  He went for a walk along the wharves. It was early afternoon and the gulls mewed amid the masts of sloops and schooners. Far out, he saw the ocean liners at anchor. He allowed

  the idea of travel to enter his mind and just as easily allowed it to go out again. He spent the rest of the afternoon in a cinema, but this was torture. He especially resented the credit titles.

  He thought, ‘All these people with their name in big print on the screen have their bread butter, you hear. Even those in little little print. They not like me.’




  He needed all Mrs Cooper’s solace when he went back to Dundonald Street.




  ‘I can’t take rudeness like that,’ he told her.




  ‘You a little bit like your father, you know. But you mustn’t worry, boy. I can feel your aura. You have a powerhouse for a aura, man. But still, you was wrong throwing up a good

  work like that. It wasn’t as if they was working you hard.’




  At dinner she said, ‘You can’t go and ask your headmaster again.’




  ‘No,’ he agreed quickly.




  ‘I been thinking. I have a cousin working in the Licensing Office. He could get you a job there, I think. You could drive motor car?’




  ‘I can’t even drive donkey-cart, Mrs Cooper.’




  ‘It don’t matter. He could always get a licence for you, and then you ain’t have to do much driving. You just have to test other drivers, and if you anything like my cousin,

  you could make a lot of money giving out licence to all sort of fool with money.’




  She thought again. ‘And, yes. It have a man I know does work at Cable and Wireless. Eh, but my brain coming like a sieve these days. It have a telegram here for you, come this

  afternoon.’




  She went to the sideboard and pulled an envelope from under a vase stuffed with artificial flowers.




  Ganesh read the telegram and passed it to her.




  ‘What damn fool send this?’ she said. ‘It enough to make anybody dead of heart failure. Bad news come home now. Who is this Ramlogan who sign it?’




  ‘Never hear about him,’ Ganesh said.




  ‘What you think it is?’




  ‘Oh, you know . . .’




  ‘But ain’t that strange?’ Mrs Cooper interrupted. ‘Just last night I was dreaming about a dead. Yes, it really strange.’




  







  3. Leela




  ALTHOUGH IT WAS nearly half past eleven when his taxi got to Fourways that night, the village was alive and Ganesh knew that Mrs Cooper was right.

  Someone had died. He sensed the excitement and recognized all the signs. Lights were on in most of the houses and huts, there was much activity on the road, and his ears caught the faint hum, as of

  distant revelry. It wasn’t long before he realized that it was his father who had died. Fourways seemed to be waiting for the taxi and the moment people saw Ganesh sitting in the back they

  began to wail.




  The house itself was chaos. He had hardly opened the taxi doors when scores of people he didn’t know scrambled towards him with outstretched arms, bawling; and led, almost carried, him

  into the house which was full of even more mourners he didn’t know or remember.




  He could hear the taxi-driver saying over and over, ‘Man, I guess long time what the case was. We stepping on the gas all the way from Port of Spain, driving like madness all in the dark.

  And the boy so mash up inside he not even crying.’




  A fat, sobbing man embraced Ganesh and said, ‘You get my telegram? Fust telegram I send. I is Ramlogan. You don’t know me but I know your father. Just yesterday, just

  yesterday’ – Ramlogan broke down and wept afresh – ‘just yesterday I meet him and I say, “Baba” – I does always call him that – “Baba,” I

  say, “come inside and have something to eat.” I take over Dookhie shop now, you know. Yes, Dookhie dead nearly seven months now and I take over the shop.’




  Ramlogan’s eyes were red and small with weeping. ‘ “Baba,” I say, “come inside and have something to eat.” And you know what he say?’




  A woman put her arms around Ganesh and asked, ‘What he say?’




  ‘You want to know what he say?’ Ramlogan embraced the woman. ‘He say, “No, Ramlogan. I don’t want to eat today.” ’




  He could hardly finish the sentence.




  The woman removed her hands from Ganesh and put them on her head. She shrieked, twice, then dropped into a wail: ‘ “No, Ramlogan, I don’t want to eat today.” ’




  Ramlogan wiped his eyes with a thick hairy finger. ‘Today,’ he sobbed, holding out both hands towards the bedroom, ‘today he can’t eat at all.’




  The woman shrieked again. ‘Today he can’t eat at all.’




  In her distress she tore the veil off her face and Ganesh recognized an aunt. He put his hand on her shoulder.




  ‘You think I could see Pa?’ he asked.




  ‘Go and see your Pa, before he go for good,’ Ramlogan said, the tears running down his fat cheeks to his unshaved chin. ‘We wash the body and dress it and everything

  already.’




  ‘Don’t come with me,’ Ganesh said. ‘I want to be alone.’




  When he had closed the door behind him the wailing sounded far away. The coffin rested on a table in the centre of the room and he couldn’t see the body from where he was. To his left a

  small oil lamp burned low and threw monstrous shadows on the walls and the galvanized-iron ceiling. When he walked nearer the table his footsteps resounded on the floor-planks and the oil lamp

  shivered. The old man’s moustache still bristled fiercely but the face had fallen and looked weak and tired. The air around the table felt cool and he saw that it came from the casing of ice

  around the coffin. It was a room of the dead, strange with the smell of camphor balls, and there was nothing alive in it except himself and the squat yellow flame of the oil lamp, and they were

  both silent. Only, from time to time, the water from the melting ice plopped into the four pans at the feet of the table and punctured the silence.
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