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        Love for an Island




        Love for an island is the sternest passion;


        pulsing beyond the blood through roots and loam


        it overflows the boundary of bedrooms


        and courses past the fragile walls of home.




        Those nourished on the sap and the milk of beauty


        (born in its landsight) tremble like a tree


        at the first footfall of the dread usurper –


        a carpet-bagging mediocrity.




        Theirs is no mild attachment, but rapacious


        craving for a possession rude and whole;


        lovers of islands drive their stake, prospecting


        to run the flag of ego up the pole,




        sink on the tented ground, hot under azure,


        plunge in the heat of earth, and smell the stars


        of the incredible vales. At night, triumphant,


        they lift their eyes to Venus and to Mars.




        Their passion drives them to perpetuation:


        they dig, they plant, they build and they aspire


        to the eternal landmark; when they die


        the forest covers up their set desire,




        Salesmen and termites occupy their dwellings,


        their legendary politics decay,


        yet they achieve an ultimate memorial:


        they blend their flesh with the beloved clay.




        – Phyllis Shand Allfrey


      


    




  



    

       

    




    HURRICANE





    They took him to the top of Paramin Hill. Right to the top, where there was no one around, where no one could hear him call for help. Four of them. Four to carry out such a job. They wanted to teach him a lesson. He’d no business complaining. So what if the police had stolen his mobile phone, they can damn well take what they like. And poor Talbot – well – yes. Mixed up with the local thugs, the badjohns up on this hill, the ones causing all the problems. The police already knew Talbot. And now they wanted to teach him not to go making more trouble.




    Talbot was in the back of the police vehicle, squeezed up between two of them, handcuffed. They’d already hit him about when they picked him up – slapped his face, told him to shut up or they’d return for his sexy younger sister, Chantal. They told him to shut his damn blasted mout.




    ‘Leave mih sister outa dis,’ Talbot shouted. But they hit his face hard. Then Talbot shut up. They parked and left the headlights on full. It was dusk, darkness about to settle. The biggest of them, a man called Johnny, was laughing like he knew what to do. Last week he gave the same treatment to another man, some poor-fuck up in Debe.




    ‘De damn blasted people need to show some respek, man,’ he’d said then and meant it. They pulled Talbot out shaking and blabbering and begging, saying he was sorry, sorry he told his girlfriend about the mobile phone, sorry he made a fuss. He didn’t need it, he didn’t want it. They took off the cuffs and Talbot rubbed his wrists.




    Badap. The first blow sang out. Then Johnny went at him with another big punch, whaddap. This time he hit Talbot in the belly. Talbot doubled over. He spewed something out onto the grass. Talbot staggered, holding his sides. He looked up.




    ‘Show some damn fockin’ respek, man.’ Johnny smiled; his eyes were wild and dark. It was he who stole Talbot’s phone at the fête the week before. Later, Johnny got a ticking-off from the Superintendent – nothing big, but Johnny’d had a lot of pressure recently. Too many complaints.




    ‘Hol’ him, nuh,’ Johnny said. Two of the men held Talbot back by his arms, across the broadside of the police vehicle. The headlights sprayed light across the hillside bamboos.




    Badap. Another punch. Johnny had some boxing experience. He took off his uniform shirt and his muscles glowed in the heat. He flexed and shadow-danced a little. He laughed as the other men held Talbot down. Talbot said nothing. His eyes were open wide. Johnny and his friend Marco, a policeman on another force, took turns with Talbot. Bam, badap. Each punch brought Talbot’s eyes out of his head. Blood sprayed out. Sweat flew from his chest. Bam, baff. Talbot took the punches, but he cried like a little boy. Each one made him jump off the ground and made him weak, so weak they had to hold him upright. Then Talbot went limp. They straightened him up and pinned him across the door of the car. He was crying, crying for them to stop.




    And then Johnny got really mean. He set in. His eyes gleamed like he was enjoying himself and then he lashed out like a kung fu expert, executing all manner of kicks. He round-kicked at Talbot with his big police boots and he swung around, kicking him again and again, in his stomach, in his mouth. Crunch, a sound like something had split in Talbot’s chest. Crack. Bones were breaking. Talbot groaned, blood trickled from his mouth.




    Then they both started kicking him: flying kicks and blows, karate chops. Talbot couldn’t stand up. His face was mashed up, his chest bleeding; he was black and blue and sweating. The man poured with sweat and blood. They continued punching and kicking him. When they stopped, because they had tired themselves out, they drank rum from a bottle of Vat 19. Johnny and Marco were sweating, too, from all their kicks. They spat out some rum on the ground.




    ‘He go dead,’ one said, looking at Talbot.




    ‘Nah, man,’ Johnny replied. He hadn’t finished yet.




    Again Johnny went at poor damn Talbot, this time with his fists, and he worked him over, smack, crunch. A rain of blows to Talbot’s face. Blood spurted out. Blood on Johnny’s hands that he wiped on his uniform trousers. Johnny smashed up the man’s nose so it folded across his face. Talbot was unconscious.




    ‘Enough,’ one of the policemen told Johnny.




    But Johnny hit him again.




    Then Johnny and Marco took turns. They hit Talbot one and two and three while Talbot’s head bounced back and forth.




    When they stopped, Johnny went up close to Talbot. His face was all swollen and his eyes were sealed shut. Johnny whispered to Talbot, close into his ear. He told Talbot he deserved the beating. He said, ‘You part of what wrong wid de country. It your fault you get licks. We watchin’ you. De licks, dis a warnin’, yes, an’ if you ever complain again about anytin’ to do wid de police force, we go come back.’




    They let him go.




    Talbot sank to the ground.




    They left him like that. It was dark. No one else was around. They thought no one saw what happened.
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    CHAPTER ONE




    THE BLIMP





    Every afternoon, around four, the iguana fell out of the coconut tree. Bdup! While sunbathing, it had fallen asleep, relaxing its grip, dropping from a considerable height. It always landed like a cat, on all fours, ready to fight. The dogs always went berserk, gnashing and chasing after the creature as it fled, scuttling across the grass, a streak of lime green disappearing off into the undergrowth.




    ‘It never remembers the day before,’ Sabine remarked. ‘Never remembers its dreams, either, I suppose. Brain like a peanut.’




    The lizard’s daily plummet acted like an alarm clock, prompting Sabine to make their afternoon pot of tea. She went to put the kettle on.




    ‘Jennifer, tell your son Talbot to come and kill that damn lizard.’




    But Jennifer only rolled her eyes. She’d dominated the kitchen all day, baking gooey cakes and sweet-breads, stewing chicken with brown sugar. She’d been making pellau for the weekend. On the kitchen table, two halves of Madeira sponge were just out of the oven, cooling on racks.




    ‘Why?’




    ‘It upsets the dogs.’




    ‘So?’




    ‘It’s driving me crazy.’




    ‘Let de dog go bite it, nuh, den dey go see somptin!’




    ‘I don’t want it to bite the dogs.’




    ‘Dem dogs chupid.’




    ‘Not my little one, ma petite.’




    ‘She de woss.’




    ‘Oh Jennifer, how can you say that?’




    ‘If dat lizard go fall on she, she go dead.’




    ‘Don’t say that.’




    Jennifer chuckled, enjoying the thought of the lizard falling on Katinka’s glossy Pomeranian head.




    ‘I want Talbot to kill it.’




    ‘He won’t kill it.’




    ‘Why not?’




    ‘Talbot’fraid dat lizard too bad.’




    ‘Don’t be ridiculous. He can cook it, or do whatever he wants with it.’




    ‘Put it in a pot,’ Jennifer teased her.




    ‘Uggghhh.’




    ‘Stew it up.’




    Sabine flinched, making a wincing-chewing face.




    ‘It taste nice, boy.’ Jennifer stifled a laugh.




    ‘No, thank you.’




    ‘You never taste it?’




    ‘Of course not, eh, eh,’ Sabine steupsed, sucking her teeth.




    Jennifer laughed and Sabine poked out her tongue in response.




    Jennifer was mostly African, mixed up with some Spanish blood, or so she claimed. Her arms were heavy and her hips had spread, but she was proud of her heart-shaped face, her round polished cheekbones. She waxed her kinky hair and pinned it up. Jennifer smelled rich, coconut oil and Paramin mountain herbs, fresh rosemary, wild thyme, scents she knew well. And yes, these days Jennifer was much too fresh by half, never did what she was asked any more; did what she liked and when she liked, in her own time. Jennifer hoovered when she wanted to, polished the silver and cleaned the crystal only when she felt like it. Jennifer ran things now: good for her.




    ‘Oh Gyaaaad,’ Sabine complained loudly. ‘The heat! Jennifer, I cyan take it.’ She lifted up her voluminous house dress and fanned it up to her face, exposing her pink cotton knickers.




    ‘Phhhhhut!’ She made a loud hissing sound, fanning herself. ‘C’est un fourneau.’




    Jennifer shook her head. ‘Take cyare Mr Harwood ent come in and ketch a fright.’




    ‘Ha ha,’ Sabine cut back. As if George looked at her any more; as if he cared to look.




    ‘You can talk. You’re almost as fat as me.’




    Jennifer gasped. ‘I not fat.’




    ‘You were skinny once, like a piece of spaghetti when you first came to us. Now look at you.’




    Jennifer pursed her lips. ‘I does look healthy.’




    ‘You’ll get fatter if you’re not careful. Your daughter Chantal is already getting fat.’




    Jennifer stopped her mixing at the stove; she turned and fixed her hands on her wide hips. ‘Oh gorshhh, nuh. I don’t want to see your panties.’




    Sabine kept fanning herself. ‘Oh, don’t be so prudish. Who cares?’




    ‘I does care.’




    ‘Oh! It’s too hot to wear clothes.’




    Jennifer stared as if Sabine was crazy.




    Sabine smiled and slowly fanned her dress downwards. She made the tea and carried the tray out to George, who was reading out on the porch, researching his next article for the Trinidad Guardian. Reading, reading, reading, he was always reading, sometimes not speaking for hours. But at four, he’d put down his book. They would discuss their plans for tomorrow. It was about all they had, these days, this teatime catch-up. But at least her husband wasn’t boring. Or short. Sabine detested little men and boring people. George was still brilliant, somehow, despite it all, maybe even more so. He turned heads, George did, with his skin turned red as rum and his hawk-like nose. In his later years, he’d come to resemble a totem pole. And his eyes shone brighter, his blue eyes were turquoise now, like a wild liqueur. No, despite it all, she’d never stopped wanting to talk to George.




    ‘Jennifer is baking cakes in the kitchen,’ she told him.




    ‘Oh, good. What kind?’




    ‘Banana.’




    ‘The best.’




    ‘I know you like to eat banana cake when it’s still warm. She’ll bring it out.’




    ‘Thank you. Give an Englishman cake, tea and cake every day of his life.’ George rubbed his hands with impending pleasure, trying to catch her eye, his gaze shy of hers.




    Tea. At 4 p.m. every day on the porch out back. Tea and cake and the keskidees swooping to drink from the swimming pool. Earl Grey. White sugar in lumps. No one else around drank tea like this, no one on the island cared for tea, not like them. ‘Allyuh white people crayzee wid all dis tea.’ That’s what Jennifer always said.




    ‘So. Who’s next to be interviewed?’ Sabine pressed; George often didn’t say.




    ‘The coach.’ His voice was hesitant.




    ‘Beenhakker?’




    ‘Yes. Why not?’




    Sabine grimaced.




    ‘I’m going to ask Ray later.’




    ‘They’ve spent a fortune on this man.’




    ‘Indeed.’




    ‘Football, they spend millions. Hospitals, zero.’




    George stared at his tea.




    Sabine stirred hers. The Soca Warriors, Trinidad and Tobago’s national team. A ragbag collection of players, some just out of high school. Only two professionals, both almost forty. She made a sarcastic smile.




    ‘It’s an important event.’




    ‘Of course, darling.’




    ‘Trinidadians are good at football.’




    Sabine nodded. ‘I know. Talented bunch. Good all-rounders.’




    ‘Try to see it as a good thing. Try, darling.’




    Sabine squinted. ‘Ugh. Football, football. The world loves football. Men kicking a ball around, so proud of their countries, most run by imbeciles.’




    ‘Oh, Sabine!’




    ‘Eric Williams loved football, didn’t he?’




    ‘So? Where did that come from?’




    ‘Never mind,’ Sabine brooded, surprised at herself.




    ‘Pass the cake, please.’




    But she didn’t want to pass the cake. She watched the keskidees swoop at the pool. The air was like glue. Her face glistened. George reached forward and speared banana cake onto his plate, his long hair undone. A strand hung over his face. His eyes were a little vacant. She’d made him angry again.




    ‘Sorry, darling. I’m so hot. Phutt!’ She fanned herself. The black-blue birds shouted Qu’est-ce qu’il dit – What’s he saying? He wasn’t saying anything; he was just trying to understand her, as usual.




    *




    After tea, George escaped Sabine and her holier-than-thou ideas. Pain in the neck with her righteous questions: as if he didn’t know or care either. Well, mosst times he didn’t: caring never helped things along. He drove away from the house towards the chaos of Port of Spain. It was March. Dry season. George melted in the pickup truck. The liver spots on the backs of his hands seemed to double before his eyes, the windscreen acting like a magnifying glass.




    How he loved this city. Port of Spain. Poor old blind-deaf city. It spanned back, in a grid, from a busy port and dock; worn out now, ruined and ruinous and suffering, always suffering. It had survived military invasions, great fires, meek hurricanes, riots, mutinies, half a century of jouvay mornings, carnival Mondays and Tuesdays. No wonder it looked fatigued. Port of Spain: assaulted again and again and risen again and again, each time leaving the remnants of what had once been. Parts of the city still renewed themselves, rising up against the odds. These days it was garish and glittering office blocks, government housing projects, Honda showrooms. But in other parts, the ornate balconies and balustrades, the twee romantic town houses and gingerbread cottages of Great Britannia, of French Creoliana, were visibly tumbling into the dust.




    George peered upwards and cursed. There it was. Staring, just like the sky stared, another pair of eyes. Something very new had risen in recent months. Not up through the streets, no. It hovered high above, farcical, spectral.




    The blimp. Or, more commonly, de blimp, for great fun was made of it.




    ‘Where was de blimp, nuh?’ people joked every time another murder was reported.




    Every day, the blimp now circled over Port of Spain. Sabine hated it, of course. It had cost 40 million dollars. This was the second blimp, in fact, the first having had problems staying up. Its mission, officially, was surveillance. The PNM had informed the country that the blimp was part of their crime-busting initiative, stationed up there to spy on the slums of Laventille and Belmont and other trouble spots, where the gangs roamed.




    The blimp hovered high above the coughing city. A stout blue mini-zeppelin, it puttered around, resembling a huge udder escaped from a pantomime cow. George often fantasised about shooting it down. But it wasn’t just the blimp. Sometimes the air above Port of Spain hammered with the drone of metal wasps. Attack helicopters. These, according to reports, were supposed to strike the slums from the sky, snatch and scare bandits, run them down. So far they hadn’t been lucky either.




    *




    The Trinidad Guardian offices stood on St Vincent Street, a stone’s throw from the Red House, in the west of the city, close to some of the colonial buildings which still survived. An air of academia faintly existed, what with the infamous Woodford Square and the National Library. Two black women, bulging in their security uniforms, ate warm nuts at reception. They both had large dolorous eyes and wore their hair coiled in ringlets; they rang up for him without so much as meeting his eye. He studiously overlooked their manner.




    The newspaper offices spread across the first floor, air-conditioned and open-plan, existing in a moody, far-too-quiet smoked glass environment.




    Ray looked relaxed, recovered from a busy afternoon, eating Kentucky Fried Chicken from a box, feet up on his desk.




    ‘George, how yuh goin.’ Half-Chinese, Ray was young and good-looking. Most of the Guardian’s staff had quit a few years back, following a conglomerate takeover, leaving George with a steady stream of work, increasing his profile. The new owner was an economic superpower on the island. People thought him in favour with Patrick Manning, the supreme leader.




    ‘De Tineke interview a big hit. She sexy, eh?’




    ‘Yes, a nice girl. Clever, too.’




    ‘Who you wanna do nex?’




    George’s heart surged. Ray was in a good mood.




    ‘The coach. Beenhakker.’




    ‘Ahhh.’ Ray laughed in appreciation, sucking up a French fry. ‘Somptin tell meh you go aks dat. De Warriors comin’ soon, yes. We already try him. He not givin’ one-on-one interviews yet or even at all as far as we know. An’ if he do, de editor go give him to de boys in de newsroom. Dey already fightin’ over it. It go be a big ting, George.’




    ‘I see. Of course.’ George tried to hide his disappointment. Trinidad and Tobago had qualified for the 2006 World Cup. Thanks to their expensive Dutch coach, the Soca Warriors were going to Germany. A huge story. He was OK with his status at the paper. Crazy-ass ol’ white man; good writer, though. Besides, he’d invented himself; the personal interview was his forte. George Harwood – Soft News Man. He covered features, fluffy stuff. He interviewed women, children, elderly people, award-winners, priests, nuns, monks, comedians, calypsonians, businessmen, birdwatchers, dog lovers, forest-dwellers, potters, painters, Rastamen, Baptist shouters, and, occasionally, members of the government. He’d interviewed almost everyone on the island and wrote his interviews with love and care. He did all the upbeat stories, the good-news stories the younger men on the paper refused to touch.




    ‘I’d like you to do Boogsie for me.’




    ‘Again?’




    ‘Dey name a trophy after him.’




    ‘A Boogsie Sharp trophy?’




    ‘Yeah.’ Ray laughed. ‘At de music festival. Just do us somptin small. For next Sunday.’




    ‘Anything else?’




    ‘I hear Lara coming back after New Zealand.’




    ‘Brian Lara?’




    Ray nodded. ‘Have you met him?’




    ‘Actually, I haven’t.’




    ‘If he come, ah go ring yuh. I know you hot on cricket.’




    ‘Thanks.’




    George left Ray’s office whistling. Lara, he was happy with that. Brian Lara was a great man.




    The newsroom boys were back from an editorial meeting, a young bunch, all in ties and Clarks’ desert boots, hair slicked back.




    ‘What are the stories for tomorrow, boys?’ George asked.




    ‘Cop on murder charge,’ Joel read from his screen.




    ‘Cop on drugs charge,’ Ramesh read from his.




    ‘Policeman chopped chasing drug traffickers,’ chipped in Corey.




    ‘Family claim police brutality charges,’ said Joel.




    ‘Surely there must be one baby rescued from a burning building?’




    ‘Yeah, right.’ The boys smirked at him pityingly.




    ‘You wanna interview my mother?’ Joel laughed. Joel was the chief reporter, serious about his work, but also the office joker.




    ‘Is she as ugly as you?’




    ‘Uglier. But she like your interviews. She aks meh if yousa single man. Ah could fix you up.’




    George walked past them, shaking his head.




    ‘Goodbye, boys.’




    ‘Bye George,’ they chorused.




    ‘Ay, how de lips dese days,’ Joel called after him.




    George turned round, blushing and smiling with shame. ‘Get lost,’ he mouthed.




    The boys fell about laughing.




    At the last Christmas staff party George got rat-arsed, taking a shine to a pretty, skinny Indian girl in the subs department. He stayed on far too late, fancying his chances, that she had liked him back, for he hadn’t completely vanished, damn it. The girl was at least ten years younger than his daughter; tiny tits, round and hard as apples, tiny backside, tiny T-shirt, tight jeans. Finding himself alone in the lift with her on the way down, he became confused, missing the curves of his wife, the luscious wife of his youth. Knowing he’d always been lucky with women. He lunged. The girl dodged. He’d ended up kissing the wall.




    *




    Sabine smoked in their air-conditioned bedroom, curtains drawn, the covers pulled up over her knees. She liked to smoke in the cool and the dim light. At least she no longer took pills, no longer slept for days at a time. Lucy, many years she worked for them, years ago now; her tonics had brought her some relief, pleasant fragrant drinks made of hibiscus petals. The Cavina, the banana boat which had delivered them to the island decades ago, she saw it drifting towards the dock. Those black birds in the sky, corbeaux. She still saw them, too, circling overhead. Saw them every day, picking at her carrion flesh, the dead meat she was. Now she couldn’t remember how to leave the island. And to where? Her skin was black now, just like them. Being like this was a soft experience, as though she were nearing death. Of course she was near death. But at last she was from here now, like it or not. She was part of things. She no longer lived in the past, or dreamt of the future, no one could accuse her of that. She lived day to day, thinking for the moment. She avoided the newspapers, of course, never even read George’s articles any more. Life was simple, like a hermit’s. She ate very little. She drank a lot, though. Never mind about that. She smoked her cigarette to the nub and crushed it out, then rolled over and curled herself up into a ball under the covers. Eric Williams – the football. She remembered taking him in her arms. Those bleak days, Port of Spain in flames. She shut them out but they returned again and again. The letters she wrote. Hundreds. The air-conditioner hummed. It lulled her into a vague, comforting doze and once again she forgot.




    *




    On his way home, George slowed his truck to let cars pass at the bottom of Morne Cocoa Road, at the T-junction joining Saddle Road, next to the gas station, opposite the route-taxi pickup spot. La Pompey stood in the gas-station forecourt in ragged shorts and a bright white pair of trainers, his mahogany chest aglow in the evening’s dim heat, his girlish pointy nipples erect. He counted through a roll of red dollar notes, the money he had earned from washing cars.




    ‘Yess, Mr Harwood.’ La Pompey grinned across at him.




    La Pompey wasn’t mad. Maybe a bit simple. But no madman.




    ‘Good evening, sir.’ George waved from the cab of the truck.




    ‘Man, yuh truck a state. Looking like it been tru de pitch lake.’




    ‘Yes. Sorry about that.’




    ‘How yuh could drive dat ting so wid no shame?’




    George shrugged. The rust was so bad it resembled a spray of machine-gun bullet holes, but he was very attached to it.




    ‘It need a wash, man. Ah comin’ to fix it up.’




    ‘Yes, sir. Come round any time.’




    ‘How’s Mrs Harwood?’




    ‘Very well.’




    ‘You is keepin’ her well den. You know what dey say.’




    ‘What’s that?’




    ‘A kiss a day keep de doctor away.’




    George made an amused half-sour face. ‘You should write greetings cards, sir.’




    ‘Yes, man. Kiss your woman every day and keep her sweet and she will always be a treat.’




    ‘You’re a poet, too, Mr La Pompey.’




    ‘Just La Pompey, La Pompey,’ he corrected. ‘Yes, man, ah does write a little verse from time to time.’




    ‘And your favourite poet, do tell.’




    ‘William Shakespeare.’




    ‘Shakespeare?’




    ‘Yes, man. Learn him well in school and ting.’




    ‘And what poems did you learn?’




    La Pompey smiled, only three teeth showing before his face went calm and serious. He studied George with careful attention, his eyes a little wet. ‘Shall I compare de to a summer’s day?’




    George stared.




    La Pompey mock-wooed George through the car window. ‘Dou art more lovely, man, yes, man – an’ more tem-per-ate!’




    George wanted to kiss him.




    La Pompey slow-winked. ‘Nice, eh?’




    ‘Yes.’




    ‘Poetry say everytin.’




    ‘Maybe.’




    ‘Summer, man.’ La Pompey grinned. ‘Summer all de time in Trinidad. Heat in de place. Heat an’ sunshine.’ He glowed, his face like a big sun.




    ‘I like that poem.’




    ‘You know it?’




    ‘Of course.’




    ‘You does speak poems for Mrs Harwood?’




    ‘Not these days.’




    ‘I’m sorry to hear dat. You should speak more poems fer she.’




    ‘She wouldn’t like it if I did.’




    ‘Really? You never know.’




    ‘Yes, I know.’




    ‘You mus speak of de love inside you, man. Or else where it go? It go rot, form a lump inside you. Rot and swell and make you sick.’




    ‘How did you know . . . that’s how it feels?’




    ‘I’s a sweet-man.’ He winked again. ‘Can’t you see? Ah does love plenty women. Keep me healthy.’




    ‘Good for you, La Pompey.’




    ‘Yes, man. Take care Mrs Harwood. Treat she sweet. Mrs Harwood a plenty good woman an’ yousa lucky man. Summer every day, man, in Trinidad.’




    A car behind beeped George and he turned left, driving on through the village.




    Winderflet village spread itself beneath the green hills of Paramin. The valley, rich in soil, once boasted nine flourishing estates, several mills and four rum distilleries. A brown river, Winderflet River, sometimes slim, sometimes fat, according to the season, slithered through the valley and the village embraced its shallow curves. Our Lady of Lourdes dominated the settlement, a grand square church peering down from an excavated mound; French, Catholic, it was carnivalesque with its gaudy red and vanilla exterior. The church cast a long shadow from up there on the mound, a shadow which fell directly onto Winderflet Police Station, much to the disdain of Superintendent Bobby ‘Big Balls’ Comacho. Between the church and the police station, they had things all sewn up. A quiet place, Winderflet. The church boasted a robust choir, tenors, a soprano, the whole range of gospel voices. Sometimes, when driving through the village during choir practice, George listened to the hymns sailing out, songs to God, songs floating upwards, lifting his heart. One voice was always very particular, more celestial than the others, mournful: the boy’s voice.




    It was dark by the time he arrived home. The house he had built nestled at the foot of the same imposing green hills. Sabine had always seen a woman in the hills, a colossus, asleep on her side, half-exposing her loins. The house was a Spanish finca in design, arches and courtyards and wide porches all around. Sliding glass windows opened so the hummingbirds could flit through, siphoning nectar from the cut ginger lilies. A pool out back in which George paddled like a duck. He stopped at the wrought-iron gates which stood seven foot tall and peered through the bars.




    The sticky Julie mango tree nodded at him.




    Don’t look at me like that.




    Like what?




    Like you know how.




    No, I don’t.




    One day she lit up, one day I lit her up; the next, nothing. When did it happen? I don’t recall the day.




    It’s not your fault.




    Sabine was right about this country. She punishes me.




    It’s not your fault. Anyway, you’re sure it all happened in one day? Think.




    What? Think?




    Eric Williams, remember him?




    Yes.




    It’s all his fault. More than you care to know.




    George snorted. You going to quote Shakespeare to me, too?




    I am going to let down my bucket where I am, right here with you, in the British West Indies.




    Who said that?




    Eric Williams.




    When?




    A long time ago.




    Yes. Poor bastard. Whatever became of him in the end?




    Ask your wife.




    What’s that supposed to mean?




    You know.




    No, I don’t.




    You do, you just don’t want to remember.




    I miss her.




    Yes.




    We survive off our past glory.




    It’s not your fault.




    No.




    Her eyes are evasive, that’s the worst part. I should let her go.




    Maybe you should.




    But I would miss her so.




    *




    George clicked the buzzer. The gate slid backwards and he drove through. The big sandy ridgeback dogs woofed and jumped up at the doors to greet him; they wagged their whole bodies with delight, trailing the truck.




    ‘Good evening, boys,’ he greeted them, taking each by the muzzle and rubbing it down, rubbing each dog, especially his favourite, Henry, into a shambling stooping ecstasy. ‘Good, good dogs, that’s right.’ They crowded him as he entered the courtyard out front.




    The television was on too loud, as usual, blaring American cable TV. Sabine lounged on a sofa, the back of her head to him. Her hair had recently been clipped to an inch of her skull, because of the heat, she said.




    ‘Hello, dear,’ he called.




    Sabine turned, dabbing her face with a tissue.




    When, when did this Sabine materialise? Her face so clammy, her skin diseased. Chocolate-brown flecks, eruptions of melanin, splattered her forehead, her cheeks, her shoulders, too. Large brown spots on sun-ravaged skin. Bumps had clustered on her once enticing cleavage. Her face and chest were scourged, mapped with crevasses.




    ‘You’re late,’ she said, turning back to watch the television. She smoked, nursing a rum and soda. Katinka flopped next to her, head buried in Sabine’s lap, eyes rolled upwards as a form of greeting.




    ‘I’ve seen Ray,’ he said, tucking the tag of her dress back in. ‘I’m going to interview Brian Lara.’




    ‘This is incredible, what’s going on!’




    ‘What is?’




    ‘Who Wants to Be a Millionaire?’




    ‘Oh.’




    ‘This man is two questions away from winning a million dollars.’




    ‘Good.’ He checked his watch, 7 p.m. Time for the local news. ‘Can we turn over?’




    She shrugged.




    ‘Please.’




    Sabine flicked channels reluctantly, stroking her lapdog. The animal lifted its tiny glossy head and yawned.




    CNC came on. George sat down in his armchair. The newscaster, Carla Foderington, spoke in posh creole tones. She was a starchy-looking, well-dressed black woman whom he rather fancied.




    Sabine rose and disappeared into the kitchen. The little dog jumped off the sofa and trotted after her, also bored by what was happening in Trinidad.




    George pressed his fingers along the line of his brow. Hello, my love, she used to say. Hello, my love, my loving love-cup, my darling-heart. How was your day? Once, she’d glowed when she saw him. She would throw her arms around him, reach up to kiss his cheek. Sometimes she would pull him into the bedroom.




    Sabine returned with a two-foot canister of Flit, blasting a thick mist of insecticide ahead of her, crop-dusting the once expensive Spanish rugs. If the sun was her primary enemy, mosquitoes were a close second. George tried to watch the news but she stood in the way, spraying. Mist everywhere. A newly lit cigarette was clamped in her other hand.




    ‘Darling, one day there’ll be an explosion.’




    ‘What?’




    ‘I can’t see.’ He waved the mist away, coughing. ‘Could you move over a bit?’




    But she was now engrossed in the local news, too, watching with an air of impatience.




    ‘Oouf. Another murder,’ she snapped. Even her tone of voice had changed. It made him ashamed of himself. Sometimes, when she spoke to Jennifer, it was in Jennifer’s way. She steupsed just like Jennifer, and eh, eh, ohoed. Her third language, after French and English. Sabine was an excellent mimic. Her French was Parisian, her English like the Queen’s, her Trinidadian dialect, whenever it emerged, was bold and rhythmic.




    The news stories of the day:




    Basdeo Panday, the leader of the opposition, in court on charges of corruption.




    The murder toll had reached a hundred in a hundred days.




    Thirty-nine police officers were flying to the island from Scotland Yard to help with the kidnapping epidemic.




    A shoot-out in Laventille, the infamous slum of Port of Spain. Images of a man lying dead in a gutter, thick black blood pooling from his stomach. Laventillians standing around watching.




    The Soca Warriors in training.




    Sabine disappeared in disgust, still Flit-ing, mounting the stairs, bent on poisoning the entire house.




    Later, she brought out two trays with plates of microwaved leftover goat curry. They ate on their laps, watching the weather report. Then Sabine flicked over to watch ice-dancing, dabbing her sweat-damp face and feeding titbits to Katinka. After game shows, Sabine mostly glued herself to foreign events, watching hours of figure-skating and tennis; always a tournament on, always something big somewhere else.




    George heard a familiar whistling from the opposite sofa.




    ‘Darling?’




    Sabine sat in a half-fallen position, the ballast of her swollen stomach keeping her from toppling completely. Her lips billowed, reverberating, the sound like a small puffing engine. He rose quietly and went over to her, kneeling next to the sofa. He liked to look at her while she slept, so unguarded. His eyes wandered over her, picking over the bulges and sloping lines of her form. He’d caught sight of this body, here and there, in mirrors, in the bathroom. Under her house dress, her stomach looked like an uneven pile of red clay. Her breasts had grown slack, pendulous, running to her waist. Her arms were thicker, the tender white underskin yellowed and doughy. Her legs were pudgy now, marbled with blue-purple veins. Her toenails were dry and papery. No trace of her former beauty; the sun had taken it.




    Sabine stirred. Her eyes flickered sleepily, then flew open. ‘Oh.’ She jumped awake.




    ‘What’s wrong?’ she asked accusingly, as though he were an intruder.




    ‘Nothing, my love.’




    ‘What are you doing?’




    ‘Looking at you.’




    ‘You frightened me.’




    ‘I’m sorry.’




    ‘I was dreaming of the Cavina.’




    ‘Were you?’




    ‘The day we arrived. Laventille Hill, remember that? I thought we’d live there.’




    George nodded. ‘You were nervous, weren’t you?’




    ‘I was . . . sick with nerves.’




    George gazed at her. How he still liked to look at her, puzzle at her face, how it once was, how it was now. He smiled, daring to put out his hand, look into her eyes. She watched his hand as he placed it on her belly. These days it was like trying to touch a wounded bear, which made caressing his wife somehow more thrilling. Sabine’s eyes were suddenly full, expectant.




    ‘What are you thinking?’ he asked.




    ‘My green bicycle. Remember it?’




    ‘Yes, of course.’




    ‘Arriving from the hold. People laughed when they saw it.’




    ‘Yes.’




    ‘I travelled everywhere on that bike – at first. Didn’t I?’




    ‘I remember it well.’




    Often, Sabine would arrive at the dock to meet him after work. Her shorts revealed long, slim, honey-coloured legs. A halter-neck top, Dior sunglasses. Blonde curls. Every man behind her stopped dead in their tracks to watch her pass.




    ‘Riding round the savannah, I liked that.’




    ‘Holding up traffic with those legs.’




    ‘I saw Trinidad on that bike. You know . . . saw the sights.’




    ‘And you were seen, my love.’ George smiled. ‘Don’t we still have that old thing, somewhere?’




    She nodded carefully.




    ‘Where?’




    ‘I don’t know. Somewhere.’




    

       

    




    CHAPTER TWO




    FLY AWAY





    In the morning, Jennifer was sobbing in the kitchen. She was hot-faced, salt tears flowing down her cheeks. She gushed out pieces of a story, something about her son Talbot, about a mobile phone, the police beating him up.




    ‘Sit down, sit down,’ Sabine soothed. ‘I’ll make you some tea.’




    Jennifer nodded, blinded by tears.




    George asked her to start again, to try and get it all out in order.




    ‘Las week,’ Jennifer began through her sobs, ‘Talbot go to a fête. Der was a roadblock on de way. He get search by de police. One o’ dem fine his mobile phone and tek it from him, fer himself.’




    ‘Bastards,’ Sabine spat.




    ‘Then what happened?’ George pressed.




    ‘Talbot have a girlfrien who in de police force. He tell her what happen and she say she know de policeman who took de phone. A real badjohn name Johnny. De girl den went to dis policeman, tell him to give Talbot back he phone.’




    ‘And?’




    Jennifer began to cry again. ‘Dis Johnny police fella come fer Talbot two night ago. He bring tree odder policemen wid him. Dey take him up de hill, up Paramin Hill, Mr Harwood.’




    ‘Right up there?’




    Jennifer started to cry again. ‘Yes. Dey give Talbot licks. Dey mash up his face, break his nose. Brek his ribs. De policeman who took de phone vexed wid him exposin’ what he did. He treaten Talbot. Tell him if he ever see Talbot again and Talbot alone, he go make him dead.’




    ‘Where’s Talbot now?’ George asked, thinking fast.




    ‘He by me, he at home.’




    ‘Has he seen a doctor?’




    ‘No. I come here first. I cyan drive. Chantal cyan drive. Route taxi doh come up by us.’




    ‘He’s been lying two nights with a broken nose?’ Sabine gasped.




    ‘Yes.’




    ‘Oh, Jennifer! Why?’




    ‘Furs night he stay up on de hill. He cyan come down, he too weak. Nex mornin somebody fine him, all mash up. Dey bring him dong by me. I ent fine him till ah reach home after comin’ from here.’




    ‘He needs to go to casualty, Jennifer.’ George squeezed her hand. ‘Immediately. We need to take him there now, before his bones start to set. Come on, we’ll go now. I’ll take him.’




    ‘I’ll come, too,’ Sabine decided.




    George didn’t fancy his chances crossing her. ‘OK. Let’s bring the camera.’




    *




    Music boomed from the house across the road from Jennifer’s home, domineering reggae of the most pastoral and sober kind, conscious music they called it. Jennifer’s teenage nephews played it night and day, peace piped over the poorest of neighbourhoods. Jennifer hated it. Restless buggers, they limed out on the street ambling around in circles, trousers hanging from their arses. They shot George and Sabine looks, bad looks from their bleary black eyes.




    ‘What wrong wid you,’ Jennifer scolded them. They steupsed and walked away, but not far enough.




    Jennifer’s home stood amongst tall grasses. A miracle. Her Aunt Venus had lived there, too – their whole family, in fact. Seven generations. An ancient slave chattel house, it was rust brown all over and had a much-patched galvanized roof; even so, it still bore a faint trace of grandeur with its gingerbread design. It stood of its own free will, walls leaning against each other like praying hands, the nails having dropped out long ago. Holes dotted the wood and, where one or two nails remained, they were orange and withered. The shack loomed there up on the hill, to the left of a treacherous bend in the road, surrounded by a wire fence. It stood on columns of rubble and furniture and pillars of flat river-stones. It always looked down on George, or so he felt.




    ‘Can we go in?’ he asked, tentatively.




    Jennifer nodded, still scowling at her nephews across the road.




    Inside, it was darker and it took a few moments for his sight to adjust. George was always awkward coming here, which wasn’t often. He tried not to glance around, not to notice the familiar objects in the house, their cast-off armchairs, their listing sideboard, the kitchen appliances. Sabine had fallen morbidly silent. They followed Jennifer straight to the room at the back of the house.




    Talbot lay on an iron-framed bed, the thin mattress covered in bald winceyette, his face to the wall. The room was airless, the walls patterned with brown shadows. Stained pyjama-striped sheets hung for curtains; their worn sheets. Talbot groaned, turning his head.




    ‘Dear God,’ George muttered.




    Sabine gasped.




    Jennifer began to cry again.




    The bruises were so bad it looked as though a butterfly had settled on Talbot’s face, a curious blue-green, purple-yellow butterfly. His eyes had exploded, so damaged they were gooey, leaking a clear glistening fluid. One of them was bloated, lopsided and sealed closed. His nose was smashed and swollen and the jagged break loomed through the skin. Talbot’s bottom lip was still encrusted with gems of congealed blood.




    ‘Jennifer, I’m so sorry!’ Sabine whispered under her breath. ‘Talbot, who did this?’




    Talbot made no attempt to reply. His eyes were vacant; he was past caring. George felt his bile rise, a flush of pure hatred spread outwards from his gut. Talbot lay bare-chested, his ribs grazed; his torso appeared as if it were smudged, bruises over bruises on his young pearl-brown skin. The breaks were plainly apparent, where the lines of the bones underneath didn’t meet. George worried that Talbot’s lungs might puncture if they moved him hastily.




    Sabine put an arm around Jennifer. ‘It’s OK now, it’s OK. We’ll get help. Shhhhh.’




    Jennifer sobbed. ‘Dey beat him, dey beat my son. Dey beat him like a dog. Dey beat him up on de hill. Where it so peaceful. Two men held him and two others beat him.’




    Sabine held her tight, shooshing, her lips close to Jennifer’s bowed head.




    George thought fast: Talbot needed immediate medical attention, so they wouldn’t drive him to the General Hospital in Port of Spain, where stray dogs roamed the wards. No, no, no. Talbot would go to the A & E at the private medical centre in St Clair. To get there, they would need to lay him flat on the back seat of the car and drive with great care to save those lungs. Then he would pay a visit the Guardian, take the camera straight to Joel on the news desk.




    ‘Talbot, would you mind if we took some pictures?’




    Talbot’s eyes flashed open, he looked alarmed. ‘Uhhh?’




    ‘Don’t worry. It won’t make things worse. I promise. These men need to be punished, taken off the force.’




    ‘Mr Harwood, dey make sure der were no witnesses. Dey take me up to de hill.’




    ‘Yes. I know.’




    Talbot’s face twisted.




    ‘Talbot, this is evidence,’ Sabine cut in. ‘These bruises tell a story. This is GBH. You’ve suffered a serious assault. And your girlfriend on the force will back up your story. We will back you up, too.’




    ‘Oh gorsh,’ Talbot whispered through his swollen lips. ‘I doh know, Mrs Harwood. No one see what happen. I doh know. I doh want more trouble.’




    George cleared a space on the bed, sitting down carefully. ‘Talbot, one of these men threatened you with your life. Do you think he was joking?’




    Tears appeared in Talbot’s gummed eyes.




    ‘Don’t you see?’




    ‘I doh know.’




    ‘I think you do know. They did this because they can, because they assume you won’t dare speak out. Will you let us help you?’




    Jennifer sobbed harder.




    ‘Oh gorsh.’




    ‘Let us help.’




    Talbot nodded.




    Sabine left Jennifer’s side, snapping some close-ups of Talbot’s battered face, his ribs, his chest. Flies landed on the forming scabs and she shooed them away. Gingerly, with Jennifer’s help, they lifted Talbot from the bed, helping him into the car, all the while Talbot moaning in pain and Jennifer moaning with grief.




    At the medical centre the A & E nurse studied Talbot with sombre eyes. They escorted him to a small room with three beds, leaving him there with Jennifer. There would be X-rays, tests.




    ‘Jennifer, we’ll be back soon,’ Sabine reassured her. ‘You stay with your son. We’re taking these pictures to the Guardian. Mr Harwood knows someone who can write about what happened.’




    Jennifer nodded. She looked taken upon by a different personality, aged, melancholy, another woman.




    In the car, George glanced at his wife: Sabine’s mood had turned lethal. For a few moments they drove along in silence.




    ‘I’m going to beat that man myself,’ Sabine declared.




    ‘Who?’




    ‘That idiot should be shot.’




    ‘Who?’




    ‘That Bobby “Big Balls” Comacho. I’ll do him in myself.’




    ‘Darling, Bobby’s no man to get on the wrong side of.’




    ‘Bobby is a thug. He should be locked up. The men on his force are a disgrace. I’m going to make a complaint.’




    ‘Please don’t.’




    ‘I’m going to go into that police station and kick up a huge damn fuss.’




    ‘Please don’t, Sabine. What good will that do?’




    ‘I don’t care.’




    ‘The Guardian may well run with the story about Talbot. The pictures are very strong. That’s enough.’




    ‘I don’t think that fat idiot ever reads the newspapers. I don’t think he can read at all in fact. Illiterate pig.’




    ‘Sabine, please—’




    ‘Don’t Sabine me. I’m going to give him a piece of my mind – if you won’t.’




    ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’




    Sabine stared upwards, out the window. ‘There it is.’




    George looked up. The blimp was following them, puttering high overhead. ‘Please don’t distract me, Sabine. I’m driving.’




    ‘I’ll shoot it down one day.’




    ‘Good. Go out and buy a gun.’




    ‘Maybe I will. I’ll shoot Mr Manning, too, whilst I’m at it.’




    ‘Darling, please.’




    ‘Talbot’s face. If that was our son. If the police had beaten Sebastian like that, then there’d be trouble. God. Then there’d be a fight. But the police don’t beat up white people. They beat up each other.’




    ‘Do you want me to go and beat up Bobby Comacho, Superintendent of the District?’




    ‘Yes.’




    ‘I’m seventy-five.’




    ‘Good. Old men are dangerous. Can’t knock an old man down.’




    ‘You want me to put on my boxing gloves?’




    ‘If you won’t, I will.’




    ‘You’re seventy-five, too.’




    ‘That bloody thing is following us.’




    ‘Don’t be crazy.’




    ‘Eric Williams.’




    ‘What?’




    ‘It’s all his fault.’




    George went silent, not wanting this conversation again. Sabine, he could see, was brooding up a storm.




    ‘Things could have been so different,’ she said in a sullen tone.




    *




    Sabine followed George through the maze of desks. The newsroom was air-conditioned and quiet and yet suitably ramshackle, half library, half common room; people with their heads down, on the phone, laughter and ol’ talk, a mostly young staff. She’d always been curious. George had been allowed into this world late in life, when Ray had first asked him to cover the golf tournaments in Tobago. He had retired from his working life long ago – and Ray had given him these odd assignments. Turned out George could write. He was funny, too, fluent and erudite with it – and soon he had a following. More assignments followed. In those days, she typed his articles out from his longhand; she was part of things then, this second career, before he bought a computer and learnt to type.




    ‘Darling, this is Joel.’ They were at the news desk. Six desks facing each other at the far end of the room. A poster of Malcolm X on the wall behind Joel’s head. Next to it, Fidel Castro biting a cigar.




    ‘Joel, this is my wife, Sabine.’




    The young man stood up and shook her hand. The other reporters all looked up with open interest.




    ‘Oh, dis a surprise, de ol’ man talk about you a lot.’ Joel winked at George but Sabine could tell he was intrigued, sizing her up. Sabine let him stare into her ravaged face.




    ‘Likewise,’ she smiled sweetly. Joel was handsome, a dougla, afro hair and Indian features. His eyes were inky black and his skin the colour of cocoa dust.




    ‘What brings you in today?’ Joel eyed the camera Sabine held like a grenade.




    ‘Spot of trouble,’ George explained.




    Joel grinned at this Englishman’s understatement. He rubbed his chin.




    ‘Fucking bastards beat up our maid’s son,’ Sabine blurted.




    Joel raised his eyebrows. ‘Mrs Harwood, who beat up who?’




    ‘Bloody police. Three of them, beat him half to death. Left him up there to die. Top of Paramin Hill, left him for hours. Days even. You know it gets cold up there. Cold. Damn cowards. Cochons. He’s in the medical centre in St Clair.’




    Joel whistled. The other reporters were now plainly aware of this white woman with a foul mouth.




    Sabine smiled, apologetic. ‘Pardon my French, boys. Wait till you see the pictures.’




    ‘You have pictures?’




    ‘Not of the event. Of his injuries.’




    ‘Will he speak?’




    ‘I doubt it,’ George cut in. Sabine could tell he’d hoped to handle this.




    ‘Witnesses?’ Joel pressed.




    ‘None,’ said George.




    ‘Just those hills,’ Sabine added. ‘The hills witnessed the attack.’




    George coughed, trying to cut her off.




    ‘Those weaklings threatened to kill him,’ Sabine continued. ‘For a mobile phone.’




    ‘Policemen bad dese days, Mrs Harwood. We run a story like dis every day.’




    ‘I stopped reading the newspapers, I’m afraid. Some time ago.’ She shot George a dark collusive stare.




    ‘We go take a look at de pictures,’ Joel said. ‘We go run de story, nuh. We always do. Our own little campaign.’




    ‘Good for you.’ Sabine handed over the camera.




    ‘Thanks, Joel,’ George said.




    ‘We’ll need to speak to dis fella, aks him questions.’




    ‘I’ll give you directions.’ George came forward and the pair began to make notes.




    On the wall behind, Malcolm X stared right at Sabine. The young men at the news desk looked up under him, their faces young and bright and scrubbed, proud of themselves. They all stared, as if she were a hologram.




    ‘What about him?’ Sabine pointed to the poster.




    Joel turned round to see what she was looking at. He raised his fist. His face, like the others’, was open, boyish. ‘Black Power, man.’




    ‘Really? I’m surprised you say that.’




    George sighed. ‘Here she goes.’




    Joel’s face was amused, trying to please.




    ‘What kind of power does Talbot have?’




    His face fell.




    George looked awkward.




    ‘Yes, Mrs Harwood. The Chief of Police in de pocket of Mr Manning. Everyone know dat.’




    ‘But you can’t write anything about that. Can you?’




    Joel shook his head. ‘Mrs Harwood, maybe we should hire you, too. We could give you a news column. Mr Harwood, eh, watcha say?’




    George looked appalled.




    Sabine fluttered her eyelashes. ‘I’d like that.’




    Joel went serious; his voice dropped so he was speaking in confidence. ‘We criticise, we do. We try to. The news speak for itself. Manning cyan law enforce dis country – enforce all he friens at top level? But de PNM cyan argue wid fact. Fact is fact, man. No one can stop me from writing down fact.’




    ‘Good.’




    Sabine felt a dull glow of pleasure. ‘Will that loathsome fuckwit Patrick Manning get in next year?’




    Joel erupted with laughter. The boys behind him hooted. ‘Of course. Wid all de votes he buy.’




    ‘Black Power,’ Sabine said. ‘That’s what it’s been since the PNM took over. Black Power for one man only, or for the few.’




    ‘Sabine—’ George made as if to go.




    Joel looked genuinely surprised by her words. He winked at George.




    ‘See?’ George half smiled. ‘See how I live?’




    Sabine made a grim face, unperturbed. Let them think what they liked.




    ‘Lady, it real nice to meet you at las.’ Joel shook her hand.




    ‘Nice to meet you, too.’




    ‘I jus write de news.’




    ‘I’m glad you do. Thank you, and thank you for helping us.’




    At the medical centre in St Clair, Talbot was dozing. He’d been expertly patched up. Four broken ribs, a broken nose; two mangled fingers were splinted. No internal bleeding, though. His ribs were bandaged, his head wrapped so heavily his face was nearly hidden behind all the padding. He’d been bathed and his unbruised skin glowed. He smelled clean, medical and citrusy from Limacol. Jennifer had her son back again, in almost one piece. If that had been Sebastian – dear God, what hell then. What would Granny Seraphina make of this, eh? She would turn in her cardboard-box grave.




    Talbot lay on clean white sheets, probably the cleanest and whitest sheets he’d ever had. Jennifer sat next to him on one of two metal chairs. Sabine sat down next to her and reached for her hand. Jennifer, usually so verbal, so quick to tease and retaliate, to picong and ol’ talk and giggle and make noise and fun for her and George, was speechless. She looked aged, but somehow dignified, like Granny. Some of that old woman’s resolve set in her face, her shoulders. Some of that slave silence.




    ‘I told Mr Harwood I’m going to give Bobby Comacho hell.’




    Jennifer didn’t stir.




    ‘Shoot him in the balls.’




    Jennifer’s shoulders shook.




    ‘I mean it.’




    ‘Yeah, man. Watch out, den dey trow you in a cell.’




    ‘What – then they’d have trouble on their hands.’




    ‘Jesus Lord.’ Jennifer pressed her palms to her forehead. She steupsed in a long miserable way. ‘I wish I could . . . fly away, yes. You know? To another place.’




    Sabine put her arm around Jennifer. Tears spilled from Jennifer’s eyes. ‘Dis not fair. It not right. Dey leave him up der, Mrs Harwood. He try to crawl dong on his hands and knees, den a man fine him and bring him down by us. And when I see him in mih house, oh gorsh. I ent recognise mih own son.’




    Sabine squeezed her shoulders. ‘He’s better now. He’ll be OK.’




    ‘I wish I could fly far away.’




    ‘I know.’




    ‘Far away, man. To another place.’




    ‘Yes. I know.’




    Jennifer raised her head and looked at her, harshly. ‘You shoulda lef, man. I cyan understand why you never leave.’




    Sabine exhaled. ‘I almost did, once.’




    ‘Das what Mr Harwood say. Das what Venus say before she lef.’




    ‘I can’t even remember those days, Jennifer. I was another woman then. Young. Naive.’




    ‘You wanted to go?’




    ‘Yes. I missed my son. And there was trouble here in 1970. Mr Harwood’s business was burnt down. They poisoned our dogs. Oh, and worse . . .’




    ‘You still vexed? Venus say she miss livin’ wid you and de chilren.’




    ‘Yes. Me, too. We were great friends.’




    ‘Aunt Venus say you used to ride a green bicycle all over Port of Spain. You was famus ridin’ on dat bike.’ She chuckled.




    ‘Yes, I think I was.’




    ‘De same bike all rusted in de garage?’




    ‘Do we still have it?’




    ‘Must be.’




    ‘I thought we gave it away. Didn’t we? So much I can’t remember.’




    Jennifer steupsed. Jennifer never liked it when Sabine talked around things, what she called English-talk. Even though she knew the Harwoods well, she disapproved of any vagueness; she saw it as cowardice, somehow even as lying. Trinidadians had the tendency to be explicitly honest about everything.




    ‘I mean it,’ Sabine repeated. ‘I’ve forgotten myself.’




    ‘Forgotten Eric Williams, too?’




    Sabine winced. ‘Eh, eh. Why do you ask?’




    ‘Aunt Venus say you used to write to him, always. Letters. She say you like to put dem in a box. Put Dr Williams in a box.’




    ‘Oh. Venus told you that?’




    ‘Long time ago.’




    Sabine felt blank about it all. She felt none of her long-ago feelings, nothing of those early days. ‘Venus was right.’




    ‘So, you forget about him?’




    Sabine had never spoken to anyone about him at all, only Venus. Careful, she looked at Jennifer, trusting her. ‘No.’ Her eyes welled. ‘No. In fact, you know what? I dream of Eric Williams. From time to time.’




    ‘Wow.’




    ‘Funny, isn’t it?’




    ‘Yeah, man.’




    Sabine laughed at herself. ‘Don’t tell Mr Harwood.’




    ‘He would be vexed?’




    ‘I don’t know. I don’t care, either. But sometimes I dream of Eric Williams, you know. In Woodford Square. He was impressive then. A sight to see.’




    ‘You saw him then?’




    ‘Yes.’




    ‘Wow. Legend time, man. A famous man.’




    ‘Yes.’




    Jennifer looked at her, as if she had lit upon a sudden idea. ‘You stay here in Trinidad because you love Mr Harwood?’




    Sabine stared away from her, out through the jalousie shutters at the car park. Love Mr Harwood? What a question. Did she? What had happened between them? She could no longer be sure of things any more. She knew she loved him once, long ago, loved him fierce as a hurricane, fiercer. But now? Hard to tell, hard to know anything.




    ‘The truth?’




    ‘Yes.’




    ‘I can’t remember, Jennifer.’




    

       

    




    CHAPTER THREE




    THE AFFAIR





    Midnight. A clamorous hour in the house beneath the hip of the green woman. The temperature had dropped causing the cicadas to make a sound like constantly shaking maracas. Tiny tree frogs croaked, brassy. Crickets shouted, trying to compete. The house groaned, shifting with the coolness of the night’s shade. Sabine snored in their bed down the hall. The dogs whimpered in their dreams, chasing the iguana round and round.




    ‘Now where is that file on Brian Lara?’ George muttered. Sabine used the office in the mornings for letter writing; he used it in the afternoons. It worked well enough, except for her tidy-ups.




    ‘Bugger,’ he cursed, finding a torch in the desk drawer. He climbed up onto the office chair, sliding back the hatch to the storage space above. Everything ended up stashed there but he’d never dared search the space, left it to Sabine; it was her hidey-hole.




    ‘Jesus,’ he gasped, as the beam swept across the cavern.




    Boxes, mostly, stuffed with letters, postcards, papers, cards. Years-out-of-date bills. Piles of magazines: TIME, Newsweek, Vogue. Sabine’s rusted Remington typewriter.




    Then, in a corner, an uneven stack, covered with what looked like an old tablecloth. He shone the beam across it. The cloth was filthy, lacy with cobwebs and mould; the stack appeared hunched over, like a tramp crouching in the dust. He pushed himself up so half his body was in the darkened space and tugged at the cloth. It slipped off easily, revealing a dust-caked pile of small boxes, shoeboxes, twenty or so, each with the same two words written across the side: Eric Williams.




    ‘Dear God.’ He reached forward and pulled one of the boxes towards him. There was a date on the lid: 1958. Years ago. Decades.




    ‘Oh, no . . .’ he whispered, dragging more shoeboxes towards him. Each bore a different date.




    George dragged more and more across, throwing them down onto the desk below, silky grey dust cascading, powdering the office floor. Quickly, he pulled down every single box in the stack, until the desk below was a shipwreck of hidden loot, piled high and precarious. Dust everywhere. His hands were blackened, his hair caught up with cobwebs. He got down and roughly lined the boxes along the floor, running in order of year. Each box bulged, heavily stuffed with papers. Each was precisely marked up. Eric Williams. Twenty-six years, twenty-six boxes. Williams had ruled for twenty-six years. Each box was precisely dated. Sabine, Sabine, what on earth had she been doing?




    1956. The year the boxes started. They arrived in Trinidad that year. January 1956, to be precise. Eric Williams launched the People’s National Movement the same month and won his first election later in the year; a famous year in the history of Trinidad. Eighty per cent of the nation turned out to vote him in and the British out.




    George snapped open 1956.




    Newspaper clippings. Yellowed and crisp. Hundreds of time-worn Trinidad Guardian clippings. Tidily snipped. Each dated in Sabine’s hand.




    He scooped the whole lot out in one. Kneeling down, he spread them across the office floor.




    ‘Jesus Christ.’ A compendium of Williams: comment, op-ed, reports, photos of him with members of his cabinet, with the Beatles, for God’s sake, with the Mighty Sparrow. With Harold Macmillan, with Gerald Ford. Phrases, comments underlined in blotted blue ink. Sabine’s hand. An asterisk in the margin. An exclamation mark.




    George groaned long and loud, expelling a grand and pent-up disappointment, a disappointment held in for so long he’d almost forgotten it. Stupid fucker. He knew. Sabine had seen Eric Williams speak in Woodford Square, once, maybe even twice, early on when Eric Williams was in his prime; she had been overwhelmed. Sabine had so many theories about Eric Williams. But he’d blocked them out after a while. They had even met Williams at the Hilton once, a strange meeting. They’d fought afterwards. Then 1970, Black Power: Sabine was never the same again. Granny Seraphina – his wife had caught something from that old slave woman.
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