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  Preface




  EARLY IN 1955 I had written the stories of Miguel Street. André Deutsch said they were interested, but they would like a novel first. I

  managed to write the novel, The Mystic Masseur. It took almost the rest of the year. I thought having kept my side of the bargain I could consider myself a writer; and some months later I

  went back to Trinidad. I spent some unhappy weeks there, grieving for my father, who died three years before, and full of worry for my family, who needed more help than I could give. At the end of

  that period I went back to England. There were few passengers on the banana boat. The skies were low, the seas were grey, and it seemed to me that there could be nothing good at the end of the

  journey. So indeed it turned out. I had been boasting at home about the books I had written and I fully expected that the novel I had for André Deutsch would be waiting for me in proof. It

  wasn’t and the message from André Deutsch was that they would like to postpone publication, perhaps until the following year. I was enraged and gloomy. Out of that gloom, as so often

  in my writing career, a book emerged. It is the book published here as The Suffrage of Elvira; the details come close to reality. I knew someone who wished to represent a rural constituency,

  and I travelled a lot with him. It was different in Port of Spain, the capital. There Eric Williams had emerged as a black racial leader. If I’d had to deal with that, I would have had a hard

  time. It was the luck of this book that in spite of Eric Williams in the capital, rural life still had a pastoral aspect, something that could provide comedy. The dialogue even in its broken

  English is lyrical, at times almost operatic, and fifty years later some of the passages are still with me. Here is a canvassing scene.




  

    

      

        ‘When you does want money borrow, Rampiari husband, who you does come to?’




        ‘I does come to you, Goldsmith.’




        ‘When you does want somebody to help you get a work, who you does come to?’




        ‘I does come to you, Goldsmith.’




        ‘When you want letter write to the Government, who you does come to?’




        ‘I does come to you, Goldsmith.’


      


    


  




  I ran into another impasse in my writing in 1963. I have written about this elsewhere. What remains to be said is that the book that came out of this impasse, Mr Stone and the Knights

  Companion, made it possible for me to travel with a light heart in India. And, as I write, I marvel again at the luck that seemed to simplify life for me in those early days. Mr Stone

  had its origins in observation. I am not happy with that book. If I had to write it later it would have been another kind of book. But I have to be grateful to it for coming when it did and easing

  me through some difficult months.




  A Flag on the Island is a commissioned piece. It has the commissioned quality, in which a writer is required, rather late in the day, to do what he has already done; but it is rescued by

  its patches of comedy.




  About the remaining stories in this section little needs to be said. They all have their origin in observed reality. It is a way of writing that eats up material, and explains why I became

  disenchanted with the form. I had some luck with it, though. It gave me The Nightwatchman’s Occurrence Book. This may be the funniest thing I wrote; it certainly was the most

  anthologized.
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  Prologue: A Bad Sign




  THAT AFTERNOON Mr Surujpat Harbans nearly killed the two white women and the black bitch.




  When he saw the women he thought of them only as objects he must try not to hit, and he didn’t stop to think how strange it was to see two blonde women forcing red American cycles up

  Elvira Hill, the highest point in County Naparoni, the smallest, most isolated and most neglected of the nine counties of Trinidad.




  The heavy American bicycles with their pudgy tyres didn’t make cycling up the hill easier for the women. They rose from their low saddles and pressed down hard on the pedals and the cycles

  twisted all over the narrow road.




  Harbans followed in a nervous low gear. He didn’t like driving and didn’t feel he was ever in control of the old Dodge lorry banging and rattling on the loose dirt road. Something

  else about the lorry worried him. It was bright with red posters: Vote Harbans for Elvira. There were two on the front bumper; two on the bonnet; one on each wing; the cab-doors were covered

  except for an oblong patch which was painted HARBANS TRANSPORT SERVICE. The posters, the first of his campaign so far, had arrived only that morning. They made him shy, and

  a little nervous about the reception he was going to get in Elvira.




  Just before the brow of the hill he decided he needed more power and stepped a little harder on the accelerator. At the same time the women wobbled into the middle of the road, decided they

  couldn’t cycle up any further, and dismounted. Harbans stamped on his brakes, his left foot missed the clutch, and the engine stalled.




  The bumper covered with two Vote Harbans for Elvira posters hit the back mudguard of one cycle and sent the cyclist stumbling forward, her hands still on the handlebars. But she

  didn’t fall.




  The women turned to the lorry. They were both young and quite remarkably good-looking. Harbans had seen nothing like it outside the cinema. Perhaps it was the effect of the sun-glasses they both

  wore. The trays of both cycles were packed with books and magazines, and from the top of each tray a stiff pennant said: AWAKE!




  The taller woman, who had been knocked forward, composed herself quickly and smiled. ‘Good brakes, mister.’ She spoke with an American accent—or it might have been Canadian:

  Harbans couldn’t tell. She sounded unreasonably cheerful.




  ‘Fust time it happen,’ Harbans said, almost in a whisper. ‘Fust time in more than twenty years.’ That wasn’t hard to believe. He had the face of the extra-careful

  driver, thin, timid, dyspeptic. His hair was thin and grey, his nose thin and long.




  The shorter woman smiled too. ‘Don’t look so worried, mister. We’re all right.’




  In a difficult position Harbans had the knack of suddenly going absent-minded. He would look down at the grey hairs on the back of his hands and get lost studying them.




  ‘Eh?’ he said to his hands, and paused. ‘Eh? All right?’ He paused again. ‘You sure?’




  ‘We’re always all right,’ the taller woman said.




  ‘We’re Witnesses,’ said the other.




  ‘Eh?’ But the legal sound of the word made him look up. ‘You is. . . .’ He waved a wrinkled hand. ‘Election nonsense.’ He was coy and apologetic; his thin

  voice became a coo. ‘My head a little hot with worries. Election worries.’




  The taller woman smiled back. ‘We know you’re worried.’




  ‘We’re Witnesses,’ said the other.




  Harbans saw the AWAKE! pennants for the first time and understood. The women dragged their red bicycles to the verge and waved him on. He managed somehow to move the

  Dodge off and got it to the top of Elvira Hill, where the black and yellow board of the Trinidad Automobile Association announces the district as ‘The Elvira.’ This is short for The

  Elvira Estate, named after the wife of one of the early owners, but everyone who knows the district well says Elvira.




  From the top of Elvira Hill you get one of the finest views in Trinidad, better even than the view from Tortuga in South Caroni. Below, the jungly hills and valleys of the Central Range. Beyond,

  to the south, the sugar-cane fields, the silver tanks of the oil refinery at Pointe-à-Pierre, and the pink and white houses of San Fernando; to the west, the shining rice-fields and swamps

  of Caroni, and the Gulf of Paria; the Caroni Savannah to the north, and the settlements at the foot of the Northern Range.




  Harbans didn’t care for the view. All he saw about him was a lot of bush. Indeed, the Elvira Estate had long been broken up and only the tall immortelle trees with their scarlet and orange

  bird-shaped flowers reminded you that there was once a great cocoa estate here.




  It was the roads of Elvira that interested Harbans. Even the election didn’t make him forget to count the ruts and trenches and miniature ravines that made it hell to drive to Elvira. So

  far he had counted seven, and noted the beginnings of what promised to be a good landslide.




  This consoled him. For years he had been able to persuade the chief engineer of County Naparoni to keep his hands off the Elvira roads. Big repairs were never attempted; even asphalt was not

  laid down, although the Pitch Lake, which supplies the world, is only thirty miles away. Harbans could depend on the hilly dirt roads of Elvira to keep the Harbans Transport Service busy carrying

  sand and gravel and blue-metal stone. Harbans owned a quarry too. Road works were always in progress in Elvira. That afternoon Harbans had counted three road-gangs—four men to a gang, two

  filling in the gaps in the road with a hammer and a light pestle, two operating the traffic signals. Respectful boys. When Harbans had passed they had stopped working, taken off their hats and

  said, ‘Good luck, boss.’




  At the small Spanish settlement of Cordoba he saw some labourers coming back from the day’s work with muddy hoes and forks over their shoulders. They didn’t wave or shout. The

  Spaniards in Cordoba are a reserved lot, more Negro than Spanish now, but they keep themselves to themselves.




  Even so Harbans expected some small demonstration. But the labourers just stopped and stood at the side of the road and silently considered the decorated lorry. Harbans felt shyer than before,

  and a little wretched.




  From Cordoba the road sloped down sharply to the old cocoa-house, abandoned now and almost buried in tall bush. The cocoa-house stood at the blind corner and it was only as he turned it that

  Harbans saw the black bitch, limping about idly in the middle of the road. She was a starved mongrel, her ribs stuck out, and not even the clangour of the Dodge quickened her. He was almost on top

  of her before he stamped on his brakes, stalling the engine once more.




  ‘Haul your arse!’




  Only his edginess made Harbans use language like that. Also, he believed he had hit her.




  If he had, the dog made no sign. She didn’t groan or whine; she didn’t collapse, though she looked near it. Then Harbans saw that she had littered not long before. Her udders, raw

  and deflated, hung in a scalloped pink fringe from her shrunken belly.




  Harbans sounded his horn impatiently.




  This the dog understood. She looked up, but without great animation, limped to the side of the road with one foot off the ground and disappeared into the bushes in front of the cocoa-house.




  It was only when he had driven away that Harbans thought. His first accidents in twenty years. The strange white women. The black bitch. The stalling of the engine on both occasions.




  It was clearly a sign.




  And not a good sign either. He had done all his bargaining for the election; the political correspondents said he had as good as won already. This afternoon he was going to offer himself

  formally to Baksh and Chittaranjan, the powers of Elvira. The bargains had only to be formally sealed.




  But what did this sign mean?




  Agitated, he drove into Elvira proper, where he was to find out. The first person he was going to call on was Baksh.




  


     

  




  1. The Bakshes




  DEMOCRACY HAD COME to Elvira four years before, in 1946; but it had taken nearly everybody by surprise and it wasn’t until 1950, a few months

  before the second general election under universal adult franchise, that people began to see the possibilities.




  Until that time Baksh had only been a tailor and a man of reputed wealth. Now he found himself the leader of the Muslims in Elvira. He said he controlled more than a thousand Muslim votes. There

  were eight thousand voters in County Naparoni, that is, in Elvira and Cordoba. Baksh was a man of power.




  It was a puzzle: how Baksh came to be the Muslim leader. He wasn’t a good Muslim. He didn’t know all the injunctions of the Prophet and those he did know he broke. For instance, he

  was a great drinker; when he went to Ramlogan’s rumshop he made a point of ordering white puncheon rum, the sort you have to swallow quickly before it turns to vapour in your mouth. He had

  none of the dignity of the leader. He was a big talker: in Elvira they called him ‘the mouther’.




  Chittaranjan, now, the other power in Elvira, was aloof and stiff, and whenever he talked to you, you felt he was putting you in your place. Baksh mixed with everybody, drank and quarrelled with

  everybody. Perhaps it was this that helped to make Baksh the Muslim leader, though the position should have gone in all fairness to Haq, a fierce black little man who wore a bristle of white beard

  and whiskers, and whose eyes flashed behind steel-rimmed spectacles when he spoke of infidels. Haq was orthodox, or so he led people to believe, but Haq was poor. He ran a grubby little stall, just

  twice the size of a sentry-box, stocked only with cheap sweets and soft drinks.




  Baksh made money. It was hard not to feel that for all his conviviality Baksh was a deep man. He was a talker, but he did things. Like that shirt-making business. For months Baksh talked.

  ‘Make two three dozen cheap khaki shirts,’ he told them in Ramlogan’s rumshop. ‘Take them to Princes Town and Rio Claro on market day. A cool seventy dollars. Some damn fool

  or the other come up to you. You tell him that the shirts not really good enough for him. You say you going to make something especially to fit him pussonal. You pretend you taking his measure, and

  when you go back the next week you give the damn fool the same shirt. Only, you charge him a little extra.’ He talked like that for months. And then one day he actually did it all as he had

  said. And made money.




  He lived in a tumbledown wooden house of two storeys, an elaborate thing with jalousies and fretwork everywhere, built for an overseer in the days of the Elvira Estate; but he used to say that

  he could put up something bigger than Chittaranjan’s any day he chose. ‘Only,’ he used to say, ‘they just ain’t have the sort of materials I want for my house.

  This Trinidad backward to hell, you hear.’ He kept the designs of Californian-style houses from American magazines to show the sort of house he wanted. ‘Think they could build like that

  in Trinidad?’ he would ask, and he would answer himself: ‘Naah!’ And if he were at the door of his tailoring establishment he would spit straight across the ragged little patch of

  grass into the deep gutter at the roadside.




  For a tailor he dressed badly and he said this was so because he was a tailor; anyway, ‘only poorer people does like dressing up, to try and pretend that they ain’t so poor.’

  He dressed his children badly because he didn’t want them ‘running about thinking they is superior to poorer people children’.




  In June 1950, when Harbans drove into Elvira to see Baksh, there were seven young Bakshes. The eldest was seventeen; he would be eighteen in August. The boy’s name was not generally known

  but everyone called him Foam, which was short for Foreman.




  The decorated Dodge lorry came to a stop in a narrow trace opposite Baksh’s shop. Harbans saw the sign:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                M. BAKSH




                London Tailoring Est.




                Tailoring and Cutting




                Suits Made and Repair at City Prices


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  A flock of poorer people’s children, freed from school that Friday afternoon, had been running after the lorry ever since it entered the Elvira main road. Many of them were half-dressed

  according to the curious rural prudery which dictated that the top should be covered, not the bottom. They shouted, ‘Vote Harbans for Elvira, man!’ and made a chant of it. Harbans

  resented the whole thing as an indignity and was tempted to shoo the children away when he got out of the lorry, but he remembered the election and pretended not to hear.




  He wasn’t a tall man but looked taller than he was because he was so thin. He walked with a clockwork jerkiness, seeming to move only from the knees down. His white shirt, buttoned at the

  wrist, was newly ironed, like his trousers. The only rakish touch in his dress was the tie he used as a trousers-belt. Altogether, there was about him much of the ascetic dignity of the man who has

  made money.




  Foam, Baksh’s eldest son, sat at the Singer sewing-machine near the door, tacking a coat; an overgrown bony boy with a slab-like face: you felt that the moment he was born someone had

  clapped his face together.




  Foam said, ‘Candidate coming, Pa.’




  ‘Let him come,’ Baksh said. If Harbans had heard he would have recognized the casual aggressiveness he had been fearing all afternoon. Baksh stood at a counter with a tape-measure

  round his neck, consulting a bloated copy-book and making marks with a triangular piece of yellow chalk on some dark blue material. At one end of the counter there was a pile of new material,

  already cut. A yardstick, its brass tips worn smooth, was screwed down at the other end.




  Light came into the shop only through the front door and didn’t reach everywhere. Age had given the unpainted wallboards the barest curve; darkness had made them a dingy russet colour;

  both had given the shop a moist musty smell. It was this smell, warm and sharp in the late afternoon, not the smell of new cloth, that greeted Harbans when he walked over the shaky plank spanning

  the gutter and came into the yard.




  Foam kept on tacking. Baksh made more marks on his cloth.




  Two months, one month ago, they would have jumped up as soon as they saw him coming.




  Harbans suffered.




  ‘Aah, Baksh.’ He used his lightest coo. ‘How you is?’ He flashed his false teeth at Foam and added all at once, ‘And how the boy is? He doing well? Ooh, but

  he looking too well and too nice.’




  Foam scowled while Harbans ruffled his hair.




  ‘Foam,’ Baksh said, very gently, ‘get up like a good boy and give Mr Harbans your bench.’




  Baksh left his chalk and cloth and came to the doorway. He had the squat build of the labourer and didn’t look like a leader or even like the father of seven children. He seemed no more

  than thirty. He seated Harbans and spat through the door into the gutter. ‘Ain’t got much in the way of furnishings, you see,’ he said, waving his hands about the dark windowless

  room with its gloomy walls and high sooty ceiling.




  ‘It matters?’ Harbans said.




  ‘It matter when you ain’t have.’




  Harbans said, ‘Aah.’ Baksh frightened him a little. He didn’t like the solid square face, the thick eyebrows almost meeting at the bridge of a thick nose, the thick black

  moustache over thick lips. Especially he didn’t like Baksh’s bloodshot eyes. They made him look too reckless.




  Harbans put his hands on his thin knees and looked at them. ‘I take my life in my hands today, Baksh, to come to see you. If I tell you how I hate driving!’




  ‘You want some suit and things?’




  ‘Is talk I want to talk with you, Baksh.’




  Baksh tried to look surprised.




  ‘Foam,’ Harbans said, ‘go away a lil bit. It have a few things, pussonal, I want to say to your father.’




  Foam didn’t move.




  Baksh laughed. ‘No, man. Foam is a big man now. Eh, in two three years we have to start thinking about marrying him off.’




  Foam, leaning against the wall under a large Coca-Cola calendar, said, ‘Not me, brother. I ain’t in that bacchanal at all. I ain’t want to get married.’




  Harbans couldn’t protest. He said, ‘Ooh,’ and gave a little chuckle. The room was too dark for him to see Foam’s expression. But he saw how tall and wiry the boy was, and

  he thought his posture a little arrogant. That, and his booming voice, made him almost as frightening as his father. Harbans’s hands began to tap on his knees. ‘Ooh, ooh. Children, eh,

  Baksh?’ He chuckled again. ‘Children. What you going to do?’




  Baksh sucked his teeth and went back to his counter. ‘Is the modern generation.’




  Harbans steadied his hands. ‘Is that self I come to talk to you about. The modern world, Baksh. In this modern world everybody is one. Don’t make no difference who you is or what you

  is. You is a Muslim, I is a Hindu. Tell me, that matter?’ He had begun to coo again.




  ‘Depending.’




  ‘Yes, as you say, depending. Who you for, Baksh?’




  ‘In the election, you mean?’




  Harbans looked ashamed.




  Baksh lay down on a low couch in the darkest corner of the dark room and looked up at the ceiling. ‘Ain’t really think about it yet, you know.’




  ‘Oh. Ooh, who you for, Foam?’




  ‘Why for you bothering the boy head with that sort of talk, man?’




  Foam said, ‘I for you, Mr Harbans.’




  ‘Ooh, ooh. Ain’t he a nice boy, Baksh?’




  Baksh said, ‘The boy answer for me.’




  Harbans looked more ashamed.




  Baksh sat up. ‘You go want a lot of help. Microphone. Loud-speaking van. Fact, you go want a whole campaign manager.’




  ‘Campaign what? Ooh. Nothing so fancy for me, man. You and I, Baksh, we is very simple people. Is the community we have to think about.’




  ‘Thinking about them all the time,’ Baksh said.




  ‘Time go come, you know, Baksh, and you too, Foam, time go come when you realize that money ain’t everything.’




  ‘But is a damn lot,’ Foam boomed, and took up his tacking again.




  ‘True,’ Harbans fluted.




  ‘Must have a loudspeaking van,’ Baksh said. ‘The other man have a loudspeaking van. Come to think of it, you could use my loudspeaker.’ He looked hard at Harbans.

  ‘And you could use my van.’




  Harbans looked back hard into the darkness. ‘What you saying, Baksh? You ain’t got no loudspeaker.’




  Baksh stood up. Foam stopped tacking.




  ‘You ain’t got no loudspeaker,’ Harbans repeated. ‘And you ain’t got no van.’




  Baksh said, ‘And you ain’t got no Muslim vote.’ He went back to his counter and took up the yellow chalk in a businesslike way.




  ‘Haa!’ Harbans chuckled. ‘I was only fooling you. Haa! I was only making joke, Baksh.’




  ‘Damn funny sorta joke,’ Foam said.




  ‘You going to get your van,’ Harbans said. ‘And you going to get your loudspeaker. You sure we want loudspeaker?’




  ‘Bound to have one, man. For the boy.’




  ‘Boy?’




  ‘Who else?’ Foam asked. ‘I did always want to take up loud-speaking. A lot of people tell me I have the voice for it.’




  ‘Hundred per cent better than that Lorkhoor,’ Baksh said.




  Lorkhoor was the brightest young man in Elvira and Foam’s natural rival. He was only two-and-a-half years older than Foam but he was already making his mark on the world. He ran about the

  remoter districts of Central Trinidad with a loudspeaker van, advertising for the cinemas in Caroni.




  ‘Lorkhoor is only a big show-offer,’ Foam said. ‘Ever hear him, Mr Harbans? “This is the voice of the ever popular Lorkhoor,” he does say, “begging you and

  imploring you and entreating you and beseeching you to go to the New Theatre.” Is just those three big words he knew, you know. Talk about a show-offer!’




  ‘The family is like that,’ Baksh said.




  ‘We want another stand-pipe in Elvira,’ Harbans said. ‘Elvira is a big place and it only have one school. And the roads!’




  Foam said, ‘Mr Harbans, Lorkhoor start loudspeaking against you, you know.’




  ‘What! But I ain’t do the boy or the boy family nothing at all. Why he turning against a old man like me?’




  Neither Baksh nor Foam could help him there. Lorkhoor had said so often he didn’t care for politics that it had come as a surprise to all Elvira when he suddenly declared for the other

  candidate, the man they called Preacher. Even Preacher’s supporters were surprised.




  ‘But I is a Hindu,’ Harbans cried. ‘Lorkhoor is a Hindu. Preacher is Negro.’




  Baksh saw an opening. ‘Preacher giving out money hands down. Lorkhoor managing Preacher campaign. Hundred dollars a month.’




  ‘Where Preacher getting that sort of money?’




  Baksh began to invent. ‘Preacher tell me pussonal’—the word had enormous vogue in Elvira in 1950—‘that ever since he was a boy, even before this democracy and

  universal suffrage business, he had a ambition to go up to the Legislative Council. He say God send him this chance.’ Baksh paused for inspiration. It didn’t come. ‘He been saving

  up,’ Baksh went on lamely. ‘Saving up for a long long time.’ He shifted the subject. ‘To be frank with you, Mr Harbans, Preacher have me a little worried. He acting too

  funny. He ain’t making no big noise or nothing. He just walking about quiet quiet and brisk brisk from house to house. He ain’t stick up no posters or nothing.’




  ‘House-to-house campaign,’ Harbans said gloomily.




  ‘And Lorkhoor,’ Foam said. ‘He winning over a lot of stupid people with his big talk.’




  Harbans remembered the sign he had had that afternoon: the women, the dog, the engine stalling twice. And he hadn’t been half an hour in Elvira before so many unexpected things had

  happened. Baksh wasn’t sticking to the original bargain. He was demanding a loudspeaker van; he had brought Foam in and Harbans felt that Foam was almost certain to make trouble. And there

  was this news about Lorkhoor.




  ‘Traitor!’ Harbans exclaimed. ‘This Lorkhoor is a damn traitor!’




  ‘The family is like that,’ Baksh said, as though it were a consolation.




  ‘I ain’t even start my campaign proper yet and already I spend more than two thousand dollars. Don’t ask me what on, because I ain’t know.’




  Baksh laughed. ‘You talking like Foam mother.’




  ‘Don’t worry, Mr Harbans,’ Foam said. ‘When we put you in the Leg. Co. you going to make it back. Don’t worry too much with Lorkhoor. He ain’t even got a

  vote. He too young.’




  ‘But he making a hundred dollars a month,’ Baksh said.




  ‘Baksh, we really want a loudspeaker van?’




  ‘To be frank, boss, I ain’t want it so much for the elections as for afterwards. Announcing at all sort of things. Sports. Weddings. Funerals. It have a lot of money in that

  nowadays, boss, especially for a poor man’—Baksh waved his hands about the room again—‘who ain’t got much in the way of furnishings, as you see. And Foam here could

  manage your whole campaign for eighty dollars a month. No hardship.’




  Harbans accepted the loudspeaker van sorrowfully. He tried again. ‘But, Baksh, I ain’t want no campaign manager.’




  Foam said, ‘You ain’t want no Muslim vote.’




  Harbans looked at Foam in surprise. Foam was tacking slowly, steadily, drawing out his needle high.




  Baksh said, ‘I promise you the boy going to work night and day for you.’ And the Muslim leader kissed his crossed index fingers.




  ‘Seventy dollars a month.’




  ‘All right, boss.’




  Foam said, ‘Eh, I could talk for myself, you hear. Seventy-five.’




  ‘Ooh. Children, Baksh.’




  ‘They is like that, boss. But the boy have a point. Make it seventy-five.’




  Harbans hung his head.




  The formal negotiations were over.




  Baksh said, ‘Foam, cut across to Haq and bring some sweet drink and cake for the boss.’




  Baksh led Harbans through the dark shop, up the dark stairs, through a cluttered bedroom into the veranda where Mrs Baksh and six little Bakshes—dressed for the occasion in their school

  clothes—were introduced to him.




  Mrs Baksh was combing out her thick black hair that went down to her hips. She nodded to Harbans, cleared her comb of loose hair, rolled the hair into a ball, spat on it and threw it into a

  corner. Then she began to comb again. She was fresh, young, as well-built as her husband, and Harbans thought there was a little of her husband’s recklessness about her as well. Perhaps this

  was because of her modern skirt, the hem of which fell only just below the knee.




  Harbans was at once intimidated by Mrs Baksh. He didn’t like the little Bakshes either. The family insolence seemed to run through them all.




  If it puzzled Harbans how a burly couple like Mr and Mrs Baksh could have a son like Foam, elongated and angular, he could see the stages Foam must have gone through when he looked at the other

  Baksh boys; Iqbal, Herbert, Rafiq and Charles. (It was a concession the Bakshes made to their environment: they chose alternate Christian and Muslim names for their children.) The boys were

  small-boned and slight and looked as though they had been stretched on the rack. Their bellies were barely swollen. This physique better became the girls, Carol and Zilla; they looked slim and

  delicate.




  Baksh cleared a cane-bottomed chair of a pile of clothes and invited Harbans to sit down.




  Before Harbans could do so, Mrs Baksh said, ‘But what happen to the man at all? That is my ironing.’




  Baksh said, ‘Carol, take your mother ironing inside.’




  Carol took the clothes away.




  Harbans sat down and studied the back of his hands.




  Mrs Baksh valued the status of her family and felt it deserved watching. She saw threats everywhere; this election was the greatest. She couldn’t afford new enemies; too many people were

  already jealous of her and she suspected nearly everybody of looking at her with the evil eye, the mal yeux of the local patois. Harbans, with his thin face and thin nose, she suspected in

  particular.




  Harbans, looking down at the grey hairs and ridge-like veins of his hands and worrying about the loudspeaker van and the seventy-five dollars a month, didn’t know how suspect he was.




  Foam came back with two bottles of coloured aerated water and a paper bag with two rock cakes.




  ‘Zilla, go and get a glass,’ Baksh ordered.




  ‘Don’t worry with glass and thing,’ Harbans said appeasingly. ‘I ain’t all that fussy.’ He was troubled. The aerated water and the rock cakes were sure not to

  agree with him.




  The little Bakshes, bored up till then, began to look at Harbans with interest now that he was going to eat.




  Zilla brought a glass. Foam opened a bottle and poured the bright red stuff. Zilla held the paper bag with the rock cakes towards Harbans. Foam and Zilla, the eldest Baksh children, behaved as

  though they had got to the stage where food was something to be handled, not eaten.




  The little Bakshes hadn’t reached that stage.




  Baksh left the veranda and came back with a cellophane-wrapped tin of Huntley and Palmer’s biscuits. He felt Mrs Baksh’s disapproval and avoided her eye.




  ‘Biscuit, Mr Harbans?’




  The little Bakshes concentrated.




  ‘Nice biscuits,’ Baksh tempted, stubbornly. ‘Have them here since Christmas.’




  Harbans said, ‘Give it to the children, eh?’ He broke off a large piece of the rock cake and handed it to Herbert who had edged closest to him.




  ‘Herbert!’ Mrs Baksh exclaimed. ‘Your eyes longer than your mouth, eh!’




  ‘Let the poor boy have it,’ Harbans cooed, and showed his false teeth.




  She ignored Harbans’s plea and faced Herbert. ‘You don’t care how much you shame me in front of strangers. You making him believe I does starve you.’




  Herbert had already put the cake in his mouth. He chewed slowly, to show that he knew he had done wrong.




  ‘You ain’t shame?’ Mrs Baksh pointed. ‘Look how your belly puff out.’




  Herbert stopped chewing and mumbled, ‘Is only the gas, Ma.’




  The other little Bakshes had their interest divided between their mother’s anger and Harbans’s food.




  Harbans said, ‘Ooh, ooh,’ and smiled nervously at everybody.




  Mrs Baksh turned to him. ‘You eat those cakes up and drink the sweet drink and don’t give a thing to any of these shameless children of mine.’




  She used a tone of inflexible authority which was really meant for the little Bakshes. Harbans didn’t know this. He ate and drank. The warm liquid stabbed down to his stomach; once there

  it tore around in circles. Still, from time to time he looked up from the aerated water and rock cake and smiled at Mrs Baksh and Baksh and Foam and the other little Bakshes.




  The biscuits were saved.




  At last Harbans was finished and he could leave. He was glad. The whole Baksh family frightened him.




  Foam walked down the steps with Harbans. They had hardly got outside when they heard someone screaming upstairs.




  ‘Herbert,’ Foam said. ‘He does always make that particular set of noise when they beat him.’




  When Foam said they Harbans knew he meant Mrs Baksh.




  Candidate and campaign manger got into the Dodge and drove on to see Chittaranjan.




  


     

  




  2. The Bargain with Chittaranjan




  EASILY THE MOST IMPORTANT person in Elvira was Chittaranjan, the goldsmith. And there was no mystery why He looked rich and was rich. He was an

  expensive goldsmith with a reputation that had spread beyond Elvira. People came to him from as far as Chaguanas and Couva and even San Fernando. Everyone knew his house as the biggest in Elvira.

  It was solid, two-storeyed, concrete, bright with paint and always well looked after.




  Nobody ever saw Chittaranjan working. For as long as Foam could remember Chittaranjan had always employed two men in the shop downstairs. They worked in the open, sitting flat on the concrete

  terrace under a canvas awning, surrounded by all the gear of their trade: toy pincers, hammers and chisels, a glowing heap of charcoal on a sheet of galvanized iron, pots and basins discoloured

  with various liquids, some of which smelled, some of which hissed when certain metals were dipped in them. Every afternoon, after the workmen had cleared up and gone home, children combed the

  terrace for silver shavings and gold dust. Even Foam had done so when he was younger. He hadn’t got much; but some children managed, after years of collecting, to get enough to make a ring.

  Chittaranjan never objected.




  No wonder Foam, like nearly everyone else, Hindu, Muslim, Negro, thought and spoke of his house as the Big House. As a Hindu Chittaranjan naturally had much influence among the Hindus of Elvira;

  but he was more than the Hindu leader. He was the only man who carried weight with the Spaniards of Cordoba (it was said he lent them money); many Negroes liked him; Muslims didn’t trust him,

  but even they held him in respect.




  ‘You ain’t have nothing to worry about, Mr Harbans,’ Foam said, speaking as campaign manager, as he and Harbans drove through Elvira. ‘Chittaranjan control at least five

  thousand votes. Add that to the thousand Muslim votes and you win, Mr Harbans. It only have eight thousand voters in all.’




  Harbans had been brooding all the way. ‘What about that traitor Lorkhoor?’




  ‘Tcha! You worrying with Lorkhoor? Look how the people welcoming you, man.’




  And really, from the reception the lorry had been getting since it left Baksh’s, it didn’t look as though Harbans had anything to worry about. The news had gone around that he was in

  Elvira, campaigning at last. It was just after five o’clock, getting cool, and most people were at home. Children rushed to the roadside and shouted, ‘Vote Harbans, man!’ Women

  left their cooking and waved coyly from their front yards, and made the babies at their hips wave too.




  Harbans was so morose he left it to Foam to wave and shout back, ‘That’s right, man! Keep it up!’




  Foam’s ebullience depressed Harbans more. The bargaining with Baksh had shaken him and he feared that Chittaranjan too might demand stiffer terms. Moreover, he was nervous about the Dodge;

  and the sweet drink and rock cakes he had had were playing hell with his inside.




  ‘You shy, Mr Harbans,’ Foam said. ‘I know how it is. But you going to get use to this waving. Ten to one, before this election over, we going to see you waving and shouting to

  everybody, even to people who ain’t going to vote for you.’




  Harbans shook his head sadly.




  Foam settled into the angle of the seat and the door. ‘Way I see it is this. In Trinidad this democracy is a brand-new thing. We is still creeping. We is a creeping nation.’ He

  dropped his voice solemnly: ‘I respect people like you, you know, Mr Harbans, doing this thing for the first time.’




  Harbans began to dislike Foam less. ‘I think you go make a fust-class loudspeaking man, Foam. Where you learn all that?’




  ‘Social and Debating Club. Something Teacher Francis did start up. It mash up now.’ He stuck his long head out of the window and shouted encouragement to a group of children at the

  roadside. ‘Soon as I get old enough, going up for County Council myself, you know, Mr Harbans. Sort of campaigning in advance. You want to know how I does do it? Look, I go in a café

  and I see some poorer people child. Buy the child a sweet drink, man.’




  ‘Sweet drink, eh?’




  ‘Yes, man. Buy him a sweet drink. Cost me six cents. But in five years’ time it getting me one vote. Buy one sweet drink for a different child every day for five years. At the end of

  five years, what you have? Everybody, but everybody, man, saying, “We going to vote for Foam.” Is the only way, Mr Harbans.’




  ‘Is a lil too late for me to start buying sweet drink for poorer people children now.’




  They were near Chittaranjan’s now, and the Dodge slowed down not far from Ramlogan’s rumshop.




  Ramlogan, a big greasy man in greasy trousers and a greasy vest, was leaning against his shop door, his fat arms crossed, scowling at the world.




  ‘Wave to him,’ Foam ordered.




  Harbans, his thin hands gripped nervously to the steering wheel, only nodded at Ramlogan.




  ‘You have to do better than that. Particularly that Ramlogan and Chittaranjan don’t get on too good.’




  ‘Aah. But why this disunity in our people, Foam? People should be uniting these days, man.’




  The Dodge came to a halt. Harbans struggled to put it in neutral.




  Foam pointed. ‘See that Queen of Flowers tree in Chittaranjan yard, just next door to Ramlogan?’




  ‘Ooh, ooh, is a nice one.’ It made him feel Chittaranjan must be a nice man. ‘I didn’t know that Chittaranjan did like flowers.’




  ‘Chittaranjan ain’t like flowers.’




  Harbans frowned at the Queen of Flowers.




  ‘Chittaranjan say flowers does give cough.’




  ‘Is true.’




  ‘Huh! Don’t start talking to Chittaranjan about flowers, eh. Look at the Queen of Flowers again. Flowers in Chittaranjan yard. But look where the root is.’




  The root was in Ramlogan’s yard. But about eight inches from the ground the Queen of Flowers—just out of perversity, it seemed—had decided to change course. It made almost a

  right angle, went through the wide-meshed wire fence and then shot up and blossomed in Chittaranjan’s yard.




  ‘And look at that Bleeding Heart,’ Foam went on. ‘Root in Ramlogan yard, but the flowers crawling all up by Chittaranjan bedroom window. And look at the breadfruit tree. Whole

  thing in Ramlogan yard, but all the breadfruit only falling in Chittaranjan yard. And look at the zaboca tree. Same thing. It look like obeah and magic, eh?’




  ‘Ooh, ooh.’




  ‘Now, whenever Ramlogan plant a tree, he planting it right in the middle middle of his yard. But what does happen then? Look at that soursop tree in the middle of Ramlogan yard.’




  It was stunted, wilting.




  ‘Ramlogan blight. If you know, Mr Harbans, the amount of row it does have here on account of those trees. One day Chittaranjan say he want to cut the trees down. Ramlogan chase him with a

  cutlass, man. Another day Ramlogan say he want to go in Chittaranjan yard to collect the breadfruit and the zaboca and flowers from his trees. Chittaranjan take up a stick and chase

  Ramlogan all down Elvira main road.’




  Harbans began to get worried about Chittaranjan.




  All this while Ramlogan had been eyeing the lorry, heavy brows puckered over deep-set disapproving eyes, fat cheeks sagging sourly, massive arms still crossed. From time to time he hawked

  leisurely, and hissed out the spittle between the gap in his top teeth.




  ‘Foam,’ Harbans said, ‘is a good thing I have a campaign manager like you. I only know about Elvira roads. I ain’t know about the people.’




  ‘It have nothing like the local expert,’ Foam agreed. ‘Look out, Mr Harbans, the lorry rolling in the drain!’




  The lorry was moving forward, locked towards the gutter at the right. Harbans dived for the hand-brake and pulled it back with a loud ripping sound. ‘Oh God, I did know I was taking

  my life in my hands today.’ His alarm was double; he knew then that the sign he had had was being confirmed.




  Ramlogan gave a short laugh, so sharp and dry it was almost like a word: ‘Ha.’




  The commotion brought Chittaranjan to his veranda upstairs. The half-wall hid most of his body, but what Foam and Harbans could see looked absurdly small and shrivelled. Spectacles with thin

  silver rims and thin silver arms emphasized Chittaranjan’s diminutiveness.




  Foam and Harbans got out of the lorry.




  The awning of Chittaranjan’s shop had been pulled back; the ground had already been combed that afternoon by children; and only two toy anvils set in the concrete terrace remained of the

  day’s workshop.




  ‘Is you, Mr Harbans?’




  ‘Is me, Goldsmith.’




  ‘Who is the little boy you have with you?’




  ‘Campaign . . .’ But Harbans was ashamed to go on. ‘Baksh son.’




  ‘And not so little either,’ Foam muttered to himself. But he was anxious. He had been talking freely about Chittaranjan in the lorry, dropping the ‘Mr,’ but like nearly

  everyone else in Elvira he was awed by Chittaranjan, had been ever since he was a boy. He had never set foot in the Big House.




  ‘What Baksh son want with me? He want to see me in any pussonal?’




  ‘Not in any pussonal, Goldsmith. He just come with me.’




  ‘Why he come with you?’




  Harbans was beside himself with shyness.




  ‘About the elections,’ Foam boomed up.




  ‘Ha,’ Ramlogan said from his shop door. ‘Ha.’




  Chittaranjan turned to talk to someone in his veranda; then he shouted down, ‘All right, come up the both of all-you,’ and disappeared immediately.




  Foam nudged Harbans and pointed to one side of Chitaranjan’s yard. The ground under the breadfruit tree and the zaboca tree was mushy with rotting fruit. ‘See what I did tell

  you,’ Foam whispered. ‘One frighten to eat it, the other ’fraid to come and get it.’




  They went up the polished red steps at the side of the house and came into the large veranda. Chittaranjan was rocking in a morris rocking-chair. He looked even tinier sitting down than he did

  hunched over the ledge of the veranda wall. He didn’t get up, didn’t look at them, didn’t greet them. He rocked measuredly, serenely, as though rocking gave him an exclusive joy.

  Every time he rocked, the heels of his sabots clacked on the tiled floor.




  ‘Is a big big house you have here, Goldsmith,’ Harbans cooed.




  ‘Tcha!’ Chittaranjan sucked his teeth. He had three gold teeth and many gold fillings. ‘Biggest house in Elvira, that’s all.’ His voice was as thin as

  Harbans’s, but there was an edge to it.




  Harbans sought another opening. ‘I see you is in your home clothes, Goldsmith. Like you ain’t going out this evening at all.’




  Like Foam, Harbans was struck by the difference between the appearance of the house and the appearance of the owner. Chittaranjan’s white shirt was mended and remended; the sleeves had

  been severely abridged and showed nearly all of Chittaranjan’s stringy arms. The washed-out khaki trousers were not patched, but there was a tear down one leg from knee to ankle that looked

  as though it had been there a long time. This shabbiness was almost grand. It awed at once.




  Chittaranjan, rocking, smiling, didn’t look at his visitors. ‘What it have to go out for?’ he asked at last.




  Harbans didn’t know what to say.




  Chittaranjan continued to smile. But he wasn’t really smiling; his face was fixed that way, the lips always parted, the gold teeth always flashing.




  ‘If you ask me,’ Chittaranjan said, having baffled them both into silence, ‘I go tell you it have nothing to go out for.’




  ‘Depending,’ Foam said.




  ‘Yes,’ Harbans agreed quickly. ‘Depending, Goldsmith.’




  ‘Depending on what?’ Chittaranjan’s tone seemed to take its calmness from the evening settling on Elvira.




  Harbans was stumped again.




  Foam came to the rescue. ‘Depending on who you have to meet and what you going to give and what you going to get.’




  Chittaranjan relented. ‘Sit down. The both of all-you. You want some sweet drink?’




  Harbans shook his head vigorously.




  Chittaranjan ignored this. ‘Let me call the girl.’ For the first time he looked at Harbans. ‘Nelly! Nalini! Bring some sweet drink.’




  ‘Daughter?’ Harbans asked. As though he didn’t know about Nalini, little Nelly; as though all Elvira didn’t know that Chittaranjan wanted Nelly married to Harbans’s

  son, that this was the bargain to be settled that afternoon.




  ‘Yes,’ Chittaranjan said deprecatingly. ‘Daughter. One and only.’




  ‘Have a son myself,’ Harbans said.




  ‘Look at that, eh.’




  ‘Ambitious boy. Going to take up doctoring. Just going on eighteen.’




  Foam sat silent, appreciating the finer points of the bargaining. He knew that in normal circumstances Chittaranjan, as the girl’s father, would have pleaded and put himself out to please.

  But the elections were not normal circumstances and now it was Harbans who had to be careful not to offend.




  Nelly Chittaranjan came and placed two wooden Negro waiters next to Harbans and Foam. She was small, like her father; and her long-waisted pink frock brought out every pleasing aspect of her

  slimness. She placed bottles of coloured liquid on the waiters; then went and got some tumblers.




  Chittaranjan became a little more animated. He pointed to the bottles. ‘Choose. The red one or the orange one?’




  ‘Red for me,’ Foam said briskly.




  Harbans couldn’t refuse. ‘Orange,’ he said, but with so much gloom, Chittaranjan said, ‘You could have the red if you want, you know.’




  ‘Is all right, Goldsmith. Orange go do me.’




  Nelly Chittaranjan made a quick face at Foam. She knew him by sight and had had to put up with his daring remarks when she passed him on the road. Foam had often ‘troubled’ her, that

  is, whistled at her; he had never ‘rushed’ her, made a serious pass at her. She looked a little surprised to see him in her father’s house. Foam, exaggeratedly relaxed, tried to

  make out he didn’t value the honour at all.




  She poured the sweet drinks into the tumblers.




  Harbans looked carefully at the wooden waiter next to his chair. But in fact he was looking at Nelly Chittaranjan; doing so discreetly, yet in a way to let Chittaranjan know he was looking at

  her.




  Chittaranjan rocked and clacked his sabots on the floor.




  ‘Anything else, Pa?’




  Chittaranjan looked at Harbans. Harbans shook his head.




  ‘Nothing else, Nelly.’




  She went inside, past the curtains into the big blue drawing-room where on one wall Harbans saw a large framed picture of the Round Table Conference with King George V and Mahatma Gandhi sitting

  together, the King formally dressed and smiling, the Mahatma in a loincloth, also smiling. The picture made Harbans easier. He himself had a picture like that in his drawing-room in Port of

  Spain.




  Then Foam had an accident. He knocked the Negro waiter down and spilled his red sweet drink on the floor.




  Chittaranjan didn’t look. ‘It could wipe up easy. Tiles, you know.’




  Nelly came out, smiled maliciously at Foam and cleaned up the mess.




  Chittaranjan stood up. Even in his sabots he looked no more than five feet tall. He went to a corner of the veranda, his sabots clicking and clacking, took up a tall chromium-plated column and

  set it next to Foam’s chair.




  ‘Kick it down,’ he said. He looked flushed, as though he was going to break out in sweat.




  Harbans said, ‘Ooh.’




  ‘Come on, Baksh son, kick this down.’




  ‘Goldsmith!’ Harbans cried.




  Foam got up.




  ‘Foam! What you doing?’




  ‘No, Mr Harbans. Let him kick it down.’




  The column was kicked.




  It swayed, then sprang back into an upright position.




  ‘You can’t kick this down.’ Chittaranjan took the ashtray with the weighted bottom back to its corner, and returned to his rocking-chair. ‘Funny the modern things they

  making these days, eh? Something my brother in Port of Spain give me.’ Chittaranjan looked at Harbans. ‘Barrister, you know.’




  Foam sat down in some confusion.




  Harbans said, ‘Your daughter look bright like anything, Goldsmith.’




  ‘Tcha!’ Chittaranjan didn’t stop rocking. ‘When people hear she talk, they don’t want to believe that she only have sixteen years. Taking typing-lesson and

  shorthand from Teacher Francis, you know. She could take down prescription and type them out. This doctor son you have . . .’




  ‘Oh, he ain’t a doctor yet.’




  ‘You shoulda bring him with you, you know. I like children with ambition.’




  ‘He was learning today. Scholar and student, you see. But you must come and see him. He want to see you.’




  ‘I want to see him too.’




  So it was settled.




  Harbans was so relieved that Chittaranjan had made no fresh demands, he took a sip of his orange liquid.




  Chittaranjan rocked. ‘You ain’t have to worry about the election. Once I for you’—he made a small dismissing gesture with his right hand—‘you win.’




  ‘The boy father say he for me too.’




  Chittaranjan dismissed Baksh with a suck of gold teeth. ‘Tcha! What he could do?’




  Foam’s loyalty was quick. ‘He control a thousand votes.’




  Harbans made peace. ‘In these modern days, everybody have to unite. I is a Hindu. You, Goldsmith, is a Hindu. Baksh is Muslim. It matter?’




  Chittaranjan only rocked.




  Foam said, ‘We got to form a committee.’




  Chittaranjan widened his smile.




  ‘Committee to organize. Meetings, canvassers, posters.’




  Harbans tried to laugh away Foam’s speech. ‘Things getting modern these days, Goldsmith.’




  Chittaranjan said, ‘I don’t see how committee could bring in more votes than me. If I go to a man in Elvira and I tell him to vote for so-and-so, I want to see him tell me

  no.’




  The cool threatening tone of Chittaranjan’s last sentence took Harbans aback. He didn’t expect it from such a small man.




  ‘What about that traitor Lorkhoor?’ he asked.




  But he got no reply because at that moment a loud crash on the galvanized-iron roof startled them all. The Negro waiters shuddered. There was a sound of breaking glass.




  From inside a woman’s voice, weary, placid—Mrs. Chittaranjan’s—said, ‘Breadfruit again. Break a glass pane this time.’




  Chittaranjan jumped up, his sabots giving the loudest clack. ‘Is that son-of-a-bitch Ramlogan!’ He ran to the veranda wall, stood on tiptoe and hunched himself over the ledge.

  Harbans and Foam looked out with him.




  Ramlogan was picking his teeth with unconcern. ‘Ha. Ha.’




  ‘Ramlogan!’ Chittaranjan shouted, his thin voice edged and carrying far. ‘One of these days I going to mash up your arse.’




  ‘Ha. You go mash up my arse? You ain’t even got nothing to sit down on, and you go mash up my arse?’




  ‘Yes, I go do it. I, Chittaranjan, go do it, so help me God!’ He suddenly turned to Foam and Harbans, the fixed smile on his face, and screamed at them: ‘Oh, God! Don’t

  let that man provoke me, you hear! Don’t let him provoke me!’




  Ramlogan left his shop door and walked to the edge of his yard. ‘Come down,’ he invited, with savage amiability. ‘Come down and mash up my arse. Come down and fight. Come down

  and cut down the breadfruit tree or the zaboca tree. Then we go see who is man.’




  ‘Don’t worry with the man, Pa,’ Nelly Chittaranjan, inside. ‘You don’t see that the man just want you to low-rate yourself?’




  Chittaranjan paid no attention. ‘You is a fighter?’ he challenged. ‘You? You ever been to Port of Spain? Go to Port of Spain, ask somebody to show you where St

  Vincent Street is, walk down St Vincent Street, stop at the Supreme Court and ask them about Chittaranjan. They go tell you who is the fighter. Supreme Court know you as a

  fighter?’




  Ramlogan hesitated. Chittaranjan had been an expert stick-fighter. He hadn’t much of a reach but he made up for that by his nimbleness. And his stick-fighting had often got him into

  trouble with the police.




  Ramlogan couldn’t reply. He put his hands on the wire fence.




  ‘Take your fat dirty hand offa my fence,’ Chittaranjan snapped. ‘A nasty blow-up shopkeeper like you want to put your hand on my fence?’




  ‘All right, all right. One day I going to build my own fence, and then you don’t touch it, I warning you.’




  ‘But till then, take your fat dirty hand offa my fence.’




  Then, unexpectedly, Ramlogan began to cry. He cried in a painful, belly-shaking way, pumping the tears out. ‘You don’t even want me to touch your fence now.’ He wiped his eyes

  with the back of his big hairy hand. ‘But you don’t have to be so insultive with it. All right, you ain’t want me. Nobody ain’t want me. The candidate ain’t want me.

  The three of all-you remain up there complotting against me, and you ain’t want me to put my hand on your fence now. I don’t control no votes, so nobody ain’t want me. Just

  because I don’t control no votes.’ He stopped for breath, and added with spirit: ‘Chittaranjan, the next time one of your wife chickens come in my yard, don’t bother to look

  for it. Because that night I eating good.’ He became maudlin again: ‘I don’t control no votes. Nobody don’t want me. But everybody chicken think they could just walk in my

  yard, as if my yard is a republic.’




  Sobbing, he retreated to his shop.




  Chittaranjan went back to his rocking-chair. ‘Mother arse,’ he said, giving a bite to every consonant. ‘For three years now, since the man come to live in Elvira, he only

  giving me provocation.’ But Chittaranjan was as poised as before. His face was flushed; but the flush on Chittaranjan’s face was, it seemed, as fixed as the smile.




  Night fell.




  Chittaranjan said, ‘You go have to start a rum-account with Ramlogan.’ The quarrel might not have been, to judge from Chittaranjan’s calm.




  Foam nodded. ‘Only rumshop in Elvira, Mr Harbans.’




  Harbans looked down at his hands. ‘I have to buy rum for everybody?’




  ‘Not everybody,’ Chittaranjan said.




  Harbans changed the subject. ‘What about that traitor Lorkhoor?’




  ‘Lorkhoor ain’t got no mind,’ Chittaranjan said. ‘But he can’t worry me. Even supposing Lorkhoor win one thousand Hindu votes for Preacher, that still leave you

  three thousand Hindu votes. Now, three thousand Hindu votes and one thousand votes—you could depend on me for the Spanish votes—that give you four thousand votes.’




  ‘Don’t forget the thousand Muslim votes,’ Foam boomed.




  Chittaranjan acknowledged them distastefully. ‘Make five thousand votes. You can’t lose.’




  ‘So is only five thousand now, eh?’ Harbans said to Foam. ‘In the lorry you tell me six thousand. I imagine tomorrow you go tell me four thousand and the day after you go tell

  me three thousand.’




  ‘Mr Harbans!’ Chittaranjan called. ‘Mr Harbans, you mustn’t talk like that!’




  ‘Nobody can’t fool me. I know this was going to happen. I had a sign.’




  ‘Five thousand out of eight thousand,’ Chittaranjan said. ‘You can’t lose. Majority of two thousand. Remember, I, Chittaranjan, is for you.’




  ‘This Lorkhoor is a damn traitor!’ Harbans exclaimed finally. He became calmer. He looked at Foam and Chittaranjan, smiled and began to coo: ‘I sorry, Goldsmith. I sorry, Foam.

  I was just getting a little down-couraged, that is all.’




  ‘Election fever,’ Foam said. ‘I know how it is.’




  They settled other matters. Chittaranjan accepted the need for a committee, and they decided who were to be members of it. It pleased Harbans to see Chittaranjan growing less frigid towards

  Foam. At length he broke the news that Foam was the campaign manager. Chittaranjan took it well. It was not a post he coveted, because it was a paid post; everything he did for Harbans, he did only

  out of the goodness of his heart.




  Before they left, Chittaranjan said, ‘I coming up to Port of Spain to see that doctor son you have. I like ambitious children.’




  ‘He want to see you too, Goldsmith.’




  Foam and Harbans got into the Dodge.




  A small oil lamp burned in Ramlogan’s gloomy shop and the man himself was eating his dinner from an enamel plate on the counter.




  ‘Wave to him,’ Foam said.




  Ramlogan waved back. ‘Right, boss!’ He was surprisingly cheerful.




  ‘Funny man,’ Harbans said, driving off.




  ‘He always ready to play brave brave, but you never know when he going to start crying,’ Foam said. ‘He lonely really. Wife dead long time. Daughters don’t come to see

  him.’




  This time there was no waving and shouting. The youths sitting on the culverts and the half-naked children still straying about were dazzled by the headlights of the Dodge and

  recognized Harbans only when he had passed. Harbans drove warily. It was Friday evening and the main road was busy. The drinking was to begin soon at Ramlogan’s rumshop; the other Friday

  evening excitement, Mr Cuffy’s sermon, had already begun.




  Foam pointed out Mr Cuffy’s house. A gas lamp in the small rickety veranda lit up Mr Cuffy, an old Negro in a tight blue suit, thumping a Bible; and lit up Mr Cuffy’s congregation in

  the yard below, a reverent Negro group with many women. The rumble of the Dodge obliterated Mr Cuffy’s words, but his gestures were impassioned.




  ‘Mr Cawfee is Preacher right hand man,’ Foam said. ‘Not one of those Negro people there going to vote for you, Mr Harbans.’




  ‘Traitors! Elvira just full of traitors.’




  Mr Cuffy and his congregation passed out of sight.




  Harbans, thinking of the white women, the black bitch, the loudspeaker van, the seventy-five dollars a month, the rum-account with Ramlogan, the treachery of Lorkhoor, saw defeat and humiliation

  everywhere.




  And then Foam shouted, ‘Look, Mr Harbans! Preacher.’




  Harbans saw. A tall Negro with high frizzy hair, long frizzy beard, long white robe; haloed in the light of the headlamps; walking briskly at the edge of the road, stamping his staff, the hem of

  his robe dancing above sandalled feet. They saw him leave the road, go across a yard, saw him knock; and as they drove past, saw the door opened for him.




  ‘That is all he doing,’ Foam said. ‘Walking brisk brisk from door to door and knocking and going in and coming out and walking brisk brisk again.’




  ‘What he does talk about when he go in?’




  ‘Nobody ain’t know, Mr Harbans. Nobody does tell.’




  They stopped at Baksh’s house and Foam got off.




  ‘We go have the first committee meeting some time next week, Mr Harbans. It going to give you a encouragement.’




  But Foam’s hand was still on the door.




  ‘Ooh, I was forgetting.’ Harbans dipped into his hip pocket. ‘Something. Nothing much, but is a beginning.’




  ‘Is a encouragement,’ Foam said, taking the note.




  Harbans drove out of Elvira, past the abandoned cocoa-house, past Cordoba, up Elvira Hill, down Elvira Hill. At the bottom of the hill his headlights picked out the two white women on their

  bicycles.




  ‘It don’t mean nothing,’ Harbans said to himself. ‘I mustn’t get down-couraged. It don’t mean nothing at all.’




  If he only knew, his troubles hadn’t started.




  


     

  




  3. The Writing on the Wall




  IN SPITE OF WHAT HE HAD SAID to Harbans in the lorry about going up for the County Council, Foam hadn’t been thinking of going into politics at

  all. But when Lorkhoor had suddenly begun to campaign for Preacher, Foam announced that he was going to campaign for Harbans. Mrs Baksh objected. But Baksh said, ‘It going to be a good

  experience for the boy.’ Baksh had already agreed to support Harbans for two thousand dollars. Foam, however, wanted to do some loudspeaking, like Lorkhoor; and Baksh himself had been talking

  for some time in Ramlogan’s rumshop about the money to be made out of a loudspeaker. So when Harbans came that afternoon, Baksh hadn’t said a word about the two thousand dollars but had

  asked instead for a loudspeaker van and for Foam to be campaign manager.


  The rivalry between Foam and Lorkhoor began when Teacher Francis, the new headmaster of the Elvira Government School, formed

  the Elvira Social and Debating Club. Teacher Francis was a young red-skinned Negro who dazzled Elvira with his sharp city dress: sharkskin zoot suit, hot tie knotted below an open collar, two-toned

  shoes. He was young for a headmaster, but to be a headmaster in Elvira was to be damned by the Trinidad Education Department. (Teacher Francis had been so damned for parading his agnosticism in a

  Port of Spain school. He had drawn a shapeless outline on the blackboard and asked his class, ‘Tell me, eh. That soul you does hear so much about, it look like that, or what?’ One boy

  had been outraged. The boy’s father complained to the Director of Education and Teacher Francis was damned to Elvira.) He formed the Elvira Social and Debating Club to encourage things of the

  mind. The idea was new and the response was big. Lorkhoor quickly became the star of the club. It was Lorkhoor who wrote most of the poems and stories which were read to the club, and one of

  Lorkhoor’s poems had even been printed on the leader page of the Trinidad Sentinel, in the special type the Sentinel reserves for poetry and the Biblical quotation at the bottom

  of the leader:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                

                  

                    Elvira, awake! Behold the dawn!




                    It shines for you, it shines for me . . .


                  


                


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  In all the discussions, political and religious—Teacher Francis was still hot on religion—Lorkhoor shone and didn’t allow Foam or anyone else to shine. Teacher

  Francis always backed up Lorkhoor; between them they turned the club into a place where they could show off before an audience. They made jokes and puns that went over the heads of nearly everyone

  else. One day Teacher Francis said, ‘People like you and me, Lorkhoor, are two and far between.’ Lorkhoor alone roared. At the next meeting Lorkhoor began a review of a film: ‘The

  points in this film are two and far between—the beginning and the end.’ People stopped coming to the club; those who came, came to drink—there were always two or three people in

  Elvira who were having a row with Ramlogan the rumshop owner—and the club broke up.




  Teacher Francis and Lorkhoor remained thick. Teacher Francis felt Lorkhoor understood him. He said Lorkhoor was a born writer and he was always sending off letters on Lorkhoor’s behalf to

  the Sentinel and the Guardian and the Gazette. So far nothing had come of that.




  And then Foam was really cut up when Lorkhoor got that job advertising for the cinemas from a loudspeaker van. It was Foam who had heard of the job first, from Harichand the printer, a man of

  many contacts. Foam applied and had practically got the job when Lorkhoor, supported by Teacher Francis, stepped in. Lorkhoor pointed out that Foam was too young for a driving permit (which was

  true); that Foam’s English wasn’t very good (which was true). Lorkhoor pointed out that he, Lorkhoor, had a driving permit (which was true); and his English was faultless (which was an

  understatement). Lorkhoor got the job and said it was a degradation. But while he drove about Central Trinidad in his loudspeaker van, speaking faultless English to his heart’s content, Foam

  had to remain in Elvira, an apprentice in his father’s shop. Foam hated the stuffy dark shop, hated the eternal tacking, which was all he was allowed to do, hated Elvira, at moments almost

  hated his family.




  He never forgave Lorkhoor. The job, which Lorkhoor called a degradation, was his by rights; he would have given anything to get it. And now the election gave him the next best thing. It gave him

  a loudspeaker of his own and took him out of the shop. He worked not so much for the victory of Harbans and the defeat of Preacher, as for the humiliation of Lorkhoor and Teacher Francis.




  Even before the committee met, Foam set to work. He got a pot of red paint from Chittaranjan and went around Elvira painting culverts, telegraph poles and tree-trunks with the

  enthusiastic slogan, VOTE HARBANS OR DIE!




  Mrs Baksh didn’t like it at all. ‘Nobody ain’t listening to me,’ she said. ‘Everybody just washing their foot and jumping in this democracy business. But I

  promising you, for all the sweet it begin sweet, it going to end damn sour.’




  She softened a little when the loudspeaker and the van came, but she still made it clear that she didn’t approve. All Elvira knew about the van—it was another example of

  Baksh’s depth—and Mrs Baksh was frightened by the very size of her fortune. She was tempting fate, inviting the evil eye.




  Nobody else saw it that way. The little Bakshes clustered around the van while Foam and Baksh made arrangements for lodging it. To get the van into the yard they had to pull down part of the

  rotting wooden fence and build a bridge over the gutter. Some poorer people and their children came to watch. Baksh and Foam stopped talking; frowned and concentrated and spat, as though the van

  was just a big bother. And though it wasn’t strictly necessary then, they put up the loudspeaker on the van. They spread a gunny sack on the hood, placed the loudspeaker on it and tied it

  down to the bumper with four lengths of rope.




  Baksh spoke only one sentence during the whole of this operation. ‘Have to get a proper stand for this damn loudspeaker thing,’ he said, resentfully.




  After dinner that evening, Foam, with his twelve-year-old brother Rafiq, went in the van to Cordoba, a good three miles away, to do some more slogans. The Spaniards watched without interest

  while he daubed VOTE HARBANS OR DIE!




  The next evening he went to complete the job.




  The first three words of his slogans had been covered over with whitewash and Cordoba was marked everywhere, in dripping red letters, DIE! DIE!

  DIE!




  ‘That is Lorkhoor work,’ Foam said.




  Then Rafiq pointed to a wall. The first three words of the slogan were only partially covered over. Three strokes with a dry brush had been used, and between each stroke there was a gap, and the

  sign read:—TE——N—DIE!




  ‘Ten die,’ Rafiq said.




  ‘Come on, man,’ Foam said. ‘You letting a thing like that frighten you? You is a man now, Rafiq. And whatever you do,’ Foam added, ‘don’t tell Ma, you

  hear.’




  But that was the first thing Rafiq did.




  ‘Ten die!’ Mrs Baksh clapped her hand to her big bosom and sat on a bench, still holding the ash-rag with which she had been washing up.




  Baksh swilled down some tea from a large enamel cup. ‘It don’t mean nothing, man. Somebody just trying to be funny, that’s all.’




  ‘Oh, God, Baksh, this election sweetness!’




  The little Bakshes came into the kitchen.




  ‘Don’t mean nothing,’ Baksh said. ‘It say ten die. It only have nine of we in this house. The seven children and you and me. Was just a accident, man.’




  ‘Was no accident,’ Rafiq said.




  ‘Oh, God, Baksh, see how the sweetness turning sour!’




  ‘Is only that traitor Lorkhoor playing the fool,’ Foam said. ‘Let him wait. When he start putting up signs for Preacher . . .’




  ‘How it could mean anything?’ Baksh laughed. ‘It say ten die and it only have nine of we here.’




  Mrs Baksh became cooler. A thought seemed to strike her and she looked down at herself and cried, ‘Oh, God, Baksh, how we know is only nine?’




  Though he didn’t care for the ‘Ten die!’ sign and for Mrs Baksh’s fears, Foam didn’t go out painting any more slogans. Instead he concentrated on

  the first meeting of the campaign committee.




  He decided not to hold the meeting at Chittaranjan’s house. The place made him too uncomfortable and he still remembered the malicious smile Nelly Chittaranjan had given him when he

  knocked his sweet drink over. His own house, the London Tailoring Establishment, was out of the question: Mrs Baksh didn’t even want to hear about the election. He decided then to have the

  meeting in the old wooden bungalow of Dhaniram, the Hindu pundit, who had also been made a member of the committee. At least there would be no complications with Dhaniram’s family.

  Dhaniram’s wife had been paralysed for more than twenty years. The only other person in the house was a meek young daughter-in-law who had been deserted by Dhaniram’s son only two

  months after marriage. That was some time ago. Nobody knew where the boy had got to; but Dhaniram always gave out that the boy was in England, studying something.




  On the evening of the meeting Foam and Baksh, despite protests from Mrs Baksh, drove over in the loudspeaker van.




  From the road Foam could see two men in the veranda. One was Dhaniram, a large man in Hindu priestly dress lying flat on his belly reading a newspaper by an oil lamp. The other man drooped on a

  bench. This was Mahadeo.




  Neither Dhaniram nor Mahadeo was really important. They had been drafted into the committee only to keep them from making mischief. Dhaniram was the best known pundit in Elvira, but he was too

  fond of gossip and religious disputation, and was looked upon as something of a buffoon. Mahadeo was an out and out fool; everybody in Elvira knew that. But Mahadeo could be useful; he worked on

  what remained of the Elvira Estate as a sub-overseer, a ‘driver’ (not of vehicles or slaves, but of free labourers), and as a driver he could always put pressure on his labourers.




  When Foam and Baksh came into the veranda Dhaniram jumped up and the whole house shook. It was a shaky house and the veranda was particularly shaky. Dhaniram had kept on extending it at one end,

  so that the veranda opened out into something like a plain; there were gaps in the floor where the uncured, unplaned cedar planks had shrunk.




  ‘Ah,’ Dhaniram said, rubbing his hands. ‘Campaign manager. Come to discuss the campaign, eh?’




  Everything about the election thrilled Dhaniram. Words like campaign, candidate, committee, constituency, legislative council, thrilled him especially. He was a big exuberant man with a big

  belly that looked unnecessary and almost detachable.




  Mahadeo didn’t get up or say anything. He drooped on his bench, a plump little man in tight clothes, his large empty eyes staring at the floor.




  There was an explosion of coughing inside the house and a woman’s voice, strained and querulous, asked in Hindi, ‘Who’s there?’




  Dhaniram led Foam and Baksh to the small drawing-room and made them look through an open door into a dark bedroom. They saw a woman stretched out on a four-poster. It was Dhaniram’s wife.

  She was lying on her left side and they couldn’t see her face.




  ‘Election committee,’ Dhaniram said to the room.




  ‘Oh.’ She didn’t turn.




  Dhaniram led Foam and Baksh back to the veranda and seated them on a bench opposite Mahadeo.




  Dhaniram sat down beside Mahadeo and began to shake his legs until the veranda shook. ‘So the goldsmith fix up, eh? Everything?’




  Foam didn’t understand.




  ‘I mean, Chittaranjan see the boy? You know, Harbans son.’




  ‘Oh, yes, that fix up,’ Baksh said. ‘Chittaranjan went to Port of Spain day before yesterday.’




  Dhaniram lit a cigarette and pulled at it in the Brahmin way, drawing the smoke through his closed hand. ‘Chittaranjan really believe Harbans going to let his son marry Nelly?’




  Baksh seized this. ‘You hear anything?’




  Dhaniram shrugged his shoulders. ‘We want some light. Doolahin, bring the Petromax,’ Dhaniram called.




  Baksh noted that though she had been deserted for so long, Dhaniram still called his daughter-in-law doolahin, bride.




  ‘How Hari?’ Baksh asked. ‘He write yet?’




  Hari was Dhaniram’s son.




  ‘Boy in England, man,’ Dhaniram said. ‘Studying. Can’t study and write letters.’




  The doolahin brought the Petromax. She looked a good Hindu girl. She had a small soft face with a wide mouth. About eighteen perhaps; barefooted, as was proper; a veil over her forehead,

  as was also proper. She hung the Petromax on the hook from the ceiling and went back to the kitchen, a smoky room boarded off at one corner of the vast veranda.




  Baksh asked, ‘How she taking it these days? Still crying?’




  Dhaniram wasn’t interested. ‘She getting over it now. So Chittaranjan really believe that Nelly going to marry Harbans son?’




  Mahadeo sat silent, his head bent, his full eyes staring at his unlaced black boots. Foam wasn’t interested in the conversation. In the light of the Petromax he studied Dhaniram’s

  veranda walls. There were many Hindu coloured prints; but by far the biggest thing was a large Esso calendar, with Pundit Dhaniram’s religious commitments written in pencil above the dates.

  It looked as though Dhaniram’s practice was falling off. It didn’t matter; Foam knew that Dhaniram also owned the fifth part of a tractor and Baksh said that was worth at least two

  hundred dollars a month.




  Harbans came, agitated, looking down at the ground, and Foam saw at once that something was wrong.




  Dhaniram rose. Mahadeo rose and spoke for the first time: ‘Good night, Mr Harbans.’




  Dhaniram took Harbans into the drawing-room and Foam heard Harbans saying, ‘Ooh, ooh, how you is, maharajin? We just come to talk over this election nonsense.’




  But he looked dejected like anything when he came out and sat on a blanket on the floor.




  Dhaniram shouted, ‘Doolahin, candidate here. We want some tea. What sort of tea you want, eh, Mr Harbans? Chocolate, coffee or green tea?’




  ‘Green tea,’ Harbans said distractedly.




  ‘What happen, Mr Harbans?’ Foam asked.




  Harbans locked his fingers. ‘Can’t understand it, Foam. Can’t understand it. I is a old old man. Why everybody down against me?’




  Dhaniram was thrilled. He gave a little laugh, realized it was wrong, and tried to look serious. But his eyes still twinkled.




  ‘I drive through Cordoba,’ Harbans said, talking down to his hands, his voice thin and almost breaking. ‘As soon as the Spanish people see the lorry, they turn their back. They

  shut their window. And I did think they was going to vote for me. Can’t understand it, Foam. I ain’t do the Spanish people nothing.’




  ‘Is that traitor Lorkhoor,’ Baksh said.




  Then Chittaranjan came. He wore his visiting outfit and carried a green book in his hand. He seemed to know the house well because he didn’t wait for Dhaniram to

  introduce him to the invalid inside. As he came up the steps he shouted, ‘How you feeling these days, maharajin? Is me, Chittaranjan, the goldsmith.’




  When he came back out to the veranda, it seemed that Chittaranjan too had bad news. His smile was there, as fixed as his flush; but there was anger and shame in his narrow eyes.




  ‘Dhaniram,’ Chittaranjan said, as soon as he sat down and took off his vast grey felt hat, ‘we got to make new calculations.’




  Dhaniram took Chittaranjan at his word. ‘Doolahin!’ he shouted. ‘Pencil and paper. New calculations. Committee waiting. Candidate and committee waiting.’




  Harbans looked at Chittaranjan. ‘What I do the Spanish people for them to turn their back on me?’




  Chittaranjan forced the words out: ‘Something happen, Mr Harbans. This thing not going to be so easy . . .’




  ‘It don’t surprise me, Goldsmith,’ Harbans interrupted. ‘Loudspeaker van. Campaign manager. Rum-account. Lorkhoor. People turning their back on me. Nothing don’t

  surprise me at all.’




  The doolahin brought some brown shop-paper. ‘I ain’t have no pencil. I look everywhere.’




  Dhaniram forgot about the election. ‘But this is craziness, doolahin. I have that pencil six months now.’




  ‘Is only a pencil,’ the doolahin said.




  ‘Is what you think,’ Dhaniram said, the smile going out of his eye. ‘Is more than just a pencil. Is the principle. Is only since you come here that we start losing

  things.’




  ‘Your son, fust of all,’ Baksh said.




  Dhaniram looked at Baksh and the smile came into his eyes again. He spat, aiming successfully at a gap in the floor.




  Foam said, ‘This is the pencil you was looking for?’ From the floor he picked up an indelible pencil of the sort used in government offices. A length of string was attached to a

  groove at the top.




  Dhaniram began to rub himself. ‘Ah, yes. Was doing the crossword just before you come in.’




  The doolahin tossed her head and went back to her kitchen.




  Harbans brooded.




  All of a sudden he said, ‘Chittaranjan, I thought you was the big controller of the Spanish vote?’




  Everyone noticed that Harbans had called Chittaranjan by his name, and not ‘goldsmith.’ It was almost an insult.




  Yet Chittaranjan didn’t seem to feel it. He fidgeted with the book he had brought and said not a word.




  Harbans, not getting an answer, addressed his hands. ‘In the 1946 elections none of the candidates I know did spend all this money. I have to have loudspeaker van and rum-account with

  Ramlogan?’




  Baksh looked offended. ‘I know you mean me, boss. The moment you start talking about loudspeaker van. What you say about 1946 is true. Nobody did spend much money. But that was only the

  fust election. People did just go and vote for the man they like. Now is different. People learning. You have to spend on them.’




  ‘Yes, you have to spend on them,’ Dhaniram said, his legs shaking, his eyes dancing. He relished all the grand vocabulary of the election. ‘Otherwise somebody else going to

  spend on them.’




  Mahadeo, the estate driver, raised his right hand, turned his large eyes on Harbans and twitched his thick little moustache and plump little mouth. ‘You spending your money in vain, Mr

  Harbans,’ he said gently. ‘We win already.’




  Harbans snapped, ‘Is arse-talk like that does lose election. (Oh God, you see how this election making me dirty up my mouth.) But you, Mahadeo, you go around opening your big mouth and

  saying Harbans done win already. You think that is the way to get people vote?’




  ‘Exactly,’ said Dhaniram. ‘People go say, “If he done win, he ain’t want my vote.”’




  ‘Foam,’ Harbans said. ‘How much vote you giving me today? Was six thousand when I first see you. Then was five thousand. Is four thousand today?’




  Foam didn’t have a chance to reply because Chittaranjan spoke up at last: ‘Yes, Mr Harbans, is four thousand.’




  Harbans didn’t take it well. ‘Look at the mess I getting myself in, in my old old age. Why I couldn’t go away and sit down quiet and dead somewhere else, outside Elvira? Foam,

  take the pencil and paper and write this down. It have eight thousand votes in Naparoni. Four thousand Hindu, two thousand Negro, one thousand Spanish, and a thousand Muslim. I ain’t getting

  the Negro vote and I ain’t getting a thousand Hindu vote. That should leave me with five thousand. But now, Goldsmith, you say is only four thousand. Tell me, I beg you, where we drop this

  thousand vote between last week Friday and today?’




  ‘In Cordoba,’ Chittaranjan said penitently. ‘You see for youself how the Spanish people playing the fool. Just look at this book.’




  He showed the green book he had been turning over.




  Mahadeo wrinkled his brow and read out the title slowly: ‘Let—God—Be—True.’




  As a pundit Dhaniram regarded himself as an expert on God. He looked at the book quizzically and said, ‘Hmh.’




  ‘That is all that the Spanish talking about now,’ Chittaranjan said, pointing to the book. ‘I did know something was wrong the moment I land in Cordoba. Everywhere I look I

  only seeing red signs saying, “Die! Die!”’




  ‘That is Lorkhoor work,’ Foam said.




  Chittaranjan shook his head. ‘I don’t know if any of all-you see two white women riding about on big red bicycles. If I tell you the havoc they causing!’




  ‘Witnesses!’ Harbans exclaimed. ‘I know. I had a sign. I shoulda run them over that day.’




  No one knew what he was talking about.




  ‘Who they campaigning for?’ Baksh asked. ‘For Preacher?’




  ‘For Jehovah,’ Chittaranjan said. ‘They can’t touch the Hindus or the Muslims or the Negroes, but they wreaking havoc with the Spanish. Everywhere I go in Cordoba, the

  Spanish people telling me that the world going to end in 1976.I ask them how they know the date so exact and they tell me the Bible say so.’




  Dhaniram slapped his thigh. ‘Armageddon!’ Pundit Dhaniram had been educated at one of the Presbyterian schools of the Canadian Mission where he had been taught hymns and other

  Christian things. He cherished the training. ‘It make me see both sides,’ he used to say; and even now, although he was a Hindu priest, he often found himself humming hymns like

  ‘Jesus loves me, yes I know.’ He slapped his thigh and exclaimed, ‘Armageddon!’




  ‘Something like that,’ Chittaranjan said. ‘And these white woman telling the Spanish that they mustn’t take no part in politics and the Spanish taking all what these

  woman say as a gospel.’ Chittaranjan sounded hurt. ‘I telling you, it come as a big big pussonal blow, especially as I know the Spanish people so long. Look, I go to see old Edaglo, you

  know, Teresa father. The man is my good good friend. For years he eating my food, drinking my whisky, and borrowing my money. And now he tell me he ain’t voting. So I ask him, “Why you

  ain’t voting, Edaglo?” And he answer me back, man. He say, “Politics ain’t a divine thing.” Then he ask me, “You know who start politics?” You could

  imagine how that take me back. “Somebody start politics?” I say. He laugh in a mocking sorta way as though he know more than everybody else and say, “You see how you ain’t

  know these little things. Is because you ain’t study enough.” He, Edaglo, talking like that to me, Chittaranjan! “Go home,” he say, “and study the Bible and you go

  read and see that the man who start politics was Nimrod.”’




  ‘Who is Nimrod?’ Baksh asked.




  Pundit Dhaniram slapped his thigh again. ‘Nimrod was a mighty hunter.’




  They pondered this.




  Harbans was abstracted, disconsolate.




  Baksh said, ‘What those woman want is just man, you hear. The minute they get one good man, all this talk about mighty hunting gone with the wind.’




  Dhaniram was pressing Chittaranjan: ‘You didn’t tell them about Caesar? The things that are Caesar’s. Render unto Caesar. That sort of thing.’




  Chittaranjan lifted his thin hands. ‘I don’t meddle too much in all that Christian bacchanal, you hear. And as I was leaving, he, Edaglo, call me back. Me, Chittaranjan. And he give

  me this green book. Let God be true. Tcha!’




  Mahadeo shook his head and clucked sympathetically. ‘Old Edaglo really pee on you, Goldsmith.’




  ‘Not only pee,’ Chittaranjan said. ‘He shake it.’




  And having made his confession, Chittaranjan gathered about him much of his old dignity again.




  ‘Even if the Spanish ain’t voting,’ Foam said, ‘we have four thousand votes. Three thousand Hindu and one thousand Muslim. Preacher only getting three

  thousand. Two thousand Negro and a thousand Hindu. I don’t see how we could lose.’




  Dhaniram said, ‘I don’t see how a whole thousand Hindus going to vote for Preacher. Lorkhoor don’t control so much votes.’




  ‘Don’t fool your head,’ Foam said quickly. ‘Preacher help out a lot of Hindu people in this place. And if the Hindus see a Hindu like Lorkhoor supporting Preacher, well,

  a lot of them go want to vote for Preacher. Lorkhoor going about telling people that they mustn’t think about race and religion now. He say it ain’t have nothing wrong if Hindu people

  vote for a Negro like Preacher.’




  ‘This Lorkhoor want a good cut-arse,’ Baksh said.




  Chittaranjan agreed. ‘That sort of talk dangerous at election time. Lorkhoor ain’t know what he saying.’




  Harbans locked and unlocked his fingers. ‘Nothing I does touch does turn out nice and easy. Everybody else have life easy. I don’t know what sin I commit to have life so

  hard.’




  Everyone fell silent in the veranda, looking at Harbans, waiting for him to cry. Only the Petromax hissed and hummed and the moths dashed against it.




  Then the doolahin thumped out bringing tea in delightfully ornamented cups so wide at the mouth that the tea slopped over continually.




  Dhaniram said, ‘Tea, Mr Harbans. Drink it. You go feel better.’




  ‘Don’t want no tea.’




  Dhaniram gave his little laugh.




  Two or three tears trickled down Harbans’s thin old face. He took the cup, blew on it, and put it to his lips; but before he drank he broke down and sobbed. ‘I ain’t got no

  friends or helpers or nothing. Everybody only want money money.’




  Mahadeo was wounded. ‘You ain’t giving me nothing, Mr Harbans.’ He hadn’t thought of asking.




  Dhaniram, who had been promised something—contracts for his tractor—pulled at his cigarette. ‘Is not as though you giving things to we pussonal, Mr Harbans. You must try and

  feel that you giving to the people. After all, is the meaning of this democracy.’




  ‘Exactly,’ said Baksh. ‘Is for the sake of the community we want you to get in the Legislative Council. You got to think about the community, boss. As you yourself tell me the

  other day, money ain’t everything.’




  ‘Is true,’ Harbans fluted. ‘Is true.’ He smiled and dried his eyes. ‘You is all faithful. I did just forget myself, that is all.’




  They sipped their tea.




  To break the mood Dhaniram scolded his daughter-in-law. ‘You was a long time making the tea, doolahin.’




  She said, ‘I had to light the fire and then I had to boil the water and then I had to draw the tea and then I had to cool the tea.’




  She had cooled the tea so well it was almost cold. It was the way Dhaniram liked it; but the rest of the committee didn’t care for cool tea. Only Harbans, taking small, noisy sips, seemed

  indifferent.




  Dhaniram’s wife called querulously from her room. The doolahin sucked her teeth and went.




  Foam said, ‘If Lorkhoor getting Hindus to vote for Preacher, I don’t see why we can’t get Negroes to vote for we.’




  They sipped their tea and thought.




  Dhaniram pulled hard at his cigarette and slapped his dhoti-clad thigh. ‘Aha! Idea!’




  They looked at him in surprise.




  ‘It go take some money . . .’ Dhaniram said apologetically.




  Harbans took a long sip of cool tea.




  ‘It go take some money. But not much. Here in Elvira the campaign committee must be a sort of social welfare committee. Supposing one of those Negroes fall sick. We go go to them.

  We go take them to doctor in we taxi. We go pay for their medicine.’




  Chittaranjan sucked his teeth and became like the formidable Chittaranjan Foam had seen rocking and smiling in his tiled veranda. ‘Dhaniram, you talking like if you ain’t know how

  hard these Negroes is in Elvira. You ever see any Negro fall sick? They just does drop down and dead. And that does only happen when they about eighty or ninety.’




  ‘All right. They don’t get sick. But even you say they does dead sometimes. Well, two three bound to dead before elections.’




  ‘You going to kill some of them?’ Baksh asked.




  ‘Well, if even one dead, we go bury him. We go hold the wake. We go take we coffee and we biscuits.’




  Baksh said, ‘And you think that go make the Negroes vote for you?’




  ‘It go make them feel shame if they ain’t vote for we,’ Dhaniram said. ‘And if they ain’t vote, well, the next time they start bawling for help, they better not

  come round here.’




  Mahadeo lifted his right hand as a warning that he was about to speak again. ‘Old Sebastian is one Negro who look as though he might dead before elections.’




  ‘Is a good idea,’ Foam said. ‘And every one of we could buy just one sweet drink for some Negro child every day until elections. Different child every day. And the parents. We

  mustn’t only help them if they fall sick or if they dead. If they can’t get a work or something. If they going to have a wedding or something. Take the goldsmith here. He could make a

  little present for Negroes getting married.’




  Chittaranjan said animatedly, ‘Foam, you talking as if I does make jewellery with my own gold. I ain’t have no gold of my own. When people want things make, they does bring their own

  gold.’




  And Chittaranjan destroyed an illusion which Foam had had since he was a boy; he had always believed that the gold dust and silver shavings the children collected from Chittaranjan’s

  workshop belonged to Chittaranjan.




  Harbans said, ‘Foam, take the pencil and paper and write down all those who sick in Elvira.’




  Dhaniram said, ‘Mungal sick like anything.’




  Mahadeo lifted his hand. ‘It have a whole week now that Basdai and Rampiari ain’t come out to work. They must be sick too.’




  Harbans said, ‘Mahadeo, you know you is a damn fool. You think is Hindu sick I want Foam to write down?’




  Chittaranjan said, ‘Like I say, it ain’t have no Negro sick in Elvira.’




  ‘All right.’ Harbans was getting annoyed again. ‘Who getting married?’




  Chittaranjan said, ‘Only Hindu and Muslim getting married. Is the wedding season now. The Negro people don’t get married so often. Most of them just living with woman. Just like

  that, you know.’




  Harbans said, ‘And you can’t damn well start taking round wedding-ring to those people as wedding present. So, all we could do is to keep a sharp look-out for any Negro who fall sick

  or who fall dead. That may you talk about, Mahadeo.’




  ‘Sebastian?’




  ‘Keep a eye on him.’




  Foam said, ‘I believe Mahadeo should handle the whole of that job. He could make a list of all Negro who sick or going to dead.’




  ‘Yes.’ And Harbans added sarcastically, ‘You sure that job ain’t too big for you, Mahadeo?’




  Mahadeo stared at the floor, his big eyes filling with determination. ‘I could manage, Mr Harbans. Old Sebastian is one Negro who bound to dead.’




  They finished their tea and had some more. Then Harbans sent Foam to get the new posters he had brought in the lorry.




  The posters said: HITCH YOUR WAGON TO THE STAR VOTE SURUJPAT (‘PAT’) HARBANS CHOOSE THE BEST AND LEAVE THE

  REST. And there was a photograph of Harbans; below that, his name and the star, his symbol.




  Mahadeo said, ‘It must make a man feel really big sticking his photo all over the place.’




  Harbans, unwillingly, smiled.




  Chittaranjan asked, ‘Where you get those posters print?’




  ‘Port of Spain.’




  ‘Wrong move, Mr Harbans. You shoulda get that boy Harichand to print them.’




  ‘But Harichand ain’t got no sorta printery at all,’ Harbans said.




  ‘Never mind,’ said Chittaranjan. ‘People in Elvira wouldn’t like that you get your posters print in Port of Spain when it have a Elvira boy who could do them.’




  And then Harbans knew. No one in Elvira was fighting for him. All Elvira—Preacher, Lorkhoor, Baksh, Chittaranjan, Dhaniram and everybody else—all of them were fighting

  him.




  He was nearly seized with another fit of pessimism.




  But deep down, despite everything, he knew he was going to win. He cried and raged; but he wanted to fool, not tempt, fate. Then he thought of the sign he had had: the white women and the

  stalled engine, the black bitch and the stalled engine. He had seen what the first meant. The women had stalled him in Cordoba.




  But the dog. What about the dog? Where was that going to stall him?




  


     

  




  4. Tiger




  SOME DAYS PASSED. The new posters went up. The campaign proceeded. Nothing terrible happened to Mrs Baksh. She became calmer and Foam thought he could

  start painting slogans again. But now he didn’t paint VOTE HARBANS OR DIE! He had had his lesson; it was too easy for the enthusiasm of the slogan to be mistaken for a

  threat. He painted straight things like WIN WITH HARBANS AND WE WANT HARBANS.




  One night when Baksh had taken out the loudspeaker van—he said it was to do some campaigning but Mrs Baksh said it was to do some drinking—one night Foam took up his pot of paint and

  a large brush and went about Elvira, painting new slogans and refurbishing old ones. He didn’t take the excitable and untrustworthy Rafiq with him. He took Herbert instead. Herbert was ten

  and politically and psychically undeveloped. He didn’t care for signs or election slogans; and while Foam painted Herbert whistled and wandered about.




  Foam did his job with love. He painted even on houses whose owners had gone to bed; and only when he had got as far as the old cocoa-house did he decide it was time to go home.




  Herbert hung back a little and Foam noticed that he was walking in a peculiar way, arching his back and keeping his hands on his belly. His belly looked more swollen than usual.




  ‘Your belly hurting, Herbert?’




  ‘Yes, man, Foam. Is this gas breaking me up.’




  ‘Don’t worry about it too much. All of we did get gas in we belly when we was small. It does pass.’




  ‘Hope so for truth, man.’




  Lights were still on when they got home. They went around to the back of the house. The door was locked from the inside but it wasn’t barred; and if you pressed on the middle and pulled

  and shook at the same time, it fell open. Foam put down the paint-pot and the brush.




  ‘Herbert, when I press down, you pull hard and shake.’




  Foam pressed down. Herbert, clutching his belly with one hand, pulled and shook with the other. The door unlocked, and as it did, something fell from Herbert’s shirt. In the darkness Foam

  couldn’t see what it was. When he pulled the door open and let out the thin light of the oil lamp inside, he saw.




  It was a puppy.




  A tiny rickety puppy, mangy, starved; a loose, ribby bundle on the ground. It made no noise. It tried to lift itself up. It only collapsed again, without complaint, without shame.




  ‘Where you pick him up, Herbert?’




  ‘Somewhere.’




  ‘But you can’t bring him home. You know how they don’t like dogs.’ They was Mrs Baksh.




  ‘Is my dog,’ Herbert said irrelevantly.




  Foam squatted beside the puppy. None of the evening’s adventures had disturbed the flies that had settled down for the night around the puppy’s eyes. The eyes were rheumy, dead. The

  puppy itself looked half-dead. When Foam stroked the little muzzle he saw fleas jumping about. He pulled away his finger quickly.




  ‘Take care, Foam. Is them quiet quiet dog does bite, you know.’




  Foam stood up. ‘You got to feed him good. But how you going to hide him from Ma?’




  ‘I go hide him. Got a name for him too. Going to call him Tiger.’




  Tiger tried to get up on his haunches. It was as if every tiny rib and every bone were made of lead. But he made it this time, and held the shaky pose.




  ‘See! He recognize the name already,’ Herbert said.




  Tiger crumpled down again.




  ‘Come on, Tiger,’ Herbert said.




  Tiger didn’t respond.




  ‘What you going to do with him?’




  ‘Take him upstairs. Put him in the bed.’




  ‘And what about Rafiq and Charles and Iqbal?’ Foam asked, naming the other Baksh boys. ‘Think they go want Tiger to sleep in the same bed with them?’




  ‘We go see.’




  The room in which they were was the room behind the tailor shop. It was the only part of the house Baksh had attempted to renovate and it smelled of new concrete and new cyp wood. There was a

  new concrete floor and a new staircase of rough unpainted planks that led to the upper floor. The whole thing was so makeshift because Baksh said he was thinking of pulling down the whole house one

  day and putting up something better and bigger. The room was called the store-room; but it was used as a dumping-ground for things the Bakshes didn’t want but couldn’t bring themselves

  to throw away.




  Foam said, ‘You can’t take up the dog tonight. They still waking. What about hiding him under the steps until morning?’




  He rummaged among the pile of rubbish under the staircase and brought out a condensed milk case stencilled STOW AWAY FROM BOILERS, two smelly gunny-sacks and many old issues of the Trinidad

  Sentinel. He put the sacks in the case, the newspapers on the sack, and Tiger on the newspapers.




  ‘Under the steps now.’




  The door at the top of the stairs opened and some more light flowed down into the store-room.




  Mrs Baksh said, ‘What the two of all-you complotting and conspiring down there?’




  ‘Nothing,’ Foam said. ‘We just putting away the paint and thing.’




  ‘And we cleaning up the place,’ Herbert added.




  Mrs Baksh didn’t take them up on that. ‘You see your father?’




  ‘Ain’t he out with the loudspeaker?’ Foam said.




  ‘I know where he is. He just using this election as a big excuse to lift his tail and run about the place. And is what you doing too. Ha! This election starting sweet sweet for some

  people, but I promising you it going to turn sour before it end.’




  She stood at the top of the stairs, broad and dominant.




  Herbert, noisily storing away the paint-pot, pushed Tiger’s box under the steps as well.




  But Tiger had also to be fed.




  Foam knew this. He walked up the steps. ‘Herbert take in with one belly pain, Ma. All the way home he holding his belly and bawling. I think he hungry.’




  ‘He ain’t hungry one little bit. I don’t know who ask him to walk about Elvira with all this dew falling.’




  Herbert took his cue from Foam. He came out from under the steps, arched his back, and pressed his hands on his belly. ‘God, man, how this gas breaking me up!’




  Mrs Baksh said, ‘But if a stranger hear this little boy talk they go believe I starving him. You ain’t eat this evening, Herbert?’




  ‘Yes, Ma.’




  ‘You ain’t eat one whole roti?’




  ‘Yes, Ma.’




  ‘You ain’t eat bhaji?’




  ‘Yes, Ma.’




  ‘You ain’t drink half a big pot of tea?’




  ‘Yes, Ma.’ Herbert drank enormous quantities of tea. He could drink two or three large enamel cups, and when visitors were present, four or five. Mrs Baksh used to boast to her

  sisters, ‘I ain’t see nobody to touch Herbert when it come to drinking tea.’




  ‘You eat all that and you drink all that, and you still asking me to believe that you hungry?’




  ‘Yes, Ma.’




  ‘Look, boy! Don’t answer me back like that, you hear. You standing up there with your little belly puff out and you looking at me in my face and you still bold and brave enough to

  challenge me? Don’t think I forgetting how you shame me in front of that Harbans man, you know.’




  Foam said, ‘Is not his fault, Ma. Is the gas.’




  ‘Gas! And the other modern thing is appendicitis. Nobody did have gas and appendicitis when I was small. It ain’t gas. Is just the sort of gratitude I getting from my own children,

  after all the pinching and scraping and saving I does do. And tell me, for who I pinching and scraping and saving?’




  She got no reply.




  Her annoyance subsided. ‘All right, come up and take out something. If you ain’t careful you go get fat and blow-up like me. But I done see that is what you want. Dog eat your shame.

  Go ahead.’




  She stood aside to let them pass and followed them to the grimy little kitchen. From a large blue enamel pot Herbert poured tea, stewed in condensed milk and brown sugar, into an enamel plate.

  He took half a roti, a dry unimaginative sort of pancake, broke it up and dropped the pieces into the tea.




  Mrs Baksh stood over him. ‘Go ahead. I want to see you eat up all of that.’




  Herbert listlessly stirred the tea and roti.




  ‘Is so hungry you was? Nobody ain’t have to tell me about you, Herbert. Of all the seven children God give me, you have the longest tongue, and your eyes always longer than your

  tongue.’




  Foam couldn’t think of anything to get Mrs Baksh out of the kitchen. But distraction came. From one of the inner rooms came a shriek, and a girl’s voice shouting, ‘I going to

  tell Ma. Ma, come and see how Zilla pounding me up. She know I can’t take blows and still she pounding me up.’
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